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Chapter One
They drove down through the Cajon Pass, through the last vestiges of night, leaving the hills and mountains behind them for the dawn and San Bernardino Valley. Their cross-country trek had been a frantic one, Cloud seeking to outrace the gathering darkness in Selah’s eyes—but it was a losing battle. Chin in the crook of her elbow, which in turn rested on the sill of the Cadillac’s open window, Selah watched the line of mountains recede behind them in the side mirror, their peaks lightening to dusky rose under a hazy peach sky. By this time yesterday the curse had already receded, the sclera of her eyes having turned murky gray, the browns of her irises struggling to the fore. She forced herself to look at her reflection in the vibrating mirror, and stared numbly into eyes that were still twin pools of jet, as inhuman as the eyes of a predatory bird. Vampire eyes. Eyes that betrayed her impending damnation.
Cloud quietly whistled the opening bars to “Stairway to Heaven,” one wrist limp over the apex of the steering wheel, while Selah closed her eyes and listened. Allowed the thrum of the car, the sound of the tires as they raced over the crumbling asphalt, and his thready whistle to lull the fear that clenched her heart and cramped her stomach. Cloud. She reached out with one hand and found his, felt his fingers interlace with hers and give them a squeeze. He kept whistling, and she smiled. He couldn’t carry a tune to save his life.
They drove on for another five minutes, until Cloud pulled onto the shoulder, tires crunching on loose gravel as they stopped. Selah looked up, blinking against the brightness of the dawn. He’d parked in the center of a flat bridge that passed mere yards over a broad, stony riverbed through which a half-dozen small streams carved their passage.
“How you feeling?” His voice was low, controlled. She didn’t want to look at him, wanted to stay fixed on the near hills and the great transmission towers that passed over the riverbed a half mile away. He squeezed her hand again, and with a sudden thrill of fear Selah made eye contact, stared at him with eyes that she knew reflected his face like an ebon mirror. A fierce desire to see him flinch arose within her like a storm of sharp flints, to see the first sign of rejection. Instead he frowned and shook his head. Lines of fatigue were carved into his face. “It’s almost six fifteen. That’s sunrise nearly thirty minutes gone.”
Selah nodded mutely and turned away. Turned out she was the one who couldn’t meet his eyes. She examined the road that rose before dipping out of view, creating its own horizon. Her anger ebbed, and they sat in silence, the Cadillac rocking as the occasional car rushed past. She held onto his hand as if it were all that kept her from drowning, unable to speak, wrestling with her terror, and studied the heavy clouds whose contours were traced by the growing light, ranging from buttery yellows at their closest tips to darker slate and purples in their farthest depths.
One morning, she knew—and perhaps it was this one—her eyes simply would not change back. One morning she would instead be overcome with an undeniable desire to sleep, and that would be it. She would be lost. Selah sat still, frozen, and waited. It was almost unbearable.
As always, she felt the change take place. Felt the grip of Sawiskera’s curse relax and release her, an uncoiling of tension, an evaporation of power. It was as if scales swam across her eyes, a flick of a fish’s tail disturbing a pond’s surface before sinking from view. The darkness fell away, and she felt the vampiric detachment go with it. She hadn’t thought her emotions muted before, but now they raged to the fore and roiled in her chest, terror fighting with relief as tears flooded her eyes. She had one more day. She wasn’t a monster yet. Her relief was too powerful; she covered her face with her hands and held back a rising sob.
She heard the seat groan as Cloud shifted over and then pulled her into his arms. She remained stiff at first, resisting comfort, and then allowed herself to relax. He rested his chin on her head and held her tight. “Not yet. Not yet. We’ve still got time. That’s the San Bernardino Valley right ahead of us. We get through that, cross the Pueblo Hills, and find Chico on the other side. He’ll get us into the Core, and there we’ll find your cure. We’re that close.”
It had become their mantra ever since they’d fled Miami, escaping over the militarized Wall that enclosed the city through the use of Selah’s new abilities. She’d felt nothing but gratitude for them at the time. Find Chico, get into the Core, discover the cure. No question about their being one. Cloud never allowed her to voice that doubt. There was a cure. They would find it. He seemed to know through and through that she was going to be fine.
Selah pushed away from him and dried her eyes on her sleeve. Studied his worn face. “We’re running out of time.”
Cloud nodded, tenderness and sorrow both in his expression. “I know. We’re cutting it close.”
Selah shook her head. “You don’t know. One morning soon I won’t come back. You’ll be in danger. From me. You don’t understand what you’re doing.” Fresh tears pricked her eyes. How was he so infuriatingly calm about this? Cloud took her hand. His palm was dry, callused, and he held her gaze with an unswerving confidence that stopped her voice.
“Maybe I don’t understand. But I don’t have to. All I know is that we’re going to make it. We have to make it. We’ve come too far, we’re too damn close to give up now.” Cloud looked out the windshield over the desiccated landscape, eyes moving from side to side. “And—this is bigger than us. Remember? The General said we might be able to make a vaccine out of your blood. Can you imagine? That would change—everything.” He looked back at her. “You have to stay strong, Selah, just for a little longer. Keep on fighting.” Selah’s anger and fear melted away before her love for him. She moved forward into his arms and kissed him, felt his stubble against her face, held him hard, and then pressed her face into his neck. He hugged her tight, and she lay still, eyes closed, breathing in his smell, his hair tickling the tip of her nose. Slowly she grew calm. One more day.
Eventually Selah pulled back and wiped her eyes one last time. “And how are you holding up? You good to keep going?”
Cloud rubbed his face and smiled. “You think I’m going to fall asleep this close to LA? You got another thing coming.” He yawned suddenly, explosively, eyes cinching tight as he brought his fist up, blinked away tears, and then laughed as her look became skeptical. “I’m fine. Let’s keep going.”
Selah settled back as Cloud eased them onto the road. Traffic was sparse; everybody knew you didn’t drive into LA. Not anymore. LA had become the place where roads went to die.
They cruised down the I-15. It descended gradually and curved around the base of the mountain until the distant hills that cupped the valley before them slid into sight. A haze persisted over the land, making the horizon a vague and indefinite sight. Up ahead and to the right, Selah saw the first signs of human habitation. A cacophony of shacks and sheds engulfed the highway as it plunged into the slums that had once been the barren north slopes of Fontana. Selah smelled smoke in the air, a faint hint of burning rubber that faded even as she registered its presence.
“How far in are we going to try to drive?” she asked. The shoulder was crammed with abandoned cars, most pushed right off the cracked asphalt and onto the dry scrub. Cloud didn’t answer. She looked over at him and saw that his knuckles had whitened on the steering wheel. She shifted her weight in her seat. It still took her by surprise how quickly he could shift from his subdued and detached manner to full-on simmering anger. His eyes were locked on the shacks ahead of them. A muscle flickered over the joint of his jaw.
“Look at that,” he said. “Right here in the US of A.” He began to slow down. The clouds before them had incandesced to white, only their farthest reaches yet harboring hints of salmon pink and rose, yet the valley below remained shrouded in a thin fog. A few electric lights glimmered in the haze before them, so that it seemed that the whole city slept, unaware of their approach.
Selah tried to think of something to say. With the weight on her mind, it was hard to drag out her empathy. Her concern for random strangers. But being with Cloud made her look at it all afresh. The traffic thickened and reduced them to a slow crawl as they hit the rear end of a weaving curl of cars and buses impatiently inching forward. Selah watched, face blank, as they passed the first homes built right up to the side of the interstate. They were ramshackle affairs, cobbled together from a mess of raw brick, cinderblocks, and corrugated metal roofing. Hanging drapes blocked windows, and even at this raw early hour, people sat in their doorways, watching the passing cars with subdued curiosity.
Cloud inhaled deliberately through his nose. Selah hunkered down and stayed quiet. “Tell me how people all over the country are OK with this,” he said. “Up in Chicago, Seattle, New York City. How do people go about their lives with this—this insanity—right in their face?”
Selah shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“Not good enough.” He drove on, brooding. “What. People cut a twenty-dollar check to the Red Cross, donate some canned food to their local church, and that makes this all right? How many millions are rotting right here? Begging on the streets? Dying without medicine, without anybody giving a shit? Does anybody know?”
Selah reached out and placed her hand on the back of his neck. She squeezed at the tense muscles. He resisted her, but she knew him, worked at the tension, the anger. He rolled his head from one side to the other, and then finally closed one eye and stared at her sidelong. Selah blew him a kiss, and he snorted, looked away. Keeping her hand on his neck, Selah watched the world outside her window. She felt a pinprick of guilt. Just a few months ago she’d been one of those people Cloud was railing against. Up in Brooklyn, living her high school life, concerned with her own priorities and ignoring what was going on here, going on in Miami.
As they eased farther down the I-15 into the valley, the density of the shacks turned the area beyond the shoulder into an outright slum. It looked like a giant child had dropped a collection of brick and concrete blocks onto the side of the road, allowing them to lie where they fell, chaotic and piled in places to two or even three stories in height. Winding lanes and alleys disappeared between them, as crooked as the architecture, and thin plumes of smoke choked out of tin pipes that speared the dawn sky.
People were already working the cars, hawkers moving slowly up the lanes with hanging trays heavy with wares. Others held aloft plastic bottles of water, which Selah could see had broken seals as often as not. Children with scrubby faces, eyes solemn or quick, moved between the cars with the energy of birds fishing amongst the waves, crying out that they had gum, they had tools, they had batteries and even secondhand Omnis. Selah watched them, lips pursed, and slid on her sunglasses as the first approached.
He was young, perhaps eleven or twelve, and in the washed-out morning light his skin was a dusty brown, rising to rich ruddy copper on his cheeks and brow. His hair fell in thin braids, each ending in a small metal shape that as he stepped closer she saw were miniature bells. It was his missing eye, however, that drew her attention, the dry socket that he made no attempt to hide. A jarring crater in an otherwise untouched face that weaponized his brilliant white smile.
“Water? I have water, fresh water, each bottle treated with iodine, safe to drink. Cold water? No? I have food, protein bars, meat paste stolen from the military only days ago, very good, very rich—no?”
He walked alongside the Cadillac, easily keeping pace, one hand holding a plastic bottle without label, its contents vaguely clear, while the other held up what indeed looked like military-issued rations. His grin was constant, his energy obvious as he kept pace with sidestepping hops.
“No thank you,” said Selah. She couldn’t help but smile back.
“It will get very hot soon, you will dehydrate. Very dangerous, you can get dizzy, headaches, dry mouth, tongue bubbles, see spots, get brain fever, fall over, all without knowing you are thirsty, yeah?” His smile grew only more enthusiastic as he listed the maladies, and Selah laughed, shaking her head again.
“Then maybe I can get you something else? Do you need anything? I know everybody. I can get you gasoline, I can get you new Omni—well, pre-owned Omni—I can get you maps, or Blood Dust, the darkest Dust in all LA?”
Cloud looked over at him for the first time. The kid blinked, but he was tough. Cloud’s leopard stare didn’t faze him long.
“Blood dust?” Selah sat up. She’d heard back in Miami that LA was where the drug came from. The drug that her father had been investigating—and it’s connections to the US government—when he disappeared. It had been why she’d allowed herself to be deported to the vampire city of Miami in the first place, placed in her grandmother’s custody, all to learn more about this drug and its world. Miami had turned out to be a huge dead end, but here, in LA, maybe she could finally get some answers. She stared at the kid. “You sell it?”
The boy’s expression changed subtly, as if he were mentally recategorizing her. “I don’t have any on me, but I know people who do. You want some? Only …” He paused, thought quickly, “fifty dollars for a packet. I can get it so dark it’s almost black.”
“No. Thanks,” said Cloud. Selah turned to him in annoyance and surprise, eyebrows raised, but he ignored her.
“OK,” said the kid, not missing a beat, “last offer. For a dollar, I can save your life. No joke. If you keep driving, they will come at you with guns. Take that Omni there, take everything.”
Cloud looked past Selah to stare at the kid. “Enough. Get out of here.”
“No problem,” said the boy. “You wait, I’ll show you.”
Her window rolled up and the sound of hawkers’ cries and the distant yells from within the slum grew muted. “That kid was starting to annoy me.”
“I was asking him questions,” said Selah.
“Yeah? And just how trustworthy do you think he is?” Cloud shook his head. “We’re better off waiting to ask Chico.”
Selah looked ahead. The number of people moving between the car lanes had grown. The sun had cleared the low line of hills behind them, and more people were stirring in the shacks and homes lining the interstate. A curtain was drawn back and an old lady with a brightly patterned headscarf and gummed lips appeared, blinking rapidly as she looked down upon the cars that passed right below her window. They met eyes for a moment, and Selah felt as if the woman were looking at her through a window from another world, her eyes ancient with dull pain and resignation.
Other kids approached their car and knocked on the windows with curled fingers, displaying more goods they didn’t want. Selah searched for a moment and then spotted the boy with one eye. He was keeping pace along the highway’s shoulder, and as their eyes met he gave her an exaggerated wink.
Cloud shifted impatiently in his seat. “We’re still thirty five miles out. I say we take the car in a little farther, see if we can’t get past the 210 intersection. Then we ditch it and head out on foot. What do you think?”
“Sure,” said Selah. The valley was opening up, the last of the hills peeling back and out of sight, barely visible over the shacks. There wasn’t much of a view before them, but up ahead on the left she saw an old tower displaying signs to a long-defunct shopping mall that had been engulfed by ramshackle buildings: Party City, Chase Bank, Del Taco. “Though we could probably already go faster on foot. This looks like it just grinds down into a permanent jam.”
They had been warned back in Barstow that this would happen. A couple of young guys getting high in the shade of a Seven Eleven had told them to catch the bus to the city limit and not bother with driving, that every car that forced its way into the heart of San Bernardino was inevitably abandoned as it crawled unwittingly into the maw of the greatest chop shop on earth. “It’s awesome,” the guy with the blond dreads had said, his stubble glowing like sparks on his pale, pocked jawline. “Human ingenuity at its best. A whole bunch of dudes with guns just turned the whole I-15 and I-10 intersection into one massive processing complex, you know? Every car gets confiscated and driven into the old Ontario Mills mall to be taken apart. You don’t want to make it that far, guys. Take it from me. I know.” And then he’d shared a look with his half-conscious buddy, and both of them laughed, blowing metallic smoke into the dry desert air as they shared an inside joke.
More kids pressed at the car’s windows, peering in, offering Selah and Cloud junk. They crawled forward, following the interminable descent down into the valley below. The one-eyed kid walked alongside, a constant shadow against the fronts of the shacks. Fifteen minutes passed, the smell of burning rubber and garbage returning now, the air heavy with dust and coal. The kid stepped forward again, and knocked on Selah’s window.
“Here we go,” said Cloud, but Selah went ahead and did so.
“Look,” said the kid, peeling something off the outside of her door. It was a sticker, simple and faded blue. “See?”
“See what?”
“You got tagged. This sticker, it means you were picked out. One of the kids, they saw you had good stuff inside.” The kid grinned cheerfully at her. “A few blocks farther down? A couple of guys with guns watch for cars with stickers. They will come up, gun in your window, and take everything you have.”
Selah looked over at Cloud, who shook his head. “Who’s to say he didn’t stick that thing on there himself?”
The kid snorted and rolled his eye dramatically. “Ai dios, what, it going to take guns in your face for you to believe? I bet, even then, you will say, ‘Oh, man, that kid is good, these guns look almost real.’”
Cloud couldn’t help himself—his dour stare slipped and he laughed. Selah grinned. “What’s your name?”
“Ramonito. I swear to you, I’m not lying. You are in big trouble if you keep going.”
“Ramonito,” said Selah, testing the name on her tongue. “I’m Selah. This is Cloud. How long you been in LA?”
“All my life.” He seemed happy to share. “I was born in Pomona during the War, but my father, he moved us up here to get away from the gangs, to make some money. He always said we would leave, go to Nevada, or Utah, but when my mother died, he gave up. Now I work, but one day? I will save enough to buy a bus ticket to San Diego, and move to the Mexican Free States.” He was still walking alongside them, giving the occasional dirty look to any other kid who tried to press in. His looks were vicious; the other kids kept back.
“There, see? That is the 210 overpass. They wait for you there. They come up, take all your stuff, maybe hit you to scare you, and then run to hide until you drive on and the next marked car comes by. It is a very good system. They work it all day.” Ramonito nodded approvingly.
Selah and Cloud peered ahead. An overpass soared over the slums, an improbable concrete bridge that arched out over their highway. Homes had been built on it, rendering it useless for traffic, three- or even four-story cinderblock and brick houses and huts from whose bases vines and plants grew down to trail over the tops of the cars that passed beneath. Cloud dug into his pack in the backseat, and pulled out a pair of binoculars. He scanned the bridge, and then lowered it. “I don’t see anything.”
Ramonito clutched at his head in despair. “You think they stand there waving their guns?” He shook his head. “You are not very quick, are you? You need my help. The way you’re going, you won’t make it in LA for long. Here, I will help you. Leave your car. I will take you on foot. Where are you going?”
Selah stared at the overpass as it inched ever closer. “We’re heading over the Pueblo Hills, into Buena Park.” She looked at Ramonito. “That’s got to be out of your area, no?”
Ramonito shook his head, grinning once more. “No way! I know all of LA. OK, maybe not all, but much more than you. How were you going to get there? You weren’t going to just walk?”
Cloud nodded. “Sure. How else?”
Ramonito clutched his head again. “You’re crazy! This area up here, Fontana, north Ontario, it’s not really under anybody’s control. Just little pinche gangs, yeah? But when you get down close to Chino Hills, or Diamond Bar, that is getting into the territory of Las Culebras, and man, they are serious. They control everything west of Pomona, right up to the Wall, yeah?” He looked at them, hand resting lightly on the door, checking for understanding. Both Selah and Cloud looked back at him blankly.
“If you say so,” said Selah. “I’ve never heard of them.”
“Our friend Chico said he works with a group called the Buena Park Locos. Said they control the area down there,” Cloud said, driving with one eye on the road.
“If he’s in Buena Park, he has no choice,” said Ramonito, nodding. “Mira, you won’t get far without my help.”
Selah looked down the road. There weren’t any blocks to measure distance by, but if there were, it would be about two more to the overpass. Ramonito had peeled off the sticker, but they were bound to get into trouble sooner or later. She studied the kid’s face, met his single intent eye, and saw a spark of intensity deep within that she decided to trust. “Why you helping us out? What’s in it for you?”
“Money,” grinned Ramonito. “You pay me much more for help like this than for water. I bet you get real generous if I help you get to Buena Park, like two hundred dollars, no?”
Selah laughed again. “Maybe.” She looked at Cloud. “What do you think? I say we give him a shot.”
Cloud frowned. “I don’t know.”
“Don’t you ever just read somebody? Get a good feeling? He obviously knows what’s going on around here. We obviously don’t. A guide is a good idea. And I do believe him about that sticker. Which means he already saved our asses.”
“Yeah, maybe.” Cloud looked like he could argue some more, but then he nodded. “All right. Let’s give him a shot.” He gave Ramonito a thumbs up. “You’re on, kid. What do we do with the car?”
“Sure,” said Ramonito. “People do it all the time. Somebody will jump in and drive it for you, no problem.”
Cloud snorted. “Figures.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel once more, a restless and complex tattoo of sound, and then smacked his hand down on the dash, the sound one of finality. “All right. Good luck in the chop shop, Baby Blue. Let’s go.”



Chapter Two
Ramonito shook his head. “You will get too much attention. You can’t wear that.”
He was staring at their backpacks. Brand new, expensive, and purchased in Vegas, they held everything they needed and were light, durable, and perfectly balanced. They also sported neon red-and-yellow trim and the Gore-Tex fabric gleamed in the sun. Cloud pursed his lips. Back in Vegas they hadn’t given a thought to how these packs might make them stand out.
“Well, we’ve got nothing else,” he said.
Ramonito shifted his weight from one foot to the other, shaking his head. “OK. Well, maybe we find you a nice trash bag to wrap them in. Still, even that is no good. Everybody will know that you’re hiding something.”
Selah took off her pack, and dropped it unceremoniously on the ground. She crouched down beside it, and rolled it around in the dirt. When she picked it up, most of the gloss was gone. “Better?”
Ramonito snorted, and shrugged. “I guess? We’d better avoid attention like crazy. Come on.” He set a fast pace. “It’s pretty far,” he called over his shoulder, clapping his hands as if motivating them to hustle. “But I know all the shortcuts. We can try to stick to old Charity Avenue. It goes straight south! Mostly. Some parts aren’t safe, but I know the best way.”
Selah hitched her hiking pack up onto her shoulders, moved the straps into comfortable positions, and cinched the buckles around her hips. She looked over to Cloud, who was doing the same. She took a deep breath. Nothing they could do about it now. Cloud nodded to her, and she slipped her thumbs under the straps and crossed the highway’s shoulder, leaving their car and the I-15 behind, into the alleyway where Ramonito had disappeared.
She felt immediate relief as the concrete-spackled walls cut the light of the sun, casting them into cool morning shadow. Her tolerance for sunshine had been dropping. The buildings rose two stories high on both sides, roughly built, edges and corners of cheap brick sticking out where the concrete hadn’t been smoothed right. The ground was raw dirt, carved deep with a flash flood gulley and choked with trash. Selah picked her way carefully, and realized from the stench of human waste that half the mud here wasn’t mud at all. She wrinkled her nose and shot a look at Cloud over her shoulder, whose own face contorted in disgust. He stuck his tongue out and shook his head, and Selah laughed.
“Oye, vamonos! We need to go fast or it will take all day, OK? Come on already!” Ramonito was barely visible, the alley as crooked as a politician’s heart, kinked and jacked by the many buildings that butted into its length.
The smell of burning smoke grew stronger, masking the stench of sewage. Selah pursed her lips and refused to flinch when a sleek-coated rat slipped out from under a pile of trash at her feet and scuttled down the length of the wall before slipping into a crack. “This is disgusting.”
“Yeah,” said Cloud, striding right behind her. “Makes you wonder what else the government is turning a blind eye to.”
Selah didn’t bother responding. She looked up at the sky, a twisted crack of blue above them, and saw a flimsy kite jerking fitfully in the wind, tail looping sinuously in the air. It was truly high up, and for a moment she simply watched it, not minding where she placed her feet till her toe nearly caught and she staggered, arms outstretched to catch herself. Cloud grabbed her by the back of her pack and steadied her. “Hey! Careful.”
“Got it,” said Selah, but when she risked another glance up, the kite was gone. Ramonito was an elusive ghost, always ahead, always turning to beckon impatiently, slipping just out of sight each time so that she kept thinking they’d lost him. Their alley intersected with two others, formed a tiny polygon plaza in which the lower half a palm tree stood, desiccated and reeking of urine. They continued, and other people walked by them, not meeting their eyes, slipping past like eels. Easy and relaxed, laughing and talking amongst themselves, they reacted not at all to Selah and Cloud, seeming to not see them.
They passed shops inserted into closet-sized spaces: little beauty salons with magazine cutouts tacked to the walls, repair shops, tiny bars with stools lined up alongside a single open window. Grocery stores selling all the junk the kids had been hawking on the street, including yellow-wrapped NGO provisions and more stolen military rations.
They broke out of the crooked mess of alleys into a broader street that ran straight, a length of faded and cracked asphalt. Ramonito was waiting for them where they stepped out from the almost tunnel-like final alley into the daylight once more, an eye patch now over his missing eye. “Charity Avenue. Now we can go faster. It used to be big enough to drive a car down, but now, not so much.”
Selah placed her hands on her hips, leaned back. The street ran straight enough but was crowded in by shacks, huts, buildings that had been inserted around what had clearly been older, pre-War homes. Music played from a set of old speakers wired up on a telephone pole, a salsa tune that no doubt her friend Maria Elena back in Miami would’ve known. Selah tried to take stock. It was as if a tidal wave had washed a thousand shacks of timber and brick, of cloth and metal roofing over the land, and then retreated, leaving them all junked and piled on top of each other, burying these older buildings in their midst.
“Hey,” said Selah, stepping up to Ramonito. “You mentioned Blood Dust earlier. What do you know about it?”
Ramonito cut a wary look her way and shrugged. “Enough to leave it alone. You still looking to score some?”
Selah shook her head. “No. I’m just curious.”
Ramonito snorted. “Sure.”
Selah frowned, but pressed on. “I’ve heard it comes from here. There a lot of it going round?”
Ramonito nodded, casting looks around them, watching the alleys. “Yeah. Too much.”
“Too much?” Cloud stepped up. “A lot of people do it?”
Ramonito sidled a few steps to the left, not wanting to be pinned between them. “Yes. Sometimes? It feels like almost everyone I know is on it.” He shook his head. “When it gets dark, if you’re smart, you go inside and lock the door.”
“When it gets dark? Because of Dusters? Or vampires?” Selah tried to control herself. She wanted to ask Ramonito everything, grill him on every particular. All the frustration she’d felt in Miami came rushing to the fore.
“Vampiros? No. They stay in the Core. Dusters? Yeah. They think they’re vampires.” Ramonito circled his finger around his temple. “Crazy. But they will mess you up. Some get so high they bite you and try to drink your blood.” He shook his head again. “It’s crazy! And it’s making life here really bad. One more reason to go to Mexico!” His smile came back as if clouds had drifted clear of the sun.
Cloud took the next question. “When did Dust first hit the streets?”
“When?” Ramonito furrowed his brow in thought. “Two years ago, maybe?”
“Two? We only heard about it out east maybe six months ago.”
Ramonito shrugged. “I don’t know. It started real small. First it was just something people said was awesome, but nobody ever saw. It was all like, I know a guy who knows a guy who did some. Then, well, the gangs started selling it. The Culebras, the Locos, all of them. And when that happened, suddenly it was everywhere, and cheap too. Depending on the quality.”
This was it. This was the exact kind of information she needed. Had her father learned all this? Had he become mixed up with the vampires and not the government as she had always thought? “The quality? You said something back when we met about dark Dust. That what you meant?”
“Yeah. The darker the color, the bigger the hit, you know? It can be light pink, which means it’s no good, or almost black, which means it’s too pure and needs to be cut. Unless you are really gone, then you just sniff the blackest stuff you can get.”
Cloud kicked a bottle out of his way, sending it clinking to the side of the road. “That happen a lot? People go too far?”
Ramonito nodded. His spark grew muted, and he stared at the road as he walked. “Yeah. You do too much, it’s all you think about. It’s like you stop being you, and become this vampiro wannabe. Some friends of mine, the ones who liked it back in the beginning? Some of them ended up that way. It was really sad. They became like animals, living together, taking people’s money so they could buy more Dust. In the end they were just straight up killing people. Real bad. Neighborhood got together and killed them all.”
“No shit,” said Cloud. “I’m sorry.”
Ramonito shrugged. “That’s life. It’s one of the main reasons people don’t mind the gangs. You know, beside their bringing food and water into the barrio. These days? There are so many nests, only the hombres from the gang can wipe them all out.”
“Wait,” said Selah. “You saying the gang supplies the Dust, and then kills the people who use it when they get too far gone?”
Ramonito laughed, a bitter sound. “Welcome to LA, you know? Come on. We’ll never get there if we don’t go faster.” He skipped ahead, escaping any more questions.
They hiked on. Selah took frequent sips from her water bottle and tried to watch her footing. People were everywhere, talking and singing within the houses and shacks lining the old Avenue. They sat in doorways, chatting or simply watching the world, or ran by, intent on some private business. Most had the same dusty, worn look of Ramonito, an endless mixture of dark skin tones ranging from blue-tinted black to the lightest of nutty creams. Almost no whites, Selah noted without surprise. Cloud stood out as the palest guy around.
“Here,” said Ramonito, pausing at an intersection at the end of an hour’s hike. “We’re getting close to Culebra territory. Another ten minutes, I think, and we reach the old freeway. We get off the Avenue, cross somewhere quiet. From now on, we have to be very careful. But if you want, we can rest for a bit?”
“Sure,” said Cloud. Selah leaned against a concrete wall. The intersection was more open than the street had been, and she rolled her head about her neck, loosening the crick that had grown from watching her feet the whole time. Over the top of the closest buildings rose a crucifix, white and startling against the blue sky. Must be an old church a stone’s throw away, thought Selah. A horizontal metal pole ending in a dead traffic light extended incongruously out of the window of a second-story building, busted sneakers and shoes hanging from knotted laces along its length.
Cloud dropped his pack to the ground and stretched, his shirt riding up so that Selah caught a glimpse of his smooth stomach. Then he raked his hair back, scruffed at it with the tips of his fingers, and sat down on an abandoned crate, pulling his pack between his knees. “So Ramonito. You know of any local people trying to change shit? Get people together?”
Selah tuned out as they began to talk. She knew she should listen and learn, but her mind drifted. There were too many rivers of emotion and pain flowing through her, streams of fear and hope. Her thoughts were like leaves carried along in the currents.
One moment she was formulating her next question for Ramonito, elation and determination mingling as she focused on getting more information from him about Dust, and the next a wave of despair would wash over her, a sense of futility given how little time she might have left. She summoned her father’s face, and found that she could only picture him with vampire eyes. She recoiled, and forced herself to think of Mama B instead. She needed to call her, let her know that they had arrived in LA.
Could her blood really hold the potential for a vaccine? The words of Sawiskera came back to her, the now-dead vampire king of Miami: My brother’s blood flows through your veins. You are a child of Teharonhiawako, and though his blood has been diluted by countless generations, it still protects you from the dark. We are family, you and I.
Selah shivered. Much good Teha’s blood had done her. Still. It meant she couldn’t quit, ever. The thought of her blood providing the cure to vampirism was too surreal to believe. She needed to cleanse herself of Sawiskera’s taint. She had to.
Ramonito said something that made Cloud laugh, and she blinked and looked over at them.
“What?”
Cloud stood. “This kid. He’s smarter than I am.”
“That’s not saying much,” said Ramonito, his grin a mile wide.
Cloud lunged at him, but Ramonito darted back, laughing, and Cloud shook his head again, his own grin wry. It was rare that he smiled. Selah laughed, and then hoisted her own pack.
“All right, boys. Let’s get moving. Ramonito, how much farther once we cross the freeway?”
Ramonito blew out his cheeks as he considered. “Depends how much luck we have? We should get to the Hills by—maybe in another three hours? Then it gets hard. The Culebras have most of those roads on lockdown. The Hills divide Culebra and Loco territory. We’ll have to be extra sneaky. I would say wait for night, but then you get all the pinche Dusters running around and there is nothing worse.”
Cloud pulled his pack up. “All right. Let’s avoid that then.”
“Wise decision! Maybe you’re not as slow as I thought,” said Ramonito, and then ran ahead a dozen steps laughing again as Cloud simply lifted an eyebrow.
Selah smiled. She lifted her face to the hazy sun, which had just cleared the rooftops, and enjoyed the warmth on her face. Maybe this would work out. There was a chance. Maybe they’d get to Chico without too much difficulty after all.
They crossed the freeway without incident, running across the empty lanes at Ramonito’s signal and plunging into the morass of homes beyond. Official Culebra territory, but it looked the same to her. The more they walked, the more Selah picked up on details around her. It was if she was learning to see the slum, notice elements that had at first evaded her. Most of the shacks and brick huts had blue water drums placed on the edge of their roofs, their sides stamped with a yellow logo and the words One World NGO. The vast cobwebbed tangles of power lines that emanated from rough poles of wood, each patched and stealing electricity from the other, till the top of each pole disappeared into a cloud of snarled black wire. The small faces that watched them pass, eyes large, hidden in the shadows of windows, doorways. Homes under construction, piles of bricks stacked neatly beside them. The napping dogs of indeterminate color, the rats creeping through the trash underfoot, the occasional rooster perched regally on a high retaining wall, the early morning sunlight setting its feathers aflame in a riot of glorious hues.
They were off the avenues now. Ramonito was leading them through a rat’s nest of alleys. Cutting back and forth, working off instinct and the position of the sun. There was no way he could have this entire city memorized, thought Selah. Yet he moved on with confidence. She put her trust in him and just followed, focusing on where she placed her feet and ignoring covert stares from passers-by.
Ramonito turned a corner up ahead, and then immediately jumped back as if scalded. He whipped his head about, looking for another way to go, and his sudden screaming tension caused Selah to grab Cloud’s arm.
“Go, go!” hissed Ramonito, and scrabbled past them, running back the way they’d come. Selah fought curiosity and ran right after him, pack dancing around on her hips so that she had to grab the straps to hold it in place. Cloud was right behind her, fleet of foot, and Ramonito was running back up the block, glancing over his shoulder as he went. They weren’t going to make the next street in time. Desperate, Ramonito ran to a random front door and tried the handle. It was locked. Cloud shoved him aside, shot a look back the way they’d been coming in time to see a gang of armed men round the corner, and then smashed in the door and stumbled inside. Ramonito spilled in right after him, almost tripping on his heels, and Selah slipped in last and pulled the door closed.
A bad smell. They had entered a dark room whose large size was intimated by a few lit candles. Selah pressed the back of her hand to her nose and narrowed her eyes. People were stirring, rising from sleeping pallets on the ground. Had they broken into a hospital? That smell. Dried blood? Standing behind Cloud, one hand on his back, Selah tried to make out details around them. The darkness was oppressive, smothering.
“Cloud?” Selah dug her flashlight out. People murmured to each other, sighing as they climbed to their feet. The skin on her scalp crawled at the sound. They weren’t saying words, just moaning.
“Oh no,” said Ramonito.
“Cloud?” They both lit their flashlights at the same time and swung the beams around. They were in a large room, brick walled, crudely built but with every chink and crack in the walls plugged with knots of cloth and dried mud. The floor was covered with sleeping pallets, nests of old blankets and sweat-stained sheets, from which men and women of all ages emerged, as gaunt and emaciated as plague victims. Dressed in rags or completely naked, they slit their hazy gray eyes and stared at them with inhuman desire.
“Ramonito?” Cloud turned and pressed his back to Selah’s.
Selah leveled her light at one man who had stood perhaps three yards from her. The ridges of his skull were prominent under his drawn skin, and his eyes were sunken and murky as if tainted by smoke. He raised a vial to his nose. Snorted deeply, and then closed his eyes. She watched, horrified, unable to move. He shuddered. Shivered as if in ecstasy, and he smiled, showing teeth filed down to points. His eyes snapped open, and they were pure vampire black.



Chapter Three
“Run!” yelled Ramonito, breaking the spell, and darted forward into the crowd, making for the back. Cloud grabbed Selah’s hand and yanked her after him. She looked back at the Duster, who let out a ululating cry and pointed after her. The others around them took up his howl and suddenly everybody was tearing at them with clawed hands.
Selah ducked her head and clung to Cloud. He was shoving people aside, roaring out in anger. Somebody grabbed her pack and nearly hauled her off her feet. Wriggling like a fish, Selah slipped out from the straps and abandoned it. She flailed out with her flashlight and cracked it in a woman’s face, snapping her head back and forcing her to release her grip on Selah’s arm.
A door opened somewhere ahead of them, and sunlight spilled in. Cries of anger and dismay filled the air. All around them people were sniffing at vials and shaking off their somnolence. Hands sought her face, plucked at her clothing. She yelled, sheer terror giving her strength, and burst out the back door into the alley right after Cloud, slamming into a cinderblock wall and nearly falling to the ground.
Selah hauled herself up. Sunlight. Cloud shoved himself off the ground, pack nearly catching her in the face. A number of Dusters were crowding the doorway, close enough to touch, glancing up at the sky outside, grimacing and slitting their eyes. Selah froze as she watched them recoil. They didn’t seem human. She stared, transfixed. They hissed and swayed in the shadows, cracked lips pulling back from their long, yellowed teeth. A voice was yelling for her to run, but she couldn’t come to terms with the feral hunger in their eyes. One gathered himself, a scrawny kid, and lurched out into the sun, coming right at her. Cloud stepped in and caught him with a hook right across the jaw, hitting him with all the power in his hips, and the kid dropped to the ground like a pile of books.
“Run!” yelled Cloud, pushing her as he backed away, more Dusters daring the sun and entering the alley. “Go! Go!”
Selah gathered her wits and ran. The alley was so narrow that she could push off each side as she navigated over fallen trash and churned up patches of sucking mud. Ramonito was just ahead of her. He’d stopped running. He’d hit a dead end. Selah looked over her shoulder. Cloud was coming right behind her, blocking the view of the Dusters beyond.
“Up!” yelled Ramonito, gesturing frantically to her. “Help me up!”
The buildings were two storied and made of old-fashioned brick and cinderblock, the construction sufficiently rough that there were handholds and ledges to climb. Above them, a crack perhaps a foot wide ran vertically along the imperfect seam where second story of the building to their left met the one that sealed off the alley. Selah laced her fingers to form a stirrup, caught Ramonito’s mud-caked shoe and hoisted him up with all her strength. He grabbed a protruding pole, and quick as a monkey he shimmied up, gained the crack, and then turned to reach down and help her up.
Cloud drew his revolver and turned to level it at the oncoming Dusters racing toward them, flooding the alley, doubled over in the sunlight and reaching for them as they came. Inhuman, she thought again, and then Cloud aimed the gun right over their heads and fired a shot. The sound was deafening in the alley’s close confines, and the Dusters dropped, falling into crouches, some slipping in the muck and falling altogether.
Selah placed the toe of her hiking boot in a gap between two bricks, stuck her fingers into a cavity in the side of a cinderblock, and then surged up and grabbed the pipe. It groaned ominously but held. Another toe hold, a second heave, and she grasped Ramonito’s hand and nearly yanked him down into the alley. A kick, a wriggle, and she was up, Ramonito falling back through the crack so that she could squirm up onto the ledge, first on her stomach and then up onto her feet.
Cloud tossed her the gun and then came up right behind her, needing no help, his teeth gritted as he scrambled up the walls. Selah squeezed through the gap and out onto the flat roof beyond, the corrugated tin surface groaning and shifting horribly beneath her feet. Cloud tried to fit through with his pack, then let out a cry of frustration and shucked it. Turning sideways he squeezed through after her and took back the gun.
“We gotta run,” said Ramonito, speaking over his shoulder as he hurried across the roof. “They’re disoriented now, but the Dust, it kicks in fast! Soon they will be like vampiros. Come on!” He ran lightly over the roof and then leaped over to the next building, crossing the yard-wide gap with ease. Selah and Cloud came right after. The next roof was slightly canted, clay tiles sliding and giving way treacherously beneath their feet. They ran awkwardly, arms extended for balance, following Ramonito up to the peak and then down the other side and onto the next building.
A forest of wire antennas confronted them, forcing Selah to duck and dodge through them. Ramonito paused at the building’s edge, looked down, and then ran off to the right. She cut across the roof after him, over a retaining wall and onto the next building. A couple of men stared at them in surprise where they stood by a pigeon coop smoking cigars, but Selah ran right past them. A gunshot. She cast a look over her shoulder. Cloud was running slowly as he looked back, revolver gleaming in the sunlight. A body lay sprawled on the tiled peak of the roof behind them. Three more Dusters raced into view. They were getting faster, starting to pick up that vampiric speed she knew so well.
Panic beat its frantic tattoo in her mind. Think! They wouldn’t be able to outrun them for long, but if they dropped down into the streets they would be out of the sunlight. Another shot, followed by a close second. Four shots all told. Two left before Cloud had to reload. But his ammo was back in his pack. Selah bottled down a cry of anger. Think!
The roof they were running across was edged on two sides by second stories, making it feel like an open courtyard. Desperate, Ramonito sized up a water tank, glanced up at the roof above them, then darted to the side to glance down at the street below. Selah ran up behind him. Faces down in the street stared back up, suspicious, scared, curious. The street was too wide to jump. The roof suddenly shifted under their weight and nearly spilled them down. Darting back, grabbing onto each other, Selah saw a group of men standing a block down, rifles resting on their shoulders, staring in their direction.
“Culebras?” asked Selah, pointing at them.
Ramonito shook his head. “No! No no no! We need to go away from them too!”
Selah ignored his cries. A desperate plan formulated itself in her mind. Cloud came pounding up, causing the roof to shake and shiver. She ran to one of the second-story walls and tore aside a rude curtain that blocked one of the windows. “Through here!” She climbed inside, scraping her knee on the sharp brick edge, and tumbled onto a bed in the room beyond. It was empty, posters of naked women tacked to the walls. Rolling off the bed she turned to help Ramonito through, pointed at another window on the far side of the room, and then grabbed Cloud’s hand to help him tumble in as well.
“We need a plan,” he rasped, wiping his face with his sleeve.
“I got one,” Selah said, and climbed out the second window into the sun. She turned back to him. “Hurry!” She helped Cloud squeeze out, and then together they ran, feet thundering on the clear plastic roofing as it cracked like dry lasagna pasta under their weight. It spanned several homes beneath them, and so they ran, cursing and looking back. The Dusters were clambering out of the window like spiders emerging from a hole, impossibly fast. Cloud turned to shoot again, but Selah grabbed his wrist and shook her head, “No time! Come on!”
The roof ended right ahead. There was a gap of three yards, and then a final solitary building. Selah prayed that they had gone in the right direction. She examined the far roof with terrified hope, searching for a way down. There was none. No time to think. She summoned her reserves and burst into a sprint. Ten yards. Five. Jump! She launched herself over the space, arms wind milling, and crashed down onto the far roof. The white plastered surface cracked alarmingly under her, sagging and sinking under her weight as if it were made of dry-wall.
Cloud and Ramonito came sailing right after, both falling next to her. The roof cracked again and lurched down a foot, finger-thick cracks running between them. Selah scooted back on her butt, kicking her heels. The Dusters came surging right after. She had to get to the far edge. Yell down her plea. But there was no time. The first of the Dusters leaped the gap with ease, flying impossibly high to land around them–one, two—four of them.
“Cloud!” yelled Selah, reaching out for him, but the entire roof gave way beneath their combined weight. They fell with a rushing roar into the belly of the building amidst a cloud of billowing dust.
Selah coughed. Rolled onto her side, disoriented. Her head pounded. She wasn’t hurt. At least, she didn’t think she was. She tried to rise but fell over. A thick plane of roofing lay beneath her at an angle. She rolled off it. “Cloud?” Outside, people were yelling. Shapes rose around her. Dusters. They were shrugging off the shock and hurt as easily as if they really were vampires.
Where was Cloud? Selah started to crawl through the rubble. Sunlight filtered into the room in vast shafts, catching people and turning them into silhouettes where they stood swaying or into faint outlines if they stood in dark. A door opened. A man barked out a question. Selah’s head was ringing; she couldn’t make out his words, but she cried out Cloud’s name again and then her fingers closed over the handle of the gun.
Hands grabbed her by the shoulder and flung her onto her back. She raised the gun but the Duster smacked it out of her hand. Even in the dark and dust she recognized him. It was the first Duster that had grinned at her in their nest, his thin hair ragged and unkempt, his eyes burning, his body little more than a collection of bones dipped in wax. Selah kicked at him, but he ignored the blows. Baring his teeth, he fell upon her, thrusting his face into her neck. He was strong, impossibly strong, and even in the dust-clogged air, Selah could smell his rank sour sweat and something worse, something spoiled and foul. She tried to thrust him away, shoved with her elbows and knees, but she couldn’t dislodge him.
His lips found her neck. He bit her, teeth grazing her skin, then lunged in closer to tear at her flesh. A gunshot, a second and third, and the man spasmed and let out a terrible cry before going limp. Selah screamed out in revulsion and shoved him away, sitting up and kicking her way out from under his body. The air exploded into gunshots and cries, screams of rage and hatred. Selah wrapped her arms around her head and fell over, closing her eyes as madness engulfed the room.
Ten seconds, maybe, and then everything went still. Selah cracked open her eyes and peered toward the front of the room. A group of men stood before an open door, six of them standing shoulder to shoulder, guns leveled. The Culebras. Around her lay the bodies of the Dusters, intertwined with the rubble and ruined furniture. Where was Cloud? Ramonito? Breathing in sharp gasps, Selah sat up, unsure if movement would draw fire.
“Que chingada,” said one of the men. He lowered his rifle and spat. “What the hell happened here, hey?” He looked up at the collapsed ceiling, and then shook his head. “OK, chicos. Go through the room. A bullet in every brain.”
“Wait, please!” Selah raised her arms as the group of men swiveled to face her. “We’re not all Dusters.”
“Oh, yeah?” The man examined her and then grinned. He was short, compact, with a pot belly and a round face with suspicious eyes. “You talk real nice, but lady, you got Duster eyes.”
Her eyes? Selah bit back a curse. Of course. Desperate, she pressed on. “I promise. They were chasing us. Across the rooftops. I led them here, to you. Except the roof collapsed. I was going to yell for help, get down into the street.”
Coughing came from Selah’s left. Cloud. He half rose from under a sheet of roofing material and then slumped again. A spike of hope pierced her chest. He was alive.
“Uh huh. Whatever.” He raised his gun and pointed it at her face.
“No! Stop!” Blank denial rose up within her. It couldn’t end here. Not like this, not with so much at stake. “Please—you can’t do this.”
The other men grinned, except for one kid who studied her face intently. The potbellied man gave her a wintry smile. “I can do whatever the hell I want. Adios, senorita.”
“Guillermo, wait,” said the kid. He pushed his way forward and stared closely at Selah. Tall, gangly, probably not even fifteen, he frowned down at her. Selah glanced a look at their leader, who was glaring at the kid.
“What? What already?”
“I think I know her.” The kid shifted his weight on the loose bricks, and holstered his gun. “What’s your name?”
Selah tried to place him. She was sure she’d never seen him before in her life. “Selah?”
“No fucking way!” He smacked one hand into the palm of the other and turned to Guillermo with a grin. “Esse, it’s Selah Brown.”
Guillermo was not impressed. “That supposed to mean something to me?”
Selah slowly lowered her arms. She stared incredulously at the kid, trying to keep her sudden hope under control. How did he know her?
“C’mon man, you know, the girl who killed Sawiskera down in Miami.” He turned back to her. “Right?” Back to Guillermo. “Remember that cage fight I showed you? The girl who ran in and dumped Anthrax on his ass? With her vampire kung fu moves and shit?”
Guillermo spat again. “You’re tripping, holmes. Miami’s the other side of the country. This is just some random Duster.”
“No man, it ain’t.” The kid took a half step toward her. “It’s her. Look.” He dug a slender Omni out of his pocket and quickly flicked his fingers across the screen. “Right here. Hold up.”
Guillermo stuck his jaw out as he did so in clear annoyance. One of the other guys laughed. “Manny.” Guillermo made his voice extra smooth and dangerously quiet. “You’re trying my patience. For real, yo.”
“Hold up, hold up. Look. Here.” He showed Guillermo the screen.
Guillermo frowned at it, and then stared at Selah. Looked back at the screen. Shook his head. “Maybe.”
“All right, check out her driver’s license. It’s posted here somewhere. Look. Here it is.” Selah felt a jolt. Her driver’s license? “There. See?”
Guillermo snatched the Omni out of Manny’s hands and stared at the screen. Looked up and scrutinized Selah all over again. “All right. Fine. When’s your damn birthday?”
“July 7, 2009.”
Guillermo’s eyelids lowered and he pursed his lips. If anything, her answer seemed to have pissed him off even more. “No shit.” He shoved the Omni hard into Manny’s chest, whose grin was a mile wide. “So you’re Selah Brown. You kill Sawiskera for real?”
“I… yes.” Selah’s mind was racing. How did they know? Had it really exploded online? Should she talk herself up? Cloud groaned and sat up, hand to his head. He rubbed dust out of his eyes and looked at the group of men, then over at Selah.
Guillermo seemed nonplussed. She watched him process this new development.
“Man, this is awesome,” said Manny. “Everybody’s wondering where she went. And we found her!”
“Manny. Shut the hell up.” Manny’s mouth snapped closed. He pocketed his Omni, suddenly nervous, and stepped back. Finally Guillermo shook his head. “All right. Whatever. Let’s take her to Esteban. Let him figure this shit out. Kill the others and let’s go.”
The other four men fanned out into the room, prodding at bodies with the muzzles of their guns. Selah rose shakily to her feet. Guillermo watched but made no move to stop her as she walked over to Cloud. He had one eye closed, his hand to a cut in his scalp, face smeared with dust and blood. He looked up at her, and mouthed, what’s going on?
She placed her hand on his shoulder and looked back to Guillermo. “He’s with me. And a kid. Ramonito.” A jolt of panic hit her and she began to scan the ground for him, terrified. “Don’t shoot any kids!” She lurched to her feet and staggered across the room, looking under slabs of roofing with desperate energy. “Ramonito? Ramonito!”
“I’m here.” Ramonito stepped out slowly from where he’d been hiding behind a toppled table. He looked unhurt. Selah couldn’t control herself. She felt a surge of relief, grabbed the kid, and pulled him into a hug. He pushed back against her, and then relaxed and gave her a tentative if sullen hug back before squirming free. He looked up at her in disbelief. “The Culebras? You took us to the Culebras?”
The sharp retort of a gunshot caused Selah to jump. She looked over and saw a gang member peering down at a body he’d clearly just shot, and then moved on. Cloud walked over and placed his hand on her shoulder and leaned in.
“What is going on? They know you?”
Selah shrugged uneasily. “Looks like it. I don’t know how. They’re taking us to see a guy called Esteban.”
Ramonito clutched his head and groaned. “You’re kidding me.”
“What is it?” A second shot rang out. The men spoke in subdued Spanish with each other. Outside in the sunlight Selah could see a crowd watching from the near distance.
“Esteban? He’s the one in charge, the boss of the Culebras.”
Cloud took his hand away from his cut and stared at the blood on his palm. “Well. It’s better than being Dust bait.”
Ramonito’s shoulders slumped and he shrugged. “I guess. But these people, they kill like it’s nothing. You know?” He snuck a look over to where Guillermo stood, then suddenly smiled as something occurred to him. “Hey, my fee? It just doubled!”
Selah snorted and slipped into Cloud’s arms. They stood still, watching, as the Culebras finished going through the room. They put down two more Dusters as if they were little more than wounded cattle, no thought or emotion behind each shot. Selah stared at the twisted bodies, the hollowed faces. The black eyes. No, not cattle. These people had become completely unnatural. Inhuman, monstrous. She remembered how they’d scuttled out the window, how they had struck her as spider-like. How they had hissed and raged at the sun. Worse, how each had immediately placed a vial to their noses and inhaled deep when Cloud burst their nest door and stumbled inside. How they had wanted to be like this.
Selah hugged Cloud tighter. Terror and disgust fought within her. Was this how she was going to end up? A woman lay close to her, sprawled out on her back, head twisted to one side. Half her teeth had been filed down to points, as if she’d only recently started on the project. Her nails were cracked and filthy, seams of wet running down their length where the spongy flesh beneath had been revealed. Selah shuddered and turned her face away–and then forced herself to look back. This had been a person. Just like her. A child, once. Somebody had crooned over her crib. Somewhere things had gone wrong, and now here she lay. End of the line. She stared down at the woman’s ruined face, and somehow, her fear and disgust changed and became anger undercut by pity.
“OK, vamonos,” said Guillermo. “Esteban’s visiting with Padrino Machado. Let’s get a move on vatos or we’ll be driving all day!”
He turned and caught Selah’s stare. Met it, and smiled. Selah felt her anger begin to smolder. Vampires, Blood Dust, and dealers. They were all responsible.



Chapter Four
They were led out of the ruined home and down a few blocks to where a squad of dirt bikes was chained. Ramonito tried to slip away at one point but was corralled, and soon they were all riding up the street, the bikes’ engines so loud it felt like riding in the center of an on-going cataclysm, Selah holding onto Guillermo as tightly as she could so she wouldn’t be bucked off.
They moved quickly through the busy streets; people saw them coming and jumped aside. The buildings and intersections blurred by, and Selah realized they were heading back north. Her heart sank. All that walking this morning had been for nothing.
They crossed over the freeway, and then plunged once more into the slums. She noticed that the old homes were becoming larger, till they were riding past veritable mansions, each still engulfed in slums. Lethargic in the daylight, growing increasingly sluggish as the sun ascended, Selah felt hard pressed to keep paying attention to their surroundings.
They took a turn, and she noticed that the area was changing. It was subtle at first, but the improvised homes and ramshackle sheds had suddenly grown sparse and then stopped altogether. The buildings were still run-down, but for the first time she saw palm trees standing tall, fronds hanging serenely in the clear golden light of midmorning. They took a left, and after another couple of minutes of riding toward the mountains, the road sloping ever higher, the road turned to the right and became a broad street paved in vast flagstones of warm-colored concrete. On either side arose large complexes that Selah realized were vast mansions, two-story edifices that were a mass of wings, dry fountains, columns, and porticos, each enshrouded in palm trees, bougainvillea, and other exotic plants. The street possessed an otherworldly feeling, its silence shattered by the passage of their bikes
Selah stared. Each home stood clearly empty. Windows dark, vines growing over the walls, plants and lawns desiccated. No cars. No signs of life at all. They followed the street to its end, rounded the corner, and saw what had to be their destination. A crude fence had been impaled about the perimeter of the sumptuous lawn, individual bars of rebar topped by an identical upended brown bottle, labels faded and nearly washed off.
A number of cars sat in the circular driveway, each gleaming in the light of the sun. A limousine, two black SUVs, a convertible red Porsche, and a black Lamborghini straight out of an adolescent’s dream. The recessed entrance that led up to the front door was stunning, a path passing through a central courtyard whose flanks were the columned wings of the home, with a great white door embedded in its back. Red flowers had fallen from the trees that shaded it and littered the courtyard stones, each of which was sunken into soft green grass. Luxurious bushes and ferns grew in carefully formed banks, so that the effect was one of a cool and inviting retreat.
As they pulled up, two men rose from where they sat playing dominoes before the front door. Each had what looked to be an assault rifle propped against the wall next to him, and an old Omni played Latin music. Selah noticed movement above them. A third man watched from the roof house, relaxed, a rifle propped over his shoulder. Selah got off the bike and groaned. Her inner thighs felt raw.
One of the guards greeted them in Spanish, voice easy with familiarity. Guillermo responded with a laugh, and then said something and nodded to Selah and Cloud. The guards looked them over, and then nodded. One of them turned and went inside.
Guillermo turned to Selah and Cloud. “All right. Esteban’s coming out. Do anything stupid and you’ll get shot. Got it?” They both nodded. Cloud took her hand, and they stood, shoulder to shoulder, waiting for the gang leader to emerge. Selah’s mind span out plans, ideas, and discarded each in turn. How should she act? The big killer out of Miami, imperious and demanding to be freed? The innocent little girl, no threat to anybody? She had no clue. Before she could make up her mind, the front door opened and several men emerged, blinking as they stepped into the sunlight.
The first man out was perhaps in his fifties. His skin glowed a warm and smooth walnut hue, crow’s-feet and lines about his mouth making his face seem kindly as he regarded them, his hair thinning, an iron moustache and beard trimmed close to the skin. Esteban? No. The next one.
The next man was in his early forties, good-looking, trim, athletic, and broad-shouldered. Wearing a beige linen suit with the white shirt open at the neck, he carried an intensity that put Selah immediately on edge, his smile the kind of blank, automatic expression that failed to reach his eyes. He looked like he could smile while he wrung your neck.
Guillermo stepped forward. He nodded respectfully to the older man. “Padrino Machado, como estas?” Then he turned to the second. “Esteban. We found these three down by Chino. They were trying to cross over to Loco territory, but ran into a Duster nest. Led them straight to us. We put down the Dusters, but Manny, he recognized … the girl …” His words slowed, and then stopped. The older man, Padrino Machado, was staring at Selah in shock.
“Pero que demonios haces aqui?” he whispered, face draining of color.
Esteban frowned, confused. “Padrino? You know her?”
“But—how?” Padrino actually looked up at the sun as if confirming its presence, suddenly disbelieving that it shone. Then back at Selah. Confusion and incomprehension were plain on his stately face.
“Maybe he’s watched the same videos?” asked Selah, doing her best to bury her uneasiness. Did everybody around here know her?
“Guillermo,” said Esteban, “who is this?”
“It’s like I told you. We ran into her over by Chino,” said Guillermo, all confidence gone from his voice. “Manny recognized her. Said her name’s Selah Brown. The girl who killed Sawiskera, the vampire king of Miami?”
“Selah Brown?” Padrino tested the name. “Selah Brown.” He blinked, and then laughed weakly. “Amazing. You look—never mind. Esteban, my apologies. I thought, for a moment, that she was somebody else. This world. It never ceases to surprise me.” He clapped Esteban’s shoulder, and the tension melted from his frame. Then he frowned again as the rest of Guillermo’s words registered. “Killed Sawiskera? Is that what you said?”
“Yes,” said Selah, stepping forward and ignoring the guns. She was sick of being talked about. “I killed him. With Cloud’s help here, and that of the Dragon. What of it?” The men all stared at her. A muted satisfaction passed through Selah. That got their attention. Not that she was sure she wanted it. But, hell. She was sick of being pushed around. “What I want to know,” she continued, “is what the hell business is it of yours? I got shit to do, so I suggest you all get your eyeful now, because Cloud and I, we’re leaving.”
Her words hung in the air, and then Esteban laughed. A delighted sound, as if a rather uninspiring dog had suddenly pulled off a complicated trick. Selah pursed her lips. That hadn’t been the reaction she was going for. “The little girl’s got a bite on her,” said the Culebras leader. “Guillermo. Bring her and—Cloud? Inside.” He stopped. Stared at Ramonito who was hanging back. “Who’s the little pendejo?”
“Ramonito,” said Selah. “He’s with me. Our guide.”
“You don’t need a guide no more,” said Esteban. “Oye, get the hell out of here.” Ramonito stared wide eyed at everybody, and then when Esteban raised his eyebrows, turned and ran down the driveway. Selah watched him go, and felt a pang. She’d come to like the kid. And he had come to represent—what? Her bid for independent passage through the slums. Without him, she was at the mercy of these Dust dealers.
They went inside. Esteban led them through the front door and into the hallway beyond. It was stunning. The caramel marble floors were polished to such a high gloss that they seemed wet, the walls glass, three great floor-to-ceiling panes that looked out into a small interior garden. Light poured in through every side, and a great green plant grew from a circular hole in the center of the hall’s floor.
Two children ran past them, giggling and pushing each other. They were dressed in clean clothing, startling for its whiteness, and they shot shy looks at the strangers before pouring out the front door. Music played farther within, and they could hear the sound of voices. Selah’s mouth filled with water. Somebody was cooking breakfast, what smelled like a mixture of scrambled eggs and sausages. Esteban walked ahead into a study. One wall was all shelving, displaying leather-bound tomes, vases, and small portraits. The other wall contained a glass-front cabinet whose contents Selah didn’t bother studying. Esteban sat behind his glass desk, and Padrino moved to sit in a seat to his left.
“OK,” said Padrino Machado. He settled down, made himself comfortable. Crossed one leg over the other, ankle on the knee. Laced his hands over his stomach, and gave her a complacent smile. “Why don’t you tell us a story? How did a girl like you take down the all-mighty Sawiskera?” Selah fought to marshal her thoughts. Cloud was a solid presence beside her, but she knew it was her tale to tell. She felt trapped. Should she spin the truth? She began hesitatingly, recounting how she had chosen deportation to Miami in hopes of learning the truth behind her father’s disappearance. How she had met Cloud, the Dragon. She chose at the last second not to mention her blood’s unique properties. Not to tell them about how she adopted a vampire’s powers the moment he drank from her. Instead, she turned the tale into a love story, skipping entire chunks and making up parts on the fly. How she had reminded Sawiskera of a past love. How his obsession with her had given the Dragon a chance to strike him down, how she and Cloud had both helped.
When she finished, she shrugged. “There you go. That’s all that happened. Satisfied?”
Esteban and Padrino Machado shared a look. Esteban canted his head to one side. “So where does your Dust habit come into all this?”
“My Dust habit?” Her mind raced. “What? Oh—yeah.” Her eyes, her curse-tainted eyes, smoky gray like those of a Duster. “I—I started on the drive from Miami. I wanted to see what it was all about. Dust, that is.”
Silence again. Selah watched them both. Esteban nodded, but Padrino remained unconvinced. Finally he shook his head. “She’s lying,” said Padrino. His voice had grown stronger, deeper. Gained a timbre of authority. Esteban looked over at him. “She doesn’t do Dust. Her eyes are that way for a different reason.”
Padrino stood and moved forward to stand before Selah. He studied her face intently, then took each of her hands and turned them over so as to examine her palms. His touch was cool, his skin smooth. Up close, he smelled of pipe smoke. He leaned forward and peered into her eyes as if they were tunnels into her deepest being, and then nodded.
“She carries a dark spirit with her. Very old, and very powerful. It is this spirit that changes her eyes.”
Selah felt her heart seize. How could he know that? How the hell did he know that? She took a step back. “What are you talking about?” Her voice shook.
“Dark spirit?” There was no sarcasm or doubt in Esteban’s voice. Selah heard instead grave respect.
“Who are you?” Selah met Padrino’s eyes. “How do you know this?”
“Padrino Machado,” said Esteban. “He’s a very famous curandero.”
Padrino nodded to Selah. “I am blessed by the saints and angels, and sometimes able to do their will. To heal others.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Selah.
“You don’t have to understand. But know that I sense a darkness within you. I can feel its power. How it is consuming you.”
Selah turned to Cloud. He looked as surprised as she felt.
“What is this spirit, Selah?” Padrino sat back down, but did not relax as before. He blinked. “Is it Sawiskera?”
“Yes.” It was all she could manage.
Padrino nodded. “Sawiskera. Not totally gone, I see. Inside you. Growing. Turning you.”
Esteban shifted uneasily in his seat. “What does this mean?”
“I don’t know,” said Padrino Machado, his voice low. “I must think on it. I must pray.”
“You’re a healer,” said Cloud. “Why don’t you try to heal her?”
Selah expected Padrino to laugh him off, but instead the curandero nodded. “Perhaps. I will see. Esteban, why don’t you let them get some rest. They must be tired.”
Esteban nodded slowly. “Sure. All right.” He looked past them to the guards at the door. “Take them to the Rose Room. Make sure they’re comfortable. Comprende?”
The two men with rifles clearly did. They pushed open the study door and waited for Cloud and Selah to follow. Selah took two steps, and then turned back to Padrino and Esteban. “I came to LA for a cure. I believe it’s in the Core. You don’t know what you’re dealing with here. I know you’re going to talk. But the best thing you can do is let me go so I can take care of this.”
Esteban met her eyes, and his were flat like those of a fish. “If it’s that bad, a bullet in your head could solve the problem too. We’ll let you know what we decide.”
It was the casual way in which he said this that shook her. Somebody took her by the elbow and guided her out the door. She followed numbly, not caring for the finery of the mansion.
The Rose Room turned out to be an elegant and minimalist space, dominated by a king-sized bed. Five white roses extended from a slender flute on a single shelf along the opposite wall. The guard gave them a suspicious look, and stepped out and closed the door.
Cloud strode over to the window and looked outside. “Guarded,” he said, turning back. “Man. What part of quiet and undercover did we not understand?”
Selah looked past him at the sunlight outside. “Do you think he could heal me?”
“What?” Cloud walked back to her. “Heal you? This Machado guy? Selah, it’s not like you’re running a fever.”
“I know what I’m running,” said Selah, walking past him, fighting down her anger, her hope, her fear. “Trust me. But he’s obviously respected, right? He’s even giving the Culebra boss orders. There’s got to be a reason for that.”
Cloud rubbed at his face and then raked his fingers through his hair. “Sure. He’s probably really good at convincing them all that he’s got mystical powers. But what are the odds that he does?”
“What are the odds that I’d be carrying Sawiskera around in my blood?” Selah shook her head. “And how the hell did he know that? That I was tainted? That I have his—his spirit, inside me?”
Cloud didn’t answer. They stood still, and then he walked over and put his arms around her and pulled her against his chest. “I don’t know,” he said, voice quiet. “I don’t know. I’d say lucky guess, but—that doesn’t sound right either. Maybe he can help. If this world has vampires in it, why can’t it have holy men too?”
Selah closed her eyes. It was a dull, distant hope. A healing, right here, today. No need to hunt down a vampire. To wrestle the secret of a cure from its undead mind, to endure the cruelties of the LA slums. Salvation. Of her very soul. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Why can’t it?”
Half an hour later there was a knock on the door. Cloud and Selah awoke from a fitful sleep, both of them exhausted from the long drive through the night, and sat up as the door opened. Padrino Machado stepped inside, alone.
“I have prayed and consulted with the spirits. They wish me to try and help you.”
Selah swung her legs off the bed and stood, smoothing down her clothing. “You think you can? You think you can drive Sawiskera from me?”
“Not me. I am but a channel. But it is possible. I have done so before.” Padrino’s face was sober, pensive. “There is only one way of knowing.”
“All right,” said Selah, heart hammering in her chest. “OK.”
“Good,” said Padrino. “Then follow me. Both of you.”
They followed him out into the garden. They circled the pool, the two guards trailing behind, and out into an excessively large expanse of lawn in which stood a circular gazebo, large enough to hold twenty people, unlit torches ringing it, walls of dried palm fronds hiding its interior. Candles leaned drunkenly along the base of its walls, out of place amidst the finery.
Padrino Machado led them up the three wooden steps and entered the dark interior. Selah followed him, and walked into the gloom that was rich with the smell of incense. She moved in just a few steps, and stopped. It was very dark, with little light seeping through the chinks in the walls and through a gap at the ceiling’s apex.
Padrino struck a match and began to light candles, walking in a circle about the gazebo, until a ring of flames surrounded Selah and Cloud. Once lit, the interior revealed a wealth of fascinating objects. Central was the altar pressed against the far wall, blanketed with an immaculate white sheet edged with gorgeous lace, its surface covered in a variety of framed paintings of saints and with a beautifully painted reredos behind it, gleaming gold and crimson in the light of the candles, a large crucifix held in its center. From the ceiling hung endless sheaves of herbs, while the walls were ringed with carved wooden bottles, more candles, statues, great jars and pots, wax-leafed plants, and more. Beads hung from support beams. Images of the Virgin Mary of Guadalupe were everywhere, as well as photographs of strangers, smiling from behind dusty glass. A central fire pit had been dug into the center of the floor, a black hole surrounded by stones, and looking up Selah saw that the pinnacle of the gazebo’s ceiling was open to the sky.
“Now,” said Padrino Machado. His voice took on a hollow tone. “Let us see what the saints and spirits desire.” He moved away, lighting several sticks of incense as he began to recite what sounded like a prayer. He walked around them, boards creaking beneath his feet, and Selah fixed her eyes on the crucifix. How long had it been since she’d been to church? She’d been devout as a child, but after Mama B had abandoned them, she’d lapsed, grown indifferent to ceremony and prayer. Looking upon the crucifix now, however, she couldn’t help but feel a leap of hope.
People filed into the hut, a fire lit in its center, aromatic smoke rising through the hole above. More candles were lit, and slowly people seated themselves along the walls. A heavyset lady with a white bandana around her hair began to hum, to sway slightly, and then a second took it up as the first stopped. It was as if they were summoning the spirit of music in fits and starts, so that at times three or even four might hum, only for it to die out and silence creep back in.
A drum was tapped, falteringly at first, and then with more confidence, underscoring the humming, which blossomed into a chant. Selah didn’t understand the language. At least fifteen people sat around the walls now, some old, some young. Long faces, creased with dour melancholy, fat faces filled with vivacity, faces focused and grave, others blank and staring as if into another world. All seemed to slowly drift away into a trance while the music picked up, more drums and then a tambourine, as voices raised themselves into song, a chant that was low and powerful and reminded Selah of the ocean, constant and pulling at her heart, her mind, her spirit.
Padrino Machado knelt at the altar amidst the symphony, and prayed. His mumbled voice was a low drone, a constant in the background, and he seemed completely oblivious to the music, the others, the activity within the hut. Selah refused to meet Cloud’s eyes, knowing he thought this foolish, knowing he thought it a waste of time. And she tried to do so too. But she couldn’t, not completely. Mama B had been born and raised in New York, but her mother, a spindly old woman Selah barely remembered, had been from Jamaica. Listening to these songs now—even if they were in Spanish—seeing this ritual unfold touched something within Selah, something she wasn’t even aware of, a part of her that reached all the way back to her childhood, when Granny Mon would tell her stories that she could no longer recall. It was more a sense, a feeling, borne aloft perhaps as much by hope as anything else.
At last Padrino Machado arose. The song was in full force now, everybody adding their voices to the chant that rose and fell with the regularity of a prayer. Padrino moved to a shelf and drew forth a small box, from which he took what looked like sticks of cinnamon, and cast them into the fire. Coffee beans went in next, followed by what looked like brown sugar and a variety of different herbs, each drawn down from the sheaves that hung from the rafters. He approached Selah, and drew her from the wall, out into the center of the room to stand before the fire. Her heart thudded and she felt torn, knowing that Mama B, that everybody she knew would disapprove of her standing here, participating in this, but she had to try, she had to give it a shot.
Padrino took a collection of dry herbs and began to sweep it against her, washing her with them, their dry, rustling edges scratching lightly at her skin, catching on her clothing. He circled her, sweeping her from head to toe, and with a grand gesture cast the herbs into the fire, chanting as he did so. For a moment Selah smelled rosemary in the air laced with other herbal scents she couldn’t discern. He snapped his fingers, and a young boy ran in through the doorway, cradling two round objects in his palm. Padrino took these, and Selah saw they were eggs. He walked back to the altar and cracked them both into a hand-carved wooden bowl, to which he added pinches of powders from different containers.
The music and smoke were making Selah’s head swim. She felt a sense of vertigo, the sound pulsing and sweeping in and out of her mind, flooding in only to retreat once more, rhythmic and insistent, without sense but laden with power. The same phrases were being used over and over again, she realized. Commands? Entreaties? She blinked her eyes, fought off a growing sense of lethargy, and wondered dimly what else had been cast in the fire, what else might be in this smoke she was breathing.
Padrino was back. He stood before her and though he was speaking, calling out to her, she couldn’t hear his voice. She saw his lips move, and nausea began to rise within her, a greasy, bubbling feeling, as if her insides were being slicked with rancid grease. Her eyes were tearing from the smoke, and she couldn’t breathe. The music pressed in on her, swirling about her head, making the walls seem to breathe, to inhale and bulge in, only to exhale and extend away. The light of the fire and candles were lurid.
A sudden chill swept over her. Fury. Disgust. Fear. Selah knocked Padrino’s hand aside as he reached for her. He began to yell, but she just wanted out. Out of this smoke, this sound, this room. She stalked toward the door, but men rose to intercept her, their arms outstretched. She shook them free with ease, sent them tumbling down to the floor. Darkness and firelight. Did they think they could stop her? Did they think they could banish her so easily? One man took her by the shoulder, and she threw him into another man. They both went down.
There singing had become yells, screams of pain and confusion. The music breaking up. She reached the door, and but recoiled from the sunlight. Somebody called her name, and she turned, the sound of his voice sliding through the panic, parting her madness for but a moment. Cloud. He stepped before her, between her and the door, his face twisted in shock, concern. He reached out for her and took her by the shoulder. Held her. Her mind rebelled as she realized he was pushing her back, back into the smoke and darkness.
No. She reached up, took his wrist, and twisted it sharply away. He fell away. She had to get out. The sunlight was hateful, but there was no choice. She fled, sprinting across the grass as if the very blades of sun-bright grass were slicing the soles of her feet. She shielded her face from the fire in the sky, and fled into the shadows beneath the trees, snarling in pain as she ran, coughing and retching as the taste of the smoke refused to leave the back of her throat.
Silence. Selah awoke by gradual degrees till finally she cracked open her eyes. Her cheek was pressed against dry dirt. She blinked, confused. Her head was pounding. It was afternoon, but she couldn’t make out the sky. She was lying under a thick, heavy bush, enclosed on all sides by its branches. She lifted her head, dirt and soil sticking to her face. Groaned, and pressed her palm to her temple. What the hell?
Vague memories began to return. She had run. From what? Smoke. Voices, people singing. Where was she? Where was Cloud? She dry heaved suddenly, and saw stale vomit already on the ground before her. She rolled away and army crawled out from under the bush. She was in a small copse of scrubby pines. Heaving for air, Selah crawled out farther and collapsed onto her side. Her head pounded, but already the pain was beginning to recede. She shivered, forced herself to crawl further, out of the shade altogether, and into a patch of warm sunlight where she curled on her side, soaking it in, the hot rays, the golden light.
She must have dozed once more. When she next opened her eyes, she was stiff, and the sun had dipped toward the horizon. She yawned and rubbed her face, brushing the dirt from her cheek. Sat up. Looked down the slope of the mountain at the San Bernardino Valley below. How had she gotten up so high? The ground was scrubby and raw, dry bushes and stunted trees descending down toward the first houses, and out over the expanse of the slums. Her eyes widened. Even after having walked through them for hours, she had no idea they were so large. They extended into the haze, disappearing just shy of the distant line of mountains she could barely make out. A vast and seething blanket of buildings, roads, avenues, trees, and construction. And this wasn’t even all of LA, she realized. Just this valley.
She burped, foul air erupting from her chest, and looked closer down the slope. There. A neighborhood of grand mansions, perhaps a quarter mile below. Had she run up here by herself? She looked around. She’d wanted shade. Why?
She rose weakly to her feet, and began to make her way back down. She was stiff and moved awkwardly as if her joints weren’t connected properly. She slid down the dry scree, occasionally slipping, following a rain gulley till the slope grew less steep and she was able to strike out directly for what she thought was Esteban’s house.
Padrino Machado. The name invoked a face, hard and lined, mouth moving as he yelled at her, words inaudible, smoke everywhere. She felt her stomach twist. The healing. Stopped, nearly fell. The healing. Cloud. Recalled him falling, one hand clamped to the other wrist, face twisted in pain. Remembered the sound of screams, trailing out behind her as she’d fled.
Oh, no.



Chapter Five
Ramonito was waiting for her just outside the garden. He was hidden beside the back entrance in the hedge, arms wrapped around his knees, face freshly washed but closed as he watched her approach the gate. Selah stopped. He stared up at her with his one fierce eye, mouth a thin line.
“Are you a vampire?”
“No. Not yet,” It took a lot out of her to answer honestly. To admit where she was going.
“That’s not what the guards are saying. They say you’re possessed by an evil spirit, that you’re going to become a vampiro. Are you?”
Selah tried to think of an honest answer. What was she? “I’m not a vampire, but they’re right. I’m in trouble. I’m becoming something else.” Her throat constricted, and she nodded. “But right now, I’m just Selah.” She tried for a smile, but it came out broken. “That’s why I came to LA. To get … healed.”
Ramonito nodded slowly. “You think you can be healed?”
“I don’t know. I hope so. I’m going to do everything I can to make that happen. But I don’t know.” She couldn’t lie to him. Couldn’t lie to herself.
Ramonito nodded again, digesting this. “OK.”
“Why are you here? Why didn’t you run away?”
He shrugged, and looked aside for the first time. “You still owe me money.”
Selah smiled. She wasn’t convinced. “This isn’t safe, Ramonito. You could get really hurt. You should get out of here before somebody sees you.”
Ramonito snorted. “They won’t see me.”
Selah hesitated, and then leaned down and hugged him. He stood tensely in her arms, but then at the last moment gave her a quick squeeze just as she let go. “I’ve got to go inside. I’ve got to see if Cloud’s OK. Thank you for waiting for me. It was very brave—but don’t do anything dangerous, all right?”
He kicked at the ground, not meeting her eyes again. “Sure. OK.”
Selah wasn’t sure if she believed him, but a voice called out from close by. She’d been spotted. Ramonito doubled over and scooted down the length of the hedge, and then stepped into it and out of sight just as a couple of men ran out the back entrance, guns pointed at her. That didn’t alarm her. It was as if they were children playing a role, and allowed them to jostle her back onto the property.
They marched her across the lawn, and in through the left side of the house into the study. Padrino Machado and Esteban were seated at the desk once more, but she ignored them. Instead she looked at Cloud, not wanting to acknowledge his bandaged wrist or the walls up within his eyes.
She shook her elbow free of the guard, heart pounding, and took two steps forward, only to draw short. Cloud had straightened—not flinched—but sat a little taller as she’d done so. His face, normally so was hard, faint lines of pain drawn around his mouth, his eyes.
“Are you OK?”
“Yeah,” he said, shifting his weight. “I’m fine. What about you?”
“I’m better. I’m—sorry.”
“It’s OK.” She could tell he was struggling, trying to break through his own unaccustomed reserve. Trying to find a way to reach out to her, reassure her, but his walls were just too high. “Don’t worry about it. We couldn’t have known what was going to happen.”
At least he had given her that. We. She pursed her lips, swore to herself, I am not going to cry, damn it, and looked at Padrino. He was leaning back in his black leather chair, chin held between thumb and forefinger, examining her. He wore necklaces of different colors and styles, a medley of wooden and metallic beads and links, one with small black pin feathers attached, another looking to be made of beach glass, marine hues subtle against his white linen shirt.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I hope I didn’t—” Her voice caught in her throat. “I hope I didn’t hurt anybody else.”
“Wasn’t you that did the hurting,” said Padrino Machado, voice somber and low. “That was the devil that rides you. Just as it isn’t me who does the healing, but Almighty God, if he sees fit to do so.”
“I guess he didn’t,” said Selah, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice.
“No,” said Padrino. “No, he didn’t.”
They stood awkwardly in the silence. Selah felt awful, despair flooding her as she looked at the ground, endlessly kneading the hem of her shirt. “What do you think happened? Why did I act like that?”
“I believe that the devil arose within you to defend itself,” said Padrino. His voice was heavy, worn with fatigue. “It sensed danger to its corruption, and took control of you. Possessed you and escaped.”
“Your eyes went black,” said Cloud. She looked at him, anguish cutting into her. How could she have hurt him? How could she have? “Your eyes went black like they do at night.”
“Your wrist.” She felt helpless, clumsy. Did she have any right to ask? “Is it … hurt badly?”
He shook his head. “No. Just sprained.” His eyes were bright, with pain, sorrow, and tenderness for her. And fear. She couldn’t deny it. If not fear, at least … a new hesitation that hadn’t been there before. Could she blame him?
“Cloud has explained everything to me,” said Padrino Machado. “We have had a good talk. He has told me that you are going to see Chico Estevez, and that he is going to connect you with the Buena Vista Locos. Arrange for transport into the city. That you planned to walk there. Is that right?”
Selah nodded her head.
Esteban stirred. “You don’t have to go that far. I can get you into the Core. Not a problem.”
“I…” Selah looked to Cloud for guidance. He shook his head subtly. “Thanks. But we’d like to hook up with Chico. He’s a friend.”
Padrino shrugged. “I have business with the Locos. I was planning to go in a few days, but I can go tonight. I will give you a ride. It will save you a lot of time.” Padrino lowered his hand to the desk, palm flat. “Time is important now. The healing might have awoken the spirit. It may come faster for you now. If you are to find a cure, it must be within the next few days, or not at all.”
Selah’s excitement quickly crumbled. She shot a questioning look at Cloud, who nodded. He was coming. She felt herself go weak at the knees, wanted to sit. This was all too much. He was coming, he wasn’t leaving her, abandoning her. She wanted to hug him, kiss him, hold him tight, but Padrino was watching, and despite it all, those walls in Cloud’s eyes—they were still there.
“Thank you. And—how much time? You think I got a week?”
“Who knows? These things are not exact. But I would say yes, a week or less. This is a powerful spirit that rides you, very powerful, very old. Cloud told me that its blood is inside you, and that explains much. With its blood in your body, it has a grip on you like tree roots curled tight about your spirit. I will pray for you, ask for the saints and the Virgin to stand by your side.”
“Okay.” Selah nodded, inhaling briskly. Get a hold of yourself, girl, she heard Mama B’s words in her head. Only way to get through this is one step at a time. “Okay. When do we leave? I didn’t think the roads were good enough for us to drive on.”
For the first time Cloud smiled, and it did her heart more good than she could admit. “We’re not going to drive. Padrino Machado here is an important man.”
Selah looked to him, confused.
“We’re going to use my helicopter,” said Padrino gravely.
“Helicopter?” Selah wanted to laugh. Of course he had a helicopter. She’d been envisioning two days of long hiking through gang-infested territory, crossing the hills, the headache of trying to find Chico in this vast mess of slums. “Thank you.” She rubbed her hands over her face. Words were such paltry things. “Thank you.”
Padrino smiled ruefully. “I couldn’t let you walk for two days when you only have a week left. You will need to hurry. And each night, when the spirit comes forward to ride you, you will need to fight it.”
“Fight it,” said Selah, voice small. “Sure.” How could she explain that there was no fight? That she simply changed, her very thoughts and desires becoming different? But she would. She would find a way. She had to. She glanced at Cloud, at his wrist, up at his face, and then away. She would.
“We leave within the hour. That gives you time to shower, to eat. I will have one of my daughters pack food for you. For both of you, for the next few days.”
“Thank you,” said Selah. “Thank you, Padrino Machado. For helping us.” She looked at his lined, care-worn face, his sloping shoulders, his thick moustache, his small, glittering eyes.
He nodded, accepting her thanks. “Perhaps one day you will be able to help me. I can read the currents, sometimes. I can feel … ripples in the fabric of destiny, of fate. You and I will have more business together, Selah. Whether you find the cure or not. We shall see each other again.”
Selah nodded slowly. She didn’t know exactly what he meant, but it didn’t matter. “Well, good. That’ll give me the chance to repay this favor.”
Padrino Machado stood, and a moment later so did Esteban and Cloud. “For now, prepare yourselves. Hernan, see them to the Rose Room. Then stop by the kitchen and tell Maria to prepare them enough food to last a few days. Yes?” Padrino smiled, the expression seeming to suddenly switch on, and came around the desk to take Selah’s hands in his own. They were warm, callused, and dry. “Be strong. Stay rooted in yourself. Surround yourself with memories of who you are. This is a war you are fighting, and you need to stand in your power.”
Selah nodded. It seemed the only thing she could do right now, agree and listen and then agree some more. “My power, yes. Thank you.”
“Good. Excuse me.” Padrino released her hands, walked past her and out of the room.
Selah turned to Cloud, but was saved by Hernan, who spoke, voice gruff as if he were trying to sound dangerous, “Vamonos. Follow me.”
He led them through the glass palace that was Padrino’s home, but Selah saw none of the finery. She was only aware of Cloud walking by her side. They entered the bedroom, and Hernan gave them a suspicious look, and stepped out and closed the door.
“You should shower first,” said Cloud.
“Cloud.”
He looked away.
“Cloud.”
He stiffened, straightened. Looked over his shoulder at her.
“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”
“Yeah,” he said, voice husky, low. He looked down. “Don’t worry. I know it wasn’t you in there.”
Selah moved up to him, slipped her arms around his waist, pressed her cheek against his back. He was angular, lean, and she could feel his shoulder blades through his shirt. He stood still, and then turned and held her in his arms, chin resting on her hair for a moment before he lowered his face into her neck.
They stood in silence, just holding onto each other. Selah felt an empty anger rage within her. What could she say? What could she promise? Nothing. He would come with her knowing that he was in ever more danger. That within a week, she might not return to herself. That she might become the very monster that he hated. She pressed her face into the hollow of his shoulder, and then looked into his eyes.
Cloud leaned down and kissed her, and she sank into him, allowed the taste of his lips to wipe away the fear and doubt, or at least smooth them over, put them to rest. She held onto him, held him close, and kissed him, tears running down her cheeks. Kissed him as if something were about to tear him from her arms, toss him into the heaving night and leave her alone with her madness and darkness.
“Hey,” said Cloud, “hey, shhh.” The tears were coming full on now, and she was having trouble breathing. She buried her face in his shoulder again and felt him press his hand onto the back of her head. The faces came back to her, the strangers in the gazebo, the old men rising to restrain her and how they had screamed as she had tossed them aside. As if they were children, less than children, as if they were dolls. The looks of terror.
There’s no such thing as fair, she heard Mama B say, and it was a truth made all the more bitter for how it withstood the test of time. “Don’t leave me,” she said, voice muffled into Cloud’s shirt. “Please, please don’t leave me.”
“I won’t,” said Cloud. “I’m here. I’m here till the end.”
The helicopter scudded forward over the San Bernardino Valley. Selah looked out through the curved window, examining the world below. The sound of the blades overhead where a muted roar, a white noise that helped her feel isolated, cut off from everybody and everything else. If she looked outside and not around, she almost felt as if she were alone. That Cloud wasn’t sitting by her side, Hernan and a second guard across from them, guns stowed, with Padrino riding in the front with the pilot.
The Valley was vast. On some level she knew New York was just as big, infinitely more dramatic with its jungle of skyscrapers, but she’d rarely left Brooklyn, and Manhattan had seemed almost hypothetical, a surreal presence beyond the borders of her vision. What had been real was the tangle of streets she’d lived among, the school she’d walked to, the shops she’d loved, the whole of her world reduced to a handful of blocks from which she rarely ventured. Here, looking out over LA, she realized that all this was just one valley. That the bulk of the city existed over the hills ahead, barely visible to her right.
From above, it was easy to see where the old city had been engulfed by the new slums. Make out the grid of the streets and avenues, even choked as they were by the new settlers. Other helicopters made their way over the Valley, from a large military chopper with two sets of rotor blades to a handful of small passenger ones like Padrino’s. She watched as a green helicopter with the white logo for One World NGO on its side descended into a neighborhood to her right.
So many people. Back in New York, before her father had disappeared, she’d been fascinated with the vampire cities. Yet most of the coverage had been of Miami. South Beach, Brickell Avenue, even the desolated horror of the suburbs. Reporters speaking with vampires, interviewing them, flattered by the access they were granted. Narratives there could be crafted, shows hosted.
LA had always been different. Here it was as if the reporters were on the outside looking in. Never entering the Core and passing over the Wall into the abandoned heart of LA. Rather than sensational, the stories here were always grim and desperate. Tales of the masses, the teeming millions as they scrabbled to survive, infrastructure collapsing and government oversight failing. Stories of atrocities, lawlessness, the rise of gang power. Comparisons to Third World country metropolises, to the shantytowns in Rio de Janeiro and the Kibera slums in Nairobi. There were no personalities to interview. What sensationalism they could muster was bleak. After the first few years, they’d stopped paying attention. It took an exceptional atrocity these days to draw national attention.
Cloud leaned over to look out the window. “Can you imagine trying to cross that on foot?” His voice was strange in the cabin, as if wrapped in velvet. “What were we thinking?”
Selah snorted. Fifteen, twenty miles of sprawled-out chaos. “Optimists, I guess.”
“What was my plan? Drive in as far as we could and then ditch the car to continue on foot”
Selah leaned back into him, resting on his shoulder, and looked to the west. To the gap between the Pueblo Hills and the San Gabriel Mountains, through which she could see what had to be the distant Core. Where they were ultimately headed.
Cloud was in the mood to talk. “I don’t think we can thank Padrino Machado enough. First the healing, now this ride.”
“Yeah,” said Selah. “Quite a ride.” Padrino’s helicopter spoke volumes about his connections. Painted matt black, it had a fin jutting out each side behind the doors, under which was loaded two sullen looking rockets. Wide eyed, Selah had simply climbed into the chopper and strapped herself in.
Looking out the window now, she felt a sense of wonder. Everything looked so abstract from up here. The city, its problems. She tried to recall the stench of sewage in the alleys, and found that she couldn’t. Maybe that’s why rich people had trouble understanding the world as it was. They were just too far above it. Living in the clouds, where everything was clean and efficient and the way they wanted it to be.
Cloud seemed to be waiting for a stronger reaction from her, but she couldn’t quite muster it. She was sure Machado had his own angles on this. “Do you know why’s he going all this way south? What’s he want with the Locos?”
“Apparently he’s connected with all the main dealers. Like a spiritual advisor of sorts. Flies around making house calls.
Selah looked down at the city. Thought of how empty Padrino’s neighborhood had been. “I wonder what kind of spiritual advice he gives them if they keep on dealing Dust.”
Cloud shrugged. “I know what you mean. But he told me that they do more than that. There’s no government here anymore. So it’s the dealers that bring in food and water. Who execute a kind of street justice that people can appeal to if something goes wrong. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not in favor of all this, but he made it pretty clear that without the dealers and their money, all these people would starve.”
Selah nodded. “Street justice. Like how Guillermo had every Duster shot. And was going to shoot us without question.”
“Yeah,” said Cloud. “I know. But the problems in LA are so huge, it’s hard to know where to even start. What to try and fix. Padrino and I talked about it. He showed me that every real solution depends on first getting rid of the vampires, of the Core. And since they’re not going anywhere, you’re stuck with imperfect solutions.”
“Sounds like a convincing guy, Padrino Machado.”
“Hey,” said Cloud. “He’s doing all right by us. And he’s not the one dealing Dust. I’m not saying he’s a good guy, but he’s not exactly vampire level evil either, right?”
Selah laughed quietly, and bumped against Cloud. “Yeah, you’re right. Don’t mind me. I’m just … it’s been a strange day.”
He slipped his arm around her back and squeezed her close. “Yeah. I know.”
They flew in low over the hills. Overgrown trails and roads crawled over their slopes, and Selah saw what looked like sporadic checkpoints. Then they were over the hills, soaring out over more city, but ahead stretched the Pacific Ocean, glittering and beautiful under the late afternoon sun. Selah pressed her hand against the window and felt something rise up within her at the sight. It seemed paler than the ocean in Miami, a faded slate blue, the waves crashing down powerfully along the coast’s length, real waves, not the quiet undulations that washed South Beach.
People were surfing. Tiny dots riding the waves. That surprised her. She thought—had felt—that with life being as hard as it was, people wouldn’t be able to enjoy themselves, do something so free, so simple. In fact, she realized, it only made more sense that they would. She smiled. Gave Cloud a squeeze. The helicopter banked to the right and began to descend. Selah tore her eyes away from the ocean and looked down. The city below seemed the same. That would be—what, La Habra? Strange to see the complexity of it below after so much time spent studying neat maps.
Down they went, the streets resolving themselves into ever-greater detail. There were more trees here, more green. The scaffolding of the old pre-war city was more evident. The great flat rectangular roofs of commercial buildings, the red tiles of homes. Avenues and highways, parks and golf courses all covered in shacks. Endless dry swimming pools.
The helicopter swung around and aimed itself at the roof of a tall building. The pilot touched down on the large painted “H” with ease, the helicopter settling down into its trestles with a springy lightness. Guillermo and Hernan drew their revolvers as Selah and Cloud undid their chest harnesses.
“What’s going on?” asked Cloud, keeping his voice calm.
“Change of plans,” said Hernan. “You two are staying put.”
“Staying put?” Selah moved to open the helicopter door, but Hernan raised his gun and she froze.
They heard the pilot and Padrino Machado get out, the blades overhead slowing down quickly. Selah’s door slid open and Padrino Machado stood before her, face grave.
“What’s going on, Padrino?” Cloud sounded like he was still trying to give the man the benefit of the doubt.
“I’m afraid you will be staying in the helicopter while I talk to Armando,” said Padrino. He frowned and shook his head. “I can’t risk your safety. This is better. Trust me.”
“No,” said Selah. “We came here to meet with Chico. We’re not staying.”
“I must insist,” said Padrino. “I have thought this through. You want to go into the Core and meet the vampires, no? Ask them for a cure? I will give you a direct ride to them as soon as I am done here. We will go together. There is no need to cross the Wall by yourselves.”
It almost made sense. It was what she wanted, after all. To get into the Core, to meet with the vampires. Padrino was promising to do just that. But she wasn’t buying it. “Thanks for the offer, but we’ll take our chances.”
Padrino smiled. It was a reflexive, automatic expression, and he shook his head. The second guard climbed out of his seat and hopped down onto the landing pad, leaving Hernan with them, revolver trained on Selah’s chest. “I will be back in an hour, maybe less. Armando is needing some guidance. Then we shall talk further, all right?”
Before Selah could answer, he slammed the door closed, turned and walked toward an entrance that led into the building, the pilot and second guard flanking him. The door opened and two men stepped out, guns at their sides. Padrino raised his hand in greeting. Helpless, seething, Selah watched as Padrino’s linen-suited form disappeared through the doorway, and it closed behind them.



Chapter Six
She sat back and turned to stare at Hernan. Their knees were almost touching. The gun gleamed dully in the afternoon light. A faint sheen of sweat covered his brow, and he all but ignored Cloud, keeping the gun aimed squarely at her chest.
“Hernan,” said Selah.
“Shut up. No talking.”
Selah studied him. There was no way either of them could jump Hernan before he could squeeze off a shot. At this range there was no way he could miss. She felt herself grow calm. Grow cool. His pupils had dilated, consumed the muddy brown of his irises until they seemed almost black. He was scared, she realized. Of her. Of being this close to her, of being alone with her in the chopper. What had Ramonito told her? The guards thought she was a vampire? No. That she was possessed by an evil spirit.
Hernan swallowed, gritted his teeth, and squared his shoulders as if settling in for a long wait. His hand rested on his knee, the muzzle pointed right at her stomach.
“Hernan.” An idea formed in her mind. “Do you know what I am?”
“I said to shut up.”
“Not who I am. What I am. Did Padrino Machado tell you what I carry inside me?”
“Calla te, carajo!”
He couldn’t just shoot her for talking, she realized. Nor could he strike her, opening himself up to Cloud. His threats were empty.
“I carry a demon inside me, Hernan. Have you heard of Sawiskera, the vampire king? I killed him. I thought he would die when I tore off his head. But he didn’t die. He was too strong, too old, too powerful. Do you know what happened next?”
Hernan flicked his eyes over to Cloud, then back to Selah. Licked his lower lip, and then turned his gun on Cloud. “Shut your mouth or I’ll shoot him. It’s you they want, not him. Don’t think I won’t do it.”
Selah pressed on. “Black smoke came out of his neck. Oily smoke. It smelled so bad, Hernan, like it was coming right up from the pits of hell. It came to me, like it was alive, and poured into my nose, my mouth. My eyes, Hernan. It came in through my eyes.” Selah felt a power gathering in her voice. Felt a strange, heady thrill as she watched the man before her quail, his courage guttering like a candle by an open window.
“It’s in me now. Inside me. You know what would happen to me if you shot me? If you killed me like I killed Sawiskera?”
Hernan shook his head. He was staring at her, fascinated.
“That black smoke would come out, Hernan. The demon. It would come out of each little bullet hole, and float into the air. A small cloud would form, right here in the helicopter. And then it would go for you, Hernan. Into your mouth. Your ears. Through your eyes. Into your soul. And you would become a monster, a demon yourself. Like me. A vampiro.”
Hernan cast a desperate look out the window. Nobody was on the rooftop. The far door was still closed.
“You can’t kill me, Hernan. Because if you do, you won’t die. Nothing so easy as that. No. You will become damned. You will go to hell. Look in my eyes. You know it’s true. You know that’s why Machado is taking me to the vampires. Why I am so important. Why his healing failed. I’m damned, Hernan. And if you kill me, it will be you Padrino Machado takes into the Core and gives to the demons. You.”
Hernan cursed in Spanish and scooted back against the door, fumbling for the catch with his free hand while keeping the gun trained on her. Cloud shifted next to her, ready. She realized what Hernan was going to do—try to lock her in the helicopter.
“Shoot me,” she whispered, moving toward him. “Set me free. Save me! Save me, Hernan!” She reached out for him. He yelled, terrified, and threw open the door, falling out onto the landing pad below. Selah jumped right after him. Landed on Hernan as he sought to get up, and knocked him back down. He screamed, revolted, terrified, and dropped the gun, intent on just pushing her off him, on scooting out from under her. Selah laughed, crazed, delirious, and held on, clutched him, wrapping both legs around one of his own. His eyes rolled in his head like those of a panicked horse, and he bucked and thrashed, shoving at her face, kicking at her with his free leg.
Cloud jumped down next to them and scooped up Hernan’s gun. Selah released him and rolled over onto her side, her shins raw where Hernan had scraped his boot down their length, her breath rasping in her throat. Hernan lay frozen, staring up at the muzzle.
“Up,” said Cloud. Hernan gave Selah a terrified glance, and then shook his head. “Get up!” yelled Cloud, and kicked Hernan in the hip. The man let out a cry and stood, hunched over, hands up around his head. For a terrible moment she thought Cloud was just going to shoot him. “OK, on your knees. Come on. Down!” Hernan’s breathed in fast gasps. He laced his hands behind his head without being told and lowered himself down. Closed his eyes, and began to pray in Spanish.
Selah watched as Cloud lifted the gun, bit his lower lip, and then brought the base of the grip down as hard as he could on the back of Hernan’s head. Hernan toppled over and lay still.
“Shit,” said Cloud. “Is he still alive?” Selah checked Hernan’s pulse. Looked up to Cloud and nodded. Cloud lowered the gun. “All right. We’ve got to find Chico.”
Selah patted Hernan’s pockets and pulled out a pair of sunglasses. “This is where I don’t make any comments about Padrino Machado’s moral character.”
Cloud simply leveled a look at her while she grinned and put on the shades. Together they jogged over to the door that led into the building, and Cloud tried the handle. It turned, and they stepped into a dark stairwell that only led down. Entering, breath loud in the confined space, they descended a floor and paused at an emergency fire door, its shape traced by faint light.
“Down?” Cloud was an indistinct form next to her.
“Yes,” she decided. “Let’s get out of this building, and then figure it out from there. Less chance of running into Padrino that way.”
They ran down four more flights, and then cracked open a door that exited into a large lobby. From within the stairwell they couldn’t see much, but enough to tell that the lobby retained the same cheerful décor of its last days as a hospital. Light came in through the glass revolving doors at the front, and a man sat on a bench, reading a book.
“Chico!” called Cloud, hurrying forward. The man looked up and smiled, an expression that warmed his face and reduced his eyes to slits behind his glasses. He set the book aside and rose to his feet. Selah followed after, examining him. Chico was a kind of hero to Cloud, who’d only ever spoken of him in glowing terms. They’d met online a few years ago when Cloud was first beginning his Miami rebellion, and the older man had proved a constant source of inspiration and guidance. He’d been training to be a Jesuit when the War broke out and had interrupted his studies to help the community. He’d never returned to his calling, but had instead fallen into the role of community organizer and counselor. His occasional publication of an almost haiku-like poetry layered with meditations on violence and transience, mortality and grace had earned him national recognition and had inspired Cloud to reach out to him for help and advice.
“Cloud,” said Chico, embracing the taller man tightly and then stepping back. “And this is Selah? Hello. Welcome to LA.” His smile took on a faint touch of irony.
“Man, is it good to see you,” said Cloud. “But we’re in trouble. This guy called Padrino Machado tried to kidnap us. We just escaped from his chopper on the roof.”
Chico’s eyebrows shot up. “You flew in with Machado?”
“Yeah. It’s a long story. But what do we do? Should we hide?”
Chico placed a knuckle over his lips as he lowered his chin and thought. “We could. I was waiting here for Armando. He wants me to be in on this talk with Machado. I think perhaps we should wait here for him.”
“You sure?” asked Selah. “Padrino seems like an important man. What if he just demands Armando hand us over?”
Chico smiled. “That would not be the best way to handle Armando. In fact, that is perhaps one of the main reasons we’re having these talks in the first place. Armando has grown very tired of Padrino’s demands.”
Selah looked around uneasily, and then spotted a couple of armed men standing outside the glass doors, facing the parking lot beyond. She took a deep breath. It was hard to curb the instinct to keep running. “What are these talks about? Why are you involved?”
Chico’s smile became thoughtful. “Armando’s thinking about quitting the Blood Dust trade. He values my opinion because—I think he appreciates the space I give him to reimagine himself. Though he often becomes very angry at my questions. But why is Padrino interested in you? Is it because of your condition?”
“Yes,” said Selah, trying not to sound curt. “It’s gotten worse. Padrino Machado tried to do a healing, and it didn’t go well. Then he lied and said he would bring us to you, when in reality it turns out he’s been meaning to hand us over to the vampires all along.”
Chico nodded, examining her face. “I see. I’m sorry to hear that.” Before he could ask anything more, they heard the sound of a door opening down a hallway and footsteps, voices. A number of people were approaching. Chico subtly positioned himself before Cloud and Selah, linking his hands behind the small of his back.
A dozen men rounded the corner beyond the front desk, armed with a motley collection of assault rifles, handguns, and machine guns. They were a hard-bitten lot, mostly Hispanic with a few black members, tattoos up and down their arms and around their necks. They talked quietly to themselves, but all seemed deferent toward the two men who walked in their center, at their forefront. One was Padrino Machado. The other had his hands laced behind his neck, frowning at the ground as he went, oblivious to the crew behind him.
Armando, the leader of the Buena Vista
Locos. He was clearly in a foul mood. Stocky, heavyset, in his midtwenties with heavy muscle and a heavier belly, he was staring furrows of anger through the ground before him. Tattoos scrawled up his arms, visible around the edges of his tank top, and his hair was cut close to the scalp. Though he wasn’t attractive, his face had a striking strength, a pugnacious intensity that caught the eye and made the rest of his armed gang seem to fade into the background.
Padrino Machado had been talking quietly to him, but stopped at the sight of Selah, Cloud, and Chico. Selah reached up to adjust the shades. Armando noticed them at the same time, and turned to Chico with a frown. “Who the fuck are these two?”
“They’re my guests,” said Padrino Machado quickly, his face flushing with anger. “My escaped guests. They should be upstairs in my chopper.”
Chico’s face was grave. “Armando, they’re friends of mine. Cloud and Selah. Padrino Machado was kidnapping them. They need your protection.”
“My protection?” Armando glared at Cloud, looking up and down his frame in a challenging manner, and then did the same to Selah. “Why the hell should I care?”
“They are none of your concern,” said Padrino, stepping forward smoothly. “I’m sorry for this—annoyance. I’ll take care of them.”
Armando lifted his chin, and ran his forefinger and thumb down his neck, as if checking for stubble. He dropped his hand and turned to face Machado full on. “You telling me what I should be concerned about on my own turf?”
“I—no.” Padrino gave Armando a pained smile. “A suggestion, perhaps. These two need to be taken to Arachne and Louis. Who would be most upset if they found out later there was a problem with the delivery.”
“That sounds like a threat.” Armando sniffed. “That a threat?”
Padrino Machado opened his mouth, searched for words, and then closed it. Met Armando’s gaze, and his expression turned cold. The dozen men who’d followed Armando in were on alert, watching the pilot and second guard who had subtly moved closer to Machado.
“Armando. I am here to remind you of your loyalties.” Padrino’s voice had taken on a chilly authority. “To remind you of what powers stand behind your fortune.” He raised his arm and pointed at Chico. “This fool is filling your head with impossible dreams. When I say you stand on the edge of ruin, it is no threat, it is the truth. Now come. Let me take these two back to my helicopter, and then we can sit and talk like men. There is no need for this. No need.”
Armando nodded, tonguing his cheek and looking around the lobby without seeming to see anything in particular. He rolled his broad shoulders and then cracked his neck. “Maybe I see a need.”
Padrino’s face seemed to petrify. “Are you sure about this, Armando?” His voice was hollow, cold. “You ready for what comes next?”
Armando smiled. “Yeah, you know what? I think I am. I’m tired of your voodoo shit. I’m tired of your orders from above. Most of all? I’m tired of slinging your fucking Dust while pretending things are getting better. So yeah, I am.”
“All right, then. It seems this meeting is already over. Nice knowing you, Armando.” Padrino Machado tugged at the lapels of his linen suit, nodded to his two men, and then strode past Armando toward the emergency stairwell. As he passed, he raked Selah with a frosty glare, his eyes as furious and flat as those of a raging junkyard dog. His face, however, remained inscrutable.
When the echoes of the slamming stairwell door had faded, Chico took a step forward. “Armando. Thank you.”
Armando roused himself, and pointed a stubby finger into his face. “You shut your mouth. When I want you to speak, I’ll tell you. Till then? Not a damn word.” He turned and plowed his way back through his men, almost knocking them aside, and disappeared back around the corner. After a moment, his men followed after, muttering amongst themselves.
Cloud ran both hands through his hair. “Damn. What the hell’s going on around here?”
Chico rubbed at his eyes, inserting his fingers beneath the lenses of his glasses. “Armando’s sister died last week of a Dust overdose. He’s been threatening ever since to quit dealing.” He dropped his hands and gave them both a tired smile. “Looks like he’s committed himself. Come. Let’s go across the street to the park. Armando will look for me there when he’s ready.”
They pushed through the doors and out into the fading sunlight. The air had the same smoky, particulate feel to it, though now Selah also detected the salt tang of the ocean. Selah closed her eyes. She thought of Mama B, of her father. Collect yourself. Gather your strength, girl. She stood still, feeling the faint warmth of the sun on her skin. Focused her thoughts so that she was fully present, fully engaged in the moment. Forced down her doubts, her fears, and opened her eyes.
Chico crossed the parking lot, cars sunken on flat tires, windows shattered, paint faded and bubbled from years in the sun, and out across the street beyond. People moved about, some sitting on stoops, though the area seemed less densely populated than it had seemed from the sky. Chico led them down the block and stopped at the border of a small park squeezed between two tall buildings.
It was pleasant, the grass dried out to a faded yellow and crunching underfoot, the trees spreading their wizened limbs in snaking lines so that shade extended in soft lozenges over the ground. Up ahead was a small pond, a picturesque bridge arching over it.
“This is where I spend a lot of time,” said Chico, leading them toward a bench. “This past week, at any rate. You guys have arrived at a pretty important moment. If Armando and his Locos really do stop dealing Dust, it could mean a potential cascade of changes, and almost all of them for the better.”
“Everything seems to revolve around Blood Dust,” said Selah.
“More than you know,” said Chico. “ It comes from inside the Core, and people say it’s made from vampire blood. I don’t know if that’s true, but it’s very addictive, and very destructive. It’s also far more lucrative to deal than anything else, which is why all the big gangs focus exclusively these days on trafficking it. Las Culebras, the Buena Vista Locos, all of the others. They extract it from the Core, and ship it out of the city to wholesale dealers around the country. I don’t know how much money is involved, but I know it’s a lot. And that money is what has allowed Armando and the other leaders to bribe the military, which has opened the way for them to deal even larger amounts.”
“So if Armando quits dealing Blood Dust …?”
Chico nodded. “Yes. He loses his main source of income. Which is why he’s refused to think about it thus far. But with his sister’s death, everything’s changed.”
“But what’s Machado got to do with all this?” asked Cloud. “I thought he was supposed to be just some kind of spiritual advisor.”
“Machado set this all up,” said Chico. “He’s the man that connected the gangs to the vampires, back in the day. I don’t know how he got involved with them, but he’s like some kind of shadow Godfather outside the Core. He basically picked which gangs made it big by supplying them with Dust. Now he just maintains things, makes sure people toe the line. And makes sure those that don’t get punished. Armando knows this. He knows that if he gives up dealing, Machado will hook somebody else up, and all that money will go to some other gang. Who will challenge the Locos, or Armando himself for the leadership. It’s an incredibly dangerous move for him.”
“But if he does go through with it,” said Selah, “then—what?”
Chico spread his hands. “That’s the exciting part. We don’t know. He controls a truly huge area. Anaheim, Buena Vista Park, all the way up to the walls of the Core. If he says no more Blood Dust in his area, it would send a message to the other gangs, the people of the city. It would be a step back toward a civil society. Armando would be positioning himself as a more moral leader, and who knows? Perhaps he could be convinced of other reforms, and some justice and peace could come back to LA.”
“Or riots and gang war,” said Selah. “Other gangs trying to muscle in on his territory, and him having to fight back on all sides.”
“Right.” Chico nodded, face grim, and sighed. “It won’t be easy. But it’s the right thing to do. And it all comes down to this one man, this one decision. If he says no more? Then we step into the whirlwind, and Armando will truly be tested. I’m trying to put together a basic system of taxation for him. Trying to work with a number of government departments and organizations who are tentatively promising support, even recognition of him as a political leader. There is a lot that he will sacrifice, but he will gain a lot as well. It’s all going to depend on his political calculus. His moral resolve.”
They sat in silence, digesting this. Selah looked past Chico’s pensive face at the street, at the handful of people walking by. A group of kids jumped rope, laughing and yelling at each other as two girls bounced in unison in the center.
“My father,” she began, and then cleared her throat. “My father was investigating the Dust trade. I think he turned up some government connections before he disappeared. Does the name Colonel Caldwell mean anything to you?”
“Sure,” said Chico. “He’s the Colonel that runs the LA Forward Operating Base just outside of town.”
“He is?” Selah sat up. “Right here in LA? Then maybe my dad figured out a connection between him and the Dust.”
“Could be,” said Chico, shrugging. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he was in on it. So much money is getting thrown around it’s almost impossible for him not to be.”
“Huh,” said Selah, sitting back. “What about the Hybrid Project? That mean anything to you?”
Chico shook his head. “No. Sorry.”
Selah tried to connect the dots. Dust came out of the Core. Maybe made of vampire blood. The Machado connected the gangs to the vampires, and the gangs had bribed the military—Colonel Caldwell—into allowing them to export huge shipments across the country. If her dad had turned up some hard evidence about all this, then that would be plenty of reason for him to be arrested. But what about the Hybrid Project? That had seemed to be really important in her father’s notes.
“How are things going in Miami? Have you been keeping up with the news?”
“Not really,” said Cloud. “We got out the night after Sawiskera died, and we’ve been avoiding going online so as not to be tracked. Have you heard anything?”
Selah pulled her thoughts back. Miami. A week ago she’d killed Sawiskera the vampire king, and left the city in disarray. Had fled under the cover of night and not looked back.
“A new leader has emerged. Do you remember a vampire by the name of Karl Plessy, who was in government during the War? It looks like he’s taken over. It’s been all over the net. He’s been spending his time in DC and New York, talking to everybody who will sit with him. CNN, ESPN, MTV, anybody. He’s got a simple message, and it’s catching on. Says he represents the ‘new’ vampire, a modern generation that was made during the War. That Sawiskera and the others were the problem, were the ‘old’ vampires who were used to treating people like animals. That he’s led a revolution against those old vampires, and that their time is over. People are really buying into it. He’s been making promises—that he’s going to start issuing visas for people in Miami who want to enter the States, that he’s going to grant full access to Miami to any organization that wants to help improve the situation. He’s been speaking with the Catholic Church about bringing in priests to reopen churches, and more.” Chico paused, and looked at Selah. “What?”
She was shaking her head, smiling in disgust. “That bastard. That freaking bastard. I know him. God.” She laughed, and looked up at the sky. “He did it. I don’t believe it.” She looked at Cloud. “Do you think—do you think this was his plan all along? To get rid of Sawiskera so that he could step up? Use me to weaken him, and then …” She stopped. Furrowed her brow in thought.
“What?” asked Cloud. “What is it?”
“It’s just—I’ve never felt easy about what happened that night. Like, as if I never really understood why it all went down the way it did.” Something hung in her mind, trembling. A fact, a memory. Plessy. What was it? She closed her eyes and focused. “Remember how Plessy forced me to work for him?”
“Yes,” said Cloud. “When he blackmailed you.”
Selah nodded. “Before you showed up on your bike and saved me. Plessy had me up in his apartment. He told me that his servant vampire had tried to hit him after drinking my blood. He said that should have been impossible, because of some supernatural loyalty between a vampire and the vampire he’s created.”
She opened her eyes. Chico and Cloud were leaning forward, listening intently. “So, remember how we figured he’d tricked Hector into letting me go? But we didn’t know why? He must have known I would have wanted to save you from that cage fight… “ She opened her eyes wide as the truth came to her. “I don’t believe it. He tricked Hector into freeing me, knowing I’d want to save you. But that the only way for me to do so was to convince Theo to drink from me so that I could get his power. Which would have broken Theo’s loyalty to Sawiskera for the night. Which would have made it possible for Theo to help me kill Sawiskera.”
Selah looked at Cloud, her eyes wide with outrage. “He planned everything. Your capture. My escape. Theo’s independence. Knowing that Sawiskera wanted to steal my humanity, and knowing that the process would weaken him, just at the time Theo would become independent. So that we could kill him, and open the way for Plessy to take control.”
Chico looked rapidly back and forth between Cloud and Selah, trying to understand. Cloud stared at her, incredulous. “You’re kidding me. You think he could have thought all that through?”
Selah laughed sarcastically. “Plessy? Hell, yes. He set Theo up to kill Jocasta just a few nights before that. Theo told me she was the other major block against Plessy rising to power, the other major ‘old generation’ vampire. Then—then he used Theo and I to take down Sawiskera, and emerges a week later as the leader of the ‘new generation.’”
“I’m guessing you don’t believe his ‘new generation’ line,” said Chico.
Selah shook her head again. “Plessy’s even worse than Sawiskera. Don’t get me wrong, Sawiskera was a monster, but he was like—like a natural monster, like a panther that just wants to hang out in its cave and eat the occasional deer. Plessy? He wants more.”
“He’s doing what I knew he would,” said Cloud. “His media plan. He trying to make vampires acceptable. This ‘new generation’ angle is perfectly in line with that. Man.” Cloud slowly shook his head, “That’s brilliant. And bringing in the church? Issuing visas? People will eat that right up.”
Chico took off his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt. “Well, it seems to be working. His face is everywhere right now, and the journalists, the politicians, they’re indeed eating it right up.”
“As if I needed more motivation to get cured,” said Selah. “If he’s pulling this off, then we need that vaccine all the more urgently. He’s got to be stopped.” She felt blank denial and rage rise up within her. “If I get out of this in one piece? I swear I’m going back to Miami to kill him.” Memories boiled within her. Plessy handing her over to Jocasta. Plessy casually threatening to have Mama B and Maria Elena brutalized. His little smile, his smooth, almost baby-like face, his overly polite way of speaking
Chico and Cloud shared an uneasy look, and then Cloud nodded. “You’re right. He has to be stopped. But … let’s focus on getting you cured first, okay?”
“Right …” said Selah, looking down. She took up a twig and stabbed it into the dirt. Plessy in charge of all of Miami. How he had manipulated her, let her think she was taking the initiative, being strong, making a difference. When all she’d been was yet another tool in his hands. And Theo. She paused, recalling his face. The dark angles, his full lips, his harsh features. Those twin scars across his cheekbones. She thought of his strength, his steadiness, the faint memory of his hands on her hips as they danced when they first met. Where was he now?
“Heads up,” said Chico, rising smoothly to his feet.
Armando was stalking across the park toward them.



Chapter Seven
The three of them stood up. Nobody spoke as Armando made his way over, but basic caution led Selah and Cloud to step behind the bench. Armando’s anger was radioactive, and when he strode up Selah almost thought he was about to slam a fist across the ex-Jesuit’s face.
“Armando,” said Chico, voice calm.
Armando just stood there, lower jaw jutting out and eyes slitted. He didn’t speak. Chico met his eyes with impressive poise, and they just stood there for perhaps thirty seconds before Armando let out an explosive breath and sat down heavily on the bench, digging the balls of his thumbs into the corners of his eyes as if he had a pounding headache.
Chico sat down next to him at the edge of the bench. “Machado gone?”
“Machado.” Armando said the name as if it tasted bad. “I should have had him shot. I’m telling you right now. I’m going to regret not killing that fucking curandero when I had the chance.”
Chico waited for more, but it wasn’t forthcoming. “You going to stop with the Blood Dust?”
“No. Maybe. Fuck, I don’t know. You might as well ask if I’m going to put a gun in my mouth and pull the trigger.” He lowered his head into his hands and massaged his scalp roughly. Looked up and around the park, scowling.
Chico waited. Selah began to get the sense that most conversations with Armando were like this—and Chico had practice.
“You gonna talk to me about God again?” asked Armando, turning to look at Chico. “Hey, Jesuit? You gonna tell me His opinion on what I do?”
Chico kept quiet.
“Because let me tell you, God’s blessed me every day of my life. I’ve prayed to Him since day one. Asked for His blessings, and He’s given them. You think I wouldn’t be where I am now without His help? You think I wouldn’t be providing for all these fucking people if it weren’t for His approval?”
Chico raised his eyebrows, but remained silent.
“Mother fuck.” Armando looked away. “So what, I bring in the Blood Dust. So does every other vato in this city. And if I stop, you know it’s going to be a war. Louis, Machado, they’ll find somebody to come at me. At least I’m using that money for some good, you know? You think it’s cheap getting One World in here? You think I just make money out of thin air? Fuck.”
Armando scowled fiercely at Chico, and looked away again. He was so on edge that Selah half expected him to get up and just stride away.
“Then why are you here talking to me about it?” asked Chico, voice quiet.
“What?” Armando slid him a look like a knife between the ribs.
“If you are so set on dealing, if it makes so much sense, why you here telling me?”
Armando stood up. “Well, fuck you, then. I don’t have to tell you nothing.”
“No,” agreed Chico, looking up. “But here you are. Because you know there’s a better way, and that knowledge is driving you crazy.”
Armando flexed his hands into fists, relaxed them. Looked away.
“You didn’t ask for this. I know your story. You didn’t set out to be the number-one guy. But now here you are. The others are dead. You got your vengeance, and now everybody looks to you for the good word. Question is, what are you going to do with it? You going to be like every other gangbanger, slinging Dust, watching people turn into hollow shells of themselves as the money comes in, even if you spend it on water, electricity, food? Or you going to be different? You going to try and make things better?”
Armando was standing still now, glaring out across the pond with the tense rigidity of a sphinx.
Chico watched him. “I told you. If you’re ready to take this step, I can hook you up with a whole different crew. The vampiros aren’t the only ones with money, with power. The US government is looking for a way to stabilize this area. They would be willing to step in and help out. Give you money, social services, advisors, whatever you need.”
Armando shot Chico another venomous look. “Right. And before I know it they have my ass in jail and some pinche pendejo in a suit is running things into the ground.”
Chico shook his head. “No. That wouldn’t be how it would work. They want a local authority in place. They don’t have anybody with the connections you do, the respect you do. They want to work with you. Let me set up a meeting. You don’t have to commit to more than that. Let me get some people together to tell you what they’re offering. All you have to do is listen.”
Armando turned away again. He was so tight with tension, Selah could see the muscles of his deltoids flare into taut view and then fade away again into round smoothness. His forearms bulged with the strain of how tightly he was clenching his fists, heavy veins like earthworms wrapped around them.
“Fuck, man,” said Armando, sitting down again. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. What you’re asking. The minute I cut out the Dust, the fuckin’ Culebras are going to snatch up my share. Or the Maldados. Somebody. And their operation gonna double. And their money gonna skyrocket, and that money is gonna go into buying military-grade guns. And where do you think they’re gonna come knocking?” He looked sideways at Chico. “How the fuck am I gonna hold them off if I got shit in the bank?”
“Talk to my people,” said Chico. “Trust me. They can help. This is the US government we’re talking about. No matter how much money the other gangs have, the government’s got more. They make the money. They own the military. If you work with them, we can figure out a way to make your turf Fort Knox.”
Armando stared at him, and then grinned, the expression genuine, his teeth a vibrant white. “Fort Knox, eh? Damn it, Chico, you one smooth-talking motherfucker. I bet if you weren’t all fucking priestly, you’d be getting laid all the time, eh?” Chico’s smile took on a pained edge, and Armando roared in amusement. He smacked Chico’s knee and then shoved him hard on the shoulder, rocking him where he sat. “Damn, man, don’t worry, I won’t bring up the pussy no more. You look like you just got food poisoning.”
“Ha,” said Chico, taking off his glasses and cleaning them. “Yeah. Okay, so. Can I set up the meeting?”
“Fuck, why not.” Armando turned to bring Selah and Cloud into the conversation. “Least I can do is see if I can get some shit for free from them, right?” He stared right at Cloud, who found himself nodding agreement without knowing why. “So. What the hell you two want? Friends of Chico? Don’t tell me you also want community centers, condoms, or whatever else he’s thought of.”
“We need to get into the Core,” said Selah. Armando had been watching Cloud, expecting him to speak, and now his eyes slid over to her.
“You’re the second person who tells me that today. I look like some fucking taxi service?” But there wasn’t any real animosity in his voice. It sounded almost reflexive.
Selah felt her head begin to pound. This was it. This was the moment she’d been driving and fighting to reach ever since they escaped over the Miami Wall. He had to help. Had to. Without realizing she was doing so, she reached up and took off Hernan’s sunglasses.
Armando’s eyes narrowed at the sight of her murky gray eyes. He shot Chico a sharp look. “What the hell is this?” Looked back at Selah. “You a Duster?”
“No. I’m turning into a vampire. I’ve got a few days left. I need to get into the Core and see if somebody there can cure me before it’s too late.”
Armando lifted his eyebrows, and then burst out laughing again, his deep and delighted belly laugh from before. “You serious? You think the vampiros gonna help you just because you ask them to?”
“No,” said Selah. She felt herself shivering from the intensity of her emotions, her need. “They will because if they don’t, I will fuck them up so bad they won’t know what to do.” She had no idea what she was saying, was flying on instinct, but something about her tone, her expression, registered with Armando. His smile slipped away.
At last he nodded. Looked over at Cloud. “This your girl, amigo? Watch out. I think she’s too much sand for your little truck, yeah?” He grinned at Chico, and stood. Smacked his belly and cinched up his belt and sagging jeans. “All right. I’ll get you in tonight with the other girl. We’re going through to pick up some Dust anyway. You can just ride along.” He scowled immediately at Chico, who studiously kept his face neutral. “I’m still doing business, asshole. I ain’t committed to nothing yet.” He stared at Chico, daring him to make any kind of judgment, and then nodded. “All right. Let’s keep it simple. Be at the hospital in a couple hours. Eight o’clock. Bring all your shit because you ain’t coming back. We’ll take you in from there.”
Selah nodded, the storm of emotion within her preventing her from saying anything else. She gripped the bench back tightly.
“Okay, Chico. I’m out. You set up that meeting with your peeps. Tell them I ain’t committing to nothing yet, but they best bring their best fucking offers ’cause I don’t want to haggle. They impress me or they don’t, end of story. Clear?”
Chico nodded. “You know I won’t waste your time.”
“Good.” Armando swung his hand into Chico’s, and pulled him in so that they banged shoulders. He clapped him on the back, and then roughed Chico’s hair as if he were a kid. “You fucking kill me, man. You and Machado. Fuck.” He turned and walked away, shaking his head, calling out in his powerful voice for the guys waiting at the edge of the park to get their asses in gear.
Chico sat down heavily once Armando was gone, and Selah felt the tension flood out of her, knees weakening. She slid around and onto the bench, and watched the backs of the last of the Locos as they stepped out of the park and crossed the street.
“That went well,” said Cloud.
“It did, actually.” Chico watched the last of the Locos depart, and then turned to Selah. “And you did really well. You impressed him. That’s not easy to do.”
“No kidding,” said Cloud. “You looked ready to start tearing out people’s throats.”
Selah reached out and squeezed Chico’s shoulder. “Thanks. For hooking us up.”
Chico shrugged amiably. “My pleasure.”
He was about to continue when Selah cut him off. “I’m sorry. But do you have an Omni? I need to make a call. I promised my grandma I’d let her know when we got here.”
Chico smiled, obviously amused, and pulled a battered Omni from his jean pocket. It was a small model, almost an antique, from the years when everybody was trying to shrink them down as much as possible. “Here you go. There’s no lock on it. We don’t get much bandwidth here though.”
“Thanks,” said Selah. The last time she’d spoken with Mama B had been a couple of days back in Barstow. She wandered off a dozen yards, and navigated through the menu system and entered Mama B’s number. It rang three times before Mama B’s face appeared on the screen.
“That you child?” Her voice was tinny and distant, but the sound of it brought tears to Selah’s eyes.
“Hey Mama,” she said, smiling widely. “We’re here. We made it to Chico.”
“I knew you would,” said Mama B. “Ain’t nothing going to stop my girl. How are you? Have you been eating?”
“Yes,” she said, though the thought of food made her stomach rumble. “We’re doing well. It’s been—it’s been an interesting trip. How are things with you and the General?”
It had been agreed that Mama B would stay with General Adams after Selah left. The General had established a number of homes across Miami over the course of his years of exile there, and after abandoning his first home had gone to ground with Mama B and Maria Elena, her friend from her brief stay in Miami.
“Things are fine,” said Mama B, though from the way she said ‘fine’ Selah could tell that Mama was working on the General. “We’re keeping our heads low and fixing on avoiding trouble. Miami’s been turned upside down since you left. All these promises of change and who knows what coming out of Downtown. I’ll believe it when I see it, and maybe not even then.”
Selah felt a pang in her chest. She missed Mama so badly. She wanted nothing more right then than a big hug. “Good. We’re going into the Core tonight. Through the Wall. Armando—that’s this local drug dealer—who’s going to quit dealing, I think—he’s connecting us with some vampires inside. Who knows, Mama? By tonight I may know of a cure.”
“God willing, child. God willing. How is Cloud?”
“He’s good,” said Selah, turning to look at where he stood talking with Armando.
“Good?” Mama B was too perceptive.
“Yeah. I mean, he’s hanging in there, but it’s not easy for him. I mean, I’m not making it easy for him either. You know?”
“He’s a good man. His head and heart are in the right place. Tell him I’m praying for you both.”
Selah thought of Cloud falling to the ground as she knocked him aside during the healing ritual. The wary way he had watched her as she had intimidated Hernan, or convinced Armando to get them through the Wall. For a moment she wanted to truly open up and tell Mama B about all her fears, how she was changing, becoming colder, more callous, but instead she just nodded her head. “Sure.”
“Selah.” Mama B knew her too well. “Hold onto your convictions. Hold on tight. You are a beautiful human being, and I love you. I don’t pretend to know what you’re going through, but I do know you, and have since you were born. Don’t let nobody tell you that you aren’t a good person. You are. No matter what, remember that.”
More tears. Selah smiled and rubbed them away with the back of her hand, and then nodded. “Thanks Mama.”
“All right then. Now, you had better be eating. How you supposed to run around figuring this mess out on an empty tummy? You’d better take care of yourself.”
Selah laughed. “OK. I’ll look into getting some dinner before we cross the Wall. Promise.”
“OK then.” They both paused, watching either other.
“Love you, Mama,” said Selah.
“Love you to, Selah Brown. You take care of yourself. Tell Cloud to take care of you too. Tell him I told him so.”
“I will.” Selah didn’t want to end the connection. Didn’t know when she might next have a chance to call. “You take care too.”
“Don’t you worry about me. Go on now. Call me when you can.”
“I will. Bye.” She ended the connection, and the screen went blank. Selah lowered the Omni and looked up at the sky. In the far distance some kites were bobbing and weaving, and a pall of oily smoke was drifting through the air over to the left. From all around her came the sound of the slums, distant laughter, radio music, the muted throttle of a dirt bike. She felt alone, small, insignificant in the midst of this vast and chaotic flood of humanity. She took a deep breath, looked once more at the Omni’s screen, and then turned back to the other two.
Chico looked up as she approached. “You get through? Good. I was telling Cloud that we’ve got a couple of hours till you guys need to be back here. How about I take you around? Show you the area a little, maybe get us some food?”
“Sure,” said Selah. She stepped up to Cloud, who placed his arm around her and pulled her in. She closed her eyes, rested her head against his chest, and listened to his heartbeat.
“Everything good back home?” he asked.
“Yeah,” said Selah. “Yeah, I think they’re all right. Mama B told me to tell you she’s praying for us.”
Cloud didn’t respond. He just held her tight, and then tilted her head back so that he could kiss her lips gently. She opened her eyes and looked up at him. His smile was tender. “That’s good to hear,” he said. “You ready for some tacos? Chico said he knows a place that serves them up with real cheese.”
“Sure,” said Selah, smiling. “That sounds great.”
The sun was setting when they made it back to the hospital. They had eaten at a taco stand run by three earnest and heavily armed kids, and had walked along several crowded streets where everybody seemed to know Chico by sight. He’d shown them a variety of his projects, which ranged from running a registration center so local kids born since the War could be entered into the US databases to coordinating the delivery of food to local soup kitchens, from setting up neighborhood watches to running what he proudly said was the first Blood Dust rehab center.
Selah felt her pulse accelerate when they turned onto the street that ran past the hospital. The sun was barely visible over the treetops to the west. Wispy trails of clouds burned like light bulb filaments above the sun, thin, scrawling lines of refulgent gold against a backdrop of rich orange and crimson. It was a vast sky, glorious, the shadows cast by the sun long and eerie as they advanced down the street.
An avocado green van was parked outside the hospital entrance, a familiar white logo and One World title printed across its side. Selah looked at Chico, who shrugged and smiled almost apologetically. “Stolen,” he said. “Or bought. Who knows? Everybody’s corrupt around here.”
A handful of people stood next to the van, though it was immediately obvious that Armando wasn’t there. As the three of them approached, the others turned to regard them. There were two Locos, one a slender brown man with a doleful face and cornrows, the second some variation of Latino, his face as hard and expressive as concrete. Both wore coveralls the same green hue as the van, and both seemed as natural in them as a coyote in a tutu.
A young woman was standing beside them, her clean face fine boned, pale in the evening light, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. Slender eyebrows arched over her quick eyes, and she was surprisingly broad shouldered, with the tapering waist and long legs of a track star. She studied Selah with avid curiosity before examining Cloud and Chico. She had a rugged backpack resting against her leg, and a second case—the kind that might hold an expensive camera—held in one hand.
“Hey, Alex, como estas?” asked Chico, moving up to clasp hands with the hard-bitten Latino man, and then he turned to the guy with cornrows. “What’s up, Lunchbox? This is Selah and Cloud. Armando said they could catch a ride.”
“Chico,” greeted Lunchbox, his voice surprisingly deep and powerful for such a slender man. “What’s happening? We’re about to head out. You guys know the drill?” Selah shook her head, so Lunchbox continued. “We going to drive to an entry point in the Wall. We’re posing as One Worlders, and our paperwork checks out. However, when we get there, they’re gonna know who we really are, and they’re gonna let us through without doing all the normal checks. That’s if you guys stay quiet in the back. If they hear voices, or make a ruckus, they’re ain’t going to have no choice but to take a look. Then we drive to the meet, and you guys get out and do whatever the fuck you wanna do from then on.”
“Sure,” said Cloud. “Got it.”
“Hi,” said the girl, stepping forward and sticking out her hand. “Chico? My name is Fernanda Ribeira. I’m with CNN.” She spoke quickly, her consonants sharp, her vowels strangely soft. Brazilian? wondered Selah. “I have been trying to find you since I got here, but you are a hard man to find. Could we talk when I come back out?”
“Hi,” said Chico, taking her hand in both of his, smile warm as always. “CNN? Are you doing a story?”
“Yes,” said Fernanda, her smile widening, clearly proud of her assignment. “I’m doing a feature on LA, on both sides of the Wall.” She curled a strand of dark hair behind her ear, naturally at ease, engaging. “I’ve read much of your work, and really would like an opportunity to sit with you. We plan to be back out in a week. Will you be in this area?”
“Sure,” said Chico, nodding. “Do you know what you are doing, inside?”
Fernanda laughed. “No, not really. I would be lying if I said I did. But I have experience in the field.”
Another man walked from out from behind the van, swinging a heavy backpack over one shoulder. He had the same fresh, clean look as Fernanda, but with a weathered face and a mess of dirty blond hair. Early forties, perhaps, with a quiet confidence to him. He came to stand next to Fernanda, and nodded to the others.
“Okay, everybody in the van,” said Lunchbox. “Gotta keep on schedule. Chico, you take care of yourself.” Alex walked to the back and opened both doors, and after giving Chico a hug, Selah climbed in. The others followed suit, and Alex swung the doors closed behind them and locked them in.
“Hi,” said Fernanda. She’d sat down across from Selah, and in the gloom her face seemed to hover in the dark like that of a ghost. “You said your name is Selah? This is Michael, and I’m Fernanda.” The van rumbled to life, and pulled forward. “You two are going into the Core?”
“Yeah,” said Cloud, when Selah stayed quiet. “We are.”
Fernanda’s smile was visible even in the gloom. “Don’t worry, you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. Everybody thinks because I’m a reporter, I’m going to write everything they tell me and publish it. I won’t, I promise. But we would appreciate any information you might have that would help us inside. Have you been there before?”
“Selah?” asked Michael, voice sharp. He leaned forward and scrutinized her. Lit a small hand flashlight that he pointed at the ground, allowing the ambient light to warm everybody’s face from below. “And Cloud?” He turned to Fernanda. “You don’t recognize them?”
“Recognize them?” Fernanda peered more closely, and shook her head. Stopped. “Wait. The Selah and Cloud? From Miami?”
Selah closed her eyes, and leaned her head back. Fuck.
“Uh …” said Cloud, clearly trying to think. “No?”
“Oh, wow,” said Fernanda, sitting forward. “No way! I don’t believe it. This is incredible.” She caught herself, sat back, and looked from one to the other. “I would love to talk to you both. You have no idea how big you two are. The last anybody saw of you was when you rescued Cloud from the Freedom Fight in front of, what, a thousand cameras? The same night that Sawiskera dies, and all of Miami goes into chaos. Everybody wants to know: what happened? Were you involved? Where have you been?”
Selah opened her eyes, was glad for Hernan’s shades. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
Fernanda shot Cloud a speculative look, and then came back to Selah. “I understand. I’m coming onto you like a high school reporter. I’m sorry. It’s just a shock. I didn’t even recognize you. Okay.” She smoothed down the fabric of her jeans over her thighs, and sat back. “Okay. Can I at least ask you a couple of questions? You can ignore me if you like.”
Selah rolled her head over to Cloud. He had crossed his arms over his chest, but gave her a thoughtful look. If anybody appreciated the value of media attention, it was him; he had based his entire resistance movement on getting information out to the media. Which was strange; she’d never met anybody who valued their privacy so much.
Fernanda was clearly thinking rapidly. “Are—are you two here to start a rebellion in LA?” Cloud shook his head. “No. We’re strangers here, just like you.”
“Okay. Are—can you talk about what happened in Miami? Even just a little?”
Selah looked stonily at the ceiling of the van. Cloud shifted beside her. “What questions do you have?” he said.
Fernanda and Michael were both sitting forward by this point. “What questions?” Fernanda laughed. It was a light sound, delightful, the kind of laugh that somebody who was used to being liked might make. “I don’t even know where to begin. My god, what a mess. All right, look. We’re both heading into the Core together. We’re being dropped off at the same place. Could we perhaps have a proper conversation inside? Just the four of us, no pressure, but an informal interview of some kind? You can have complete control over what I reveal. But you have to know the country is going crazy trying to guess what happened. A lot of people think you died, or are still in Miami.” She looked from Cloud to Selah. “Could you maybe even just release a statement? Just saying you’re alive or …?”
Selah pursed her lips. Fernanda’s breathless excitement was starting to really aggravate her. Cloud shrugged again uneasily. “Maybe. We’ll think about it. What are you two? You have any idea what you’re getting into?”
Michael gave Cloud a sour grin, but Fernanda laughed again. She laughed too much, Selah decided. “It’s not so bad as people say. We have connections inside who are willing to help us. We’ve reached out to one of the vampires called Louis, and he’s agreed to allow us to attend his ‘court.’ That’s why we’re coming in through Armando’s gang. They are the ones who work with Louis, who can get us in.”
“And what’s the angle of your story?”
“No angle. We’re going to just report back on what we find. Social, economic, political. Karl Plessy has said that there is a ‘new generation’ of vampires that are different from the old. We want to see if that’s true here in Los Angeles. How are they living in the Core? What does this trade in Blood Dust signify in terms of values for the vampires? Do they need the money, and if so, why? What are their goals, what are they doing with their unlives? What is life like for the hundreds of thousands still trapped inside the Core? We’re going to try and interview military leadership after, speak to the ex-governor of LA, and then follow the chain of power right to the top. We want to present a complete view of what’s going on here, or at least, as complete a view as two people alone can capture.”
There was real fire in Fernanda’s voice, real sincerity. She spoke with the fervent intensity of a woman with a mission. Selah studied Fernanda’s face. She felt conflicted. Part of her wanted to sneer, to ridicule her good intentions and naïve approach. Another part couldn’t help but be impressed that she was risking everything for her story. Fernanda was completely focused on Cloud now, leaning forward once more, a smile playing on her lips.
One of the men up front pounded on the metal partition that separated them. “We’re arriving,” came Lunchbox’s deep voice. “Shut up already.”
The van slowed. Fernanda sat back and took out a compact Omni of a design Selah had never seen. She activated its recording function, and Selah realized that she had set it on pan-recording mode, the full 360-degree function that took in every sight and sound around it. She leaned forward and snatched it out of her hand and turned it off before Fernanda could react. The reporter stared at her, mouth open, hand still outstretched.
“Don’t. Record. Me.”
“I—sorry.” Fernanda nodded. “I just wanted to catch our entry into the Core.” She sounded genuinely abashed. Selah forced herself to scowl once more, and then handed the Omni back and looked away as the van came to a stop. She heard voices outside, and felt a shiver. They’d arrived at the Wall.



Chapter Eight
They sat in silence, the sound of their breathing loud in the confines of the van. Michael switched off his little flashlight and they were plunged into darkness, only the raised metallic surfaces of the van’s walls and the whites of their eyes catching the faint glimmer of light that came through the front partition. Voices outside, low and easy, an exchange that seemed to go smoothly. Laughter, and then somebody smacked the side of the van twice and the engine rumbled to life. They pulled forward, clattering over what felt like a cattle grate, and were through.
Everybody breathed a sigh of relief and sat back. Selah did the same, and closed her eyes. The sun. It had just dipped below the horizon. In a strange, impossible way, she had felt it go. Outside it was fully dusk now, passing into night, and her eyes—she felt them grow black as Sawiskera’s curse swam across their surface and drowned out her sclera and iris. She took a deep, shuddering breath as that fey energy began to arise within her. A source of power that seemed rooted in her pelvis, that spread through her like ink dropped into water. It was unlike the vertiginous rush of what she’d experienced each time a vampire had drunk of her blood back in Miami; that had felt like being immersed in a river of flame, or swamped by a raging fever. This was different; she felt as if she were becoming a vast and dark watered lake of immense depth, her very being changing, her mind growing strange and predatory.
Selah shivered. The others were talking. Cloud and Fernanda, at any rate. He’d asked about her background, how she’d come to be here. Fernanda seemed only too glad to oblige, and talked about a connection through an old college professor who’d linked her to Colonel Caldwell, who ran the Forward Operating Base here in LA. How she’d worked to interview him, and parlayed their nascent friendship into connections with Armando and Louis.
“What did you think of Colonel Caldwell?” asked Selah.
“He’s under a lot of pressure,” said Fernanda. “He has a lot of responsibility, and from what he told me, very few people understand how much work his soldiers do. Everybody complains about what they are incapable of doing, where they fail, but they don’t understand how much worse the situation would be without them.”
“I’m sure,” said Selah. “Did he mention Blood Dust?”
“Yes,” said Fernanda, confused at Selah’s tone. “He did. He said it’s a poison that is rotting the city. He said controlling its spread was critical to improving things, but that without permission to act inside the Core, they are at a permanent disadvantage. What? Why are you smiling like that?”
“It’s just very rich to hear that from coming from Colonel Caldwell,” said Selah. “I’m just glad to hear that he’s so concerned about stopping the Blood Dust trade.”
“Well,” said Fernanda, still trying to understand Selah’s tone. “I agree. That’s one of our main lines of inquiry. We want to learn about the origins of the Dust. Where is it made? How? What are the vampires here turning into drug dealers? I hope Louis will answer these questions. He has seemed very sophisticated the few times I have spoken with him. Very civilized.”
“What do you know about Louis?” asked Selah. Now that they were actually inside the Core, she realized that they had precious little information about their next step.
Fernanda sat back, curled that errant strand of hair behind her ear. “One thing I am very aware of is that most of what I know is probably not true. We have spoken twice. He’s supposed to be French, and to have been a vampire since the French Revolution. He told me that he was a close friend of Marat, and would drink his blood each night as Marat lay in his bathtub. Who knows if it is true? He told me that he came to the United States just before the Civil War, and to have spent most of his unlife in Canada. However, I’ve uncovered a report from an interrogation during the War where another vampire placed him in DC for most of the twentieth century, so who is to know?” Fernanda smiled nervously. “That’s what I’m hoping to find out.”
Cloud shifted in his seat. “How—I don’t get it. How did this colonel connect you to him? The military and the vampires here talk to each other?”
“Yeah, kind of,” said Michael. His voice was laconic, almost lazy. He had a camera out and was fiddling with the lens. “The military and the vamps are pretty cuddly ’round here. From what we can gather, it’s a live-and-let-live kind of situation.”
“It’s been very surreal,” confessed Fernanda, reaching forward to touch Selah’s knee. “Not what we expected at all. In Miami, I believe there are diplomatic connections, government communications through the embassy, no? Here in LA, it’s the military that does the talking. Not much government oversight at all.”
Cloud nodded. “So this Louis, he wants you to interview him?”
“Yes,” said Fernanda. “He said that this is going to be a very exciting time, and he would love to have me around to record it.”
“Exciting time?” Selah frowned. “Why? What’s happening?”
Fernanda shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s what I’ve come to find out. What better invitation could there be for a reporter?”
The van had been driving at a steady speed but began to slow as it curved down an off-ramp. It pulled onto a new street, turned sharply and came to a stop. Both guys up front jumped out, and a moment later, the rear doors of the van opened.
“Vamonos,” said Alex. The four of them climbed out and saw that they were standing in an abandoned gas station at an intersection. The sudden sense of space after the crowding of the slums was unnerving, the distance between the buildings making them feel exposed, the towering palms that hadn’t been chopped down for building material. Another van was stopped before them, four men waiting with their arms crossed.
Lunchbox was already over there, talking to them in low tones. He handed over a hefty suitcase to the largest of the four men, who placed it in the arms of a second and snapped it open. After glancing at the contents and rifling through what was obviously an obscene amount of money, he nodded and snapped the case closed.
Selah set her pack down and walked over. The four men didn’t seem to be vampires. The leader was a fair-skinned mulatto with a forest of heavy dreads falling down around his harsh-featured face, his shoulders broad and heavily muscled, a revolver holstered at his hip. His face was a mass of hard angles and sharp planes, as if it had been used as an anvil to hammer out crude iron objects. Wearing only a mesh singlet, his musculature was so impressive and defined it seemed more an aesthetic achievement than anything else.
“Okay.” He sniffed, covering one nostril, and then covered the other and sniffed again. “We’re good to go.” He paused, looked at Selah, and then past her at the other three. “Who the fuck is this? We were told two passengers, not four.”
Lunchbox shrugged dolefully. “Life. It is full of surprises. One must learn to adapt, or one dies. You got four on this ride, not two.”
The mulatto scowled. “Hell we got four. We were told to pick up two reporters. Who the hell are the other two?”
“I’m Selah. I want to meet with Louis.” She stepped closer. Tension coiled through the four strangers. Selah ignored the other three, their machine pistols and rifles. Looked up at the ponderously muscled leader. “Armando said you could get us to him. All we need is a ride.”
“I look like I care?” The large man shook his head, features made ugly by the anger that twisted his lips. “You can walk where you like, but you ain’t getting a ride with me.”
He turned away, and Selah felt dark anger blossom within her, as if a field of smooth, moon-lit grass had suddenly erupted in black-petalled flowers, curling and growing sinuously and smothering the world. It wasn’t fully her own anger, but she didn’t care.
“Hey!” Selah’s voice was a sharp bark, snapping out at the mulatto with the ferocity of a whip crack. “I’m not done with you. Get back here.”
The man stiffened, as she knew he would. Didn’t turn around, but instead simply stared off into the night, as if thinking something over. When he did turn, it was to raise and level his chrome-plated revolver at her head. “What you say?”
Selah smiled. There was nobody under the stars but her and this man. Cloud, Lunchbox, the other three—they faded into the background. She reached up and pulled off her shades, opening her eyes wide as she looked the man full in the face. She pitched her voice low. “I said, I’m not done with you. Now come here.”
The large man’s eyes flared wide with shock. His gun dipped, and then rose once more. He shook his head. “What the hell?” Shot a look of pure fury and betrayal at Lunchbox. “What the fuck, man? You setting me up?”
Selah walked forward once more. She felt as if she were being buoyed along on waves of delight and wickedness, felt a sense of overpowering mastery over this man. She stopped before him, and ran one finger down the length of his gun’s barrel. “If you don’t put this away, I will be very upset.”
Sweat coursed down the man’s temple. He was watching her as if mesmerized. All he had to do was pull the trigger. She was right before him. But if he missed—if she moved too fast, as vampires were wont to do—then he was dead. He knew that, felt it in his bones, and her smile, languorous and amused, was demolishing his confidence.
Nobody spoke, nobody moved. With a grunt he lowered the revolver. Broke eye contact, and shook his head. “Fine. Whatever. You can ride with us, and then you’re their problem. Not mine.” He broke away, but Selah knew what was coming next. Felt it coming. He thought himself so cunning. So she watched him, prepared. When he was a good three yards away, he spun around, revolver swinging back up. “Shoot the bitch!”
But Selah wasn’t there. She allowed the dark waters within her to boil over, drank deep of the power within her core. Bent down, flexed her knees and threw herself into a lightning-fast sidestep. Everything slowed. The mulatto was still calling out his order, spinning around, revolver rising once more. She glided to her right, and then touched the toe of her shoe to the ground, caught her weight, arrested her momentum, and darted forward. The man was just now registering that she’d moved, turning his head to follow her. She took three long strides and came up behind him. Ancient, predatory instincts overrode her mind. A confidence, a surety suffused her. She reached up and grasped his chin with one hand, the back of his head with the other.
It took no effort to snap his neck.
The huge man became boneless and sank to the ground, revolver skittering out from his suddenly nerveless fingers.
Everybody stood frozen. Selah down at the man who lay sprawled, child-like, at her feet. His chin was turned past his left shoulder, eyes wide and looking blindly at the night sky. She was breathing with short, sharp gasps that smoothed out and became normal even as she became aware of them. She looked at the mulatto’s three men. They had their guns pointed at her now, but were clearly terrified. For an aching second they hesitated, and then as one lowered their guns.
Her heart thudded within her chest as felt nausea crept up within her, rank and rancid in her gut. She didn’t want to look at what was at her feet. Didn’t want to think of what she had just done, without effort, without thought. She fought the sudden desire to flee into the darkness, to run as fast as she could to outrace the deed, and instead looked at the gaping Lunchbox.
“Finish the exchange.” Her voice was hard, alien in her own ears. “Hurry up.”
He blinked, nodded, glanced at her feet, and then averted his face as if the sight scalded his eyes. “Okay. Let’s go.” His deep voice had lost its natural authority. It shook now, and he hurried over to the back of the other van. Alex followed him, shooting vicious looks her way.
Only then did she dare look at Cloud. He was frozen, head tilted back like a stallion about to rear. His face looked to be carved from bone, expressionless. His eyes were wide, his mouth a slit. She met his gaze and saw a world of horror and revulsion contained within his eyes. She looked away and strode to the edge of the gas station where she looked down the street. Shops and stores stood abandoned, remnants of a world long gone. A restaurant called Arthur’s, windows shattered. A Starbucks before which still stood a sandwich board advertising pumpkin lattes. A strip mall far beyond it. Trees, the night sky, luminous and clear, a thousand brilliant pricking stars needling down at her. She reached up with shaking hands and slipped her shades back on.
Her heart felt like a great moth, beating rapidly, tremulously, trapped within the cage of her ribs. She raised her chin. Thought of Mama B, and immediately closed that down. He had been planning to shoot me. He was raising his gun, was telling the others to shoot me as well. Selah replayed the sequence in her mind. He’d refused to take us where we need to go. Was going to leave us here. He was going to kill me. It was self-defense. She tried the words, said them to herself, but they didn’t sound real.
Tears brimmed in her eyes, ran down her cheeks. These damn eyes can still cry then. She held herself still, refusing to tremble, to crumple down into a crouch. Recalled how his chin had felt cupped in the palm of her hand, how he’d smelled of sour sweat and cigars up close. The sickening crack of his neck vertebrae giving way. He was lying there right now, just a dozen yards behind her. Dead. Selah closed her eyes. The vast darkness, that source of illimitable power within her had retreated, unrepentant, to watch her from her depths. She could feel it within her, waiting to claim her, to numb her pain, to make her indifferent to what had happened. She played the murder—was it murder? Over and over in her mind, willing herself to feel pain. To not let herself become indifferent.
The swap took only a couple of minutes. She looked down the street the whole time, not seeing anything, trapped like a fly in the amber of her own agony. She hoped Cloud would approach her. To chastise her, perhaps, to reassure her, to say something, anything. For his touch. He didn’t approach.
“Okay,” said Lunchbox. She turned as he closed the van doors. He turned to the other three. “Tell Louis this had nothing to do with Armando. We knew nothing about all this.” He rounded the front of the van and climbed in. Alex did the same, and its engine roared to life. They pulled out of the gas station and drove away. Selah looked at the other three men. They were watching her, panic hovering beneath the surface of their skin. Pull yourself together. Don’t ruin things now.
“Everybody in the van,” she said, fighting for cool. “You two, in the back with the other three. One of you grab my pack. I’m going to ride up front. You—yes. You drive. Let’s go.”
She didn’t look at Cloud, didn’t look at the body on the ground. She strode toward the van’s passenger door as if the ground were made of glass and one false step could plunge her into oblivion. Held her chin high, reaching up only to adjust her shades. The door was unlocked, so she stepped up into the van’s seat and automatically pulled the safety belt down and clicked it in.
The others got in. She heard doors opening, closing. Nobody spoke. The driver climbed in next to her. She didn’t look at him. Got a sense of his being young, Latino, perhaps eighteen. Hair spiked, face long and handsome like that of a young horse. Arms sleeved in unimaginative tattoos. He fumbled with the key, and finally gunned the engine. Turned the wheel, and they were off.
Selah felt like one of those Egyptian statues in the MET. Her tears had stopped, and her eyes felt as dry as sand. She rocked as the van took its turns, ran over potholes, and climbed the on-ramp back onto I-5. They were heading north. To Louis’ court. Where he would be told she’d just killed one of his men. Think. Think, girl, ‘cause you’ve little time left, and you sure as hell can’t mess up again. Think! She knew she should be planning her approach. Revising her introduction to Louis. She’d practiced her introduction with Cloud on the drive west, but now all those words, those carefully crafted phrases were blown out of her mind like leaves before a storm.
He’s lying there right now, in that gas station. Cooling down. Eyes open. Oh god, I should have at least closed his eyes. Selah tightened her jaw. Padrino Machado had told her she had days left. A handful, less than a week. She tried to recall what she’d been thinking when she attacked that man. What had been going through her head. Couldn’t remember. Just a sense of excitement, a predatory thrill. A sense of power, of entitlement. She’d been able to taste his fear.
That’s what happens when you become a vampire, she thought. That’s what happened to all the leaders who were embraced during the War. They’d gone from being good men and women to becoming the very enemy themselves. Presidents, generals, congressmen, governors, celebrities, cardinals, priests, community organizers. As each rose to prominence, picking up the baton and leading the war, they had fallen, picked off by the vampires and turned to their side.
And now it’s happening to me. Selah curled her hands into each other and focused on keeping her breath steady. A few more nights and this will be all that I am. A predator. A monster. A vampire.



Chapter Nine
They drove in silence, the van barreling up I-5 at nearly ninety miles an hour. It was clear of abandoned vehicles, an open expanse of freeway under the stars, flanked by rows of towering palm trees, the occasional retaining wall, or simply an imposingly view of the vast LA core, somber and dark. Selah allowed herself to sink into a fugue, unable to persist in her torturous line of thought, and retreated altogether into a state of watchfulness, taking in the shadowy city as it unrolled before her but not actively following their path.
Behind them she could hear the sound of whispered voices, tense and low, but she ignored them. Cloud was probably getting even closer to Fernanda, comforting her maybe. Selah frowned, suddenly disgusted at herself. A man lay dead behind her, and here she was, thinking petty thoughts.
In the far distance the towers of downtown LA swept into view as they made a grandiose bend. They were few in number, a pitiful cluster of skyscrapers that paled in comparison to the shock of towers that dominated the heart of Miami, or the forest of high-rises that marched from shore to shore in Manhattan, but there they were. Only one was illuminated, the others standing in darkness as if castigated by some dour god for their sins.
On they drove, rushing through the night. The driver merged onto the I-710, and only then did Selah turn to him, realizing that they’d already been driving at a frenetic speed for more than ten minutes.
“Where are we going?”
The boy startled and the van swerved as he jerked the wheel. He slashed a panicked look at her, licked his dry lips and nodded, as if affirming his words before he even spoke them. “Huntington Gardens. That’s where Louis is at. The Gardens.”
Selah studied the boy’s face. They were heading straight north now. “Then—why is he dealing with Armando if he’s located so far away?”
“They—I mean, Louis—he moves around. One week he had everybody down in Long Beach, then they moved over to Sunset Strip, then—you see? I heard they spent a whole month living in Disneyland this one time, but that can’t be right ‘cause that’s outside the Core.” The boy flashed a scared grin, which immediately disappeared. “Shit. I don’t know. But he really likes Huntington. We’ve been there more than a month now.”
Selah nodded and bit her lower lip. She didn’t know much about the vampire politics in LA. Nobody did. The news reports and documentaries that had come out since the War had shown that there was no one single figure in control like Sawiskera had been in Miami. There was no organized structure, no coherent face turned to the outside world. No system of control, no oversight over the humans. Just roving gangs of vampires.
“How many vampires are in Louis’ court?”
“I, uh, I’m not sure. I’m kinda new to all this? I’ve only been involved like a month or two. But I think there’s, like, thirty? Maybe forty? They don’t always stick around, you know, they come and go.”
Selah looked out the window to hide her shock. Thirty? Forty? In one gang alone? “How many gangs are there? Vampire gangs.”
“I think there are … hold on.” The boy looked up as he thought, mouthing out names and numbers. “Like five main ones? And then a whole bunch of little ones.”
“And is Louis’ gang the biggest?”
The kid shook his head. “No. I mean, who knows, really? But I think Arachne’s is the biggest.”
They turned off onto I-10, and began to drive away from downtown. Toward the San Bernardino Valley, she realized. They’d passed the Pueblo Hills on their right. She shook her head. To think. All that effort to get to Buena Park only to drive right back up.
“How many people are still living in the Core?”
“Jesus, I don’t know. I mean—lemme think about it. Like, maybe some two million or something? One million? Nobody knows. There’s a lot of people, though. I mean, the city’s mostly empty, the Core is, compared to the city outside the walls, but yeah, still a ton of people. It changes, though. A lot of people going over the Wall, a lot coming in. Hard to say.”
“People go in and out a lot?”
“Yeah. All you need is to get a gang to sponsor you, pay them some cash, and you can get smuggled in or out pretty easy. Everybody does it.”
“And the military? Don’t they watch the walls?”
The kid blew out his lips in amusement. He seemed to be relaxing, realizing that she wasn’t about to tear out his throat. “Fuck the military. They don’t do shit unless something really bad happens, and then it’s all like, ‘We are the military, give us the person who did this shit, we need to tell the press we have the situation under control.’” The kid shook his head. “Hell no, the military don’t do shit unless you pay them first.”
“Huh,” said Selah. She might as well forget everything she learned in Miami.
The kid eased off on the gas, and took an off-ramp down into the city. They swung around and began to head north. Selah caught sight of the sign, but failed to read the name. It was a residential neighborhood, a broad avenue cutting past single-story white homes, their lawn grass desiccated and rank with weeds, bushes gnarled and overgrown. A few were shuttered tight, others were obviously abandoned. Most fell in between, not clearly marked as inhabited either way.
Selah rested her chin on her knuckles. Think. This was probably her last moment of calm before everything came to a head. What did she have to ask? To know? It was too hard to muster the energy, though, the thoughts. She tried to summon hope, hope that she was finally going to be meeting with vampires that could direct her toward the cure, but what if they didn’t know? Sawiskera’s ritual had been ancient, and only Karl had seemed aware of it—and that due to his extensive research. What if these vampires were ignorant, had no idea, and just laughed at her?
More turns. A broader avenue, divided down the center by a long island of trees. The voices in the back were silent now. Every so often another car would drive by, or they would see a small cluster of people standing to one side, walking together or simply watching them pass.
They reached a great verdant wall, and the kid began to drive around it, following its circumference as they sought an entrance. Selah sat up, nervous energy cracking her apathy and despair. They found the main entrance, twin columns with elaborately carved headstones flanking the road, great bushes that grew like firework explosions beside the gate, sharply pronged and vibrant, trees looming up beyond the chest-high fence, blotting out the stars. The kid released a sigh of relief as he drove in, and they cruised down a long drive flanked by royal palms on one side and mountainous bushes on the other. Around a traffic circle, and then deeper into the complex. The grounds were dark, shadowed, and Selah captured only hints of grand lawns, great buildings built in what seemed a Grecian style. Trees everywhere, plants grown wild, choking each other as they fought for space.
The van passed a vast building on their left and then entered the circular driveway before a second, smaller building. Painted a delicate cream, its high walls seemed to glow under the moonlight. It was a mansion, a palace, something out of old Europe. Two wings extended as if to embrace the driveway, while the building’s main body hung back, so that it seemed to wait for them, crouched with arms outstretched.
The kid parked the van under an elegant stone awning that emerged from the left wing, treelike columns rising up around them, pale and smooth as bones. Before Selah could give him a command, he threw open the door and took off running, yelling at the top of his voice. Selah leaped out after him, completely taken by surprise. A cluster of men turned toward her from where they’d been standing by the left wing’s entrance. She came to a halt. The kid had run up to them, behind them, and was babbling to them as fast as he could talk.
One of the men held up his hand and the kid snapped his mouth shut. He drew Selah’s attention like no other, despite being surrounded by larger men. Of medium height and slender build, his skin seemed akin to the surface of a marble statue, smooth and inhuman, polished to a near gloss. His hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail, his face aristocratic, mouth cruel, his black eyes so intense that they seemed to glow like coals thumbed into his skull. When he moved forward, it was not as other men walked, but rather a drift, as a boat might float upon calm waters. One moment he was amongst the other men, and the next he stood poised before her, eyes burning as he studied her face. Then, to Selah’s shock, he bowed deeply, if a touch mockingly, in a fashion she’d never seen before, one arm crossed over his chest, the other extended out to the side.
“Welcome, Arachne. You do us much honor.”
Arachne? Selah schooled her features, forced herself to not react. What did he—suddenly the pieces slotted into place. She recalled Padrino Machado, his face spasming into alarm at the sight of her. Confusing her for somebody else—somebody who terrified him.
Selah raised her chin, and allowed her most disdainful sneer to emerge. The vampire held his bow, and then slowly, gracefully, straightened. Selah felt her heart skip a beat, and reached up and removed her sunglasses. There. Let him see her vampire eyes, and allow his assumptions to guide him.
“I’ve come to speak with Louis,” she said. “Is he here?”
“You have, have you?” There was too much mockery in the vampire’s cultured voice, and he continued to study her avidly. “Then, by all means, let us effect a meeting. You have come … alone?”
“Yes. I mean, no. A … companion of mine is in the van.” Selah realized she was trying to match his tone, his fancy language. Was this how Arachne spoke?
“Bring forth your companion. Let us not leave him squirreled away in the bowels of your van.” He smiled, a half smile, and suddenly Selah had no idea if he believed her charade.
“Your name?” She strove to make her words an order.
“A question I often ask myself. What is my true name? That which my mother bestowed upon me, that which my truest enemies know me by, or that which I currently enjoy wearing, like a mask at a masquerade?”
Selah didn’t know what to say.
“Call me Tybalt, dear Arachne, if your memory fails you so.”
Selah turned and stepped to the back of the van. No more questions. They only revealed her ignorance. She yanked the doors open. “Cloud, come on.” She ignored his guarded expression. There was no time for that.
She turned back and walked up the steps, directly toward Tybalt, who gave way graciously, opening the door that led into the mansion. She heard Cloud spring lightly to the red tiles and hasten to follow.
They entered a great hall carved as if from the heart of a wedding cake, everything white, stiff and formal, with columns along the wall, gleaming floors, and high, vaulted ceilings. Tybalt strode down the hall to a vast staircase. Selah heard Cloud’s every step behind her, but didn’t look around. Would he play along? Would he control his emotions enough to get them through the night? She wanted desperately to take him aside, to speak with him, but there was no time. He would simply have to keep his wits about him.
Up they went, Selah striving to emulate Tybalt’s effortless grace, and along the hallways and through grand rooms that had been clearly turned into art galleries, endless portraits and paintings hanging on the walls, the floors devoid of furniture. Finally they entered a large room that seemed cast from another world, another time, brought straight out of history into the present day.
It was opulent, the walls paneled in glowing wood, a great mirror doubling the number of chandeliers that hung from the white ceiling. A faded rug of yellow, white, and blue was cast over the parquet floor, and bookcases stood behind glass, embedded in the walls. Heavy curtains were drawn aside to reveal windows that reached from floor to ceiling. Yet for all the size of the room, there was little furniture: an ornately carved table with stiff-looking chairs around it, low coffee tables gleaming under layers of varnish, their panels intricately designed, a few uncomfortable couches, and a great lacquered harp that stood in the corner of the room.
A man was at the harp, his back to the door, dressed in a felt coat that looked as antique as the furniture. He was bent forward, head lowered as his hands glided over the harp strings, not touching them but moving furiously, fingers plucking the space just before each string as if he played a ghostly counterpart.
Tybalt drifted into the room, and Selah saw a number of other men and women seated around the walls, each either lounging or sitting upright, eyes fixed on the harpist. They wore all manner of clothing, from the same historical garb of the harpist to modern dresses and jeans. Black eyes slid to examine Selah, and a number of them stiffened, one even bolting to his feet, mouth opening in outrage.
Selah didn’t know how she could tell, but the music stopped. The invisible, silent music. It was as if a tension had ceased, been released, and she looked back at the harpist to see his hands frozen beside the strings. He sat still, head bowed, and then turned smoothly and stood, his caramel-colored curls free and wild about his narrow face, tumbling to his shoulders. He was as pale-skinned as Tybalt, paler; she could trace the faint trails of veins across the tops of his hands and up the side of his neck. His lips were as wan as his skin, and his chin narrow, while his cheekbones were prominent, framing his wide, liquid-black eyes and casting his face in a manner inhuman yet alluring.
“Selah Brown,” he said, and his voice was silk running over her skin, the sigh of the wind over a wild mountain meadow. She froze. He strode toward her, moved with that fluid speed that made it hard for mortal eyes to follow. Her eyes were no longer mortal, however, and she tracked him as he appeared by her side, and took her hand in his. She chose to not pull away, to persist in the charade. His touch was cool, his skin as smooth as porcelain, his fingers long and as firm as iron.
“The resemblance is remarkable,” he said. “I owe Machado an apology.”
“You’ve spoken with Padrino Machado?” Anger battled with her need. “Then he’s told you that I’m from Miami. That Sawiskera’s blood runs through my veins. That he tried to steal my humanity, but failed.” Selah felt trapped in a prism of predatory eyes, all focused on her. “Did he tell you that I’m turning into a vampire? Because I am, which is why I’ve come for your help. To find a way to stop that from happening.”
Louis—for it had to be him—still held her hand in his, her palm upturned. He was as immobile as a statue, and in his black eyes she saw no pity, no compassion, no flare of understanding. How ridiculous her words sounded, her plea for help, here amongst so many monsters. She felt her heart quail, felt sweat break out in tiny pinpricks along her brow, her stomach knot. Why had she ever thought that vampires would help her?
“To think,” whispered Louis. “That I hold the very hand that killed the Eldest.”
Selah swallowed, and then gave a slight shrug. “I had help.”
“You had help.” Louis released her hand and stepped back, a single, gliding step, never turning his face away from hers. “You had help in slaying the greatest, the most ancient of our number, and now you come here to ask us for assistance? Oh, that is precious folly, that is delicious naiveté. Or is it arrogance, a hubris most outrageous? I cannot decide.” His pale lips bent into a smile, and a murmur of amusement rippled through the vampires.
“Don’t fool with me,” said Selah. She could feel Sawiskera’s curse, feel his blood within her, that depth of power, that hunger for conflict. “I’ve come to ask for help, yes. But not to put up with mockery.”
Louis arched a brow, and walked back toward the harp. “Tybalt, kill this importunate pest. She has interrupted my concert.”



Chapter Ten
Selah’s blood thundered, a torrent of dark flame rushing through every vein and capillary. She felt Sawiskera’s might, his pride, his fury, course through her, sear every synapse and nerve in her body. She was no longer merely Selah. She felt Sawiskera’s presence, as if his ghost rode her body, emerged from the pounding center of her heart. He would not be spoken to thus. He would not be so easily dismissed. Selah felt his power awaken within her, blossom like a black fire rose, and she welcomed it.
Tybalt was fast. Inhumanly, impossibly fast. He was a fencing sword, flexible and deadly, and he came at her before Louis’ command was complete. As elegant and deadly as a thrusted blade, he leaped directly at her with terrible speed.
But Selah was faster. No matter what Tybalt’s age, his lineage, he was nothing before Sawiskera, the Eldest, the Ancient, who’d styled himself a literal god—and had been believed. Selah turned on the ball of her foot, spun around, everything around her grinding down to a halt as she moved. Tybalt surged toward her as if through honey, hands outstretched, nails turned to claws, lips pulled back from his fangs. Selah reached out and took him by his right wrist. Allowed instincts foreign and honed by millennia of practice to command her. She grasped his wrist, and pulled it straight down, around, and then up.
The result was explosive. Tybalt’s forward momentum flung him into a vicious somersault as his arm whiplashed him around. He hit the parquet floor with sufficient force to crack the wooden slats. Selah released his wrist, and stared over the stunned Tybalt at where Louis had stopped, midstride. He didn’t turn, but she saw him stiffen.
Tybalt wasn’t finished. He coursed up into a crouch, and with palms on the floor swung his left leg in a great sweeping arc, seeking to kick Selah’s heels out from under her. Selah simply stepped back and then kicked Tybalt under the chin as if punting a soccer ball. His head snapped up, and the force of the blow lifted him into the air to crash down onto a coffee table three yards behind him, shoulders and neck shattering into the table’s surface before the rest of him fell bonelessly amidst the wreckage.
Tybalt, enraged, sprang back to his feet, but froze at the sound of Louis’ voice.
“Enough.” The vampire leader finally turned back around. “That table was priceless.” His eyes narrowed. “An original from the court of the Sun King.”
Selah lowered her arms but said nothing.
“Tybalt, you are excused.”
The other vampire turned in shock to Louis, opening his mouth to protest, but quickly changed his mind. He sketched a curt bow, one completely devoid of mockery, and fled the room.
“Are you ready to talk?” asked Selah.
“Am I ready?” Louis studied her. She couldn’t read his expression. Nothing at all. They locked eyes for what seemed like an age, till the tension began to mount within her, till she felt the desire to do something, anything to break the silence. At last, he nodded and smiled. “Yes. I am. Come, sit with me. Let us converse. Tell me of your desires, and I, in turn, shall tell you of mine.”
Selah turned to meet Cloud’s eyes. He stood as a man buffeted by a storm, lashed by the waves on some raw coastal outcropping, fists clenched and face strained. The room was filled with vampires. Realization hit her: he had no direct experience of their company, had not frequented their parties in Miami as she had done, spent time conversing with them, interacting on various levels. He was exposed, vulnerable, surrounded by his most dreaded and hated enemies. Was she to leave him standing alone?
Cloud took a deep breath. Met her eyes, and then forced a nod. Feet shoulder width apart, he stood as if prepared to fight, to be attacked from any angle, yet there was in his stern expression an understanding, a willingness to stand alone. Selah returned his nod. Any expression of compassion or concern would be immediately picked up by the vampires. So instead she simply turned and followed Louis, to stand across from him as he resumed his seat on the stool, the majestic harp between them so that she saw him through the bars of its strings.
“Tybalt will be quite upset at you,” said Louis, voice idle as if observing some item of no consequence.
“That’s his problem. I didn’t command him to attack me.”
“No, you didn’t, but pride is such a strange and dangerous thing. He will blame you for his humiliation, though we all know there is nobody to blame.” He glanced up and smiled at her raised brow. “You think it my fault? Hardly. It was a necessity. I was but observing social niceties. Had I not forced your hand, my cherie, you would have been tested by all our kind until your social standing were determined. Now you are free of such tiresome games, and can focus on the matter at hand.”
“I’m not part of your kind.” Selah raised her chin. The words felt hollow on her tongue.
“No? Your eyes speak otherwise. You fought with such elegance that it transcended mere movement and became eloquence. Yes, your heart still beats, and your blood is warm, but that cannot be for much longer. Am I right?”
“No. I’ve come for a cure. I don’t plan on letting this go any further.”
“But why not? Stay your tongue before you blurt out your first addled thought. We must all learn to master our reflexes. You do not wish to become a vampire? I imagine you have never allowed yourself to consider the … benefits. Shall I elucidate them for you?” His smile was as slight and sharp as a razor’s edge. He lifted his hands and began to strum the harp’s cords, fingertips never actually touching the strings. “Immortality. Yes, you may die by violence, but otherwise, the eons are open to you. If you have any measure of curiosity in your being, how can you not wish to see what Fate shall ordain for this planet and its species? How shall we fare a century from now? What shape will our societies take, a thousand years hence? By then, some thirty human generations shall have passed, but you shall resist the cruelty of time and still walk this earth, your memories of the twenty-first century as fresh as those of this morning.”
Louis paused his playing and glanced at her. Raised an eyebrow, and then shrugged, and resumed his intangible plucking. “If that fails to move you, I doubt an appeal to your ego shall have much effect. Mastery over others. Dominance as you become the apex predator. The ability to enjoy superiority over all humans, and with Sawiskera’s blood in your veins? Dominance over all vampires as well. Think on it: you need not be but another ghoul, stalking the night for mere blood. You have the chance of using Sawiskera’s might for your own ends. Resent the current fashions of the world? Stretch forth your hand, and you change them. Take control of the vampires around you, as Sawiskera once did, and mold them into whatever image you find most pleasing. Do you wish for true peace between vampires and humans? Demand it. Do you wish to execute the foulest of our kind? End their unlives. Dictate as you will, and the world will fall in line, listening to your wisdom and commands.”
Again Louis looked up at her, but this time he didn’t smile. He played on, hands moving back and forth as they followed some unheard rhythm and melody. Selah watched his fingers. Playing an invisible harp, a song all of his own. He didn’t even share his music.
She shook her head. It was tempting, a vision of herself enthroned in dark power, correcting the ills of the world with might. But it could never be that simple. “You paint a pretty picture,” she said at last, “but I don’t believe you. Why would you promise me something that would make you my slave?”
Louis chuckled, a delighted sound. “You would need guidance, would you not? An advisor to help you navigate the treacherous waters of vampiric society. Alone, you could be mobbed. With my help, you could rise to the pinnacle of immortal power.”
“You’d make me your tool,” said Selah.
Louis had the grace to merely shrug. “We are all tools, in some fashion or another. Even the mightiest of our number is subject to their hunger for blood.”
Selah watched him play, his movements becoming more extravagant as he reached an impassioned part of his performance. She thought of Mama B, her deep warm eyes, her loving hugs. Thought of her absent father. “No thank you. Not for me.”
“You reject curiosity, immortality, and power. I admit you leave me with few arrows left in my quiver. Let me try another: what of morality? What if remaining a vampire were the lesser of two evils? What if the price you had to pay to become human once more was fouler than any deed you could imagine committing as a vampire?”
Selah felt a pang of hope. “So you know of a cure. It’s possible.” Bright, hard hope, flaring like a spark in the depths of the greatest void, fiery and painful to even look at.
“I might.” Louis slowed his strumming. “I do have a storied past, and have walked more than just this continent. While I am but a fledgling when compared to Sawiskera’s dark magnificence, I have seen much, learned much, and speculated further.” He dropped his hands heavily onto his knees and looked straight at her. “There are perhaps two others in Los Angeles who might also furnish you with the answer you seek, but you do not have the time to hunt them down. Thus, you are left with me as your sole purveyor of redemption. What, I wonder, would you be willing to do to learn how to cure yourself?”
“What do you want? And—what was that you said before? About the cure being worse than being a vampire?”
Louis’ face took on a neutral cast, and in doing so became inanimate, as smooth and perfect and lifeless as a stone mask. Only his eyes burned with fierce intelligence and an alien hunger. “There is a price, though I shall not reveal the cure until you have done me a service. Then, upon completion of that favor, I shall tell you all. You may at that point decide if you wish to proceed; at that juncture, it shall not be my concern.”
“Of course. You want a favor. Because I have Sawiskera’s power? Is it something you can’t do?” Her impatience was all consuming. Whatever it was, she would do it.
“I do have a favor to ask, but I shall put it to you tomorrow night. I must ponder the situation further before playing you as a piece on my board.” Louis smiled once more, revealing his milky white incisors. “Don’t fret. You still have a few more nights before your change is irrevocable.”
Selah inhaled deeply, and nodded. “All right. Fine. I’ll meet you here. Tomorrow night?”
“Please do.” Louis turned to regard the room. Selah followed his gaze, and saw that two vampire women were whispering to Cloud where he stood, trailing their fingers along his arms, across his shoulders. Even as Selah watched, one reached out to ghost the back of one finger across his cheek. Cloud lashed out with a sudden curse, flinging a tight right hook at her head from which she swayed away with ease, her laughter a metallic titter as he stumbled back away from her.
“Is this room not a delight? If I but narrow my eyes, I am transported back three centuries to Paris. In every detail but its occupants, I feel myself home once more.” Louis sighed, doing so for effect, Selah knew. “Alas, the allure already palls. One cannot step into the same river twice. Soon we shall move on to different grounds. But for now, and a few nights more, this chamber still delights. Return tomorrow, and we shall resume our conversation.”
“Fine,” said Selah. “Excuse me.” She strode across the room. One of the vampires taunting Cloud was a tall, stunning black woman, her skin the color of the ocean at night, her bearing regal, her hair done up in a fair imitation of a seventeenth-century wig. The other was a voluptuous Latina, her figure full and rounded in a style that would be considered too curvaceous today, but she held herself with such poise and confidence that she was as striking and beautiful as her companion.
“Enough,” said Selah, clamping her hand around the Latina’s wrist as she went to touch Cloud once more. The tall black woman took a step back, eyes closing to slits, but Selah ignored her, instead exerting pressure on the Latina’s wrist until she felt the bones grind under her fingers. The Latina’s smile never wavered, but her eyes flared with fury as she fought impotently to pull free. Selah held her for a beat long, making her point clear, and then flung her hand away. “Get out of here.”
“So possessive,” said the first vampire. “You must learn to share your toys.”
Selah growled, surprising even herself with the ferocity of the sound. It was inhuman, a feral sound that felt as if broken glass were being gargled within the depths of her throat. Both vampires stepped back, the Latina curtseying. They laughed and turned away together, fading toward the back of the room.
Selah looked up into Cloud’s face. He was staring after the two women, nostrils flared, jaw clenched. “Cloud,” she whispered, taking his hand. He looked down jerkily at her, pupils dilated, forehead covered with a thin sheen of sweat. She could smell his fear, sense it on the tip of her tongue. “Cloud, it’s OK. I’m here. Louis said he knows of a cure. He’s going to tell me tomorrow night. Everything is going to be all right.”
Cloud nodded. “Good. I’ll come back with you. Bring, maybe, five hundred pounds of plastic explosives.”
She snorted. Didn’t care if the vampires saw her do so, saw her drop the killer queen vampire act. “Sounds like a plan. Let’s get out of here,” she said quietly. Was she imagining things, or could she hear his heart pound?
“Yes. Please.”
They left Louis’ court and began to make their way through the various art galleries. Selah took hold of Cloud’s hand and he didn’t complain; together they walked through the moonlit rooms as Selah told him about her conversation with Louis. His many temptations, and his final warning and request for a favor. They reached the head of the stairway and paused, unsure where to go next. Somebody stood below them, looking up, and with a stab of displeasure, Selah realized it was Tybalt.
“Get out of our way,” she said, making her voice flat and hard.
“Is that how you speak to me now? Like a servant, an irritating hanger-on?” Two other men stepped forward from the shadows to stand behind him, their eyes liquid with hunger and arousal.
Selah thought quickly. Three vampires. If she dropped Tybalt quickly, the others might scatter. She could leap from where she stood, take them by surprise—footsteps. Wary, she half turned and saw the two vampire women walking through the gallery toward her and Cloud. Their smiles were gashes in their faces. Five.
Cloud drew Hernan’s gun from the small of his back. Selah looked back to Tybalt, who had set his foot on the first step. “Louis will be angry,” she said. “He wants a favor from me.”
“Louis has lived long and grown used to disappointment,” said Tybalt.
“Selah?” Cloud’s voice was taut and quiet. He was holding the gun with both hands, straight-armed, pointed at the ground.
“What do you want, Tybalt? An apology?”
Tybalt flowed up the steps toward her, the other two right behind. Selah and Cloud backed away and then retreated into the depths of the room, away from the steps and the hallway. The five vampires joined ranks and shoulder to shoulder stood before them, their smiles those of a child about to torment a small animal.
“An apology? Of sorts. I shall feel much better once I have put you in your place. And think of the notoriety I will achieve for killing the one who slew Sawiskera.”
The tall, black vampire smiled sweetly at Selah. “You won’t mind if we play with your friend once you’re gone? We’ll take very good care of him. Promise.”
Cloud raised his gun and took aim at her head. She widened her eyes in mock dismay, and then spread her arms as if to welcome the bullet. The Latina stepped out to the side, and began to sidle forward along the wall, causing Cloud to turn the gun on her. She stopped and covered her mouth with her hand, as if caught at some indiscretion.
Selah rose to the balls of her feet, and then lowered back down. Energy like liquid fire ran through her veins. She felt as if she could take on six, twelve, a hundred such as Tybalt. Indestructible. Undefeatable. She was a storm that would sweep them aside, a whirlwind that would snatch them up and break their bones like twigs. Still. Five against one. No matter how anointed she felt, she knew the odds were too great. If it was just her alone, she could perhaps break free. But what of Cloud? She couldn’t fight and protect him at the same time. Should she cry out for Louis? The very thought appalled her.
A sixth figure appeared behind the vampires. Selah blinked. One moment there were five, then suddenly there were six. The new comer stood with his hands linked behind his back, head bowed pensively. As one, the vampires sensed his presence and turned. Recognition thrilled her as he raised his face and looked past them and directly at her. His shaved head, his ebon skin, his black liquid eyes over cheekbones marred by two smeared scars. The liquid grace and power within his frame, the authority and command. Theo.



Chapter Eleven
Tybalt hissed, instantly furious. He drew back as Theo moved forward, the other vampires doing the same, opening a path for him to walk through. Theo never even glanced at them; it was as if they didn’t exist. Hands linked behind his back, he stepped forward. Tybalt looked to the others in desperation. The two women were already shrinking back toward the hall. Theo’s complete indifference to their presence was palpable. He came to a stop three yards from Selah, his back exposed to the vampires behind him.
There could be no doubt as to the Dragon’s confidence and instant mastery of the moment. Tybalt straightened, his expression smoothed away to neutral indifference, and without a word he turned and descended the steps, his two friends following in silence. The female vampires drifted out of sight down the hall back to Louis’ court, and like that the threat was gone.
Theo. Selah realized that she had raised her fingers to her mouth, and lowered her hand. Her protector in Miami who had saved her life only because she reminded him so powerfully of his mortal wife. The last time she’d seen him was shortly after they’d slain Sawiskera, in the parking lot beneath the vampire king’s home. Why was he here?
“Oh,” said Selah. She blinked, felt pieces slide into place. Felt a moment of dizziness as suddenly everything made sense. “Arachne,” she said, looking up into Theo’s haunted eyes. “She’s your wife.”
Theo nodded. “Yes.” His voice was just as she remembered it, quiet and rich.
Cloud started, “Wait, what? Oh. Oh!”
Selah was still holding Cloud’s hand, but she felt as if she were falling into Theo’s eyes. “And she’s the leader of one of the vampire gangs here.”
“Yes,” said Theo again, voice grim. “The largest.”
The three of them stood in silence, each absorbed with their thoughts, and then Theo half turned toward the stairs. “Come, let’s get out of here. Find someplace safe to talk.”
“Someplace safe?” asked Cloud, slipping the gun back behind his belt. “Here in the Core? I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Theo’s smile was a subtle thing. “I might be able to surprise you.” He turned and led them down to the ground floor, through the marble hallways and galleries until they stepped out into the night air, down some steps and onto a path.
Cloud rubbed at his face with one hand. “When did you get here?”
Theo walked slightly ahead of them and to one side, so that from where Selah followed she could see the profile of his face. The moon had sailed free and high overhead so that the grounds were limned in silver. Grass grew thick and wild on all sides of the path, weeds and flowers blossoming where no doubt they’d been banished before the War. The air was rich with the smell of some night blossom, sweet and delicate. Selah inhaled deeply, relishing the clean tang of it. No smell of burning rubber here.
“Just last night. I came as soon as I located her. Sethe. Arachne.” An undercurrent of bitterness ran through his words.
“Arachne. I know that name. Wasn’t she that spider lady from Greek mythology?” Cloud fought a sudden and violent yawn and looked to Selah for confirmation, but she shrugged. She’d not paid attention in class.
“Yes,” said Theo. They walked slowly along the path toward a line of trees. “The legend has it that she was skilled at weaving like no other, and in her pride boasted that her tapestries were more beautiful than even Athena’s. So there was a competition between the two, and she won. Athena destroyed her tapestry and turned her into a spider in anger. It’s a creation myth.”
“No kidding,” said Selah. She turned the tale over in her mind. “Sawiskera styled himself a god, right? A Native American one? And he turned Sethe into a vampire.” She shook her head. “Do you think her taking that name means she’s admitting to some kind of arrogance from when she was human?”
Theo shrugged. “Perhaps. Though the Sethe I knew was a good woman. Not arrogant.”
Selah tried to imagine how it must feel to learn that your true love was still alive, two hundred years after you thought she had died. She couldn’t begin to imagine.
“Have you reached out to her? She know you’re here?” Cloud seemed to be coming back to himself, his voice calming down, relaxing.
“No. She doesn’t. I’ve been learning about her first. It has been… a long time since I saw her last. Just as I’ve changed, so I imagine has she.” He walked a few steps, and said, voice low, “And from what I hear, the change has not been … positive.”
They reached the trees and passed beneath their branches, crossing a narrow road before cresting the edge of a bowl-shaped hollow. Below them ran a small confluence of streams, over which arched a stylized crescent bridge. In the light of the moon it was magical, a perfect semicircle that seemed as delicate and incongruous as a spiderweb glimpsed mere moments before you walk into it. Selah stopped and took in the small garden contained within the bowl. A beautiful willow tree grew by the bridge. On the far side of the bowl rose a Japanese-styled house, dark eaves spreading out over the simple façade.
Theo moved down a flight of steps toward the streams, and Cloud and Selah followed. It was perfectly still and silent here but for the trickling of a small waterfall. The air was rich with the smell of jasmine and night flowers, and Selah felt as if she were descending into a focal point of tranquility, an otherworldly place of serenity.
Theo followed the path to a second bridge that ran straight over one of the streams, and crossed to its halfway point where he paused and looked meditatively down into the black water. Cloud moved to sit on a bench set close to the bridge’s base, but Selah followed Theo and stood by his side, gazing down as well. It wasn’t merely a confluence of streams, she realized, but rather a muddled central pond into which the smaller lines flowed, minute islands separating the water into beautiful sections. Lilies floated beneath their feet, and the water was disturbed by large shadows just beneath the surface, fish whose scales caught the moonlight and cast back glimmers of silver and dusky rose.
“We didn’t interrupt Sawiskera’s ritual in time,” said Theo, hands linked behind his back.
“No,” said Selah. She heard Cloud yawn again, and watched as he lay down on the bench, casting his arm over his eyes. He hadn’t slept in two days, she realized. He’d driven all day yesterday, through last night, and today had been a riot of dangerous close calls. He had to be exhausted. So should she, but she felt awake, alive, filled with energy. As fresh and alert as if she had just awoken from a perfect night’s sleep. “What are you going to do about Sethe?”
“I don’t know. It will depend on how our first meeting goes. But. I am afraid. From what I hear she is now a completely different creature. There may not be any Sethe left to her; she seems now to be all Arachne.”
“And if that’s the case?” Selah looked up at him. “If she has changed completely?”
“I will kill her.” His voice was soft. Sad. “I can’t—I won’t let her live on as a mockery of herself.”
Selah looked down once more. “I understand. I would want somebody to kill me if I were to turn into a vampire.” She felt her eyes burn, and looked back up at Theo. They looked into each other’s eyes, both black, both darker than even the night, and finally he nodded. He had understood. Selah forced herself to relax. Had she been tempted by Louis’ words? Immortality, power, all the rest? Perhaps. Just a little. But now it wouldn’t matter. Theo had understood—and it would never come to that.
They stood in silence upon the bridge until Theo gestured for Selah to follow. She glanced back and saw that Cloud had fallen asleep. She thought of moving to him, kissing his still face, finding a blanket for him somewhere, but let those thoughts go. Instead, she turned and followed Theo off the bridge and up another flight of steps toward the Japanese house.
Theo walked in utter silence. He was a shadow that she doubted she would’ve been able to detect with mortal eyes. Even now, she had to strain to follow his passage up to a second bench. She sat beside him. He looked out over the small garden, hands clasped between his knees, and she took advantage of the moment to study him.
A memory came back to her. Of when he had saved her from Jocasta, had taken her to the beach to wash her body clean of the filth and blood. How his naked skin had gleamed under the light of the moon, the ocean surging around his waist as he stared up at the sky, the muscles of his chest and shoulders tightening into relief each time he resisted the pull of the tide. The grief that had been writ large on his face, the pain. That was still there, buried deep, Theo’s secret heart of unrelenting grief.
“There is something else you should know,” he said at last. “Tomorrow night, Louis will ask a favor of you, and no doubt he’ll make it sound a small thing. But that’s why you need to know more about what’s happening here in Los Angeles. It is … very different from Miami.” His smile was mirthless. “I feel as if I have swum into a whirlpool. There are forces at play here that I don’t understand.”
“Why?” asked Selah. “What’s going on? Is this about the Blood Dust? And the gangs? The military?”
Theo looked at her and nodded. “Yes. Have you seen any Blood Dust yet?” When she shook her head, he looked back out over the garden. “I have. I was curious. It’s supposed to be made from vampire blood. That claim isn’t new. The fact that it actually is, however, is unheard of.”
“It’s actually made of vampire blood?” Selah leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Then—anybody who takes it?”
“Gets high on vampire potency. I would imagine it a mild version of what you experienced in Miami.”
“I’m not sure. We ran into some Dusters—that’s what they’re called when they’ve gone too far—and they didn’t seem like me. They seemed more like animals. As if—as if the Dust were shutting down their brains and just giving them the blood hunger. They were fast, and strong, but nowhere near where I used to get.” Selah thought of their twisted faces, their teeth filed to points, their emaciated frames. “And it kills them. Eventually. They waste away, form these groups called ‘nests’, and when they hit that point they seem to stop acting human altogether. The gangs move in at that point and exterminate them.”
Theo listened closely, and then nodded. “So I’ve heard. Tens of thousands are taking it, here in in Los Angeles. But the Dust is sold elsewhere. The gangs make most of their money by exporting it to the rest of the country.”
Selah nodded. “I heard that too. The military here is paid by the gangs to turn a blind eye. Or even helps.” She thought that over. “But … wait. If it’s made of vampire blood, then… Who are the donors?”
Theo raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. Who are the generous vampire souls that are fueling a nationwide drug trade? That is what I’ve been asking myself.”
“I mean, there are a lot of vampires here in LA,” said Selah. “Much more than Miami. Between all the vampire packs, there must be easily three hundred, even four hundred. Could that be enough?”
Theo shrugged. “I don’t know. I have only questions. Karl Plessy needed money for specific goals. He acted as a distributor for Central and South American drug dealers. Cocaine mostly. He allowed the wealthiest and most corrupt American citizens to buy their immortality and become vampires. Created a system where each person in Miami could be freed through a payment of a hundred thousand dollars. All that money was poured into his public relations machine, given to his lobbyists, used to create television shows, to broadcasting the Freedom Fights. All very complex, all very creative and clever. But also simple, in its own way. Money in, money out.”
“But here,” said Selah, catching on, “the vampires in LA are making even more money. But they’re not building anything like Plessy was, are they? They’re just letting everything go to hell. So where is the money going?”
“Exactly,” said Theo. “Where does the blood come from? Where does the money go? What are the vampires here trying to accomplish? And how are they accomplishing it?”
Selah’s mind raced as she tried to puzzle it out. What could vampires need money for, when all of the LA core was theirs to rob? When they didn’t care about the well-being of humans, or how the rest of the nation perceived them? She shook her head.
“Are you going to ask Louis? You’re a vampire. They might just tell you.”
Theo’s grin was predatory. “I’m a vampire, yes, but from Miami. I’m… a guest here, but not a member of Louis’ court. Did you ever wonder how each vampire determined which city he was to go to?”
“No,” said Selah, and then laughed. “You know, I never even thought about it.”
“At the end of the War, we were given the choice: Miami or Los Angeles. Or so it seemed. When Sawiskera chose Miami, the choice for us became Sawiskera’s rule and all it entailed, or freedom.” Theo shook his head. “Sawiskera. I still can’t believe he’s gone. It’s like waking up one night to see that the moon has disappeared forever. You keep checking the night sky for it—but no. Somehow, it’s gone.” Theo shook his head. “But understand. No vampire acted without first considering how Sawiskera would take the action. No move could be played without his tacit approval. He never commanded, but you would simply disappear if you found yourself set in opposition to him. There could be no disagreement, no alternate path, ever—he was simply too powerful.
“So when the chance came to separate from him, many, if not most, leaped at it. Those who went to Miami approved of order, in some fashion. Those who came to LA wanted to finally run free, to act as they desired. To act as rats with no cat in the house.”
“Oh …” said Selah. “So with Sawiskera gone, does that mean Miami is going to turn into LA?”
“I doubt it. Plessy does not have Sawiskera’s power, but he has instead a vicious intelligence and cunning—and an active desire to rule. Sawiskera lost any such desire millennia ago. It’s strange. All that power, and no desire to use it.”
“Yeah.” Selah rubbed at the insides of her elbows. “And now his blood is inside me.”
Theo turned to her. “Only his blood. Your mind and heart are your own.”
“It doesn’t always feel like it,” said Selah. “I—I killed a man earlier tonight. Without even thinking about it.” There. She had said it. She looked away. The queasiness she had felt before however was gone. To a creature as old as Theo, one murder was probably nothing. He didn’t respond at first. Simply watched her, and then looked back out over the garden.
“It is hard, losing your humanity.” Was that actual sadness in his voice? “I found it impossible to hold onto virtue when I first changed. I thought myself a literal demon, claimed by Satan. That all was lost, and there was no point in holding onto morals. I did things that I shall never forgive myself for. And it didn’t touch me, didn’t matter. It was as if a wall stood between me and my better self.”
Selah turned back to him. “But you’ve changed. You’re different. Of all the vampires I’ve met, you’re the only one who cares. Who wants to …” She trailed off. His eyes gleamed in the dark.
“Am I different, Selah? Are you so sure? I served Sawiskera as his ‘Dragon’ and was feared. I have seen injustices committed time and time again and not even tried to intervene. During the War, it was I who embraced your second president. Do you think I came to Los Angeles to stop the trade in Blood Dust?” He laughed, and the sound was cold and lonely. “Think. What has been my motivation all along, if not selfish?”
“I …” Selah paused. Shook her head. “No. That’s not true. You are different.” She couldn’t express why, though. “You’re not like the others. You’re good. There is still a part of you deep down who’s the man you used to be.”
Theo shook his head. “There is a ghost of him, perhaps. But that is all there is. I saved you because you reminded me of Sethe. I have come to LA to confront her. There is nothing to me that is not selfish or self-serving.”
“No,” said Selah again. “No, that’s not true.”
“Think of how you felt when you killed earlier tonight,” he said, voice almost gentle. “Was that you? No, of course not. You’ve told yourself that was your ‘vampire self.’ That the real you could never kill so coldly, so easily. You will tell yourself the same thing the next time you kill. That there was a reason for it, that it was your vampire self, not your true self. And that will hold, for a time. But there will come a night when you look down on yet another corpse, and the truth will finally come home to you. That the ‘true Selah’ is a killer. That there is only your vampire self, and that who you thought you were has become a ghost that you’ve been carrying with you to make yourself feel better.”
Theo stood. “Don’t believe it. You will not become a vampire in a few nights’ time. You, the thing in you that makes you Selah, your soul—will die. What will persist is your body, and the vampire spirit that has infected you. That is why each time one of those millionaires paid Plessy to embrace them, I laughed. The fools. They weren’t paying for immortality. They were paying for death.”
Selah looked up at him, negation rising within her. Yet his words resonated in her core, confirmed every worst suspicion she had. She shook her head. Rose to stand. “No. It won’t come to that. I won’t become a vampire. Louis has a cure.”
He smiled. Reached out and cupped her cheek with his cold hand. “I hope so, Selah. More than anything else, I hope so. You remind me so much of Sethe when she was human. I don’t plan to continue with this unlife after I kill Arachne. It would … please me to know that you were still alive, that that same goodness I loved when I was a man persisted in the world, even as I left it.”
Selah didn’t know what to say. This was too much. She reached up with a trembling hand and gently touched the back of his. So much grief. So much pain, stretching back through the centuries. How could she even pretend to understand what he felt, the years and decades of sorrow and horror, of hatred and misery? Was he as evil as he said, as selfish? She couldn’t believe it. Not when he stood like this before her, touching her cheek with the tenderness of a lover.
“Theo,” she whispered, and he withdrew his hand.
“Enough. Take your friend into the house. It’s empty, and will remain such. I’ve claimed it as my own. They may not talk to me in court, but they fear my strength. You will be safe inside. If all goes well, I will see you tomorrow night.” He turned and began to stride away.
“Where are you going?” She took a half step after him. He stopped, and looked over his shoulder at her. His smile sent shivers down her back.
“To feed,” he said. There was a brutal satisfaction in his voice. As if he were winning some impossible argument with her, with himself. “What else?” He walked down the steps, and with consummate ease disappeared into the night.
Selah slowly lowered herself to the bench once more. Reached out to touch where Theo had sat, and found the stone cold. Of course. She hugged herself and looked to where Cloud slept. A storm was building within her, a whirlwind of fear, terror, and hope. She didn’t feel tired. Didn’t feel any urge to sleep. She looked down upon Cloud’s slumbering body, and thought of Theo’s touch up on her cheek.
Selah awoke with the evening light fading against the far wall. She lay still, feeling drained and weak, Cloud’s arm draped over her, their bodies pressed together in the narrow bed. Through the open window came the light of the dying sun and the call of birds and crickets. She saw motes of dust turn and incandesce in the honeyed light. Cloud breathed softly by her side. She felt as if she were trapped in—not a snow globe—but a sun globe. Unable to move, to think.
It was evening. They’d slept through the day. These thoughts came to her as isolated facts, realizations. Which meant in a few hours she would meet with Louis, would learn the price of her freedom. She thought of Theo, his words, his warnings. What lay in wait for her should she fail to meet Louis’ demands. Selah closed her eyes. There was so much pressure on her, clamping around her head. This could be one of the last times she’d ever see sunlight, she realized. She raised her hand into the golden stream and felt its warmth on her skin. Turned her hand so that the palm faced the window, and thought of Sawiskera, drowned in power and only able to think of the rising sun.
Cloud stirred by her side. Shifted his weight, and slipped his leg over her thighs. She turned to face him. His eyes were closed, the strain gone from his features. She studied him, felt a mixture of tenderness, sorrow, and perhaps love. Did she love him? She tried to decide. Could she feel anything normal toward him with vampire blood in her veins? Could she even trust that what she felt was human, that of a normal woman? She felt desire stir within her. A hunger for him, for his touch, for his need. Leaned forward and kissed him.
His eyes opened, pupils dilating and then focusing on her. His hair hung before his face, and he watched her through the strands. His lips curved into a smile, and he shifted his weight, moving closer an inch. She smiled, and leaned in again, kissed him once more. He made a sound of appreciation and returned the kiss, one hand reaching across to cup her breast and caress it gently.
Selah’s kiss became hungrier. Thoughts slipped from her mind, and left her with her desire. For him, for his body, for his touch. For how right this felt, how human. He broke off the kiss and rose up onto one elbow, drew the sheet back so that she lay naked beside him. She met his eyes, exposed, vulnerable, her desire even more inflamed.
“Good morning,” he whispered, and she reached up to touch his mouth with her fingers. He laughed and bent down to kiss between her breasts, his right hand moving down to pull her hip closer to him. She gasped as he licked around the underside of her breast and them up to take her nipple in his mouth, moving her hands into his hair. His body was taut beside her, his hipbone pressing into her thigh, his sex rigid and demanding.
“Cloud,” she said as his kisses trailed down her stomach, and he moved his weight off the narrow bed so that he knelt at its foot. He kissed the smooth skin of her abdomen, trailed the crease between her thighs down further. Selah closed her eyes, and began to move her hips rhythmically, thrusting up as she turned her head from side to side. All thoughts of the night, of death, of corruption and terror fell away from her. There was only the moment, this golden moment in the dying light of the sun that arched and rose to a climax that seemed to last forever.
Later, they lay side by side, Selah’s head on Cloud’s shoulder, their legs intertwined. A warm glow suffused her, a feeling of lazy contentment, of abated desire. They’d finished eating the food Padrino Machado had given them they day before, and now lay with utter abandon. Selah stretched, extending her legs and pointing her toes, and curled back into him, wriggling in closer. He chuckled, one arm around her shoulders, the other tucked behind his head. The shadows were thicker against the wall, the sky already turning to dusk.
Selah examined his chest and traced invisible designs across his skin. Cloud’s eyes were closed, and he seemed to hover on the edge of sleep.
“What did you want to be, back before you came to Miami?” His voice was lazy, curious. “Back in Brooklyn.”
“What did I want to be?” Selah frowned. Thought back. “I didn’t have any idea. I wasn’t even sure about going to university. I’d been accepted to a couple of places, but nowhere I was really excited about. I don’t know. What about you?”
“But what did you enjoy doing? What was your passion?”
Selah frowned some more. She closed her fingers into a loose fist and let it rest on his chest. “My passion? I don’t know.” She thought about it. Everybody had to have a passion, right? “I liked spending time with my friends. I liked being online, connecting with people. I guess I hadn’t figured it out yet.”
Cloud lay still, digesting this. “But when you arrived in Miami, you decided to help out pretty quick. That’s a passion right there.”
“I guess.” She studied the contrast in colors between her skin and his.
“What I mean is, what are you going to do after all this? When we get out of LA?”
“Huh?” She rose up to one elbow like he had before and studied his face. “After?”
“Sure.” He rose up onto both elbows as well. “When we get out of here. You can’t just go back to Brooklyn and pretend nothing ever happened. You can’t go back to Miami. So what are you going to do? What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know.” She smiled, and shook her head, delighted by the idea of a future. “What are we going to do?”
He grinned and lay back down. “I have plans. Secret plans.”
“What? You do? Tell me!”
“You, young lady, are on a need-to-know basis.”
She sat up, mouth open in pretend outrage. Snatched up the pillow and walloped him with it. “Tell me!”
He laughed and tugged the pillow from her hands. She fought back, and they wrestled back and forth, laughing and yelling until Selah fell off the side of the bed and pulled Cloud over the edge after her. They fell to the ground in a mess of sheets and pillows, and then lay there, holding each other as they laughed breathlessly.
“Fine! Fine, I’ll tell you.” Cloud leaned over and kissed her, and then pulled back. His smile was infectious. “I thought we could start a company. An organization. I’ve got a lot of connections, people like Chico, on the ground everywhere. According to Fernanda, you’ve become a symbol for the revolution, or at least for everybody who still hates the vampires. You can become our spokesperson, tell everybody about what’s going on in the cities. About the corruption we’re seeing, the agenda behind Plessy’s plan. We stand up and broadcast the message to the world, and keep on fighting.”
Selah looked up at him. “You think that would work? People would listen to us? To me?”
“Sure. Fernanda said that there are entire sites dedicated to learning more about you. From that first recording you made in Magnum to your appearance in the Freedom Fight. Everybody thinks you killed Sawiskera—which you did—and then disappeared like some mystery hero into the night. And imagine if General Adams is right—imagine they’re able to make a vaccine from your blood. Just like that, the whole world would change. You’d become more than famous. You’d be like Marianne, the symbol of the French Revolution.”
“Revolution?”
Cloud reclined, arms crossed behind his head. “Yeah. We don’t have the leadership for it anymore. President Lynnfield is just focused on surviving. Who knows when he’ll even lift martial law and allow Congress and the Senate to get back together? Way I see it, Plessy’s going to get his way. Before too long, there will be new laws in the works, and ten years from now? The walls around the vampire cities will come down. We can’t let that happen. The people have to rise up and force the government’s hand.”
Selah looked up at the ceiling. Played Cloud’s words over in her mind. “But we can’t break the Treaty. We can’t fight the vampires. They’d just kill all the top people again.”
“Yeah. But we can make sure they don’t gain any ground socially. Make sure people stay clear on what they are: monsters.”
Selah nodded. Monsters. She thought of Theo the night before. His cutting words, his mockery. Monsters. “OK. I’m in.” She rolled toward Cloud, rested her chin on his shoulder. “But you have to do whatever I say. I’m the CEO.”
“CEO? What? You’re the figurehead, lady. I’m the brains behind the beauty.”
“Brains? You?” She grinned and dug her fingers into his side. He laughed and squirmed away, batting at her hands as she chased him. Then he stopped trying to escape, and caught her instead, kissed her, and moved his hands over her body, and they stopped speaking altogether once more.



Chapter Twelve
Selah took a deep breath and stepped into the French living room. It was almost exactly as before—a score of men and women with impossible grace and liquid-black eyes lounged around its perimeter while Louis himself reclined on a chaise longue, ankles crossed, stockings visible up to his knees where his antique-styled pants began. He wore a brocade jacket of powder blue, a white wig elegant on his head, trading his own caramel hair for an ostentatious display of ivory curls.
“Selah!” His exclamation was one of delight, cutting through the murmurs. “Finally. Come, join me here.” He patted a narrow space by his side, a seat that would force them into a position of unwelcome intimacy. Selah crossed the living room, leaving Cloud to stand by himself once more at the door.
“Selah, cherie, it is good to see you. And your eyes? Ah, as dark and fraught with sin as my own. Which means you still wish to exchange your services for my knowledge? Good.”
Selah stood before him. She felt immune to his tone, to the light playing in his eyes. Louis was only a source of information, and nothing more. There was no point in dealing with him as one would a true person.
“Well, I see you are not in a mood to ‘chitchat’, as they say. A pity. One must pass the endless nights with conversation, lest the hours drive you mad. Conversation, or blood, to be honest—nothing dispels boredom as much as the hunt, the sweet tang of fresh human blood on the tongue, the manner that it slides down your throat to pool and coagulate in your gut, so that you feel as if you carry gold in your core, a molten puddle of it, from which you draw energy and life and joy and—” He stopped. Selah was staring past him, at the wall. “No matter. To business! You will not sit? No?”
Selah waited. Arms crossed, jaw set.
“As you will. Let us proceed. I shall tell you the means to cure yourself of your affliction, if you engage to accomplish the task I shall set before you tonight. A simple transaction, witnessed here by all. Have no fear of my reneging; my word is my bond.”
“I have no fear of that,” said Selah. “I have Sawiskera’s blood in me. His power. If you break your promise, or if your cure doesn’t work, I will find you.” She looked down at him. “And kill you. Don’t doubt it.”
“What etiquette! What courtly manners. Still, I understand your point, and have no doubt as to your ability to effect it. Even if you are but a pale shadow—apologies, a dusky shadow—of Sawiskera, we all understand what might you yet wield. And are so intent on giving up! What a waste. What a tragic waste, to see such power so quickly tossed aside, as a child might discard—”
“Louis. Enough. What do you want me to do?”
Louis shut his mouth and drew back, his pale face growing pinched with displeasure. He was clearly not accustomed to being interrupted. He examined his nails in a petty show of making her wait, and then said idly, as if it were no great thing, “I need you to kill a man for me.”
“What?”
“Kill a man, sever the thread of his life. Snip snip! Accomplish that, and I shall tell you all.”
“Murder somebody? Who? Why don’t you do it yourself?”
Louis shrugged, continued to look at his nails. “He is a man of no account, a drug dealer, a crook, a moral degenerate. If there were true justice in the world, this scoundrel would be sentenced to death. As such, his power insulates him, and he walks free, fouling the earth with his wicked ways. I need you to kill him tonight. Do so, and you will be saved.”
“Murder? I can’t.” Selah shook her head. Self-defense, maybe. But to hunt a man down in cold blood and kill him?
“Think carefully before saying no. What I tell you is true. He is the agent behind most of the Blood Dust trade. It is by his say-so that Dust has spread throughout the country. Does that not make his life worthless? I’m sure it does. A pig! Despicable. I would spit, but it’s such a nice carpet.”
Selah glanced back at Cloud. He was close enough to hear, and he shook his head. She looked to Louis, her mind in torment. “Who is he?”
“His name is John Caldwell. Tonight he enters the Core under what he thinks is the cloak of secrecy. His goal is to strike a deal that shall leave him even richer than he currently is, and pick up an egregious load of Blood Dust. This he means to transport out of the Core to distribute to all and sundry. Awful, is it not? If you kill him, the deal falls apart. His network collapses. The Blood Dust will remain trapped in the Core, and countless millions shall not be tempted by its allure.”
Caldwell. The Colonel. Louis smiled up at her. She took a step back. Murder. Could she do it? No. There had to be another way. Without responding, without dignifying his request with an answer, she shook her head once more and strode across the room. Cloud pushed open the door, and together they hurried out into the hall. Not thinking, not wanting to think, she rushed downstairs and out the back door. The view was magnificent, a long sweeping lawn and a line of trees beyond. Selah saw none of it. She strode to the railing and stood, shivering.
“We’ll find somebody else,” said Cloud. “He said himself there are another two vampires in the Core that know the answer. We’ll find them. There’s time.”
Selah clutched her head. She fought to summon her emotions, to feel some sense of outrage, to prick her conscience. It felt like pulling at wisps of cloud. Under the night sky, Sawiskera’s influence was undeniable. Selah looked deep within herself. Did the life of one drug dealer truly count? Mama B had always told her: life isn’t fair. Well, maybe it cut both ways. If it wasn’t fair for her, maybe it didn’t have to be fair for others.
“Selah? What do you think? If we hurry, if we go now, maybe we can find someone else.”
“And what would they ask for, do you think?” Her voice was leaden. “None of them will do it for free. None of them care about me. They’ll just put me to their own uses. If we can even find one of them in time. I’ve got, what? Two more nights left, something like that?” She felt a heavy weight drape itself over her shoulders.
“You can’t give up. You can’t. We have to try.” He took hold of her shoulder and turned her around to face him. “We’ll find another way.”
Selah closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands. She shook her head. “It’s Louis or death. I don’t have the time to find another vampire, to convince him to tell me what I need to know, and risk them asking me to do something worse than kill a drug dealer.”
“How do you—you don’t even know he’s a drug dealer. You don’t have anything but Louis’ word on this. He could be lying to you.”
Selah dropped her hands. “Caldwell, Cloud. Colonel Caldwell. The man my father was investigating. The guy Chico said ran the local army base. Even Chico thought he was probably in on the Dust dealing. Caldwell must deal with another vampire gang. Arachne’s, maybe. Louis’ probably just looking to remove a rival. And if he is distributing drugs to the rest of the country—if he is—I can at least go check it out.”
“Selah, no.” Cloud voice was firm. “This isn’t you speaking. This is the blood, Sawiskera.”
“Maybe. Does it matter? I have to do something. I either kill myself now, and we lose the vaccine forever, or I kill this drug dealer. Which would you prefer?” Selah looked up into Cloud’s eyes. “Is this dealer’s life worth more than the chance of vaccinating every person on the planet?”
“This isn’t how it works,” said Cloud. “You can’t just kill people. You can’t. If he’s a dealer, he needs to be revealed, arrested, tried in court.”
“Oh, Cloud.” She tried to smile. “We’re past that now. We’re in the Core. There are no laws here. No right or wrong. There’s only survival.”
“No.” Cloud shook his head emphatically. “Listen to yourself. No right or wrong?”
“I mean, there is only the justice we make. If this guy is really dealing so much Blood Dust, then maybe he needs to be stopped.”
Cloud clutched his head as if growing dizzy. “But you don’t even know for sure if he’s a dealer!”
“I can check. When I get there. If he really is at a drug deal, if I see evidence that what Louis is saying is true. Blood Dust. Money. Him leading the transaction. If it’s true, then—then I’ll make a decision.”
“God. Selah, please. Let’s try. Just one night. One night to find another way.” Cloud stepped forward and took her by the arms. “Please. For me. For yourself.”
She looked up at him and smiled, her heart breaking, but doing so from a distance, muffled as if draped with black silk. It all seemed too clinical to her. So cut and dried. It was a bad thing she was about to do, but relatively speaking, she was going to do a good thing as well. “I’m sorry, Cloud. I can’t risk it.”
Cloud dropped his hands. “Selah.”
She reached out and placed her palm on his chest. “I love you, Cloud.” She felt nothing as she said those words. “I’ll be back.”
Selah stepped past him and entered the building once more. She needed to learn Caldwell’s location. As she climbed the stairs, another thought came to her. She had a curse boiling her blood. An impossible might that made even the vampires respect her. Why should she do Louis’ bidding? Why should she bend, kneel, and act the slave? She could take. She could force. She could break him down until he told her all she wanted.
Selah paused halfway up the flight of marble stairs. Yes. There was no need to kill a human. She could force the vampire. And in so doing retain a semblance of her own humanity. Selah smiled, felt the expression cross her face, wicked and slow. She crouched down, poised on the middle step, and looked up the remaining ten. Flexed her thighs and leaped, rushing through the air to land at the top. Landed as lightly as a feather, and then laughing, stepped forward into a pirouette that would have done a ballerina proud. If only Cloud had been there to see it. She would dance for him, she decided. Before this was all over, they would dance.
Selah moved down the hall, through the galleries, and came to the door that led back to the living room. Stepped inside. The vampires lounged, dissolute, bored. She looked at them with mixed disgust and disdain, and curled her lips into a sweet smile.
“Don’t you do anything interesting with your eternities?” Her words cut through the conversation, and ten pairs of soulless eyes trained on her. She met their eyes with ease, her smile defying them. “Is this the allure of immortality? Count me unimpressed.” She looked across the room at where Louis sat with Fernanda. The young human female was looking right at her, eyes wide. Selah blew her a kiss, and turned her attention to the vampire lord. “Louis. Come. We need to talk.” She turned and walked out. Let him eat on that.
Out and down the hall. He would come. She knew it. Would follow her, licking at her heels like a puppy. Why did she never feel this good during the day? Had she ever felt this good before Sawiskera contaminated her? If only there were a way to preserve this power, yet not lose her soul. Ah, now that would be a delight worth pursuing.
She heard Louis behind her. Nobody else could have. His footsteps were as light as the fall of dust, as inaudible as the sigh of a statue. Yet her ears detected him. She walked on, down the hall, and into a large gallery. Here they would play out their drama.
Selah turned and walked backwards a few steps. Louis glided into view, face blank, eyes glittering like the cosmos. His face was grave, his chin lowered. Yet there was amusement at the corner of his lips. Let him smile. He wouldn’t smile for much longer.
“Your decision, Selah?” His voice. That faint hint of a French accent. Was it real, or affected? Who cared.
“You will tell me what I want to know. How do I cure myself?”
“First you must kill Caldwell. Such are the rules.”
“And if, dear Louis, I choose to break them?” She approached him. Saw him grow tense. “If I choose instead to be rude and force you to say what I need to know, here, now?” She paused before him, placed her hand on the lapel of his antique coat. Rubbed at the felt, the scratchy texture of it. Ran her hand slowly, sensuously down his chest. Looked up at him. Smiled.
He returned the smile. “It would not fare well for you, I fear.”
“No? What of Sawiskera’s blood? His ancient curse? The power of the Eldest flows within me. I could bend you to my will. Break you. Make you plead, beg for mercy. Do you want that? To force me to hurt you?” She ran her hand back up his chest, and down the length of his ivory jaw. He didn’t move. “Would that excite you? Break the boredom?”
“It would. It would indeed. Come then. Let us dance.” He struck out at her. Put his whole body behind the blow, so that he turned to present her with his profile, right first moving directly at her throat. Selah saw it coming. She stepped to one side, leaning back, and felt the cuff of his jacket scratch over the skin of her throat. She laughed, and felt that ancient power course through her. Let there be some use for it. If she must be damned, then let her enjoy her damnation and make this devil pay.
Selah twisted and lashed out with her own fist, going to scratch his eyes out, rake her nails across his face. She put everything she had into the blow, whiplashing her arm out and across from the hip, hard and fast enough to tear a channel through a column of marble.
Louis caught her hand by the wrist, and stopped her cold. His grip was not iron, it was worse, it crushed her bones, ground them against each other, grated her nerves so that the pain was beyond belief. Refusing to scream, Selah punched at his face with her other hand. Louis went to catch that, and missed.
The sheer strength of her blow broke his left cheekbone. Shattered it and crushed his ocular ridge as well. His head snapped back, but only an inch. The damage was tremendous. She had nearly caved in the right side of his face. She laughed, and drew her fist back to punch once more. A second time was all she needed.
Even with only one eye, he caught her second blow. Caught her fist full in the palm of his hand. Bent her fist back so that the pressure on her wrist nearly snapped it. Selah let out a scream of fury. There was pain, but it was a distant thing. This was a bestial cry of frustration. How dare he? But the pain grew, grew as he forced her hand back. She tried to lash out a kick, but dropped hard instead to one knee as he put all his might into breaking her wrist.
“There,” he said, and his voice was harsh, completely unlike the cultured one he’d used until now. It was the sound a beast might make, hoarse and rough, clotted and rank. “How does that suit, Miss Selah Brown? A little more?”
Selah’s scream turned from rage to agony. Her wrist was at the breaking point. Her other arm, the first he had caught, was almost mangled from his grip, her fingers past spasming.
“You are powerful. Oh, yes. But so am I. In another night, maybe two, you will be too much for even one of my age. Too much, Selah, but not yet. There is still too much human blood diluting your strength.” He leaned forward. Into her. Selah sucked in a deep breath, the gallery spinning away from her as the pain gave her tunnel vision.
“You can wait. If you wait two more nights, maybe three, then yes. You can compel me. Force me to tell you. But by then it will be too late, and you will be one of us. You will laugh at the idea of fighting me. I will lie with you and drink your blood as you drink mine, as you bind yourself to my cause.”
Louis released her wrists and kicked her full in the chest. The force of the blow lifted her from her knees, knocked her back to crash onto the floor a full four yards away. She rolled until she fetched up limp against the far wall.
“Now,” said Louis. He straightened his jacket. Selah forced herself up onto her forearms, and allowed her head to rest on the cold marble floor. She couldn’t move her hands. The pain was excruciating, throbbing, demanding all her attention. “Caldwell will be at 48 Juniper Street within the hour. He will be there for no more than ten minutes. You are to kill him while he conducts his transaction. Return here. I will tell you what you need to know. Any questions?”
Selah forced herself to stand. His face was repairing itself. The bone filling out, gaining definition. He reached up and smoothed his hair back. Smiled at her, his fangs pure and long. “Now, if you will excuse me. I have friends to entertain. We are so very bored.”
He turned and walked away. Selah heard soft giggles, and saw that a number of vampires had been watching from the edges of the gallery. Saw the tall black one and her Latina friend, both hiding their faces behind fans. They turned to each other, laughed, and hurried away. Others faded back into the hall, until Selah was left cradling her hands in her lap. Alone.
She looked down at her wrists. Already the pain was fading, the livid marks smoothing away. Healing themselves. She closed her eyes. She had tried. Selah took a breath. Caldwell—48 Juniper Street. The Colonel. A mere drug dealer who was spreading Blood Dust throughout the country.
Selah rose to her feet, irresolute. She would take a look. That was all. She would go and observe. What other option did she have?



Chapter Thirteen
Selah walked to the front of the house and stole a car. She simply walked up to a couple as they got out of their SUV and demanded the keys. The man removed his shades to reveal black eyes and grinned. Selah promptly did the same. While he blinked, taken aback, she struck him down by hammer fisting him across the jaw. He crumpled, and the woman screamed and took off wildly into the bushes. Selah ignored her, fished the keys out of the vampire’s jerking fingers, and climbed into the SUV. It was a nice ride. New, with dove-gray leather sets and that new-car smell. Selah pursed her lips and spread her fingers over the taut leather-clad steering wheel. Examined the instrument panel, the vampire’s Omni locked in its cradle. Turned the SUV on, and drove out of the circular driveway.
She reached over and turned on the Omni. It glowed to life, and the windshield of the car promptly became a translucent extension of its screen. Selah nodded her appreciation. Now this she could work with. There were three FingerTip caps attached to the side of the Omni. Driving slowly up the long road that passed through the rest of the grounds, she reached down and slipped them onto her index, middle finger, and thumb. Clicked them together to activate them, and extended her hand toward the windshield, which reacted as a touch screen without her actually needing to touch it.
Selah quickly navigated to the map function, and spoke the address. The road ahead lit up with a faint translucent green marker. The path she had to follow. From where she sat the actual road itself seemed to glow, but she knew that was just the windshield’s tech. Not bad. With the navigation program engaged, she pressed the accelerator and drove on, bursting out of the entrance.
Down the street, out onto the avenue, and then onto the 110. Her windshield told her it was called the Arroyo Parkway. Selah snorted. Once, maybe. Now it was just another abandoned ribbon of asphalt taking her from one desolate spot to another. Curious, she summoned the satellite view over her intended destination. The image of a park appeared on the passenger side of the windshield. No, not a park—a lake. The area was called Echo Park. The meeting was set at the northern tip, where a triangular wedge of grass and palm trees thrust into the lake proper. Selah drove with one eye on the road, and with her FingerTips explored the area. Zoomed in, and then checked out street view.
By the time she took the US-101 exit, she had a good idea as to where to go and what to do. She was going to be about twenty minutes early. Perfect. She drove on. The stars were brilliant overhead. The city dark all around, the towers of downtown visible in her rearview mirror as she headed northwest. There was little traffic rushing by, but much more than she’d become used to in Miami. Who were these people? What kind of life did they live here in the Core? Did they work for the vampires, or eke out their own miserable existences?
Selah reached out and opened the music cloud on the Omni. She skimmed over to the Emotional Scales and keyed in her mood, fixing the range somewhere between Furious, Despairing, and Melancholic. At the last moment she flicked in an undercurrent of Excitement, and sent her request out. Immediately ’80s Goth rock began to play, the plangent picking of electric guitar chords over a driving beat, synthetic and insistent. Selah hesitated, thought of spinning to another selection, but then settled in. This would work.
She took the off-ramp down to Echo Park Boulevard, and turned right so as to cruised up a street parallel to the lake a block over. The speakers were sublime, a chorus of voices begging for mercy and demanding justice while the music seethed on, vast as an ocean whipped by a storm. She didn’t want to risk driving right up to the meeting site—there might be guards posted, or something she couldn’t foresee. So instead she and parked at the head of a set of concrete stairs that descended down two blocks of hillside to Echo Park Boulevard.
Selah killed the music and turned off the car. The windshield went dead, and she looked out over the lake below, the waters smooth and reflective. Selah looked at the Omni—fifteen minutes to go. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. Felt panic rise up within her like a diver fighting for the surface, and climbed out of the car before she lost her nerve. Closed the door carefully and shivered in the chill.
Don’t think, she said to herself. Just go and check it out. The stairway down to the street below was steep and flanked by palm trees. Everything was silent but for the chirp of insects. She ghosted down steps, crossed a street, and then descended a grass slope to a fence at the bottom. She leaped over the chain links and onto Echo Park Boulevard. The lake was directly across the street, and she could see the meeting spot across the water. Nothing. Silence. No lights, no movement, no cars.
Selah jogged down the boulevard, keeping the lake on her left, trying to peer into every shadow at once. One block up, and then around the lake’s northern edge. Selah paused again, listened, and then continued. Were there sentries? Would they expect her? How paranoid were they? She slowed down, crossed the lanes and stepped off the pavement and onto the grass that bounded the lake’s shore. Faded in amongst the palm trees, and crept forward, pausing every few steps to listen. Five minutes to go. Up ahead, beyond a small playground and partly hidden behind a brick building, was a parking lot, as small as a tennis court and no doubt where the deal was going to go down. She hesitated and then moved up to the long, red-bricked public restroom to stand at its south wall and stare out over the cracked asphalt. Hidden deep in shadow, a screen of palm trees and bushes before her, she hunkered down and waited.
Silence. Selah studied the lake and desperately tried not to think. To not make a decision, to simply react. Every time a panicked question arose in her mind, she squashed it. Stay focused. Stay focused.
She startled when a car pulled into the lot, headlights strafing the foliage. The car stopped, the lights dimmed, and doors opened. Voices spilled out into the night air. Selah strained to listen.
“Fucking running late, again. You’d think he had more important things to do.”
A second voice, lighter, feminine. “He does have better things to do. Or he should. Were he a better kind of man.”
Laughter, and the doors closed. Three people. They moved to stand at the back of the car, facing the street they had just driven in from. Something caught Selah’s eye, a flash of light on a metallic surface. She peered past the newly arrived car at the darkness on the far side of the lot. There, amidst the bushes. Two more people. Selah’s mouth went dry. Vampires? No. They weren’t moving gracefully enough. Two people crawling into position, with a good view of the lot. They were holding something—not guns—something metallic, with glass on the front. Cameras. Selah sat back on her heels, and scowled. Fernanda and Michael. What the hell were they doing here? Louis must have sent them. Which had to mean something—but she got no further with that line of thought. A series of trucks were coming up Echo Lake Boulevard, six of them, large and bulky and with painfully bright headlights.
Selah turned to watch them approach. Large enough for SUVs. But no—these were Humvees, real ones, the army kind. She watched as they turned left on Park. Dark, painted in camouflage patterns, the six vehicles rumbled into the parking lot like a segmented worm, a millipede sporting heavy weaponry.
Oh, shit, thought Selah. He’s brought the whole army with him. Doors opened, and a score of men jumped down, rifles held before them. The three people standing by the car’s trunk raised their arms ironically as if under arrest, and one of them broke out into a giggle.
The fourth Humvee opened up and a man got down. That’s got to be Caldwell, thought Selah. He walked forward, into the flood of Humvee headlights, so that he was little more than a backlit silhouette. Stood with his hands on his hips, a trim, short figure with a baseball cap. “You brought the Dust?” His voice was sharp, already impatient. As if he disdained being here.
“Of course,” said one of the three in a British accent, a young man who lowered his arms and stepped forward. “A pleasure to see you, Colonel. How’s the missus?”
“Get it out then.”
Selah rubbed her face. It was a deal. The Colonel was here to buy drugs. But why would he come in person? Why not just send in his men? What was she going to do? Selah edged forward, watching carefully, trying to judge angles, how she might approach.
“Here you go, then,” said the Brit. He’d pulled something out of the trunk. Several somethings, actually, the other two helping him. Each as large as a pillow, and looking as heavy as bags of flour. “That’s sixty pounds right there. You good for it?”
“Of course.” The sneer was audible. “Mannow, Kimartin, Sampson, bring it over.” Three soldiers jogged forward and heaved up the sacks, hefting them over their shoulders. They fell back and disappeared amongst the Humvees.
“Where is she?” asked the Colonel. “I thought she was coming.”
“Apologies,” said the Brit. “Arachne wanted to be here, but pressing business and what not.”
Arachne? Selah stood up. A desperate plan came into being, fully formed. She would never had even considered it were it not for the predatory edge that consumed her mind, the need that drove her to act. So she did. Without any attempt at sneaking, Selah strode forward.
“What?” The Colonel was saying, furious. “She’s not here? That’s not acceptable!”
“Sorry, Colonel,” said the Brit. “She sends her regards and promises to catch up with you next time. She’s got one last shipment coming your way. Should be ready by next week, and this one will be the largest yet. Same place and time?”
“No need,” said Selah, fighting for calm, for assurance, for the kind of confidence Arachne might herself project. “I’m here. We can talk.” Everybody spun to stare at her as she emerged into the glare of the headlights. She focused on the Colonel, and ignored everybody else. He was in his fifties, a dry and hard man, face clean shaven, eyes sharp with stark crow’s-feet at their corners, as if he’d spent years trying to see beyond the horizon. He stiffened at her appearance, his men half raising their guns, but he extended his hand and they lowered them once more.
Selah strode past the courier’s car, and ignored the stammered questions the British man tried to put to her. Ignored the twenty or thirty armed soldiers who glared at her, the military-grade weapons in their hands. Instead, she smiled at the Colonel who visibly relaxed at the sight of her.
“Arachne. I’m glad you decided to show.”
“Of course.” Selah’s mind was one blind panicked blur. “Thank you for coming. I know it must have taken some effort to make it out here.”
The Colonel waved that aside. “It’s of no matter. Now. What was it you needed to tell me?” His blue eyes almost glittered with sharp intensity. “What’s going to happen that I should be ready for?”
Selah stopped a yard from him and looked him full in the face, feet wide, shoulders back. You’re a two-hundred-year-old vampire, the leader of the biggest gang in the Los Angeles Core, so act like it! She smiled at him. “Colonel, how long have we been doing business?”
He blinked. “About three years now. Why?”
“And during that time, have I ever given you a reason to complain?” Selah fervently hoped Arachne hadn’t.
“No. What’s this about?”
“And haven’t you made a rather ridiculous amount of money due to our business partnership?” That had to be a safe one.
“Well, yes, of course.” Suspicion was growing in his tone.
“And what do you think I have been getting out of this arrangement?” There had been no sign of the Colonel paying for the drugs.
“What? How do you mean?” The man’s tone became severe. “Are you saying you’re not pleased with my work?”
“That is not what I’m saying.” Selah made her voice sharp. “Humor me.” Theo’s words rang in her mind—the Blood Dust trade. That’s what this is all about.
“Well,” said the Colonel, clearly irritated. He looked around at his soldiers as if loath to speak before them. “I’ve invested your, ah, profits amongst certain key figures. Ensured that a blind eye’s been turned to much that goes on here. Are you going to change our arrangement? Is that what this is about?”
“No,” said Selah. So the vampires don’t even get the money. It’s spent directly on bribes. Selah tried to imagine just how much money was being spent on buying privacy in the Core. “I am very pleased.” She hesitated. What to ask next? What to say? “What of Frederick Brown? Does that name ring a bell?”
“Frederick Brown?” The Colonel scowled at her. “Who?”
“A reporter? From New York?” Selah realized that her tone had become pleading. She forced herself to relax, to assume once more the hauteur of Arachne.
“A reporter? Oh—yes.” Selah felt herself begin to tremble. Could this be it? The moment she’d been waiting for? “How do you know about him?”
Selah waved her hand. “That’s none of your concern.”
“Then neither is this reporter. Don’t worry. He was asking about private army affairs. Classified programs. Nothing to do with you, and nothing we need to speak about.”
Selah fumbled for her next question. “I heard he was asking about Blood Dust.”
“Sure, sure, but only in a general sense. Nothing that led back to you. He was interested in what I was doing with the Dust, not where it came from. Now. What is it you wanted to tell me? What is this big change that’s coming?”
“Big change?” Selah tried to keep the confusion from her voice. She wanted to parse his words, figure out what that meant for her dad. Private army affairs?
“Yes.” The Colonel narrowed his eyes. “Your words, not mine. Big change that you wished to tell me about in person. What should I be expecting?”
Selah found herself wanting to cry, to laugh. She studied the Colonel’s weathered, lined face, and desperately wondered what he did for fun, when he wasn’t distributing drugs throughout the country and pouring millions of dollars into bribes. When he wasn’t disappearing innocent reporters. She wondered if he had ever wanted to be something other than this, an agent for corruption, decay, destruction, and evil. “Hmm? Come on, I haven’t got all night.”
“But you do,” said Selah, sadness in her voice. “You’ve got all night, and the rest of forever.” She reached up and tore her nails through his throat, the move so sudden, so viciously fast that the Colonel actually blinked at her before realizing what had happened. His blood sprayed out horrifically from his severed arteries, and he choked and staggered back, hands at his neck. The soldiers around him turned to stare at where the Colonel was collapsing, and then immediately raised their rifles as commands were yelled.
But Selah wasn’t there. Even as her nails had parted the old man’s neck she’d been turning, allowing the momentum of her striking arm to carry her around and down into a furious sprint, out of the parking lot and toward the palms and bushes. Gunfire exploded around her, tried to track her as she ran, but she was too fast. Not faster than a bullet, but faster than the soldiers thought possible, faster than they could adjust their aim. The parking lot behind her burst in a cataclysm of dust and shattered asphalt, but Selah was already in the shadows and racing past the brick restroom. It had all taken less than two seconds.
Men yelled behind her, Humvees roared to life, but Selah didn’t wait. She ran, putting all her fear and revulsion and terror into her limbs, into each long stride, the balls of her feet barely skimming the ground as she flitted along the lake’s edge, and then across the street, over the fence, up the grassy slope, across Laguna, and up the concrete stairs to her SUV.
She stopped, heaving for breath, sweat coating her face and running down the channel of her spine, slicking her shirt to her body. She turned, bloody hand on the hood of the SUV to stare down at the lake below. It had taken her less than thirty seconds to race up here, a feat no human—perhaps no vampire, even—could ever hope to match. Below, voices called out in fury, and then gunfire sounded, along with several screams that stopped short. The couriers. They had just been executed.
Selah stood, frozen, and peered down into the darkness that was the lake, at the Humvees that were already spreading out, headlights now complimented by great flashlights that probed the shadows as the soldiers searched futilely for her.
Selah fought for control of her breath, and slowly straightened. Her mind was blank. She had done it. She would be cured now. Louis would tell her what she had to do to be human once more. The vaccine would be made. The course of the war would change. Selah raised her right hand. Her fingers were slick with fresh blood and gleamed wetly in the light of the moon. She should feel elated, she thought. She should be feeling horrified. She looked at the blood and realized that she felt nothing.



Chapter Fourteen
Selah parked the SUV before the Huntington Gallery. She had driven back recklessly fast, barely focusing on the road as she did so. No music this time, just the aching silence of her heart as it seemed to tumble away into the void. She drove with one hand on the wheel, her reflexes so sharp that it took little effort to navigate the turns and curves of the road at speeds that remained generally in excess of a hundred miles an hour. She made it back to the Gardens in almost half the time it took her to leave. She leaped out of the car, slammed the door hard behind her, only to stop, cock her head to one side, and listen.
Silence. Not that it had been bustling with sound and activity before, but looking up at the dark windows, hearing nothing other than the insects of the night, she was struck by a certainty: the vampires had moved on. There were no other cars parked along the circular driveway. The entrance was dark, the door half closed. No. He wouldn’t dare. Did he think he could hide from her, now, after what she had done?
Selah marched into the building, picking up speed so that by the time she hit the staircase she was flying, feet only touching the steps twice before she reached the landing. She blurred through the galleries and hit the door to the French living room with so much force that it slammed against the wall and tore itself free of its top hinge.
Louis sat alone in a chaise longue that he’d dragged into the center of the room. He had positioned his chair so that he lay in a pool of star and moonlight. His legs were stretched toward her, crossed at the ankles, and his caramel hair looked metallic in the moonlight. His face was pale, deathly white, ghoulish, and with his eyes closed he looked like nothing more than a corpse.
“Louis. I’ve done it. He’s dead.”
His eyes flicked open. One moment they were closed, the next he was staring at her. “I know, cherie. I have seen the photographs. Well done.”
“Photographs?” Selah stepped into the room.
“Oh, yes. That little reporter, she followed my instructions most carefully. I received both photographs and video recordings as your dirty little deed took place. Very forceful, very direct. One blow, across the neck, like a cat!” Louis mimicked her strike, lips pulling back from his fangs, and then fell back, relaxing with a laugh.
“Why? Why did you want photographs?”
His smile became enigmatic. “Perhaps I needed evidence that you did what you set out to do.”
Selah studied him. She wanted nothing more than to wipe that smug and self-satisfied smile off his face. “What do I have to do to become human?”
Louis looked at his nails. “It is not so big a thing. Tell me, Selah Brown. Are you loved?”
“Loved?”
“Loved. Does another love you?” Louis raised his eyes and met her confused stare directly. “For your sake, I hope one does, else this will not work.”
“I—yes. I am loved. Why?”
“To regain your humanity, you must eat the heart of one who loves you. Sawiskera used your love to try and steal your humanity; now you must take that love back.”
Selah felt her face contort in disgust. Nausea flooded her stomach, and the world seemed suddenly distant. “No. That can’t be true. No.”
“But yes, cherie, it is. You must pluck the heart from the breast of one who loves you more than life.” Louis pantomimed doing so, and held an invisible heart to his face as if it were an apple. “Then—you bite!” He did so, clamping his fangs down on air, wrenching his head back as if tearing at thick muscle. “Eat! Consume! A feast to satisfy the devil, to banish the curse of Sawiskera.” He laughed and rubbed the imaginary heart all over his face before throwing his arms open, mouth wide, tongue hanging obscenely long and loose over his chin.
“No.” Selah shook her head. “No. You’re lying. You are just trying to make me do something—something—” There was no word for it.
Louis shrugged. “I tried to warn you, when you first asked.” He paused, and considered. “True, I didn’t try very hard, but what can I say? I tell you true, Selah Brown, believe me. Consume the heart of one who loves you, or become a vampire in—what? Two more nights now? One?”
Selah took a step back. The room was spinning. She felt weak. It couldn’t be.
“Oh, incidentally,” Louis assumed a professional tone, “I mentioned the cure to your friend. Cloud? Told him all about it. He was very upset. He ran away before I could assure him that you would never, never—” It was too much. Selah lost control and threw herself at him, so that he stopped speaking and with a delighted laugh moved up and behind the chair. Laughing still, he ducked her first blow, and then sidestepped her second.
Fury filled her, a torrent of flame. She seized the chaise longue and swung it, leaning back and pulling from the hips, swung it right around as hard as she could and launched it at the suddenly wide-eyed Louis. He sprang up, tried to leap out of the way, but he moved too late. The chaise longue caught him right across the lower body and sent him tumbling to the ground, crashing shoulder first into the parquet floor.
Selah fell upon him before he could react, pressing her knee into the small of his back and grabbing a fistful of his hair. She reared back and then slammed his face down as hard as she could into the floor. His face shattered the small boards. She pulled back his head again and drove it down with her whole body. Twice, three times, a fourth and fifth. He was scrabbling to push himself up, to get out from under her, but she was fury incarnate, her terror and revulsion lending strength to Sawiskera’s curse that not even Louis could deny. Quicker than one could blink, Selah smashed Louis face down ten times, each subsequent blow sounding wetter and softer as the architecture of his face collapsed.
With a scream she leaped off him and kicked him as hard as she could in the ribs. Bones snapped, and he slid away from her, curled around his stomach, face a dark and mangled mess. Hissing, he placed one hand on the floor and began to push himself up. Selah took a long step forward and kicked him right under the chin, snapping his head back, nearly breaking his neck and sending him sprawling to the ground once more.
She screamed again, a vicious, killing sound, the cry an eagle might make as it plunges down, talons outstretched to end a life. Denial, fury, hatred—all of those and more were in her cry, and she seized Louis by the neck and belt and hurled him right out the window.
The glass shattered and his flailing body fell from view. Panting, sobbing, Selah stood swaying, arms slowly lowering back to her side. She looked around, wanting something more to destroy, another mocking face to break. Nothing. Darkness, shadows, silence. She thought of Louis’ words. Eat the heart of someone who loves you. She couldn’t. She could never. Which meant she was doomed. She was going to become a vampire. In a night or two, she would die, and continue on as a monster. Selah threw her head back and screamed once more, the sound so raw and filled with grief that she felt as if her throat would tear.
Exhausted, she collapsed to the ground, and sobbing and hiccupping for breath, shaking her head, eyes closed. No. It wasn’t supposed to work this way. She was supposed to find a cure. She was supposed to become human again, and then work with Cloud to save the world and create a vaccine. To fight the vampires, not become one of them. No. It couldn’t be. Selah pressed her forehead against her forearm and shook it back and forth, the tears coming thick and bitter now, as all her dreams were torn asunder.
Eventually her sobs quieted and she simply looked blankly at the parquet floor. Lay still, breathing gently, and then a name came to her, simple yet searing: Cloud.
Selah rose to her feet and rushed from the room. Down the halls, through the galleries, and leaped the entirety of the stairs to land smoothly on the ground floor and sprint like the wind out of the building and along the path that led west to the Japanese garden. She burst out through the line of trees, and saw once more the arching bridge, the streams and small ponds, the serenity of the great Japanese-styled house looming above it all. Raced down, over the straight bridge, and up the slope and steps to rush through the front door and turn into the room where they’d slept.
Nothing. Selah froze, scanning the bed, the ground. Only her belongings. His were gone. His pack, his clothing, his shoes. Gone. No. She rushed forward and fell to her knees by the bed, reaching out to touch the mattress. Cold. She ducked down and looked under the bed, then rose and ran out of the room, crying his name. Ran through the whole house, checking every room, calling for him over and over again, until she returned and collapsed on their bed.
He’d left. Which meant he didn’t trust her. Which meant he actually thought she might kill him. Kill him for his heart. How could he? How could he think such a thing? Had she changed so much that he truly thought her capable of murdering him? Selah clasped her hands to her face. The world was collapsing about her. She felt as if her heart were breaking, her chest cracking in two, white-hot pain burning her mind, her body, her soul.
No tears. There weren’t any left. She was frozen, paralyzed by the horror, the realization of what had come to pass. She was alone. The man she loved had left her, driven away, fearing for his own life. She was alone, abandoned, and despite all she’d done, despite how hard she’d fought, the sacrifices she’d made, there was no way forward. She was doomed. She was going to become a vampire, and there was nothing she could do to avert her fate.
The night passed. At times Selah slept, drifting in and out of lucidity. Dreams plagued her, but they were better than her waking thoughts. She felt as if she was running a fever, shivering and strange, but she didn’t sweat. Her mouth was parched, her throat raw and tight, but she couldn’t muster the energy to rise, to find water. Slowly the hours wheeled past, and through the window she could see the moon making its stately progress across the night sky.
The sound of footsteps pulled Selah from her despair. They were almost inaudible, the faintest of sounds, as if a ghost were approaching. No, two ghosts, their footsteps almost indistinguishable from that of the garden, the waterfall below, the wind through the trees. But Sawiskera’s curse was strong in her now, and her predatory instincts flared.
Should she rise and confront the intruders? Why bother? What was there to live for? So she lay still, half covered by the sheet, and stared at the ceiling and listened. The two people stopped at the front door, and then stepped into the hall and into her doorway. Selah studied them. A slight Asian man, middle-aged and round-shouldered, his black eyes total and studying her and the room. By his side a lanky white teenager, her hair also white and done in a topknot, face long and sallow, eyes equally black. Both of them examined her.
“Come with us,” said the Asian vampire. His voice was quiet and commanding.
“Why should I?”
“Arachne wants you,” said the girl. Her voice was surprisingly deep.
“So?”
“What Arachne wants, she gets,” continued the girl. “Don’t make us force you.”
“You couldn’t,” said Selah, looking back up at the ceiling. “I’ll kill you if you try.”
They seemed uncertain. Perhaps they hadn’t expected her to be so calm, so confident. After a moment’s deliberation, they stepped into the room. The Asian vampire fanned out to the left, keeping his back to the wall, and then prepared to leap. Selah searched for some trace of fear within her. Some speck of anger. Nothing. It was as if the bonfire of emotion she’d felt before had left nothing but guttered ashes in her breast.
Without signal, they both attacked. They were fast, but in comparison to Louis they were like children. The two surged forward, moving to grapple her in the small room, pin her to the bed, but Selah didn’t wait. She flipped herself onto both feet and exploded into the Asian man, grabbing his coat by the lapels and drive him back, the force of her leap lifting him off the ground so that he hit the far wall squarely with his back. They crashed through the wooden wall into the room beyond, where Selah tumbled off him, her hand snatching up a jagged spar of wood and driving it down into the vampire’s chest, impaling him through the heart.
He didn’t even make a sound. His hands clutched at the stake, and he fell limply to the ground. Selah rose to her feet. The teenager—though god knew how old she really was—had leaped onto the empty bed, and was only now turning to stare at Selah, eyes startled and wide. Selah grinned at her, almost wishing for fangs of her own. “I warned you.” She smacked her palms together, dusting them off, and began to walk back into the room.
The pale girl stepped off the bed, desperately searching for a weapon. Selah laughed, and then cut the sound abruptly as the girl rushed her. They lashed at each other with elbows, knees, and head butts, a flurry that was exchanged so quickly that Selah operated on instinct, moving as if in a dance. But Selah’s blows were twice as strong as the girl’s. She shattered the girl’s left elbow with her right, and then broke her knee by stomping her heel into the inside of her leg. The girl collapsed, and Selah spun around, whiplashing the back of her fist across the girl’s face, smacking her to the ground. Before she could get up, Selah dragged her over to the broken wall, lifted her, and slammed her down on a broken board, the wooden plank shattering further beneath the girl’s weight before impaling her.
Selah stepped back. She blew out a blast of air and wiped her hands on her hips. There was no elation. No thrill. She studied at the two where they lay. Perhaps Cloud had been right to flee. Look at how easily she killed. No, a part of her whispered. Mama B’s voice, distant, but there. No, he was wrong.
Selah looked out the window. She couldn’t stay here. No wonder Louis had ordered his gang to quit the grounds. How large had that kid said Arachne’s gang had been? Forty? Fifty? Selah had to get moving. She picked up her pack, shoved her things into it. Swung it over her shoulder, stepped out into the hall and went outside.
Selah raised her face to the night sky. Felt the light of the moon, and breathed in deep. Where was she going, and why? What was there left to fight for? Just more bloody battles until they dragged her down and back to Arachne, or until a couple of nights passed and she became a vampire. For a moment she hung in the balance, and then she resumed walking. Whatever was coming, she would meet it head on. Enough with waiting and grief.
Selah traversed the Japanese garden and made her way back to the gallery. The SUV’s keys were still in her pocket. She slowed down as she saw the activity going on around the grand building. The lights were back on, and figures moved past the windows within. No doubt the two she’d just staked had been sent out to scope the western part of the gardens. There were many more in the building, and who knew who might be lurking in the shadows around her.
A decision, then. Fade away like a shadow and walk out of the Gardens on foot, or go for the SUV. The smart thing to do was to walk away quickly and quietly. But she liked the SUV. She didn’t want to walk. She wanted to drive, as fast as she could get the car to go, blasting music. And more. She simply wasn’t afraid. If she was to bear this curse, then those who got in her way would suffer the consequences.



Chapter Fifteen
Selah walked forward. She could hear thin, distant voices on the wind. A handful of figures stood on the back porch, looking out over the sloping lawn. Selah struck across the grass toward the front where her SUV was parked. Two other vampires stood in the circular driveway, one seated in a white BMW, arguing with the second that stood within her open door. Selah ignored them and walked toward her car.
They didn’t notice her until she unlocked the doors with her key fob. The headlights blinked and both vampires turned, the seated woman rising to her feet. Selah raised her hand as if saying hi as she passed, and kept walking.
“Wait—are you kidding me? That’s her!” The man was strikingly attractive, his skin jet black in the night, hair cut close to the scalp. His accent was strange—Southern, perhaps—but he didn’t sound too bright. The woman shoved him aside so she could step free of the car. Selah focused on reaching the SUV driver’s door and ignored them both. At the last moment she sensed somebody dropping toward her. She swayed to one side, and the woman fell through where she had been and landed on the red tiles, her silent attack broken by her scalding hiss of frustration.
Selah didn’t hesitate. She reached out, palmed the side of the woman’s head and slammed it into the SUV. The door crumpled under the blow, and Selah released her, stepping aside as the dazed vampire fell to the ground. She pulled open the driver’s door, and climbed in.
On some dim level, she realized that she was moving impossibly fast. Faster, even, than the vampires could handle. Could track. Louis was right. She was coming into Sawiskera’s curse. One night left, maybe two. She turned on the car and immediately the windshield lit up with the navigator. Reaching down to the cradled Omni, she turned it off and eased out from behind the Porsche ahead of her. She scraped her headlight against its bumper, shunting the smaller car forward to the sound of breaking glass, and then flinched as gunfire erupted.
The entire right flank of the SUV shuddered as somebody unloaded a machine gun into it. Selah slammed on the gas and the SUV bucked forward, red warning lights flashing on the windscreen telling her the two right side tires had been punctured but were already filling with emergency air. Selah sawed the SUV off the drive. Bumping and jouncing, she drove through the bushes and between the trees ahead, then turned hard to the left and accelerated over the grass and back onto the road.
She looked in the rearview mirror. Vampires spilled out of the building, several of them sprinting after the SUV. She grinned and considered slowing down so they could catch up. Five of them began to fall behind as she hit forty, but one, a pale-faced young man in a tuxedo actually caught up with her, and at the last moment, leaped. Selah ducked as he hit the roof, and then jerked the wheel, sending the SUV roaring off the road and between two palms onto the grass beyond. She heard the vampire slip, heard him crash down once more, but somehow he held on. She laughed and tore back to the right, between two other palms, and back onto the road.
A fist shattered her driver-side window, but Selah grasped it before it could be retracted for a second blow. Glass spraying through the air. She yanked, pulled it in, and slammed it down on the windowsill. There was a clear crack as his forearm snapped, and then she yanked him deeper into the SUV, hauling him off the roof. He somersaulted down, twisting as he fell, and she released his arm. He fell back and into the night, gone as quickly as he’d come. Selah reached up, brushed glass from her hair, and tightened her grip on the steering wheel. Headlights were shining behind her. They weren’t giving up easily.
Selah blasted through the Huntington Gardens’ entrance and turned savagely right onto the street. Pushed the accelerator down as far as it would go and drove down the center of the road. The trees and silent houses whipped by, blurs in Selah’s peripheral vision. She kept her eyes locked on the road before her, occasionally flicking them up to the rearview mirror. A savage joy, dark and destructive, pulled her on; she wasn’t racing toward a destination, but rather frustrating, hurting these vampires. Bringing them some small measure of the pain that had hollowed her breast and turned her dreams to dust.
The Porsche was fast behind her. It came roaring up as if she were merely going the speed limit, and a lithe figure leaned out the passenger window with a large gun. White fire sprayed from its muzzle, and the SUV’s rear window shattered. Selah ducked and swerved the car to the left, to the right, and then stabbed down on the brakes. The tires screeched, hiccupping as they fought for traction, and she fishtailed to a stop, the stench of burnt rubber thick in the air.
The Porsche had been going incredibly fast; Selah had hoped that it would into ram into the back of her bulkier ride. The driver, however, was talented; they swerved hard to the left, right up onto the pavement, and scraped past the SUV, sparks flying on both sides. The Porsche spun out, dragging tracks of burned rubber behind it as it came to a shuddering stop facing her. The passenger emerged once more from his window, and leveled the machine gun.
Selah threw open her door and dropped onto the road. Gunfire exploded, and then somebody rammed into the back of the SUV, hit it at perhaps a hundred miles an hour so that with a mind-shattering crash, it lifted right up off its rear wheels and flew forward, spinning and torqueing so that it rolled over onto its side, a brief flash of the other SUV roaring by as they flew past Selah like a bolt of shredded, tortured metal.
Selah pushed herself up and looked behind her. Three more cars were coming their way, headlights blinding her. Selah jumped to her feet and ran toward the crumpled SUVs that had knotted into each other like suicidal lovers. Vampires crawled out of the rear SUV like maggots from a carcass, but she ignored them. A burst of power and she leaped onto the back of the first SUV, ran along its roof, and then jumped over her own destroyed car to the ground. She turned, reached back inside her SUV for her pack, stashed the cradled Omni in its depths, and ran right at the Porsche.
The passenger was a svelte-looking man with chin-length, dirty-blond hair and stylized sunglasses. He had a jerkoff surfer look, the kind of smarmy guy who cadges beers off people in exchange for bullshit stories. He stared incredulously at her for a moment as she ran right at him. He lifted the muzzle of his machine gun, mouth parting into a wicked, fanged smile, and Selah hurled her backpack at him, whipping it around and releasing it with all her strength. His burst of gunfire tore it apart, but it hit him squarely in the chest and knocked him clean off his perch on the windowsill, machine gun bullets spraying up into the night as he fell.
The other cars stopped behind the tangled SUVs, and Selah heard voices, yells as vampires got out. There were a dozen of them, perhaps fifteen. She knew she was more powerful than any one of them, but fifteen? Not good. Selah reached the Porsche and grasped its door, and she used her momentum to slam it into the vampire’s head as he sat up. He let out a high-pitched scream and clutched at his face where shards of his sunglasses had stabbed his eyes. Selah snatched his machine gun and turned it on the driver.
It was a chubby black woman, perhaps fifty years old with skin as smooth as pudding. Her hair was done up in a businesslike bun, her eyes wide and as innocent as vampire eyes could get. She threw up her hands, and for a moment Selah paused, but she pulled the trigger, anyway. There were no innocent vampires, and the woman danced where she sat, clothing erupting as the bullets cratered into her flesh. Selah picked up her mangled pack and tossed it along with the gun into the passenger seat, and then grabbed the edge of the car and swung into the Porsche, both legs extended before her to hit the vampire hard enough to drive her right out and onto the road.
Falling into the seat behind the wheel, Selah swung her legs down and pulled the door closed. She slammed the car into reverse. Vampires were coming over the SUVs now with flea-like energy, leaping and springing clear of the cars with impossible speed, coats flaring out behind them, guns and swords and knives in hand, crying out their hunting calls and coming right for her.
Selah almost decided to drive right at them. Simply plow the Porsche into the SUVs and take out a handful of vampires. See how many she could kill before she fell before them. End it here, end it now. But no. She slammed down on the gas and the Porsche ripped backwards, the engine roaring, and then she spun the wheel and the Porsche screamed around so that it was pointing away once more. She shifted gears smoothly and floored the gas. The car leaped like a startled panther, and she tore off down the road, the vampires sprinting and throwing things but no match for the Porsche’s horsepower.
Selah watched them in the rearview mirror, and then took a turn onto a side street, which let out onto the broad and wide-open Huntington Drive. Selah relaxed marginally, and leaned her head back. The Porsche was so low to the ground, it felt as if her ass were scraping along the asphalt. There was a thrill to its power, to how responsive it was. She looked at the dash, trying to check if it was vintage or had modern circuitry. There was a cradle for an Omni, but none in place. Reaching into the ruined pack, she pulled out the SUV’s Omni and held it up, turning it around. Relief flooded her. It hadn’t been hit by a bullet. She thumbed it on and slotted it into the cradle. Put on the three FingerTips, and activated the windshield.
The display wasn’t as modern as the SUV’s had been—the Porsche had probably been made a few years before the War. Still, it had everything she needed. Slowing down, she cruised at a modest sixty miles an hour and logged into her personal account. A message began beeping on the windshield’s lower left. Video Mail.
Selah opened it. Chico’s face filled the right half of the windshield, the street visible through his translucent image.
“Cloud, Selah, hey. Just trying to check in and see how things are going. Any luck with the cure? I’m praying every morning and night for your success, guys. Things are starting to look really tense on this end. Padrino Machado has made good on his threats, and it looks like the Locos are going to be hit soon. We’re doing our best to get ready, and I’m trying to get some government people in here to help. With just a little luck, I think tomorrow we’ll see the first round of talks as people fly in to meet with Armando.” Chico’s voice was excited, distracted, and he kept looking off screen as if checking other sources of information. “Anyway, call me back. I want to hear from you guys. You’re in my thoughts.” The video feed ended.
Selah considered. The Omni’s Navigator program was prompting her for a destination. She tapped the steering wheel. She could just go to ground in the Core. Hide for a few nights, only to rise as a vampire. She could drive the Porsche at full speed into a concrete wall. Where was Theo? Probably searching for Arachne. Might he be making his way back to Huntington to find her? No way to know. She didn’t have a means of contacting him. Tapped the steering wheel some more, and then called Chico back.
It rang three times, then his image appeared, taking up the top left corner of her windshield. He looked harried, and looked at her in surprise. “Selah?”
“Chico.”
“Hey—it’s good to see you. Where’s Cloud? How’s the hunt for the cure going?” Somebody yelled off screen, and Chico winced.
“Not good. Cloud’s gone, and there is no cure.” Selah tried to say those words as if they meant nothing to her.
“Shit. I’m sorry.” There was more yelling off screen.
“What’s going on?” she asked. “Are you all right?”
Chico smiled grimly. “I don’t know. The Culebras are making a move. Word’s out about Armando’s decision, and they’re pressing us. Armando’s out there right now. I think I’m going to have to relocate. This place isn’t safe anymore.”
“What? Wait! You’re in danger? From the Culebras?”
More yells. “Selah, I got to go.”
“Where are you? Give me an address!”
“It’s not safe here—look, I’ll call you back, OK?”
“Chico!” Something in her voice stopped him. He looked at her. “An address. I can help.”
He hesitated, and then nodded. “All right—424 San Antonio Drive. That’s where we’re heading now. I have to go!” He cut the connection. Selah spoke the address into the Navigator, which thankfully was sufficiently old-school to not worry about the Wall. It immediately lit up the road before her, and she saw that it was directing her back to I-5.
“Where are you, Cloud?” she whispered to the world outside her speeding Porsche. “Where did you go? Why didn’t you trust me?” She bit her lower lip as she realized that heading back to Chico would mean leaving Cloud in the Core. It felt like abandoning him, no matter what her mind told her. But she couldn’t stay. Not with this many vampires on her tail. Gripping the steering wheel tight, Selah pushed the accelerator down and headed back toward the Wall.



Chapter Sixteen
Selah cruised down I-5 toward the Wall. She had tagged some low-key music so that the Porsche hummed and rumbled with a subtle bass beat. It was hard to remain motivated. Questions plagued her as she drove: Should she help Armando? What if she became a vampire in their midst? Would she do more harm than good? Where was Theo? How was he going to keep his end of the bargain if he wasn’t around? Every few moments she considered simply turning the wheel and sending the Porsche careening into the freeway divider and ending it all.
Over and under and through every thought was the one thing she couldn’t allow herself to think of: Cloud. That was too complex, too vast, too terrifyingly horrific. He’d abandoned her, after all his promises, after all they’d been through. That he had actually believed her capable of … her mind shied away once more. That was what gutted her, left her feeling like stone, a thing, little better than a monster. If the man she loved could think that of her? But he’d seen her kill the dealer when they first arrived in the Core. Knew she’d murdered Colonel Caldwell. Was it too great a stretch for him to imagine her tearing out his heart? Again, Selah’s mind flew away from the thought, but always it was drawn back.
The Navigator signaled that she was drawing close to the 605, down whose length the Army had built the Core’s Wall. Selah eased up on the gas. She couldn’t simply drive through. Or could she? Simply ram the gate? Scale the Wall? When she was only a half mile away, she slowed down and stopped the car. Turned off the lights and got out. The night air was crisp and chill like a paper cut. Selah jogged forward, scrutinizing the distant and brilliantly lit Wall. As she got closer, she ruled out hopes of ramming the gate. Concrete barriers had been set up so that any vehicle would have to snake around them before approaching the gate itself. She wouldn’t be able to build enough speed.
She surveyed the Wall itself. The 605 passed over I-5, its wall rising far overhead, the underpass blocked off with a gate embedded into it. A great ditch had been dug along the length of the 605, and the wall was mightier than the one in Miami, at least ten yards tall and topped with great bales of concertina razor wire. More rolls of razor wire were set against its base. Peering closer, she saw what looked like security cameras mounted along the Wall, and god knew what else.
Selah retreated to the Porsche and brought up the Navigator. She whisked the map around with the FingerTips, studying other approaches. An idea took shape in her mind. A memory of her SUV buckling up from behind as the other car had plowed into her. She found another large road passing under the 605 a little north—Telegraph Road. She went to full street view, and the Porsche’s windshield changed completely so that it looked like she was parked on Telegraph Road itself. Selah examined the overpass. It was an old image, pre-War, and didn’t show the Wall—but the site would do.
Selah flicked the street view away, and turned the Porsche around and drove back to the last intersection and off-ramp she’d passed. Got off I-5 and navigated north to Telegraph. Took a right, and cruised down it, heart thumping in her chest. Who was it that had told her that thousands crossed the Wall each night? Had it been Chico? Smuggled in by the gangs, under the corrupt eye of the military. But you still needed fake papers, a courier, something. She had nothing but her vampire eyes and those would get her stopped immediately.
The Wall pulled into view. The space beneath the overpass had indeed been blocked off by a smooth concrete wall, the actual Wall itself passing overhead along the 605. Yet they hadn’t bothered removing the old concrete roadblocks. Those would be solid, probably anchored with steel pylons into the ground. Perfect.
Selah reversed until she was about a thousand feet back. Sat still, the Porsche’s engine rumbling, purring, waiting. She rolled down the window, slipped off her safety belt, and scooted up so that she sat on the sill, leaning out. She peered down the road, considering, gauging the distance, and then sat back in the seat.
The world was silent, as if holding its breath. There was only a slim chance she’d be able to pull this off. It was probably suicidal to even try. Only the delirious courage that Sawiskera’s curse instilled in her allowed her to even imagine she could pull it off. Selah put the Omni in her pack and then tied its frayed edges together. She took a deep breath. Held it, and then slammed down the accelerator. The Porsche’s wheels immediately gripped the road and threw the car forward. In fewer than four seconds, she was going sixty; in ten, she was going a hundred. The Wall rushed up and she clicked on the cruise control. Hiked herself up onto the windowsill, gave the wheel one last adjustment, and then scrambled out into the tearing wind. Hauled herself up onto the Porsche’s roof. Turned to face the Wall.
She hadn’t anticipated getting there so fast, but with Sawiskera’s blood within her, she was able to adjust. Crouched low, the wind shrieking around her and plucking at her body, forcing her to slit her eyes, she waited for the right moment. The Porsche flew directly at the concrete barrier, straight as an arrow, and with terrible violence hit at about a hundred and twenty miles an hour.
Time slowed. Selah flexed every muscle in her legs and leaped in that one crucial millisecond. The front end of the Porsche crumpled as the barrier stopped it cold. All the momentum transferred to Selah, who timed her leap perfectly. The Porsche stopped; she flew up and forward at over a hundred miles an hour. Catapulted into the darkness. Fighting the urge to wave her arms, she instead pressed them to her side and flew like a bolt through the night, up over the Wall, mind blank, exultant, feral.
The entirety of the 605 passed beneath her in a flash. An instinct that was foreign to her forced her to relax and to prepare for impact. It took seconds, it took forever, and then she slammed down onto the road and tried to throw herself into a wild roll—and the world went away.
Selah awoke. It was still dark. She was lying on her side. Pain blanketed her, stabbed her sharply in the shoulder, her hip, cut right through her left shin. With a grunt she tried to move. More pain flared through her like heat lightning through the belly of a storm cloud. Her mind was fevered, unable to focus. She tried to remember where she was. Couldn’t. Tried to call for Cloud, and couldn’t open her mouth. Blood, the taste of it. One eye wouldn’t open. She groaned, and slipped away.
It was early morning when she opened her eyes again. This time the pain was manageable. Wincing, Selah pushed herself up and touched her hand gingerly to her head. She blinked, and then picked at the lashes of her left eye to pull away the dried blood that gummed it shut. Turned her head carefully to stare behind her at the Wall. It was barely visible through the fog, grim and gray in the diffuse early morning light. Selah looked down at herself. She hadn’t died. Dry blood was smeared over her skin, had soaked into her torn clothing. Nothing seemed broken. Selah closed her eyes. Tried to remember what had happened—not what she had done, but what she had been thinking. Had she even thought it through? What would happen to her when she hit a concrete barrier at such speed?
She hadn’t. Maybe she really had tried to kill herself. Selah lowered her face into her hands and pushed the base of her palms into her eyes as hard as she could, refusing to cry. No more tears. She sat still, the light of day on her scraped and abraded skin. She felt small, broken, a shell. Her eyes were normal, she realized. Sawiskera’s power had retreated, gone dormant under the light of the sun. She was as human as she was capable of becoming.
Selah lay back down, wincing as she did so. Rested her head on the asphalt, and looked up at the sky. It was a shifting pall without depth. She hadn’t realized that Los Angeles could get foggy.
She was so tired. So tired of fighting, of running, of risking her life. She wanted Cloud. She wanted him to hold her. She wanted to lose herself in his arms. But he was gone. She wanted Mama B, to see her face, to feel her love. But she was far, far away. She thought of Theo, of his stern strength—she might have drawn some of her own from him. But who knew where he was. She was alone. Here on this lonely road outside the Wall, filthy and caked in blood, facing what might be her last day as a human being.
With a groan Selah sat up. She struggled to her feet. She looked like a zombie. Best Halloween costume ever. Shaking her head, she limped over to where her pack lay. It was so battered and shot through with holes that when she picked it up all her stuff fell onto the ground. For some reason that was almost too much, and Selah looked up at the sky, mouth pulling down once more as she fought off despair. The sight of her clothing lying in the dirt, riddled with bullet holes, was so pathetic and sad that she decided to simply leave it all right there. She plucked out the Omni. The screen was cracked, the back casing shattered. Without much hope she thumbed it on, but it was dead. Selah let it fall from her fingers, and turned to look down Telegraph Road. If she headed south, she should be able to find I-5 and follow it down into Buena Park.
The first step was the hardest. The world was vague, damp, and completely enervating. It took all her resolve, all her courage and desire to live to take that first step, but once she got going, she found it easier to keep moving. To keep stumbling forward, her left leg painful, her hip so sore it felt like glass was embedded in her pelvis. Pressing her fingers into the pain, she moved along Telegraph, and then stopped at the first major intersection. Orr and Day Road. A broad boulevard. Too close to the Wall for the slums to have been built around here, but it headed straight south. Selah closed her eyes, thought of Mama B, and pressed on.
The morning sun cleared the mountains to the north and burned away the fog. For the first hour Selah walked through a twilight world, the highway an island of asphalt beneath her feet, which remained the same no matter how far she walked, hedged in on both sides by vague distances of nebulous white. Finally, the rays of the sun speared through, the sky became visible above, a clear and delicate blue that looked as if a firm blow could crack the eggshell it was painted on.
Selah felt her strength return as she walked. While her limp slowly faded, the burning pain in her hip remained. The contusions and scrapes also faded, so that she would pick a scab only to find smooth, brown skin beneath. It felt like a betrayal; her body was healing as a vampire’s would, was showing its true colors, its new allegiance. It wasn’t her own body, not the one she knew. She should be dead. That realization hit her like a stone to the back of the head, and she simply stopped where she stood. She should be dead: any normal human would have died after last night’s stunt. In a way, her humanity lay back there on Telegraph Road, broken and bloodied, a ghost to be dissipated along with the morning fog.
The further she got from the Wall, the more the slums encroached upon the highway, surging up like waves of a degenerate ocean that had crested and frozen before it could break. Shacks and larger brick buildings crowded right up to the chain-link fence, and some had broken through right onto the road’s shoulder. The sounds just off the highway’s shoulder grew louder as she walked, people calling to each other, the blare of music from myriad speakers, children laughing, the occasional yell. People passed her on the highway, most whizzing by on bikes, a few hauling small carts behind them laden with goods. Indifferent glances skimmed past her. What was one more dirty and bloodied black girl to them?
She tried asking a handful of people how much farther it was to Buena Park, but most of them only spoke Spanish. Finally, a somber man wearing a straw hat and a massive woven pack over his angular shoulder stopped and considered her question. He looked back and shaded his eyes against the sun. “Another couple of miles. You’ll be wanting to look out for Artesia Boulevard.” He studied her. “But that’s not a safe place right now. You should steer clear.”
Selah shrugged tiredly. “I know. People fighting, right?”
The man nodded. “Yup. If you don’t know your way ’round, might be best to go elsewhere.”
Selah sighed and looked down the road. “Artesia Boulevard? Thanks.”
It was more than two miles, but not by too much. An hour later she saw the large green sign indicating that she should take the next exit. Foot traffic on I-5 had become scarce, and the few bikes that she saw raced past, their riders glancing around worriedly. Selah didn’t really care. The tension in the air slid right off her. She walked forward doggedly, and took the Artesia Boulevard exit when she found it, threading her way through the ephemeral shacks and sheds on the off-ramp. Gunfire rang out, the staccato burst of a machine gun, and when it stopped, the silence seemed to ache in the midday air.
Selah moved up to the first shack that lined Artesia, and banged on its corrugated iron wall. No response, so she peered in through a window. A score of kids looked out of the gloom at her, eyes wide.
“Any of you guys know the way to San Antonio Drive?” They all shook their heads. Selah nodded, and walked over to the next shack. She had no luck there, either, but an old man with a face like a creased paper bag knew the way. Selah listened, frowning, and then thanked him and moved on.
It was hot. Dry. With no vegetation anywhere, the air shimmered and baked off the narrow roads, radiated off the metal siding and tin roofs that thronged the streets. She felt a headache coming on, and her mouth was parched. Occasionally she saw somebody running as if for cover, but for the most part, the alleys and paths that traced the old streets were abandoned.
A group of young men staggered around the corner up ahead, two of them wounded and with their arms slung around the shoulders of friends. They held rifles, handguns, and kept looking behind them as if expecting to be attacked at any moment. Selah froze, and then recognized the man at the front. He had been with Armando in the hospital lobby.
Selah stepped aside, and the men swept past, ignoring her. She waited till they turned another corner, and then began to follow them. They were hurt, which meant they were heading somewhere safe. Where Armando was, probably, and maybe Chico.
The men moved mostly in silence, the wounded groaning and cursing as they tried to keep up. Three more cramped blocks, and then a left at a narrow alley that was all trash and sewage underfoot. Selah hurried after them, but when she stepped out the other end of the alley, it was into the muzzle of a shotgun.
“Why you following us, eh?” asked a nervous Hispanic kid, whipcord lean and badly bruised, yellow and purple patterning his shoulder and chest visible beneath his tank top.
Selah raised her hands. “Chico. Chico Estevez. I’m his friend. He told me to come to 424 San Antonio Drive.”
The kid studied her. He had to be her age, maybe a little younger, but his eyes were alien, harsh, as if he had seen too many atrocities. Her own were probably no better, thought Selah. “You know Chico? Then what was he before the War?”
“A Jesuit.”
The kid nodded reluctantly. “Fine. If he doesn’t know you though, you’re gonna get yourself shot. Got it?”
Selah nodded, and then moved ahead to walk before him after he gestured she do so with his gun. She jogged slowly, keeping pace with the group ahead, and considered how different she felt from her nighttime glory. The power of Sawiskera had healed her, true, but she felt as human and mortal as she ever had.
Finally they stopped and before a random building, pre-War construction but as filthy as any shack. Two extra levels had been built on top of it, and she saw sentries watching the street from windows above. The front door opened. Chico stood there, blinking in the sunlight, visoring his eyes with one hand, scanning the street. “Selah?”
“Chico!” Relief flooded her. She waved and walked forward. “It’s me!”
“Selah! Oye, deja-la entra, ok?” Chico waved to the Hispanic kid, who reluctantly nodded. He beckoned for her to hurry, and she jogged over. He gave her a warm hug, and then stepped back. “I’m not sure you should have come. Things have gone crazy around here. I don’t think we’re going to last the night.”



Chapter Seventeen
The room was large, dark, and filled with angry, dour-faced men. A table in the center was covered in guns, and a number of people were trying to sleep on filthy mattresses on the ground. Others sat on benches along the wall or stood in tight knots. Open doorways led to other rooms, rooms Selah realized that had once belonged to the neighboring buildings. The walls had been knocked down so that a warren of interconnected rooms ran behind the façades of the buildings along the street.
Chico stopped and peered at her. His eyebrows rose in alarm. “You’re covered in blood. What happened? You OK?”
“Yeah,” said Selah, looking down at herself. Most of her blood had dried and flaked off her skin, but a lot remained soaked into her clothing. “It’s somebody else’s. I’m fine.”
Chico looked intently her. “Where’s Cloud? What happened?” Selah hesitated, aware of the number of people listening, and Chico caught on. “Here, follow me.” He led her into a small room that served as a kind of crude infirmary, a number of wounded men lying on more mattresses, faces slicked with sweat, eyelids fluttering. Selah averted her eyes, and followed Chico on through into a room the size of a walk-in closet. Chico shoved the door closed and then pushed Selah down onto a chair and took a stool across from her. “So. What happened?”
For the first time Selah felt as if she could stop, could rest, could take comfort in Chico’s creased and concerned face. With the door closed and the crude cinderblock walls providing an illusion of safety, the immediacy of all her problems felt one step removed.
“Cloud left.” She looked at the ground. “He stopped trusting me. I don’t know where he’s gone.”
“Shit,” said Chico softly, and rubbed his face with both hands. “Selah, I’m really sorry. So there’s no cure?”
“There is, but it’s not one I can take.” Selah closed her eyes pressed the base of her palm to her temple. It was splitting with pain.
“You all right?”
“Just … a headache. It’s nothing.”
“When’s the last time you drank water?”
“Water?” Selah looked up at him. She had no idea.
“You’re probably dehydrated. Hold on.” He stepped out. Selah looked around the tiny room. A large map was pinned to the wall, red marks and slashes made across certain streets, certain buildings. A heavy-duty Omni sat on a shelf, twice the size of any she’d ever seen, an industrial unit. She wanted to get up and study it, but couldn’t do anything more than focus on her breathing.
Chico came back with a large plastic cup. “Here. Drink this. All of it.”
She did so, taking steady sips until the container was empty. It was delicious, soothing her mouth and throat. She poured the last few drops into her hand and wiped her face.
“So.” Chico’s voice was soft, but serious. “How much longer you got?”
“Maybe another night. Two at most.”
Chico nodded. “Same goes for us. We never expected the kind of retaliation we got. We figured we’d have at least a week or so before any of the other gangs got their act together. But the same night Armando told the vampires he was done? The Culebras came charging into our territory like they’d been waiting for the signal. It’s been hell ever since. Armando’s men are dedicated, but they’re starting to wonder what they’re fighting for, and why.”
“What about the government? The NGOs?”
Chico laughed bitterly. “They’re very concerned, but they won’t get involved until the fighting stops. They told me it’s not safe to send in their people.”
“But they promised military help.”
“Yeah, they did. But only once they’d evaluated the situation. Which they can’t do until things calm down—which they won’t unless they send in help.”
“So Armando has no backup?”
“And no money coming in. Louis already started doing business with other people.” Chico smiled sourly. “Guess who? The Culebras.”
Selah leaned back in her stool. Her headache was letting up. “Louis? The last time I saw him he wasn’t doing so well.”
“No?” Chico looked confused. “Still, he’s going to sell his Dust to somebody. We just didn’t know it was all going to go down so fast.” The energy seemed to go out of Chico. He shook his head. “We came so close. I had everybody lined up, ready to fly in and talk. This was going to be first district to step away from violence and drugs. ” His sadness, his bitterness was palpable. “Now we’re getting gunned down left and right. Armando’s no pushover, and he’s got cash saved up, but everybody knows that there’s no more coming in. No Blood Dust, no payment. He can’t pay One World to keep bringing in fresh water and food, either. Soon the whole neighborhood is going to turn against him. Especially when the Culebras start handing out the supplies. Then the fight will really be over.” Chico sighed and leaned back. “But what can you do?”
Selah looked down at her hands. The whorls over her knuckles were dark with blood. “Maybe I can help.” Chico raised his eyebrows. “Tonight, that is. When the sun sets. The one thing this curse has given me is that I get … I become pretty dangerous.”
Chico frowned. “You do? But … do you stay the same? I mean, would you still want to help out, even after your… change?”
Selah laughed but forced herself to stop before her bitterness came through. “I change. But not so much that I’d turn on you. So maybe I can go and hunt down some Culebras. Maybe I can make a difference.”
Chico stood. Tried to pace around the room, but it was too small. “I don’t know. God, I don’t know.” He took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “How did I get here?” He put his glasses back on. “One moment I’m approaching Armando for permission to build a children’s center, and now I’m planning the murder of god knows how many people.”
Selah drew back. “Hey, I was just trying to help.”
“I know, I know, I’m sorry. It’s just that this isn’t natural for me. All of this.” Chico waved at everything beyond the door.
“Me, neither,” said Selah, and then stopped. “Or, it wasn’t. Until recently.”
“Yeah. Okay. Let me talk to Armando, see what he says.” Chico stepped out.
Selah moved over to the Omni and turned it on. The screen was deliciously large, and she navigated to her Garden for the first time in weeks. It stood as desolate as before, wiped clean by the vampires in Miami. She’d never gotten around to rebuilding it, though some friends had placed some grass down, even built a new fountain in its center. She hovered around, and entered her login information so as to access her Shrine. Immediately, the screen flooded with messages, video feeds, photographs, updates, and notices. It was out of control. Selah’s eyes opened wide as thousands of them scrolled down the left side of the screen. Thousands. The messages from her old friends were highlighted, but there were also gold messages from official news organizations, requests for interviews, requests that she get in touch. There were three tagged messages in navy blue from the actual government—the Department of Homeland Security. Hundreds of other sites had sent requests, and then there was a deluge of messages from random people she didn’t know. Blinking, she closed down her Inbox.
She peered at her Wall where the public could post items to her Garden, and recoiled. It was a nightmare mix of videos, requests, links, and so much commentary that it was like sticking her head into a white noise machine.
Instead, she retreated into her Shrine. It was also empty, reset by the Miami vampires when they hacked her account. She examined its serene stillness, and opened a video-recording message only to close it right back down. She looked awful. Instead, she opened a voice-recording message, and addressed it to Mama B.
“Hi, Mama, it’s Selah. Things—things—haven’t worked out.” She felt her eyes begin to burn and swallowed hard. “I’m not sure I’m going to make it, Mama. I think I got another night or two left. We found the cure, but I can’t do it. I can’t go through with it. I won’t tell you what it is, but it’s real bad. I can’t do it. I can’t.”
She reached up and rubbed at her eyes. “I miss you, Mama. I miss you so bad. Cloud’s gone. He left me. He got scared, and I guess I don’t blame him. I’m not myself anymore. I don’t know who I am.” She paused, and swallowed. Stared at the cinderblock wall. “I’m here with his friend Chico, but … I just miss you.” She couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. Lower jaw trembling, she paused the recording and looked away with a hiss. She wiped at her face, coughed, sniffed hard, and gathered herself. Pressed record once more. “I’m sorry Mama. I love you more than anything. I might not be able to get in touch again, but I just wanted to let you know, OK? Take care of yourself. I love you.” She hit stop and once again wiped her eyes. Before she could reconsider, she sent the message.
She logged out. She didn’t want to deal with anything else. Chico was still gone, so she navigated to a news aggregate site and narrowed the scope to LA. Was anybody even paying attention to what was going on here? Selah read the first title: Colonel Murdered by Vampire Leader, Military Demands Retribution. She felt shock flare through her like a sun going nova, and opened the article, scanned it, and leaped to a second, a third. Each repeated the same facts, showed the same photographs. Colonel Caldwell, senior commanding officer of the Forward Operating Base in LA, had been murdered by an LA vampire known as Arachne. The military was demanding that she be turned over for justice and was threatening a retaliatory strike if they didn’t comply. A couple of articles had noticed the uncanny similarity between Arachne and the girl who had supposedly killed Sawiskera a few weeks back, and were rife with conspiracy theories. Another stated that the Treaty had been broken by the vampires, while others questioned the Colonel’s presence within the LA Core that night. President Lynnfield had issued statements demanding that people remain calm, and stated that the situation in LA was being closely monitored. No statements had yet been made by an LA vampire. Plessy had not been reached for comment in Miami, and Selah Brown’s location was still unknown.
Selah stepped back. The photographs were Fernanda’s. They showed Selah killing the Colonel. Clear, stark shots of her face. But nobody had connected the figure in the photographs to her—they were all accusing Arachne. Which had, no doubt, been what Louis had planned all along. Selah’s mind spun. Did he want to end the Treaty? Or was he just trying to take down his main rival in the Blood Dust trade?
Chico stepped into the room with Armando right behind him. The gang leader’s presence filled the small space like a furnace fills a basement with heat. He placed his hands on his hips and considered her.
“Chico says you’re gonna turn into a vampire tonight and kill me some Culebras. That right?” Selah nodded, still stunned by the news she had read. “Good,” said Armando. “How many you think you can kill?”
“How many? I don’t know.”
“One? Two? Ten? All of them?”
Selah decided to ignore him. “Chico, you read the news?” Selah pointed at the Omni. “The military, they want to attack LA.”
“What?” Armando looked from Selah to Chico. “Attack LA?”
“No, no,” said Chico. “They’re not going to attack anything. A colonel got killed. By Arachne …” He trailed off, and suddenly looked speculatively at Selah. “And they’re demanding her head. Just like they always do when these things go national. I’m sure the vampires will hand her over, and everything will simmer down like it always does.”
“Oh,” said Armando, dismissing it. He rubbed his jaw roughly and then turned his attention back to Selah. “Your trip into the Core. Didn’t work out, did it.”
Selah shook her head.
“You see Louis in there?”
“Yes.”
“And? He say anything about me?”
“No.” Armando’s face was taut, tense like a sail under a full wind, his eyes searching her
face with quick darts. “I think he’s got bigger things going on.”
Armando pursed his lips and nodded. “Look. I don’t know how much longer we can hold on here. My men, well. They’re starting to lose faith. Faith in me. And I can’t blame them.” He held up his hand, cutting Chico off. “I don’t blame them. I was a fool. I believed that this world could be different. Now I know. It can’t. I’m sending my people to find Louis and tell them that the Dust trade is back on. I just got to hold on till the money starts coming back through.”
This was clearly news to Chico, who stood there with his mouth open. Selah held Armando’s heavy lidded eyes, and shook her head. “That’s not going to work.”
“What do you mean, ‘not going to work’? I’ll do the dealing for half what I did before.”
“Louis has gone to ground. I nearly killed him last night, and his gang’s quit Huntington Garden. Your men won’t be able to find him in time.”
Armando’s eyes widened. “You gave Louis a beat down?”
“And think about it. Louis doesn’t care who deals his Dust. You, Machado’s replacement–he just doesn’t care. The only person who does is Machado. And he’s decided you’re out. He’s declared war on you. He won’t let you off the hook now.”
Armando tongued his lower lip, making it bulge out, and then gritted his jaw. His eyes were gleaming dangerously. “So what. You saying I got to lie down and die?”
“No,” said Selah. “I’m not. You got me. The Culebras only got Machado. Put the word out that a whole new vampire gang has got your back. Or better yet, tell everybody that Arachne herself is going to sell you Dust. I’ll go out there tonight and give them proof.”
“But Arachne’s not going to give me shit.”
Chico stepped forward. “But… nobody around here knows that. Even Machado won’t be sure. He’ll have to go check with her, and with the military wanting her head, odds are he won’t be able to find her.”
“Exactly.” Selah grinned. “So tonight I go out there and scare them all out of your territory. Tomorrow, they’ll be confused and terrified about fighting vampires, and they’ll wait for Machado to check things out. That should buy you a couple of days. Chico, you get your people in here as soon as you can. Tell them there’s been a cease fire. If we act fast, maybe we can get things back on track. Maybe we can get the military in here before Machado figures out he’s been had.”
Armando and Chico stood there in silence, and then Armando let out one of his belly laughs, a loud bark of sound that he accompanied with a clap of his meaty palms. “Chico! This girl’s worth her weight in Dust!” Without looking he punched Chico in the shoulder and set him staggering. “Selah. You’ll do this? You think it will work?”
Armando’s grin was fierce, wild, desperate. Would it work? Selah had no idea. Yet if tonight was to be her final night, if she was to turn into a vampire, then why couldn’t she still try to help out? Why couldn’t she try to find some silver lining to her own damnation? “Sure,” she said. “Why not?” “Chico?” Armando looked to him. “You think you can get your people ready?”
“I—sure. I can call them. Tell them that tomorrow will be clear. But. Selah—do you think, I mean—you believe you can scare all of the Culebras into backing off?”
Selah closed her eyes and nodded. Deep within her, something tainted rejoiced at the prospect of more violence. Sanctioned violence. Violence for a good cause. “I know I can.”
“Fuckin’ A,” said Armando. “All right. I’m going to put the word out. Hell, maybe we’ll get out of this after all.” He turned and strode out, already calling out orders to the men in the rooms beyond.
Chico slumped down onto his stool, and then looked speculatively at Selah. She lowered herself painfully back into the chair, unwilling to meet his eyes.
“Yeah, it was me. Not Arachne,” said Selah, feeling dull, heavy. “It was the price Louis charged for giving me the cure.”
“I thought so. That’s why Cloud ran away, right? Because you were willing to murder somebody?”
Selah nodded miserably. The excitement from moments ago drained away. “I’m different at night. Doing bad things seems OK.” She laughed. “Hell, they don’t seem too bad to me right now.”
Chico crouched before her and placed his hands on her knees. Selah fought to raise her eyes to his. The kindness and concern on his face made her feel even worse.
“Selah, what you’ve done isn’t right. But then again, what you’re going through isn’t right either. More and more, I find myself asking: does what I’m doing make sense? Is this the right thing to do? I don’t know. Caldwell was the number-one Dust dealer in LA. Does that make killing him a good thing? I don’t know. Once, I would have said no. Now? Who can say?”
Selah nodded. She sniffed and wiped at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Before I … before I killed Caldwell, I tricked him into thinking I was Arachne. And he said I’d told him something huge was about to go down. Something that was going to change everything. He didn’t even know what it was, but he made it sound like it was going to happen in a day or two. That’s why he came to the meet in person.”
“Something huge, eh? Couldn’t be this Culebras move. This gang stuff doesn’t mean anything to the vampires or the military.” Chico thought it over. “I don’t know. I’m so tired I can’t think. You look exhausted too. How about you get some sleep? I’ll grab you some food if we got any.”
“Sure,” said Selah. Part of her wanted to live this last day to the fullest, to wring every drop of humanity from it. To sit in the sun, to feel alive. But she was just too tired. Too dejected. Too exhausted. Life didn’t seem so sweet right now. Chico pulled out a ragged yoga mat and unrolled it across the floor, setting the chair and stool outside so Selah could lie down.
“Hold on, I’ll be right back with something.” He stepped out. Selah lay down, wincing at the pain in her hip, and closed her eyes. The world was too complex, too out of control. Murders, gang warfare, vampires, supernatural drugs, shattered peace, death. She closed her eyes. She just wanted to rest, if only for a little while.



Chapter Eighteen
Selah opened her eyes and was immediately awake. She stretched like a cat, yawning and arching her back. She relaxed, blinked, and looked up into the gloom. Where was she? What small, disgusting little room was this? She’d been moving so much these past few days—weeks—that for a moment she was nonplussed. Ah yes. The Locos. Chico. Her last night.
She sat up and a thin blanket fell from her. She felt rested, energized, as lithe and strong as a panther. The sun must have set. Of course. Was this to be her last night after all? Or should she consider it her first? She tongued her teeth, but they lacked vampiric points. She still breathed, and had a pulse. Not a vampire yet.
Selah rose to her feet cocked her head, listening to the voices that filtered through the flimsy door. A favor. She had promised to do something. To help Armando, to help everybody. Poor Chico, trying to be a good guy in this degenerate world.
Selah frowned and moved back till her shoulder blades touched cinder blocks. What did she want? To stalk the alleys and streets and hunt down Culebras? Not particularly. Why should she help? So as to wean his territory off Blood Dust? What did it matter? Louis had already found another dealer, and if Caldwell had been right, something huge was going to change all of this, anyway.
What did she want? Selah frowned at the dark. What was the better path for her? She didn’t know. Her body yearned for movement, for action, but her mind was quiet. She realized that she just wanted to slip out, escape into the city, and perhaps steal a car. Maybe drive out of LA and into the desert, just cruise under the night sky. Solitude. Yes. She rose smoothly to her feet. All the aches and pains were gone. She was filthy, and her hair was a mess, but under the grime and dried blood she didn’t have a scratch on her.
The door opened, and a splash of light from beyond fell across her face. “Selah?” Chico, his voice tentative. “Are you awake?”
Selah stepped forward and opened the door wide. The room beyond was full of people, Armando at their front, all of them staring if not glowering right at her. “Good morning,” she said, crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe. “Can I help you?”
Chico stepped back. “You said—earlier today. That you would help.”
“Help? You mean kill.” Chico’s face grew tight, and he nodded. She looked past him at Armando. He at least didn’t flinch. “You want me to run outside and bring back some Culebra heads. Have you spread the word?”
“Yes,” said Armando. His voice was dull and deep, his irritation at her tone evident. “We’ve put it out that Arachne’s got our back. Now you need to make it true.”
“Do I?” Silence. She looked past Armando at his assembled men. Only a dozen. Was this all he had left? Few of them were willing to meet his eyes. “Remind me why I agreed to do so?”
“Selah,” said Chico. “Come on. Don’t play like this. We’re trying to make a difference here. Stop the Blood Dust. You know how important that is.” Selah pursed her lips, and he pressed on. “Didn’t your dad disappear trying to look into all this?”
“Don’t talk about my father,” she said, and pushed off the doorframe. “Fine. I’ll give you one night. Then tomorrow, I’m done. Understood?”
Armando lifted his chin. His powerful forearms were crossed over his broad chest, and he looked as solid as a hill, as strong as a bull. She knew she could snap him in half though. Could break all of them with ease. He met her eyes, however, and nodded. “One night. That’s all we need.”
“All right.” Irritation boiled over within her, and she pushed forward. She suddenly wanted nothing more than to escape, to be free of these men, their desires, their needs, her obligations. She wanted nothing more than the desert sky and the open road. “One night. Make sure all your men are off the streets.”
The crowd parted for her, and she strode through the main room beyond and shoved open the door to step outside into the night. The air was already chill. Selah stopped and looked up. The night sky was hidden by clouds. She glanced up and down the street. Which way? An instinct arose within her, a sense of how to approach the city. How to be a predator. How to hunt. The dark blood that had mixed with hers had belonged to a hunter from time immemorial. The ultimate predator. She felt it thrum within her veins, and knew suddenly how to move, how to proceed. With a laugh, she took off at a run, and slipped into the night.
Three hours later Selah found herself back within the vicinity of Armando’s base. She dropped down from the rooftop she had been traversing and landed silently in the street. It was deserted, a crooked alley between large older homes and newer shacks and sheds. A cat froze on a rough wall to her left, stared at her with wide eyes, and then darted into the shadows. Selah straightened and began to pad back toward Armando’s. She might as well check in, being this close.
The Culebras had provided no challenge. The very ease with which she had mastered them had inspired her contempt. They had been wary, put on edge by Armando’s rumors, but had not been prepared for her attacks. She had moved amongst them as if dancing through statues, and with the lightest of touches had taken guns and discarded them, had broken arms, sent men sprawling. It had been so tempting to do more. Their fear had inspired her disgust. She had reigned herself in, however, and done little more then send them running.
She approached the familiar building, raising a hand in greeting to the sentries overhead. They called warnings to those below, and Armando threw open the door as if welcoming her home.
“Diablos, you’ve got them crying like little girls!”
He almost looked ready to embrace her, but she slipped past him and into the building. The press of humanity around her was suddenly too much. She wanted to be back out in the night, alone in the streets. Men and women stared at her, caught between fear and grim joy. She scanned their faces, and pushed into the next room, searching for Chico. A quick report, and then she would leave.
“Selah.” Chico emerged from his little room, Omni in hand.
“I’m almost done,” she said. “Another couple of hours.”
“I heard. But listen. I just got a message.” He extended the Omni to her, and Selah felt a crack of uncertainty fissure through her predator mind.
“What is it?” Chico stayed quiet, so she took the Omni and looked at the screen. A hovering video message was waiting to be played. She double-tapped it so that it filled the whole screen. Cloud.
“Selah, they’ve got me.” There was real pain beneath his voice. As if he were trying to master a dull agony, and barely managing. “Arachne does. They’re holding me at the Griffith Observatory.” His face was strained, drawn. “She’s wants me to tell you she’ll kill me if you don’t come. Selah, they’ll kill me anyway, don’t—“ The video cut. Selah stared at the frozen final frame, and then looked up at the wall. Arachne. The real Arachne. He hadn’t abandoned her. He’d been taken. She was holding the Omni so tight, she heard its industrial-strength casing crack, and she stepped back as if suddenly scalded. Taken.
Selah handed the Omni back to Chico and then ran her hands over her hair, then cupped them over her mouth. Turned and looked at the front door. The urge to race back into the Core was overwhelming, but she fought it, tried to think. If she just ran in with no plan, she’d be swamped by Arachne’s vampires. She needed help. Theo. She had to find him. Now more than ever. He’d help her, wouldn’t he? Arachne was his wife. He’d come to LA to deal with her. He’d help her get Cloud out, and she’d help him reach his wife in the process.
Selah didn’t try to think the plan through. That would have to work for now. She turned and strode through the infirmary and into the large room beyond, Chico trailing her. Armando was arguing with a couple of other guys in a low, vicious tone, but he turned to her as she entered.
“OK. Ready for round two?”
“No,” said Selah. “I’ve got to go.”
Armando’s smile snapped right off. He blinked as if he hadn’t understood her, and leaned forward. “What? What did you say?”
“Cloud messaged me,” said Selah. “Arachne’s got him in the Griffith Observatory. I’ve got to go get him.”
“Whoa,” said Armando, “hold up. You ain’t goin’ nowhere. We’re turning the tide here. You quit on me now, who knows if this will work out. You’re gonna help me. You’re gonna go back out there and kill some more chingado
Culebras.”
Selah looked him right in the eyes. “No. I’m not.”
The two men who’d been listening to the conversation fanned out to the side, and another three men who’d been lying on the floor rose to their feet. Armando shook his head. “You don’t get it. You’ve got no choice.”
Selah walked forward and right into his face. “No choice?”
Armando drew his gun and pointed it at Chico. “You don’t help me? He gets it.”
Everybody froze. Selah shot Chico a glance and saw that he had gone white. “What? Why would you do that?”
“Because you guys are friends. Right? And you’re a nice girl. You don’t want him to get hurt. His blood on your mind. Plus it’s his fault this all happened. So it’s on him.”
Chico raised his hands. “Armando. You wanted to change, remember? I just showed you how. I just showed you the way.”
“Change. The only way things have changed is for the worse. Which is why Selah here is going to go back out there and get to work. If she don’t?” He shrugged.
“Put the gun down,” said Selah, and it felt like Mama B was speaking through her. “Quit acting like a baby.”
Everybody froze. Armando’s eyes widened again, and he turned, slowly, back to her. “What you say?”
“You heard me. Quit whining like a baby. You’re talking shit and you know it. Look at you. Mad at the world for not giving you everything you wanted. You started this life. You started this gang. You made this world what it is. Now you’re looking to change the rules and you’re mad people aren’t playing along. Grow up.”
Armando’s eyes were as wide as they would go. He blinked. “You think you can talk to me like that?”
“Yeah, I think so. And I think somebody should have a long time ago.” Selah felt a fevered mix with of excitement and fury. “Your sister dies because of Dust and for once in your useless life you decide to do something right and quit selling poison. Now you’re reaping the whirlwind. Now you’re paying the consequences for all your sins, and you’re crying like a baby.” Selah shook her head. “Grow up and be a man. Quit blaming Chico and take responsibility for your life.”
Armando laughed, looked over at the guys next to him, and shot Selah in the stomach. Or tried to. She saw his finger begin to squeeze the trigger. Saw his jaw tighten. Felt her body spin away before she consciously realized what was going on. The gun went off with a deafening boom and the world snapped back into normal speed. Selah slipped behind Armando before he could react and slammed the sole of her foot into his left calf, driving him down to one knee but arresting his fall by slipping her forearm around his thick neck. She pressed down on his calf and hauled back on his neck and nearly tore his head off.
Armando immediately began to gargle and raised the gun to shoot at her but she slapped it out of his hand. “Any you fools try something, I break his neck,” she hissed at the other men, who had all picked up guns from the main table. “I mean it. Put those guns down.”
After they complied, Selah took her foot off Armando’s calf and booted him hard in the ass, sending him sprawling to the ground. He pushed up onto all fours, choking and hacking, and then turned a venomous look at her.
“You’re lucky I didn’t kill you,” she said. “Chico, you ready? Let’s get out of here.”
“No,” said Chico, his voice shaking. “I’m staying.”
“You’re what? Are you crazy?”
“No.” Chico smoothed down his shirt and adjusted his glasses. His hands were shaking badly. “I’m not leaving. I’m going to stay and help Armando as long as he needs it. If I give up now, I give up on everybody I’m fighting for in this neighborhood.” He looked at Armando. “The Culebras aren’t going to let me run my centers, or work with the NGOs, or try to make any changes. Only Armando here was brave enough to try something new. Only he had the vision, the heart. I know what he felt when his sister died. I heard the words he spoke. I believe in him. We need to succeed. Maybe you’ve already made enough of a difference. Maybe we can still pull this off. I’m not going to run.”
Armando climbed to his feet and stared at Chico. He fought for implacability, but Selah saw a dozen emotions raging in his eyes. Selah looked from one to the other, and shook her head. “I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.” She turned to Armando. “And you still have a chance to make things right. Get out there and finish what I started. If I can, I’ll come back. I’ll help.”
“Thank you,” said Chico, with as much grave courtesy as he could muster. “Good luck.”
Selah looked at Armando. He was rubbing at his neck and looking at the ground now, a band of muscle appearing and disappearing over his jaw. After a grudging moment he looked up, and she gave him a nod. His eyes gleamed and he looked away, so Selah turned and walked out the front door.
Getting back into the Core proved easier than getting out. Selah watched the I-5 entrance for an hour with growing impatience, trying to think of a plan, only to make a snap decision at the sight of an eighteen-wheeler approaching the gate in the Wall. She scrambled up onto the top of a shack, the iron roofing groaning alarmingly under her, and when the truck passed her by with its green One World NGO logo along its side, she leaped and landed firmly on the cargo’s top. She lay down, spread-eagled, and simply rode the truck into the Core. Listening in from above, she heard the same perfunctory examination that had accompanied her first entrance into the city. The driver claimed to be bringing in supplies, and the soldier on duty was happy to just wave him through. No questions about the timing of the delivery, no request to examine the cargo.
They rumbled along I-5, and Selah tried to recall the route to the Huntington Gardens. It was the last place she’d seen Theo, and where she’d start searching for him. She had no idea where else to begin. The eighteen-wheeler rumbled toward LA’s downtown. Only as it slowed to navigate painfully around an abandoned car did she slip off and fall lightly to the road.
Selah stood and looked around. She needed a car, but there was no traffic. She thought of waiting and flagging down a ride, but who would stop for a stranger in a vampire-infested city? Selah looked at the glittering and dark towers of downtown, and tried to recall: how exactly had she gotten from Huntington to Echo Park? She’d driven down the length of Huntington Drive all the way to downtown, and then taken the 101 west. Which meant she should be able to find the Drive and run up it all the way to Huntington. It’d taken her about five minutes to reach downtown at a hundred miles an hour. Selah closed her eyes as she did the math. That meant it was about ten miles away. She gazed at the depths of shadow that cloaked the core, heard distant yells, a faint spiraling laugh. She had no choice.
Selah set off at a jog. She left I-5 behind and took a street heading north, slowly picking up speed as she tapped a seemingly endless reservoir of energy. She pushed forward into a sprint, arms pumping, the tips of her shoes barely touching the ground. One block, five blocks, ten. She crossed avenues, streets, passed endlessly varied buildings. She felt as if she could run forever. Eventually she ran past what looked like a block party, some two hundred people dancing to live music on stage, lurid lights illuminating the outdoor event. She slowed, stopped. The music was invigorating, but better yet were the cars parked around the party. It took little work to take the keys from a driver as he emerged from his vehicle, a tap to the back of his head causing his knees to buckle, and as he tried to gain his feet Selah slipped into his ride and drove away.
She drove for five minutes before slowing down. The area had started to look familiar. She studied the street, the intersections, and realized why. This was where she’d driven out in the Porsche just the night before. One block further should be Oxford Street, and then the Gardens. She’d made it. Selah laughed, delighted, and left Huntington Drive and drove the last block to the wall of trees and bushes that kept the Gardens private.
It took little effort to scale it and drop down onto the wild grass. Selah paused and listened. Silence. No sign of the vampires. She moved deeper into the grounds, and then circled off to the left, in the direction where she thought the Japanese garden was. Further in, the bulk of the Gallery building loomed ahead, but it was dark and silent.
The Japanese garden looked abandoned under the light of the stars, the small waterfall filling the air with its soothing, plangent sound. Selah hesitated at the top of the bowl. What if he wasn’t here? Why should he be? Then she spotted a solitary figure standing on the apex of the curved bridge, and felt nearly dizzy with relief.
“Theo?” Her voice was little more than a whisper. She cleared her throat, and tried again. “Theo?”
The figure turned and looked up at her. “Selah?”
“Theo!” She hurried down and to the base of the bridge. He walked down its curved side to meet her, and she stopped shy of giving him a hug. “I can’t believe you’re here. I need your help.”
He lifted her chin so that he could study her face. His brows furrowed, and then he pressed his fingertips to her throat. “You’re still human.”
“Yes. I am. But—not for much longer.” She had so much to tell him. Gone was her sense of regal dominance, her predatory superiority. Looking up into Theo’s eyes, she felt like Selah once more, felt her age, her insecurities. Here was somebody who could help. That was equal to any task set before him. “Louis told me about the cure. He said that I had to eat the heart of someone who loved me. But Cloud—he found out and ran away. I guess he thought—it doesn’t matter, because I just got a message from him. He’s been taken. Arachne’s got him. She must want revenge for my setting her up for the Colonel’s murder. I don’t know, but I need to free him, I need to see him, to tell him—tell him that I would never—that he has nothing to fear, that …” Selah slowed down, and stopped. She’d been babbling.
“Cloud’s with Arachne.”
“Yes. At Griffith Observatory, wherever that is.”
Theo crossed his arms. “So it was you and not Arachne who killed the Colonel.”
“Yes.” Selah forced herself to not look away. “He was Arachne’s main dealer. Louis demanded I do it. The Colonel said something huge was about to go down, like tonight or tomorrow night, and that she’d arranged to talk to him. He thought I was her.”
Theo nodded, and walked past her, along the path. He turned after a few steps and back to her. “And you are sure you want to save Cloud?”
“Of course!”
“Why?” His tone stopped her. Not cold, not cutting, but simply curious.
“Why? Because … because I need to.” Selah felt her face flush. “I love him.”
“Do you? Love him?” His eyes burned hers from where he stood.
She opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out. Did she? Actually love him? She examined her heart, and couldn’t be sure. She felt exhilarated, alive, protective, aflame with righteous fury and a craving for violence, but love? Tenderness? Those were but faint presences beneath the other more emotions. Was that the vampire curse, dampening her feelings for Cloud?
“Yes,” she said, “I do.” She hid her uncertainty, buried it deep.
Theo held her eyes and nodded once more. “All right.” He turned and continued walking. “We won’t simply run to the Observatory. It could be a trap.”
“Right,” said Selah, moving quickly after him. “That’s what I thought.”
“I need to confront her myself. I spent last night trying to find out where she was. Nobody would give me a direct answer. She’s also been moving around a lot ever since you killed the Colonel. But now we know where she is.” He stopped walking and looked over his shoulder at her. “I’ll help you free Cloud as long as doing so brings me to Arachne. There needs to be a reckoning. I need to face her.”
His voice was as unyielding as steel. Selah closed the distance between them. You almost couldn’t tell he was talking about the burning focal point of his unlife, his wife—Sethe—now Arachne, queen of the LA vampires. He looked through her, eyes wide but not seeing. Selah held her breath, struck by how portentous this meeting between Theo and Arachne was, how many long centuries it had been coming, and nodded.
“We should get going,” he said. “She’ll be expecting you to come alone. We’ll come in fast and hard and surprise them. Between your growing power and my own, I doubt any of them will be able to stand in our way.”
“Yes,” said Selah. A single flame of determination flared within her. If this was to be her last night, if these were to be her last moments as a human, then she would sacrifice everything she had to get Cloud out of LA. To free him, and send him back out into the world to keep fighting. “Good. Let’s go.”



Chapter Nineteen
They drove in Theo’s car. He’d picked up a beautiful graphite-gray Audi with all the latest tech. Parked in the dark shadows of a random backstreet, they studied the Griffith Observatory on its windshield, turning the view around and around as they debated the best approach. It was located high in the Hollywood Hills, with a stunning view over the city. A road wound through the hills to a parking lot behind it, beyond which was a broad, grass-covered stretch with a monumental column in its center before the front doors. That was such an obvious line of attack that Selah briefly argued in favor of it. Theo, however, refused to simply drive up, and pointed out how they could park in the neighborhood below the cliffs, climb up through the scrub to the base of the Observatory’s main dome, and scale the wall right up to the walkway that surrounded it.
“See here? There are a number of doors leading into the dome. We slip inside, come in through the back.”
Selah frowned at the screen. Zoomed in and frowned some more. The building was painted a stunning white, with three gray domes arranged across it, the main one twice as large as the smaller two that flanked it. There were observation decks, ramps, staircases and windows everywhere. It would be hard to remain hidden. Perhaps Theo was right. She shrugged, unsure, and finally nodded. “All right. Once we get inside, we’ll have to move fast. Louis said she had some forty or so vampires in her gang. Even the two of us can’t take that many.”
“No?” Theo looked at her, amused. “Since when are you an expert on mass vampire warfare?”
“You think we can?”
Theo laughed, the sound rich, warm. “Where did I find you? Two versus forty? Of course not. Yet you make it sound as if it would be close. Have you grown so dangerous since Miami, Selah Brown?”
Selah looked soberly at him, and then out the passenger window. The conversation had lost its humor.
“Regardless,” said Theo, “you’re right. We go in fast. You find Cloud, and I’ll find Arachne. I won’t need a long conversation with her. Just seeing her should be enough. Enough confirmation, that is. For what I’ll need to do.”
“Isn’t she as old as you are? Won’t she be as strong?”
“Not if I catch her by surprise,” said Theo, voice low. “I don’t aim to give her much warning.”
Selah nodded. It was a vague plan, but how much better could they do? They would improvise as they went. Theo put the car in gear and drove out. He took a different route so that they didn’t pass the SUVs from the night before. Selah was almost disappointed; she felt a strange urge to show off to him, point out casually how she’d caused that accident, elaborate on the chase of the night before. As soon as she became aware of that desire, she crushed it.
Theo drove with calm precision, following the illuminated roads on the Audi’s windshield. From where Selah sat, the subtle blue highlighting was off-kilter; the screen was aligning it for Theo, not her.
They drove in silence. Selah sought for something to say, to start a conversation, but everything sounded inane. They were driving to a confrontation with the woman who he’d held as a beacon for all that was good and lost in the world for over two centuries, and to most probably kill her. What could he be interested in other than his own morbid thoughts? She turned her thoughts to Cloud. His dream of their working together to start a revolution. He’d have to do it alone now. Was he hurt? Afraid? Fear warred with fury. If they’d hurt him. Selah allowed herself to imagine various rescue scenarios, each culminating in a tragic farewell kiss as she left him someplace safe and retreated into the night. What would Cloud say? Would he apologize for doubting her? She decided she didn’t care. It didn’t matter, not now. Selah sank into her chair and watched the ruins of LA pass them by. A fire burned somewhere close, and the stink of it, pungent and tarry, infiltrated even the Audi’s air conditioning. She scanned the rooftops for the conflagration but never saw it. Somewhere, for somebody, the world was burning.
They cut around downtown. Theo muttered something about it not being safe, but Selah didn’t ask further. Nowhere was safe, not really; thus for downtown to need avoiding, it had to be dangerous indeed. They eased into Hollywood, sliding ever west. The hills rose up before them at the end of the avenue. They whipped past homeless waifs, drug addicts, people lost in their own misery as they lay on the curb, not even raising their heads to watch the car go by. A lost tribe of humanity, abandoned here on the shores of LA, washed up and with nowhere to go.
Eventually, they made their way higher into the foothills. Theo cut the lights and drove in the dark, the illuminated windshield still picking out the road. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as he parked. Dark mansions around them, large and hidden behind their walls. Dry trees, spindly and gaunt. Selah craned her head and looked up and out of her window: the flank of a mountain rose in grooved, rain-carved slopes through scrub and dry bushes to the base of a large building of shocking white, illuminated by spotlights that made it seem a spaceship, a mirage, an Art Deco hallucination against the backdrop of night.
“They got it lit up for us,” said Theo. “Welcoming us with wide-open arms.”
“How do some places have power and others … never mind.” They were just barely high enough here in the foothills to have a restricted glimpse of the neighborhood below, and it was for the most part smothered in darkness. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”
Theo nodded and killed the engine. “Ready? Follow me on the way up.”
“All right,” said Selah. She felt the pulse of excitement course through her as always, but it felt alien, misplaced. As if she’d drunk too much coffee and was left with the antsy impatience and fevered energy of the over-caffeinated. She cracked open her door and got out. Looked up at the Observatory. It was beautiful.
Theo stepped off the road and slipped over the wall of a sprawling Spanish mansion that had its back to the slope. Selah followed him. Climbing the wall was disturbingly easy, even now. She boosted herself to the top, swung her legs over, jeans rasping against the red tile, and dropped to the dry dirt beyond. Theo was already padding forward, heading toward the back. Selah moved after him, sticking to the darker shadows along the wall. The moon was just rising. Soon it would light up the world with its silver glow.
They went over the back wall, and then Theo began to move quickly, silently, seeming to float up the rough flank of the mountain, eschewing the several broad paths that were cut into the slope and moving in a straight line toward the Observatory. The gradient steepened, and soon Selah found herself digging her toes into the dirt, reaching out occasionally to grab a wizened branch to help haul herself up. Still, it was effortless; she might as well have been drifting along a flat path, distracted and not needing to watch where she put her feet. Her body moved with its own instinct, seemed to know where to go and how to move. Selah felt alien within her own body. She kept pace with Theo, and when he stopped, she realized they had arrived.
Steep white walls rose up before them like the front of a castle, the walkway overhead silent and still. Theo scanned the building. Selah did the same, but saw nobody. “Shouldn’t there be guards?”
“There might be. Just because we don’t see them don’t mean they’re not there.”
“Comforting.”
“You ready?” Theo turned to her. “Once we get going, there’s no stopping.”
“You don’t have to worry.” Selah’s voice was flat, almost sad. “Once we get going, I won’t want to.”
“Good.” A beat. “You all right?”
Selah smiled, but it was tremulous and she couldn’t hold it. “No, not really. I’m not scared. It’s not that. I just don’t feel … myself. It’s weird. I feel … it doesn’t matter. Let’s go.”
Theo watched her. There was no comfort in his presence beyond understanding. No sympathy, no pity. Instead, he turned back to the wall, and simply exploded into movement, racing forward in silence to leap at the last moment and latch onto the wall some fifteen feet up, a black shadow that surged up effortlessly to the walkway. Selah blinked, taken aback by his speed, and launched herself after. She leaped, the air rushed past her face, and then she was on the wall itself, clinging in an impossible manner to the smooth surface, fingertips digging into the rock, toes scrabbling before they caught and she raced up after Theo.
He was already over the parapet and onto the walkway. Movement was a form of violence, awakening Sawiskera’s power, and with it came a flood of grim determination that had been missing before. Her sadness fell from her as if she’d left it at the base of the Observatory, and she scaled the wall as quickly as the other vampire. Up over the parapet, and down into a crouch next to him.
Theo was listening, head cocked to one side. Selah could hear nothing. A silence that throbbed. Nobody was on the walkway. Maybe they were all up front, expecting them to approach from the parking lot?
Theo moved forward, and Selah came after. She glanced over her shoulder, over the wall and out over the city, and almost tripped. The view was spectacular, a vast panoramic expanse of LA. There weren’t that many electric lights, but she saw now where the fire was, could see it oozing oily black smoke that disappeared into the night air, the flickering tongues of flame. It was huge.
Theo paused before a door that lead into the great dome. It was cracked open before them. It was almost pitch dark, but she could see within despite that. Cloud was standing in the center of the room, under the apex of the dome, hands tied behind his back and wearing a strange kind of helmet. He wasn’t facing her, but she could tell it was him, knew his angular body immediately. He wasn’t badly hurt, was able to stand upright by himself. Relief flooded her. She slipped past Theo and through the doorway, and scanned the room quickly as she ran forward, ignoring Theo’s hissed words from behind her. Movie theater chairs were arranged in a semicircle, the kind you could lean back in to watch the sky, and the floor was a smooth, rich wood, its varnish glinting in the faint light from the door.
“Cloud,” said Selah as she reached his side. He turned to her, startled by her voice. He was wearing a gas mask, but through the visor his eyes were alive with emotion – the primary one being anger. Theo was right behind her. The door they’d entered through closed, and though the sound was slight, the snicking of a lock was clear.
Selah pulled the gas mask off Cloud’s head. “Selah,” he said. “Get out. They’re going to hit you with Blood Dust. Go!”
“Hello,” said a voice from the back of the room where the dome connected to the rest of the building. “I’m so glad you came.” It was a lazy voice, rich with power, sensual and disturbing. Selah felt Theo stiffen by her side.
The lights came on. The woman stood behind a great fan set on the ground, the kind janitors used to dry carpets. It was Arachne, it was herself. Selah felt a powerful moment of disorientation. She’d known Arachne looked just like her, but seeing her in person, seeing her own face leering back at her, that dark energy and voluptuous smile on her own lips – it was surreal beyond measure. Arachne was her identical twin, perhaps a little older, but her face was carved with cruel lines, lines that spoke of hardship, of pain, of untold suffering down the long and lonely years of her existence. Her eyes were a vivid black, large and sweeping and wide, her lips parted in a feline smile, small fangs visible between them.
“I hadn’t thought it would be this easy,” said Arachne. “I almost feel insulted. Hello, Theo. How are you, my love? It’s been so long.”
Theo let out a groan, as if his whole body were an ancient building whose foundation were giving away, and with a cry he sprang forward. Arachne flicked her finger contemptuously and switched on the fan. A second vampire stepped forward and emptied a large bag of powder before it. Pink dust flew swirling forward to engulf Theo as he charged right into it, a riot of crimson- and white-tinged cloud that span in intricate whorls toward the center of the room, mushrooming out before the gale wind strength of the fan.
Theo roared as he stumbled and fell to his knees, clawing at his face. The sound awoke Selah who turned back to Cloud. His arms and legs were bound. There was no time to think. If he got hit by that much Dust- she reached out and yanked the gas mask down over his head once more, even as he shook and tried to back away. Other figures had appeared at the doors with fans, and they in turn dumped pink powder before them.
The first wave of dust hit her just as she secured his gas mask. Ran like filaments of golden fire over her, peeling back the skin, shredding it. Pain ran through her body, starting with her hands and neck and then her face caught fire and she closed her eyes, tears flooding them as her nose began to burn, her sinuses. No. She fell to her knees and covered her face, tried to block the searing pain. Anger flooded her, paralyzed her. The fire sank through her skin, into her body, into her flesh. Her curse, her strength, rose to meet it.
Shaking, shivering, sweat running off her body in torrents, Selah rose to her feet. She reeled drunkenly, and leaped for the doorway. She misjudged her leap, put far too much strength into it, and crashed into the ceiling of the dome, crumping a dent in it and slamming back down to the ground. The Dust was augmenting her powers beyond belief. She couldn’t see. When she opened her eyes, it felt like they were being washed with acid, the world a miasma of seashell pink and mayonnaise white, forms running together so that she could only detect faint outlines.
No. Denial rose within her, absolute and towering in its fury. Her shivers had become full body shakes, so that she had to try three times to rise to her feet once more. She didn’t know where he was. Had to get out. She stumbled, staggered forward. There was so much strength coursing through her that her body couldn’t carry it, couldn’t channel it. She swept into a chair, and passed right through it, shattering its body, knocking it free of its moorings. She took it up and hurled it with a scream. A scream of blank, annihilating despair. Threw herself forward and hit the wall, lodged herself into it, almost punched right through. She stepped back, tripped, and fell once more. Rose to her feet, and fell again.
She lay on her back, shaking and trembling with such violence that she couldn’t even reach up to scratch off her face. Her eyes were melting in their sockets, puddling in her face, and her tongue had swollen till it felt like a great rasping sponge choking her throat. She thrashed in fury, tore great rents in the ground, gouged holes and scars into anything within reach, but her body was no longer hers to control. She couldn’t escape. Even the slender cord of consciousness was slipping from her grasp. Cloud, she thought. Cloud.



Chapter Twenty
Selah awoke. Her eyes fluttered open and flooded with tears. She blinked over and over again, but couldn’t raise her hands to rub them. The pain was intense, as if a thousand grains of sand were trapped under her eyelids and scarring them with each blink. The tears brimmed and ran down her cheeks, and Selah felt them carve channels through the powder that lay thick on her face.
She closed her eyes tight. She’d made out enough to know that she was in a dark room, seated with her back pressed against a metal beam. Her arms were pulled behind her and around it, heavy chains tied around her wrists, with more chains wrapped around her stomach as well. She tested them. They clinked. Her body felt awful, as if she’d received the worst sunburn of her life, her skin tight and painful and blistered. Selah gritted her teeth, anticipating the pain, and then yanked as hard as she could against the chains—but there was no give. Sobbing with the sudden flare of pain, she sank back, her head lolling onto her chest, and fought for breath.
Her mouth was scalded, her tongue swollen. Breathing through her nose made her sinuses flare with pain, so she fought to restrain herself to slow, slight sips of air. It took an eternity for the pain to lessen. She refused to think about her position. How she and Theo had acted precisely as expected. Refused to try and imagine what might come next. On whether Cloud was still all right, or if he was now in true danger, his utility having been expended. But no – they’d given him a gas mask. If they’d not cared about his fate, they would have left him open to the Dust. Selah took comfort from that, held onto that thought. It was all she had. She licked her cracked lips, and worked on blinking her eyes slowly, clearing them of the wet sludge packed beneath her lids. The need to wipe her eyes was infuriating, to get the gunk out from the corners, but she forced herself to remain calm.
Finally the door opened and a light switched on. Selah winced and peered up carefully through her left eye. Arachne. Her identical twin. They were in a tiny room, a storeroom of sorts.
“Hello, child.” Arachne’s voice. It was jarring to hear it coming from those lips. Now that even their eyes were alike, it was the only tangible aspect that was truly different between them. Arachne lowered herself into a smooth crouch and examined Selah’s face. Selah met her eyes and felt her skin crawl, a sensation of surreal disgust. Arachne wore a mockery of her own face, a latex mask pulled over a monster’s soul, so that the eyes and smile and expression were alien and repellant. How had she thought them similar?
“You really do look just like me, don’t you … Amazing.” Arachne reached out and ran a cold finger along Selah’s cheek.
“What do you want?”
“What do I want? To clear my name, Selah. You’ve dragged it through the mud, killing the Colonel like that. What did you think? That I wouldn’t mind?”
“I—no. I didn’t care what you thought.” There was no bravado in Selah’s voice. She didn’t feel tough. She suddenly just felt tired. “I was doing it because Louis asked me to.”
“Ah, Louis.” Arachne sat back on her heels. “That naughty boy. Making power plays even at this hour. We’ll have a little talk soon, him and I. This time he may have gone too far. ” She shook her head. “And you. His little puppet. A little puppet dancing on his strings?”
Selah didn’t answer. She looked stonily at the ground.
“Poor girl. Strong enough to kill Sawiskera, but too foolish to understand what is going on. It’s true, isn’t it? It was you who killed the godless bastard?”
Selah looked up. There was a sudden eagerness in Arachne’s tone, an avid look in her eye. Selah nodded. “I did. We did. We cut off his head and killed him.”
Arachne clapped her hands together and leaped to her feet, laughing with delight. She spun around, unable to control herself, and clasped her hands to her chest. Standing still, she closed her eyes and seemed to vibrate, to almost thrum with an intensity of emotion. “I’ve dreamed of doing it myself for centuries. Sawiskera! If only I could have broken the bond he had over me! Sawiskera, my lord and master! He’s gone! Gone. Did he suffer? Did you make him feel pain?”
Selah looked up at her. Arachne dropped into a crouch once more right before her. “Did he scream at the end? Tell me that much. Did he scream? No? I bet he didn’t. He was tough, I’ll give him that.” Arachne bit her lower lip and gazed off into space and somewhere deep within herself. Finally, she shook her head and looked back at Selah.
“Do you know what you’ve done? You don’t, do you. You’ve no idea. You were just killing the big bad man. The nasty vampire king.” Arachne smiled. “But nature abhors a vacuum. I learned that. And Sawiskera’s death has made such a very large vacuum.”
“Plessy,” said Selah. “He’s taken over Miami.”
“Plessy?” Arachne’s eyebrows shot up. “Child, don’t be foolish. Plessy. Ha! That boy is less than five years old, smart as a whip but in the end just a bureaucrat. He lacks imagination. He thinks himself human! No. Plessy may have the attention, but his little calculating heart can’t fill the space Sawiskera held. Oh no. It was far too large and grand a space. He was the god-king, child, and now there is no more of him to be had. Oh no. And nature does so abhor a vacuum.”
Arachne sank back into contemplation, brow furrowed. Selah watched her. It was like watching herself. A beautiful, powerful, uncaring, mad version of herself. It was fascinating, terrifying.
“Then—what. Are you going to fill Sawiskera’s place?”
Arachne laughed, a sharp bark. “Me? Oh no. You still don’t understand. No one vampire can. He claimed to be a god. Did you know that? An ancient Indian one. Foolishness. But he might as well have been. Oh yes! A god. A dead god. None of us who walk this earth can make that claim, though some are powerful. Very powerful. None are gods.” Arachne smiled. “Girl, you killed a god. You set us free. Do you understand? You set us free.”
“What do you mean? You’re not free. You’re trapped in this city. Within the Core.”
“Are we?” Arachne laughed again, a high spiraling sound that she cut short as if with the slash of a knife. “Are we now? And you know so much about it all, don’t you, little girl? Poor little puppet.”
Selah stared up into Arachne’s vicious, pleased smile, and felt her anger begin to smolder. She forced herself to stay silent. Arachne waited, obviously hoping for a response, but then shrugged. “I would tease you more, would maybe make you cry, hurt you till there was nothing left, but I won’t. I want to. You look just like me. I would find it very exciting to hurt you and see your pain on my face. See myself beg for mercy. But you have done so much for me, for all of us. You killed Sawiskera. You brought me Theo. I feel almost protective of you. So I won’t hurt you.”
“What are you going to do then?”
“Why, child, I told you from the beginning. You’ve ruined my name. So I’m going to let you finish what you started. I’m going to use you to kill myself.” Arachne grinned at her, fangs gleaming.
“What? What are you talking about?”
“I’m going to hand you over to the military. Those big men with guns want me so bad now, they won’t stop shouting till they get their hands on poor Arachne. So I’m going to give you to them, and let they will kill you in public and make a big show of it. Everybody will be happy.”
Selah felt a calm descend upon her that had to be shock. “But I’ll tell them. I’ll tell them I’m not you.”
“And you think they will believe you, child, or care?” Arachne shook her head. “No. Not these men. You see, I will let you in on a little secret. They don’t care who you are. They just need to calm the country down, protect their image, and say to the world, ‘See? We got the naughty, we punished her just like she deserves. Everything is fine now, go back to sleep. Nothing to see here, no dirt or blood on our hands. Everything is OK, let life go on as usual.’ And then they can go back to making money.”
Selah shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”
“And you think I care? I’ve been doing business with them now for years! I know their little piggy minds. Show them a million dollars and they will stab their own mothers for you. Greedy men. They think they have a good thing going. They think the Blood Dust is going to come forever, and they’re going to get rich beyond their wildest dreams. Fools.” Arachne rose to her feet. “Everything’s going to change now. But first you go dance for them, and buy me my freedom.”
“What’s going to change? What’s going on?” Selah tried to understand, to piece it together. “What are you going to do?”
“Oh, child.” Arachne looked down at her with pity and amusement. “You think I’m going to tell you? No. Go, die for me, and know that you helped me and mine more than you will ever know.”
“What about Theo? Cloud?” Selah could sense that Arachne was about to leave. “What’s happened to them?”
“It’s not your business now. Theo and I have a reckoning. I don’t figure he’s going to like it, but life, it is cruel. Cloud? He’s served his purpose. Maybe I’ll drink him dry, maybe I’ll let him go. He’s a handsome man. Maybe I’ll make him a vampire, take him as my love.” Arachne was smiling once more, the sick smile of a sadistic child tormenting a wounded dog. Selah looked away, refused to give her satisfaction, but her anger was such that she couldn’t help but try the chains around her wrists once more.
Arachne laughed, and shook her head. “Little puppet! So easy to pull your strings! It was interesting meeting you, meeting myself. Goodbye.” Abruptly, her face went blank, and she turned and stepped out, closing the door behind her.
Selah let out a cry and threw herself forward with all her unholy strength, surging like the ocean against her bonds. Like the tide she fought the chains, slamming into them over and over again, fighting with the strength of great waves, smashing them against the metal column. But they wouldn’t snap. She felt her own blood slicking her wrists, dripping to the ground, but the massive, ponderous chains around her stomach held her tight. She couldn’t build up enough slack to really snap them. She was trapped.
The door opened tentatively. A crack, a pause, and then it swung open the rest of the way, just wide enough for somebody to slip in. Selah glared murderously at the newcomer, and felt her face grow hard. Fernanda. The reporter closed the door behind her. A professional camera hung by her side. She pressed her back against the door and looked down in horror at where Selah sat chained.
They studied each other. The reporter’s face was gaunt, her eyes red, her lips pressed into a thin line. A rash of fresh puncture wounds lined the side of her neck, raw and inflamed. Somehow she still managed to look beautiful, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, her raw grief and fear only emphasizing the fragility of her cheekbones, the thin arches of her brows.
“What?” Selah couldn’t take it anymore. “I can’t hurt you. I’m chained here like an animal.”
“I,” said Fernanda, voice faint, and stepped to one side, back against the wall, and into the corner. “I’ve got to interview you.”
“Interview me? Are you kidding?”
Fernanda shook her head. “No. Arachne wants it. A confession. You have to pretend to be her.”
“And why would I do that?”
“It doesn’t matter if you do. Michael can—I mean, I can edit it. Make it seem as if you did.” Her voice had grown increasingly faint.
“Michael. Where is he?” Fernanda looked away. “He’s dead? Did he die? Did they kill him?” Fernanda remained pressed against the wall, trembling, her jaw clenching and unclenching. With great effort, Selah reined in her fury. From the very depth of her being, she fought for a softer tone of voice. “What happened?”
Fernanda sank onto her heels and set the camera on the floor. “They killed him, after. When Louis—when Louis abandoned us at Huntington. So many lies. Arachne’s vampires showed up. We tried to tell them we were the press, that we didn’t want trouble, but—but—”
Fernanda’s eyes brimmed with tears and Selah watched her fight for control. She took a sudden, deep gasp of air and blinked rapidly, gritting her teeth and taking up the camera. “So, please, can we film this? Please?”
“Fernanda. Wait.” Selah thought quickly. “Do you have an Omni?” Fernanda shook her head. “OK, look. You need to escape. Are they watching you closely?”
Fernanda hesitated, and then shook her head. “Not really. I thought they had forgotten about me until this.”
“Good. Perfect. There’s an Omni down in Theo’s car. It’s parked at the base of the Observatory, the first street you hit if you go straight down and to the houses. You need to get to it. You need to call Chico.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Listen to me. The vampires are planning something. I don’t know what, but it’s going to be big. Everything is going to change.” Selah felt acute frustration arise within her. She needed more details. More facts. “I don’t know what, exactly, but Arachne’s behind it. She said there was one last shipment of Blood Dust going out. She’s giving me to the military to buy time. You have to warn Chico. Tell him to talk to his people in government and warn everybody.”
“What is it? What’s going to happen?” Fernanda’s voice was wild, nearly panicked. She was under too much strain already.
“I don’t know. But listen to me. Stop, just calm down for a second. Once you get them this interview, they’ll probably ignore you for a bit. Do they lock you up?” Fernanda shook her head. “What about Cloud? Is he locked up?” Fernanda nodded. Hope dimmed within Selah’s breast. “Under guard?” Fernanda hesitated, and then shook her head. “OK. Try to grab him. He’ll help you get out. Tell him what I told you, and escape. Get to the car. Call Chico. Tell him what I told you, and then drive to the Wall and get out.”
“But what? What am I telling him?”
“Within the week. The vampire’s are going to make a play. They’ve been selling the Blood Dust just to bribe the military into looking the other way. To lower their guard. I think the vampires here in LA are going to break the Treaty.”
Fernanda stared at Selah as if she were speaking gibberish. She shook her head again. “That’s crazy.”
“No, it’s not,” Selah said. “I’m telling you what I’ve heard. You need to do this.”
“They’ll kill me.”
“They’re probably going to kill you, anyway.” Fernanda’s face turned even paler. “So don’t wait for them! Act! You have to.”
Fernanda dug the base of her palms into her eyes, shook her head, and exhaled shakily. “OK. All right.” She dropped her hands. “What’s the worst that can happen? I’ll do it. I can’t promise I’ll be able to get Cloud. First street. Is the car locked?”
“Break the window. You just need the Omni.”
“Okay. Oh god. Okay.” A final deep breath, and then she nodded, picked up the camera, and aimed it at Selah. “Are you ready?” She thumbed on the recording switch, activating a small red light. “This is Fernanda Ribeira. I’m here with the vampire Arachne, who is going to confess to killing Colonel Caldwell.”
Selah stared at the lens. She felt nothing. Nothing at all. She lifted her chin, and began to talk.



Chapter Twenty One
They came for her an hour later. Two vampires she didn’t recognize, one so large he had to turn sideways to slip in through the door, the second shorter, slender, and looking like a clever fox. They ignored her questions, and the larger vampire hit her so hard that the world spun away. By the time she pulled herself back together she’d been hauled to her feet, and her wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles had been bound once more. They dragged her out of the room, through a lobby area and up a flight of stairs. Dizzy and nauseous as she was, Selah couldn’t focus on much. She received an impression of great doors behind them, a large atrium with painted murals high overhead, and a well around which they walked before stepping outside into the night air.
The military was parked outside all over the grass. Four Humvees and a truck. Their high beams were on, and Selah was dragged out into their ghastly brightness. She didn’t even try to resist. What was the point? Freedom to fall on the ground and writhe in her chains? So she relaxed and allowed them to dump her at the feet of a group of soldiers.
“There she is. All yours. With sincere apologies from the rest of the vampires in LA.” The fox spoke smoothly, almost mockingly, and sketched an amused bow to the tense men.
Their leader was a tall, sour man, his face pulled into a disapproving frown. He looked down at her as if from a great height, chewing slowly with his mouth open as he examined her. “So this is Arachne.” It wasn’t a question. He shook his head. “Not so tough now, huh?”
Selah looked back up at him. The world seemed unreal, the vastness of the night sky impossibly distant beyond the glare of the headlights, the circle of harsh, unfriendly faces looking down at her. She felt impotent, furious, resigned. Arachne had been right. What point was there in protesting her innocence? It would sound absurd.
“All right. Good.” The leader—was he a general?—looked to the vampires. “This should help calm things down. We’ll be in touch.”
“Of course,” said the fox. His smile was anything but pleasant. “Do you need help getting her into the truck? Be careful, she bites.”
The general arched an eyebrow with disdain. “No, we’ll take it from here. Hendricks, Danforth.”
Two soldiers reached down gingerly for Selah’s arms. They hesitated, and then lifted her easily. She hung limp, mind spinning furiously. What could she do? They dragged her across the grass toward the truck, a number of other men keeping pace, guns trained on her. They brought her around the back and then hauled her up into it. It was lit from within by a dome light, and she was strapped her down onto a stretcher, band after band of black straps looped around her until she was nearly mummified.
Selah tuned out. The truck rumbled to life. The soldiers sat on benches that ran down the length of each side of the truck, guns held ready, muzzles pointed at the ground. Somebody closed the back doors, and they pulled away.
Selah allowed her mind to drift. Something huge was going to happen, but what? That British courier had told Colonel Caldwell that there was only a one more shipment of Blood Dust coming. Arachne had confirmed that some sort of plans were in the works, that this was the last week. That Selah had set them free with Sawiskera’s death. Free from what? His oversight? Theo had been set free of his bond when he had drunk of Selah’s blood, which had allowed him to help her kill Sawiskera. Had all the vampires broken free of a similar bond with his death? Or were they simply free of his oversight? Were they planning to break the Treaty? But they’d failed to win the last war. How could they plan to win this one? Was it related to the Blood Dust? If so, how? Selah lay still, eyes closed, the straps holding her so tight she didn’t even roll or jostle with the movements of the truck.
They drove down a series of long, winding roads. The silence was oppressive, each soldier watching her as if expecting her to sprout fangs and burst her straps. Selah examined the ceiling. She should be feeling terrified, should be feeling a desperate desire to fight, to live, but she couldn’t muster much more than resignation. She had been fighting for too long, against odds that were simply too steep. If this was to be it, then that was fine.
In the distance she heard the sound of a helicopter approaching. No doubt an Army chopper come to shadow them and light the way through the dark streets. The men glanced at each other. Selah felt a pinprick of curiosity. Not an Army chopper? She heard a faint whine that rapidly grew louder and then the driver slammed on the brakes and the truck swerved violently to the side. An explosion rocked the truck, causing men to cry out as it bucked up onto its two side wheels and came crashing back down. Soldiers seated around her grabbed onto hanging straps to keep from falling all over the place, and somewhere someone began screaming commands.
The back door was thrown open and the men piled out. Selah lifted her head and looked down the length of her body, parting her feet to see out into the street beyond. The Humvee behind them had come to a stop, swerved to one side, and the soldiers were moving to stand behind it, pointing their rifles over its side as they began to unload ammunition into whatever was approaching. Selah had no idea who it could be: Theo? Louis? She had no idea.
She fought the straps. Really fought them. Strained, flexing her core with all her strength until it felt like live filaments of flame were running down her stomach, tearing free of her ribs. She heard the metal of the stretcher groan, creak, and she rose an inch, then a second. Unable to hold on any longer, her breath exploded forth and she fell back.
A second explosion sounded, and a wave of heat and raw sound rolled into the truck, searing her face and causing her ears to ring. Selah looked up once more and saw that the Humvee outside the door had been hit, was now a burned-out shell, flames licking up into the sky along with roiling black smoke, men lying on the ground, faces burned and scalded, bodies wrecked and tossed about as if by some giant, horrific child. More screams, and then a third explosion. Gunfire chattered into the night, and the scudding copter fell away. Even over the yells and the pain in her ears she heard the chopper crash into the ground somewhere close by, the furious whack whack whack of its rotor blades smashing themselves into oblivion against the road. Selah shook within her constraints, fought them once more. She wouldn’t simply lie here.
She would not.
Selah clenched her jaw again, and fought to sit up. There was more give this time; the stretcher groaned in protest as she rose once more, an inch, two, three. Selah felt a scream tear itself from deep within her, torn out as if by a rusted metal scraper, and with a snap the metal struts gave and she sat up, the straps tight around her waist, shoulders and neck, pinning her arms to her side.
Someone came running up to the back of the truck, skirting around the burning Humvee. Short and powerfully built, he came right up to the doors and stopped, turning to fire his assault rifle off to the left. The sound was awful, cacophonous, and then he reached up for the top of the truck and hauled himself inside.
Armando. Selah stared at him in disbelief. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Saving your black ass,” he said, moving forward and drawing a knife from his side. “Don’t thank me. Chico put me up to it.”
“Chico? What?” Selah winced as he slid his Rambo knife between her shoulder and the strap. “The Locos? But what about your turf?”
“Whatever, yo.” He sawed at the synthetic material, glancing back over his shoulder as he did so. “Gone. Machado heard from the real Arachne. That’s over.” The first of the straps fell away and he began to unwind it from around her.
“But … but how?”
Armando savagely cut at another strap. “Diablos, mujer! You need to talk all the damn time?”
Movement. Selah looked past Armando and saw a soldier step into view, gun raised. She screamed, but the man opened fire before Armando could turn. His body spasmed as several rounds hit him, punching right through his body. Blood splattered across Selah’s face, and she felt several of the rounds slam into her. Selah looked down at her chest and stomach. Bullet holes were sprayed across her, welling black blood as thick as tar. The pain was dull, distant. She shook an arm free of the last strap, and touched a bullet hole right over her heart.
Armando collapsed onto her stretcher, and then rolled off it to the ground. The soldier simply stood there, watching as she fingered a bullet hole, then a second. He was young, and his eyes were wide with disbelief. Shock. Selah looked down at herself again. She felt as if she were watching from afar, hovering over her body. One, two, three—six bullet holes. Yet she didn’t feel the pain. Didn’t feel herself convulsing. Didn’t feel anything more than anger that was rapidly conflagrated into fury.
Selah moved. She tore the last of the straps from her, swung her legs over the side of the stretcher, and leaped at the soldier. He’d backed up a step. He never got to take a second.
She was upon him before the decision to attack was fully formed. Leaped straight out of the truck and onto his chest, riding him down to the ground. Before he could scream, she broke his neck with a savage twist, and then rose to her feet, his assault rifle in hand. It was as light as a toy gun. The fire and heat coming off the blasted Humvee was intense, but after the burn of the Blood Dust it felt like little more than a warm glow.
More gunfire. Selah looked around. A handful of soldiers were crouched her left, firing sporadic bursts beyond at a handful of cars pulled up behind them perhaps twenty yards away. Selah opened fire on them from the hip, leaning back and keeping the trigger down, feeling the gun buck and shake in her hands, the recoil wanting to twist it away from the men, but she held it firmly. The soldiers fell apart, collapsing to the ground in a spray of bullets, shattered asphalt, and blood. The assault rifle’s clip emptied and Selah threw the gun away. No thought. No feeling. No emotion. She turned and hiked herself back up into the truck.
She knelt by Armando. His powerful body was as light as a child’s. Blood slicked the truck’s floor, thick and warm, soaking into Selah’s jeans. It smelled intoxicating. She cradled his head. His eyes were half open, and he was shivering. “Armando,” she said, but he didn’t respond. He was making a strange clicking sound, as if a little machine were broken in his throat. There was no way to help him. She held him until his shivering stopped, and then closed his eyes. Lay his head back down on the floor, and looked at his face as it went slack. He’d come for her. Had saved her, at the expense of his own life. Why?
More gunfire. Selah looked at her hand. It was black with his blood. The tang of blood filled the truck, the air, so that it felt she was drinking it in through her nose, the taste coating the back of her throat. Selah brought her fingers to her lips and licked their tips. The blood was hot, electric, enthralling. She shuddered, the sensation running from the tip of her tongue right down to her core, and snatched her hand away as if burned. The urge to lower her face to the floor and lap up the blood like a cat was overwhelming. She knelt, paralyzed. Fought with herself. Touched her tongue tentatively to her teeth, and realized that her canines had grown sharper, a little longer. It was happening.
Selah jumped to her feet and staggered back. Looked down at herself, at the bullet holes. They were closing. With a breathless scream Selah leaped out the back of the truck. She wanted to run, to sprint, to escape herself. To flee the dark power that was healing her, mending her body. She stopped. There was nowhere to run. She stared at the Humvee where it burned before her, and then was knocked violently off her feet as something within it blew, her body slamming into and bouncing off the truck’s bumper, sending her crashing down to the ground. An impact that would have killed her but a few days ago. Meteoric shards of the Humvee lit up the night, trailing sparks and smoke as they sailed through the sky.
Selah stood up. She wasn’t even stunned. She examined herself once more. The bullet holes were gone. She touched the skin. Smooth. Pressed down hard, felt no pain, but deep within her she could feel the bullets. They were lodged within her. She looked up at the sky, at the stars and moon, barely visible through the columns of smoke. This was it. She was finally becoming a vampire. The thought, the fact, emblazoned itself across her mind, branded into the very fabric of her being.
Selah rounded the truck. A group of soldiers were huddled behind the last Humvee, their backs to her, facing a second blockade of cars. The second Humvee next to it was a flaming wreck, hit by whatever the helicopter had fired at the other. She didn’t have a weapon, but she didn’t need one. She was the weapon now. She walked toward them, making no attempt to hide. One of the soldiers ducked down to reload and saw her. He screamed a warning. Two others turned, whipped their rifles around, and opened fire.
They never had a chance. For the first time she felt the true might of Sawiskera, the first moment when his ancient evil had full access to the world through her. She simply moved aside. She was amongst them even as they opened fire, and they fell and died around her. She wasn’t even aware of what she did to them, but they collapsed, bones shattered, necks broken. Within a moment they were all dead. Silence. Some hesitant gunfire from the cars beyond stopped, and then Selah leaped atop the Humvee, her body backlit by the other burning hulk.
Locos stood up from where they had been hiding behind their vehicles. The soldiers’ heavy-duty rifles had demolished their rides, riddling them with what looked like a million holes, puncturing tires and shattering windows. Locos lay dead on the road, blood pooled on the asphalt and reflecting the fires. A handful yet stood, unsure of what to do next.
“Armando is dead. So are the soldiers. I am free.” Selah’s voice rolled out over them with the power and resonance of a great bronze bell. “Selah?” Chico. He moved to the fore, a large handgun in one hand. His face was smudged with smoke, one eye squeezed closed by a vicious bruise. “That you?”
“It is.” Selah jumped down lightly. She walked over to him and stopped as Cloud emerged from behind another car, blood smeared across his face.
“Selah.” His voice was little more than a rasp, and he approached her with a rough limp. He stopped next to Chico, a good four yards from her.
“You made it. Fernanda freed you.” She fought for a sense of happiness. Relief. All she could muster was an afterglow of such feelings, a faint echo.
“Yeah. We called Chico. Told them about what had happened.”
There were questions she had wanted to ask. About him, about them, about why he had left her. What he had believed, at that time, she was capable of. Such questions seemed foolish now, with dozens of dead men behind her, with bullets lodged in her body, with her fangs growing. She realized she didn’t care, not any longer. She didn’t blame him for leaving her. Didn’t blame him at all. Instead, she turned to Chico, hands on her hips. “Why did you come for me?”
Chico looked past her at the remains of the flaming convoy. “It was Armando who insisted. He didn’t explain himself. After we were driven out, we had nowhere to go. Cloud and Fernanda got in touch. They told us what happened. That the Treaty’s getting broken. That you had been handed to the military. Armando decided to come help. He said—he said it was the right thing, the only thing left to do. Said you could lead us against the vampires.”
“Armando? He said that?”
“Yeah.” Chico shook his head. “After you left, we spoke. He got real quiet. I just stood there. He demanded I leave, that I get the hell out, but I wouldn’t go. He threatened to shoot me again, but when I called his bluff, it’s like something inside him just broke. He just sat there shaking his head. He said a bunch of things. We were getting reports at that point that we had lost. Too many men had quit. We knew we had to leave. Maybe if you’d stayed and helped? Maybe not.” Chico rubbed at his face with one hand, and then sighed. “It’s almost as if he had to lose everything to realize how badly he wanted to change things.”
“But—how?” She looked behind her at the flaming wrecks. “How did you do this?”
Chico grinned sourly. “Cloud tailed you guys from the Observatory. And the good Padrino Machado lent us his chopper.”
“Lent it?”
Chico snorted, “We took it. We got a call from a kid called Ramonito. He gave us the heads-up. Said he was your friend, and told us where we could find his chopper. So we took it.”
“And Ramonito?”
“Kid wanted us to bring him along. Wanted to come help. Armando told him no, and we left him behind.”
Selah turned to Cloud. He was studying her, face a mask, eyes narrowed. She didn’t like the way he was looking at her, the hard set to his jaw. “This is it,” she said. “My last night.”
“Yeah. I can tell.”
“Thanks for saving me. Thanks for—everything. No matter what happens, I’ll never forget everything you did for me. What you meant to me.”
He took a shuddering breath and looked away. Chico coughed, and stepped back. Cloud nodded, lips pressed so tightly together they were but a line. “So this is it? You go off now to be a vampire?”
Selah laughed. “No. I’m not going off to be a vampire. I’m going to go kill Arachne. I’m going to find out what she’s planning, and then fuck up every single plan of hers.”
Cloud searched her face, and then nodded. “You still care?”
How could she explain? The sound of the Humvees burning behind her was a constant crackle, and the air smelled of burned rubber and blood. None of it bothered her. It was as if her conscience had simply faded way. There was a sense of right and wrong, but it was abstract. What guided her now was principle—that Arachne had wronged her. That Arachne should not get away with what she was planning. That she deserved to be stopped, for having thought herself so superior, for having hurt Selah and those she had once cared about.
“Yeah,” she finally said. No sense in going deeper. “Enough.”
He nodded again. “I’ll come. I’ll help.”
That got through to her. The vulnerability on his face. The conflict between his harsh attempt at self-mastery and his need for – what? She couldn’t tell. She felt a pang go through her, and wanted to reach out and touch his face, to caress his cheek. Sadness, that was what his offer had summoned. Sadness that their love was gone.
“I’m sorry. You wouldn’t be able to keep up.”
Cloud looked away. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”
They stood in silence, and Chico stepped back up. She looked at them both. “Chico, we won’t be seeing each other again. Thank you, for everything. Take care of yourself.” Selah looked around at the men who stood back at a respectful distance. Only six or so remained. Of all that Armando had built, his dreams, his new and legal empire, this was it. She raised a hand to them in parting, in thanks, and they stood still, eyes reflecting the hellish flames that danced behind her.
She turned to walk away but Cloud reached out and pulled her into his arms. She looked up at him, and then he kissed her, with all the anguish and desire and love that he had been fighting to suppress. He held her tight, and she kissed him back, breathed him in along with the smoke from the wreckage, and closed her eyes. For a moment she allowed herself to melt into him, to seek that spark, that old passion that had burned so brightly within her heart. But it was gone. Selah opened her eyes, and pulled away.



Chapter Twenty Two
Selah decided to take the direct approach. She took one of the Locos’ cars, a beat-up Mustang with no Omni-cradle or navigation, and drove right back the way she’d come. She felt nothing but a sense of inevitability guiding her back. The city passed by her, but she didn’t see it. Six bullets were nestled in her body. That thought echoed dully over and over within her mind. Six bullets. She tongued her fangs. Had they grown? They seemed to be the same size, but they had grown lethally sharp. Each time she licked them her tongue was slit as if by a paper cut, but each time it healed almost immediately.
She put her fingers to her throat. She still had a heartbeat, if barely. She tried to measure her pulse. The beat came infrequently. Once every five seconds or so. Her skin felt cool to the touch. She was dying. Selah tried to evoke images of Mama B, of her father. She thought of the sun, of the dawn she would never see. She fought to provoke some sense of loss, summon some element of remorse, but couldn’t. There was nothing there. It was like poking an ashen fire with a stick, looking for coals that had all died out. All she wanted now was revenge. She wanted to pay Arachne back, and destroy her plans.
She thought of Theo. She’d last seen him going down to one knee as the Blood Dust enveloped him, immolating him in its distillation of vampiric power. She’d save him. She owed him that much. Was this how she would operate now? Along theoretical feelings of obligation and debt? Was there going to be no greater impulse in her life? She thought then of Armando’s blood, and how it had sent such a current of desire through her body that for a delirious moment, nothing else had been real.
Of course. Now there would be blood. Now and forever more, the desire to feed. To drink. To hunt.
Selah shuddered and lowered her chin. No. Not yet. If there was an eternity before her in which to indulge that passion, then she could hold it off a little while longer.
Selah drove. The Mustang was powerful, its engine roaring as she accelerated into the curves. Through Hollywood, and right toward the hills, guided by an instinct she couldn’t fathom. The Observatory itself beckoned her on, the only illuminated jewel on the mountain slopes, a beacon of white purity and light. She took the direct route. There was no longer a need for stealth.
Up into the hills, clearly marked signs guiding her around and around and up to the parking lot. A handful of cars were parked there, beyond which stretched a grassy lawn toward the Observatory, a great obelisk of white stone flanked by four statues in its center. Selah drove slowly across the grass, ignoring the parking lot. A couple of vampires were seated on the hood of a car, and they leaped down as she rumbled past, gaping at her with open astonishment.
Selah drove right up to the steps and got out. The vampires followed, and then slowed and stopped as she turned to face them.
“Arachne?” It was the foxy-looking guy. “No. You’re the other one.”
His companion was a slender Hispanic woman, half her scalp shaved, the other half a long, flowing mane that grew down past her waist. “Then let’s waste her,” she said, and began to move forward.
“Wait,” said the fox. But it was too late. The woman struck at Selah, but the blow was slow, clumsy. Selah punched the woman’s fist with her own, slamming her knuckles straight into the blow. She pulverized the vampire’s wrist, buckled the bones of her forearm, and fused her elbow. The woman went to open her mouth and scream but Selah wasn’t finished. She followed through by leaping up to slam her knee under the woman’s jaw. The impact shattered the front of her face. The woman flew back, and Selah landed lightly, turning to face the fox. All of it in the blink of an eye.
“—don’t attack … her.” The man turned from where Selah had been standing to stare at where she now stood. He hadn’t been able to track her. She’d moved too fast. “Shit.” He didn’t get to say anything else.
Selah left him behind on the grass and entered the Observatory. She hadn’t been able to examine it when she’d been dragged out, but this time she paused and looked around. Two wings extended to the right and left, each filled with scientific displays and computer screens. The central well in the middle of the room housed a great golden ball hanging from a filament of wire, and swung back and forth, its glossy surface reflecting the circle of white light illuminating the well’s base. Ahead lay the entrance to the Planetarium. Voices sounded from the depths of the building. Where was Theo?
She strode toward the Planetarium and into the small antechamber before it. A set of stairs led down, so after considering the beautiful doors that stood closed before her, she turned and descended. The voices grew louder. The reception area below was familiar. This was the floor on which she’d been held. Steps extended down a hallway, a circle of light bathing it from above. Selah ignored the other passages and doorways and descended the broad steps, following the sound of the voices.
Selah entered a large mezzanine beyond. A gallery looked out over a lower level, telescopes incongruously lined up along the railing and pointed at a wall-to-wall map of stars that covered the far side of the room. Large planets hung from invisible wires, and the floor was a glistening cherry maroon. A vampire stood with his back to Selah, gazing out over the railing at what was taking place below. He never even heard Selah approach. She stepped up next to him, and tapped him on the shoulder. It was the large vampire that had carried her out along with the fox. He straightened and as he did so she slammed the webbing of her hand into his neck with such power that she lifted him off his feet, massive as he was, and then drove him down into the ground, smashing the back of his neck into the polished concrete. His head, neck, and shoulders cratered the floor, and he went limp. Selah straightened and turned to the railing. The conversation below had cut off. She placed her hands on the rails and looked below.
It had once been filled with astronomical models and exhibits. All of these had been torn free and thrown into one corner. About fifty men and women were manacled and bolted to the wall, the iron clamps hammered deep into the fabric of the star paneling. They were held tight by the wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles, with a wide iron belt across the waist and a slender one around the neck. The restraints were necessary—all of them thrashed and strained in place, trying mindless to break free. They were naked, their bodies emaciated, bellies bloated, tubes running from their elbows and upper thighs into fat syringes that were filled with different levels of blood. Several men and women had been tending these prisoners, but were now looking up at Selah. About ten vampires stood in the center of the room, Arachne in their center.
Selah realized three things simultaneously. The first was that the fifty shackled people were vampires, their skin sallow, their lips torn, eyes guttered black holes of hatred and terror. The second was that Theo was bolted at the end of the line, his bonds heavier and reinforced, but there he stood, naked and furious, straining against his restraints. The third was that she had finally discovered where Blood Dust came from. A vampire farm.
“What are you doing here?” Arachne’s voice was strident.
Selah looked down at her. “I’ve come to kill you. All of you.”
Stunned silence, and then laughter. Arachne supported herself with one hand on the shoulder of a tall vampire beside her. “Is that so? You and what army, Miss Brown?”
“No army. Just me and Sawiskera.” That silenced them. “He’s with me now. Like never before. I’ve come into his power. All of it. His strength is mine. However long your lives have been, they end here and now. Tonight.”
Her words stung the air. The vampires bared their fangs at her with a hatred born of fear. Selah leaped up lightly onto the rail, and balanced easily on it. “I will kill all of you, but you, Sethe, I will save for Theo.”
Arachne hissed, a sound that was completely inhuman. “We have work to do. Kill her.”
Selah leaped down. It was as if she were a vampire amongst humans. No matter how dangerous the human, no matter how trained and lethal, they couldn’t compare to the speed and lethality of a vampire. So it was as she danced amongst them, nine vampires that came at her with everything they had, every trick and fighting style they’d learned over the decades or centuries, and she killed them, one by one, tore them apart with the strength that was now hers, the strength of a former god.
It took but seconds. When Selah turned to Arachne, she was slick and spattered with gore, her hair heavy with blood, her lips glistening with it. Her clothing hung heavily from her body, and blood dripped from her fingers. She stood in the center of a flower of dead vampires, each body a fallen petal. Blood decorated the walls, sprayed the floor, some even on the planetoid bodies above them.
Arachne shook her head. “No.”
Selah began to walk toward her.
“No.”
“What were you planning?” Selah felt curiosity at the last. “What were you trying to do?”
Arachne laughed and shook her head. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
“Oh? Then that’s all right.” Selah took Arachne by the neck, and lifted her off the ground. Arachne didn’t even have time to try and evade her. She shrieked and struggled, lashed out against her, but Selah held her mirror double with ease. She slapped her once, hard, and then walked over to Theo and with her free hand tore each bolt of steel from the wall. When she had freed his hands, he reached down and tore the rest free himself, followed by the tubes. He staggered away from the wall and turned to Selah and Sethe.
“She’s yours,” said Selah. “Do what you wish with her.”
Theo rubbed at his neck. “Put her down.” His voice was hoarse, a raw rasp.
Selah opened her hand, and Arachne fell lightly to her feet. She straightened and faced Theo.
“Sethe,” he said. Selah expected fury from Theo, but saw that it had washed away. Two centuries ago they had loved each other more than life itself. His love for Sethe had sustained Theo through centuries of torture and darkness. Had been such a source of strength that upon meeting Selah in Miami, he had been compelled to help her, and in doing so ultimately bring down Sawiskera himself. Now they simply stared at each other, the seconds stretching into minutes. Selah waited.
“Go ahead,” said Arachne at last. “Let’s skip the whining and get it over with. If you’re going to kill me, don’t torture me with words first.”
“Sethe,” said Theo. He was an ebon statue, every muscle clearly delineated by tension. “I’m sorry.”
Scorn. “’Sorry.”
“I know you don’t care. Not now. But this has haunted me since Sawiskera embraced me. My not being able to protect you.”
Arachne laughed, the sound bitter, furious, rich with disdain. “You’re joking.”
Theo shook his head. “I’m sorry.”
“Two centuries, and you’ve not learned a thing. You always were weak. A pathetic fool.” Arachne stepped forward, and Theo gave way before her. “I only married you because I knew I could use you. Wrap you around my finger. Do you know how many others there were? How many men? Real men? Oh yes.” Arachne’s voice dipped with sensual pleasure at the memory. “More than I can count, and believe me, I’ve had centuries to remember.”
Theo’s hands curled into fists. “I don’t believe you. We loved each other. Nothing you can say now will change that.”
Arachne let out a shrill laugh. “Love! You fool. You wretched, pathetic fool. There is no love, there is only delusion. Haven’t you learned? Didn’t Sawiskera teach you? There is nothing to life but disappointment, pain, and despair. Nothing is pure, nothing is good. There is only strength, domination, and for a time, a joy in breaking others. But it all ends. Even for Sawiskera, there was an end.” Arachne placed her hands on her hips and smiled at Theo.
“Sawiskera was not the only one. He had a brother.”
“Teharonhiawako ,” said Arachne. “Who died. A long, long time ago. What of it?”
“He died, but his line lives on. Selah is of his line.”
Arachne turned to consider Selah, and then laughed. “But she is now Sawiskera’s. See how easily she killed? So much for Teharonhiawako.”
Theo shook his head. “No. She’s shown me that there can be change. That we can change.”
“Listen to me you groveling piece of shit. I had you stripped and bolted to that wall so that I could drain you of your blood. You are little more than a farm animal to me, a dumb beast, a slave, and the only reason I didn’t kill you because your blood is so potent it’s worth more than you can imagine. You’re nothing to me. Nothing. So now what are you going to do? Kiss me and tell me you love me? Ask for my forgiveness again? No. You’re going to kill me. As you should.” Arachne’s words hung in the air, and she took another step forward. “Go on. Kill me. I won’t stop you. What other choice do you have?”
“No. You’re wrong.” Theo’s voice was faint, dull. “I’m going to let you live. You’re free to go.”
Arachne paused, and laughed again. “After all I’ve done to you?”
“Yes. I was going to kill you. I didn’t see any other way. But I see otherwise now. One of us has to change. Sawiskera was wrong. I’ll do so here. I’ll let you go, so that we may start anew.”
Arachne shook her head. “You’re pathetic.”
“Perhaps.”
Selah watched, arms crossed, as Arachne began to pace back and forth. “You’re a fool! You don’t even know what love is. You’ve not felt it since you died!”
Theo said nothing. Arachne’s face was strained, her mouth pulled into a rictus, her eyes swollen and large, nearly bulging from her head. The muscles of her cheek and neck were so taut that she seemed inhuman, an animal, a monster in human form. It was as if her vampiric nature were straining to shed its human skin altogether.
“I loathe you. I hate you, with your stupid cow eyes and pretense at love. Your pathetic unlife spent as a servant, licking his feet even as you thought you were saving something special and pure in your heart! It was a lie! Look at me! I would kill you this moment if I could. I would destroy you for the sheer pleasure of it—your love is a lie, something you created to save yourself, to keep your sanity, but don’t stand there and tell me it was for me!”
Theo’s lips pulled back from his fangs at the intensity of her words, at the hatred boiling out of her, virulent and scalding. But he said nothing.
Arachne stopped pacing and stood, shivering, glaring at him. “You’re lying. You lie! You’re doing this to test me. See if I’ll break down and say I love you. I don’t. I never have.”
“Go, Sethe.” Theo’s voice was quiet, exhausted. “Go. I won’t stop you.”
Arachne half turned to leave, and then looked back over her shoulder at him. Hung, suspended in the balance, and then let out a shriek and leaped at him, but he caught her by both wrists and held her back. She spat and cursed and lashed out at him, and summoned all her strength to break his grasp. Though they were equal in age, though they were equal in physical might, something beyond flesh gave him mastery over her, something deeper and stronger, so that held her trapped and she could do nothing more than writhe in his grip.
“No,” said Theo, his voice soft, sad. “I guess you’re right. It’s too late. You remind me of Sethe, but you are now all Arachne.”
The creature in his grip quieted down, and hung from his hands. Theo’s words seemed to have stolen its will. It breathed hoarsely through its nostrils. There was nothing human about it at all now; it was a mockery of the human shape. Theo’s face contorted into a silent snarl, and he released his grip on her wrists and swept his nails clear through the creature’s neck with such force that it’s head tore free.
Theo stepped back. The creature that had been Arachne collapsed into ash, until only her bones remained laid out on the floor.



Chapter Twenty Three
Selah followed Theo out of the Observatory, leaving the fifty vampires chained below, ignoring their frantic, incoherent screams and frenzied writhing. Up the stairs, and out to the walkway that hugged the Observatory’s central dome. Into the cold night, and together looked out over the city. The fire still raged over most of the coast, its smoke barely visible against the night sky. The towers of downtown shone, but much of the rest of the Core stood dark, the hundreds of thousands of residents hidden behind walls, hiding in the dark and awaiting the dawn.
Helicopters thundered their way over the Core from the north. Military copters with twin rotor blades. In the near distance, Selah could make out the ruins of the convoy that had attempted to escort her out. A smudge of fire and smoke on the highway. The helicopters were converging on it. Selah and Theo stood in silence and watched. With her escape, the murder of dozens of soldiers, and the real Arachne’s death, the military would now stop at nothing to kill her. The Treaty had never been in so much danger. The lives of millions hung in the balance. If the Treaty were broken, nothing would hold the vampires to the Core. They would spill free and wash across the nation once more, ushering in a new era of blood and terror.
“It’s over,” said Theo. “She is dead.”
He’d been thinking about Arachne this whole time, Selah realized. No thought for the Treaty. For her own safety. Of course. Selah reached out and placed her hand on his cold shoulder, and they stood in silence, each immersed in their own thoughts. The view before them was as grand as it was chilling. The next day would see a wash of military vehicles and soldiers searching for her and declaring war on all vampires till she was handed over. It would see vampires rising up in fury and defiance, attacking all around them. It would see the collapse of civil society, the delicate peace that had sprung up after the Treaty.
“It’s over,” agreed Selah. “There’s no chance now of making a vaccine. Of using my blood to defeat the vampires.” She shook her head. “If I don’t turn myself in, the military will declare war. The vampires will revolt. The Treaty will be broken. I’ve got no choice. But I’m not done quite yet. Before I do so, I owe a friend a favor.”
“Oh?” Theo turned to her. “Who?”
“A man called Armando. He was a Blood Dust dealer. Ran a gang called the Locos.”
“What favor do you owe him?”
“My life. He gave his to save mine. It’s an empty gesture, but I’m going to do the one thing he couldn’t. I think he’d appreciate it. Coming?” Theo hesitated, then nodded. They watched the city for a few seconds more, and then turned away.
Dawn was nearly breaking when they passed through the I-5 gate in the Wall. It was abandoned, and now a flood of people streamed out, leaving the Core for the slums beyond. By simply pressing the horn and driving at a steady speed, Selah was able to part the crowd and drive through. Theo and Selah examined the empty guardhouse as they drove past. They’d planned to fight through if they had to, but this silence, this sudden abandonment of such a key point in the Wall was unsettling. Where had the soldiers gone?
Neither spoke, and Selah drove on. It took her but ten minutes to drive what had taken her the whole morning yesterday, and soon she saw the sign for Artesia Boulevard. She took the exit ramp, and they abandoned the car where the shacks and tents choked the road too tightly. Selah led the way, and as two shadows they passed through the teeming throngs of humanity. They heard wild speculations from the crowd as they slipped through, some stating that the vampires were all dead, others that the military was going to finally drop a nuclear bomb on the Core. It was clear that nobody knew what was going on.
Selah led the way to the hospital that had served as Armando’s original base. It was a hunch, but it proved a good one. There were a number of gangbangers standing around the parking lot. Culebras, surmised Selah, but none of them spotted her and Theo as they slipped in through a second-floor window. Once inside, they took the emergency stairwell to the top, and there killed the two guards who stood outside an office door. Selah pushed it open and stepped within.
Padrino Machado stood before the window, chin in one hand. He was dressed in a linen suit, his shoulders slumped with fatigue. He turned at the sound of the door opening, and narrowed his eyes as Selah stepped in.
“Arachne? What are you doing here?”
“Arachne’s dead,” she said, walking forward.
His eyes widened, and he jerked up a gun from the tabletop, but hesitated as she shook her head. “Don’t. I’ll just take it away from you.”
He tried anyway, pulling the trigger. He got off one shot before she broke his wrist by pulling the gun free, snapping several fingers as she did so. With a cry he fell back, tripped, and sat heavily in the leather chair. Selah set the gun down and sat on the edge of the desk.
“It’s all over, Padrino.”
Padrino darted a look from her to where Theo stood by the door. She saw him grapple with the obvious, that his life was about to come to an end, and then he tried to smile. She was impressed. Even now he was going to try to worm his way out.
“Selah. Let me explain. Remember how I tried to help you? I tried to help Armando. But he made it clear that he wouldn’t be able to handle what’s coming. He wouldn’t be able to swim with the currents. It was better for him—for the people here—if the Locos left. His heart, it was too good. I saved him by pushing him out.”
“Is that so. You did all this for his own good.”
“Of course, let me be honest, I wanted somebody here who would work with me and the other gangs. Why would I want trouble? So he left, and I am putting in power a cousin of Esteban’s. A good kid. See? Everybody wins. Armando can go on and start a new life.”
“Armando’s dead.”
“Dead?” He licked his lower lip with a dry tongue. “Did you…?”
“No. He died saving me.”
“Ah. I see. Then he truly is free. It’s probably better. This way he doesn’t have to deal with what’s coming.”
“And what’s coming?”
Padrino sucked on what was clearly a dry mouth and tried unsuccessfully to swallow. “You don’t know? You haven’t heard?” Neither of them answered, so he straightened, cradling his wrist. “I’ll tell you if you let me leave.”
Selah didn’t even bother to laugh. She just sat there, at ease on the edge of the table. After a moment Padrino Machado wilted. “The vampires have broken the Treaty. We’re at war once more.”
“No, I think you have it wrong. The military is about to break the Treaty. They’re coming after me, but I’m going to turn myself over. The Treaty won’t be broken.”
Padrino looked at her strangely. “After you? No. The vampires. They broke the Treaty. Just an hour ago. Louis and the other gang leaders. Within the Core. They have released all of their Blood Dust thralls—the vampires they were draining for blood. They had finally created enough of them, and at a pre-determined hour, they released them all at once.”
Selah felt the surprise like a blow in the gut. “What?” Padrino shrank back into his chair. “What the hell are you talking about?”
He must’ve sensed how close she was to hurting him further, for he began to babble. “The blood thralls! The vampires they were draining for blood? All of them, each one of the gangs, they were doing the same thing! Where do you think the Blood Dust came from? They’ve been making more and more of them over time, creating hundreds if not thousands of thralls throughout the city—and using the Blood Dust to pay the military to turn a blind eye. Well, not any longer, oh no.” Padrino almost chuckled. “Tonight they set them free. Louis told me it would be done next week, but they seem to have been forced to move early. Maybe because you stirred up the military? Either way, the thralls are out. Thousands of them, and they are mad with hunger. It’s a bloodbath in the Core.”
Selah exchanged a wide eyed look with Theo and then turned back to Padrino. “And you knew this? All along? You knew this was their plan?”
“Yes …,” said Padrino, hesitating. “Which is why … I wanted to save Armando from …” He trailed off. It sounded so weak that even he couldn’t pursue it. Abandoning that line, he lifted his chin. “So what if I did? I was in a position of confidence, of privilege. I was their ally, their trusted friend. It was I who helped them create the Blood Dust in the first place. Why wouldn’t they tell me? I was the one who showed them how, using the wisdom of my forefathers, to meld their blood into something new. Do you know what it represents, Blood Dust? The ability to—”
But he got no further. With a snarl Selah was upon him. She lifted him out of the chair and held him gasping and choking with one hand. “You created the Blood Dust? You knew what the vampires were planning, all this time? And told nobody? Instead—instead you thought only of taking territory? When it’s all going to be worthless now that the Treaty is broken?”
“Not … worthless. Vampires will need … human … servants. I will be first … among them.” Padrino’s face was turning dark. He batted feebly at Selah’s wrist. She glared at him, sick disgust rising up within her. His eyes glittered, and though they were human to Selah, they seemed darker than any vampire’s.
“Why … upset … you are … a vampire. I will … serve you.” Padrino’s voice was almost inaudible now, a harsh whisper. Selah felt her gorge rise further, and before she could change her mind took a step forward and hurled Padrino with all her strength. He burst out through the window, shattering the glass tremendously and then fell away into the predawn air, down into the parking lot below.
Shouts immediately rose up from the Culebras on guard. Selah turned to Theo, who was frozen with shock. “The war. It’s started again. The Treaty is broken.”
Theo walked to the other side of the desk. “Are you sure it’s our problem?”
“What?” Selah felt as if he’d slapped her. “How could you say that?”
“He was right. We are vampires. You and I. We are the dead. You’re still thinking like a human.” He reached up and rubbed his hand along his jaw. “And there’s more. Don’t you remember? A few nights ago, you asked that I not let you live if this moment should come. You asked that I end it. I don’t know if I can, as powerful as you are. But before the sun rises, I plan to try.”
“You—wait. You’re going to kill me?”
Theo’s eyes were liquid with pain. “I already killed Sethe. Arachne. Now it seems I shall have to kill you. Or die doing so, which is all right. I … I don’t have much cause to continue. Sethe—or her memory—has been laid to rest. There is nothing for me out there but darkness and solitude, especially once I have given you peace.”
“Wait.” Selah shook her head. “You can’t do this. We’re needed. We need to help. We need to stop … the vampires.”
Theo smiled gently. “You aren’t completely dead yet. Some small corner of your mind still thinks and cares as a human. That will fade. In an hour, perhaps less. Then you will only care for yourself. For your own personal needs. Does your heart yet beat, Selah? Do you still need to breathe?”
Selah pressed her hand to her chest. Nothing. Silence. And then—there—a faint beat. Silence again. She stood still, shivering. Waiting. Was that the last time? No, there it was again. Once every ten seconds. Almost stopped. Almost done.
“We can’t … we can’t end like this. You killing me, or me killing you. We can’t.” Tears stung her eyes. Millions were going to die. Thousands were probably already dying, out there on the streets of LA.
“I lived on because of my love for Sethe. For the Sethe that once was. For the Sethe who stands before me now. I lived on not only for the face that you wear, Selah, but for the person you are. You were. In life, I told you that you reminded me of my wife. Once you die, that semblance will die as well. And then Sethe will truly be just a memory, and I will have nothing left to fight for. We cannot stop your dying. It is upon us. And when that happens, I shall die too. There is nothing either of us can do.”
Selah turned back to the window. All of Sawiskera’s strength was worth nothing now. She could destroy any vampire, kill a score of soldiers, run through the night with the power of a god, and for what? For the first time, she felt as if she understood him, understood Sawiskera, seated alone in his room, watching recordings of the sunrise. Hating his dead brother, his good brother, who, for all his faults, was gone, at peace. Trapped by his own power into an eternal solitude over which his might could do nothing.
Selah raked her fingers over her scalp, and interlaced them over the back of her neck. She still cared, but barely. She felt the last dying pangs of outrage that everything should come to this. But like a candle flame, it was flickering, on the verge of being snuffed. As if Sawiskera himself were bowed over the flame of her soul, lips pursed and prepared to blow it out.
Selah evoked the same litany of faces. Mama B. Her father. Cloud. Even Theo, here before her. She turned back to him. Dying now seemed selfish. Fleeing the fight that was only now truly beginning. Her mind reeled as she considered the cascade of events that were taking place in the Core. The military had to be mobilizing. The Blood Thralls would be rampaging, freed at last of their constraints. Word would be sweeping across the nation, casting entire cities into panic. Those closest to Miami and LA would flee their homes, surging inland like a stampeding herd, dying by the tens of thousands in the next couple of days as infrastructure broke down, as they starved, died of dehydration and exposure.
The War. Had it really begun again? Theo’s face was implacable, so she looked out the window. The hospital was only six stories tall, but that was enough to see over the ocean of shacks and slums. Toward the distant Core Wall, where the fire yet raged, painting the heavens a dull orange. Where the Blood Thralls stalked their prey, maddened with hunger and hatred. War.
“We can’t … we can’t give in. We have to fight.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.
“How can we fight what we are?” The gentle sadness in Theo’s voice nearly broke her heart. “All that holds me here is you. All that holds me here is your spirit. When that passes, there will be nothing to keep me. Nothing for me to hold onto.”
“And … you don’t care? About the people? The War? The deaths, the atrocities that are going to happen?”
He looked at her with a melancholy so profound that she became intensely aware of how much older he was than her, how much he had already seen—and grown inured to. “No. I don’t.” He shook his head slowly. “I know I should. But I don’t. Nor, in time, will you.”
Selah slammed her fist on the desk. Its leg shattered it as its surface caved in and it collapsed to the carpet. All this strength, and she couldn’t do a thing. Selah pressed her fingers against her temple. Think, she heard Mama B say. There’s something you’re missing, girl. Think.
Selah closed her eyes and sank down to the floor. Pushed the world away and pressed her chin hard against her knees, dug her thumbs into her temple. There had to be a way out. A way to escape this fate. It came to her, and she stiffened. No. Not that. With deliberate effort, she forced herself to think of what was coming. Remembered lying with Cloud in bed, dreaming of the future, the rebellion they were going to lead, the good they were going to do. The vaccine, and all it promised. She couldn’t give up. Not even if it meant asking for the impossible.
Selah opened her eyes, and looked at the floor before Theo’s feet. “Do you love me?”
Silence. Finally, she sensed his nod. “Then … we don’t both have to die.”
She felt the weight of his gaze upon her like a judgment, a blanket of lead. The last thing she wanted to do was look up, but deep down a part of her that yet believed in dignity forced her to raise her face and meet his eyes. His own burned with a strange light, as if they reflected a fire, but the heat that she saw there was completely internal.
“You wish for my heart.”
She nodded. “There is no other way. My blood holds the key to defeating the vampires. I can’t let that chance go. I can’t give up.”
Theo’s expression wasn’t outraged, nor shocked. It was a delicate, gentle thing, almost frail, and it took all of Selah’s strength to not look away. Never had somebody looked at her in such a manner, with such a potent mixture of love and desolating sadness.
“It’s always been yours. Ever since I met you. From that first moment in that back room in Miami. Do you remember? You were so scared, but so defiant. I lost my heart that night. You’ve had it all along.”
Selah felt tears burn in her eyes, and wiped them furiously away. “Theo.” Words failed her. She felt the urge to apologize, to argue with him, but instead she rose to her feet and stepped toward him. Drawn by his eyes, by his love, compelled by the torrent of her own emotions.
Theo stepped forward and encircled her with his arms. Selah tilted her head back and pressed her lips against his own, his cold, full lips that devoured her hungrily. She felt a darkness swirl up from her core, a rushing of great winds through her ears, felt herself falling into the void, the both of them tumbling into the night. There was nothing but his powerful arms around her, pulling her close, and for a single, mad moment, she thought of an unlife by his side, of the possibility of convincing him to flee with her, and share this mad love forever.
Theo broke the kiss. With gentle firmness he pushed her back, and in doing so awoke her from the fitful dream of an eternity that never could be. Selah stumbled back, and pressed her fingers to her lips. Watched, horrified, as he opened his shirt and pulled it off, so that the light of the fitful dawn sky shone on his bare chest, his beautiful ebon skin. He held up his hands, and she saw that his nails had grown sharp, into talons.
“I love you, Selah Brown. I love you for who you were two hundred years ago. For what you have been to me these past two centuries, and for who you are today. My wife, my dream, my destiny.”
Selah couldn’t breathe. He smiled, and his love made his face human for the very first time. “Live long, Selah. Live a beautiful life. Bring to others a measure of the grace that you have brought me.”
Selah shook her head, tears flooding her eyes once more. He looked up at the ceiling, and with a sudden and vicious movement buried his claws in his chest. He dug through the muscle and thick blood oozed forth, ran down in great clotted rivulets over his skin. His face contorted into a mask of fierce concentration and agony, and with a jerky, convulsive movement, he forced his hand past his ribs, snapping one of them in the process, and clasped his own heart.
His scream sundered Selah’s mind, so that the strength left her legs and she fell to a crouch. He stood swaying, hand buried in his chest, and then with every ounce of remaining strength tore free his heart. There was no spray of blood. No splattering of gore. Thick ichor dripped to the ground from the heart’s torn aorta, from the other massive arteries. He held it in the palm of his hand, and staggered toward her. Knelt, and held out his heart.
“Take it.” His voice was a rasp. “Take it before I lose control of myself.”
Selah looked up at that. His voice was perilously cold. She reached out, hand shaking, and took his heart. It was cold and oily to the touch, tough and compact and surprisingly heavy. He sat down, then lay back with a long, whistling sigh. Selah rose to her feet and stood over him. He looked at her, and his eyes were as cold as the glittering of stars.
“Eat my heart, Selah. Hurry. My love for you fades.”
Selah rubbed her face again. “Fades? You’re dying?”
He shook his head. “Only my spirit. My body will live on. Without my heart, it will feel nothing. Hurry. Eat my heart, and flee. I will come after you. I will hunt you. I will seek to eat your own heart in turn.”
Horrified, Selah staggered back. The wound over his chest was closing over. It was a great pulpy mass, but grew leathery scar tissue even as she watched. Theo closed his eyes. She looked at his heart. Glanced out the window. The sun had nearly risen. She let out a moan of pain, of despair, and bit deep. It was tough, chewier than she’d thought possible, and had it not been for her vampiric incisors, she would’ve been unable to tear it at all.
With each bite, she felt warmth spreading through her. With each chunk that she swallowed, she felt her sense of self returning. The more she ate, the harder it was to continue, the stronger the rancid taste. Her teeth, she realized, were shrinking. Her lust for blood, especially this cold, congealed mass in her hands, was dying. The final bites were agony. She felt her gorge rising each time she tore a piece off, and at the last stood leaning against the table, trying not to vomit. But she finished it all. The sight of Theo on the ground, the sacrifice he had made, forced her to do so.
Selah wiped her mouth with her sleeve. She felt her heart hammering in her chest as it had not done so in days. Her mind was spinning, reeling, and she couldn’t tear her eyes off Theo. Had it worked? She thought it had. She was breathing rapidly, almost panting, and she felt weak. Feebly, feeling ridiculous, she turned and punched the wall. Her wrist buckled, and pain lanced up her forearm. She immediately tucked her hand into the other armpit. She hadn’t left a mark on the wall.
Sawiskera’s curse had been broken.
A sound behind her caused her to whip around. Theo had risen to his feet. He moved slowly, laboriously, and she saw that his skin had turned gray. His brow seemed heavier, his mouth a mean, jagged gash across his face, and his eyes were black but without any light of intelligence or indication of the vampire he had been. He devoured her with his gaze, and lurched forward.
Selah let out a cry of fear and jumped behind the desk. Theo swept it aside and sent it crashing into the wall. There was nothing within him to appeal to. No spark, no spirit, no soul. It was like gazing upon a beast. She stepped back, once, twice, and hit the large window. Morning air tainted with smoke breezed in, and she cut her hand on the broken glass as she fought to steady herself. Turning back, she saw Theo take a step forward and then the morning sun broke free for but a moment of the clouds and its faint, tenuous light flooded through the window and over Theo’s body.
He let out a hissing screech and threw his arms before his face. His skin blistered, and he staggered back. Selah fought to hold back her sobs. To see him brought to this. Theo thundered out a roar when he reached the shadow at the back of the room, and tried to look at her through his fingers but the sun shone over her shoulder still and scorched his eyes. He ducked once more, half turning away. Selah watched him, hands over her mouth. It was too much. He tore open the office door and fled into the darkness.
Exhausted and horrified, Selah sank to the ground. She was human. She was going to live. She tried to wipe Theo’s blood from her lips, and succeeded only in smearing it further across her chin. She looked at her hands. Her clothing. It was stiff with the blood of vampires. Her hair was clotted with gore. Selah covered her face and began to sob, soul-wracking cries of relief and terror and pain.



Chapter Twenty Four
When she was able to gather herself, Selah found a small, private bathroom and did her best to wash her face. She washed with scalding hot water and a bar of soap, but there seemed to be no end to the amount of crimson that came off her skin. Finally, she stopped and stared at the box shower. She felt dull, strangely lifeless now that she was human once more. The desire to feel water across her naked body was as sudden as it was undeniable. She stripped off her clothing, peeling it away from her skin, and dropped it into a heavy, tacky heap on the tiles. Stepped into the shower, and felt a pang of panic at the thought of the shower not working.
It did, though, and blasted down upon her with stinging needles of white-hot glory. She raised her face to it, and let it course down her body. She didn’t care if the Culebras came back. Didn’t care if Theo himself found his way to her. In that moment, perfection was stinging hot water, the feel of dried blood slicking off her, the sense of her newfound humanity rising up to meet the coming day in a state of cleanliness.
Selah reached for the soap. The past week had been so dark, so unutterably hard that she felt the need to scrub the blood not only off her skin but off her spirit. The blood that lay thick on her hands for the murders she had committed. With the Sawiskera’s curse gone, she could no longer regard those deaths with indifference. She stared sightlessly through the shower tiles and saw the faces of those she had killed. The first dealer when they had crossed the wall. Colonel Caldwell. The soldiers. The many vampires. Padrino Machado. She had killed and killed and killed again, and only now did those murders come home to her, to weigh her down like a necklace of stones.
She scrubbed until her skin was raw, and then soaked her hair, running her fingers through it as best she could. It was knotted, and clumps came free under her insistent touch. It was such a heinous mess that she gave up halfway through. Instead, she pushed open the shower door, and examined the sink. Stepped out of the shower, dripping water everywhere, and opened first one drawer, then the next, then the final one. There. A powerful hair clipper.
Head bent over the sink, she buzzed all of her hair off. She felt her breath coming in deep pants, from the depths of her diaphragm, from the depths of her soul. With each clump of nappy, knotted, blood-clotted hair that fell, she felt herself lighten. Over and over again, she ran the clipper across her scalp, until there was nothing but a light fuzz over the planes of her skull. Selah set the clipper down, and looked at herself in the mirror for the first time.
Her eyes were her own once more, or at least, they were human again. Yet they were a stranger’s eyes, her expression hollow and distant. Her face was her own, but shorn of her hair her features seemed naked, larger, more vulnerable. She ran a hand carefully over her scalp, and nodded. It felt right. It felt good. She was less than she had ever been, and somehow, infinitely more. Turning, she stepped away from the mirror, and back into the shower.
Perhaps half an hour later, she searched the office. Whoever had worked here had kept a spare set of clothing in the closet, so she pulled on the jeans and white button-up shirt. They fit, if loosely, but there was no belt. Selah took a power cord from a phone charger, tore off the black plug, threaded the wire through the belt loops, and cinched it tight.
That’s when she saw the Omni where it had fallen from the desk. It was a small, minimalist version, but it turned on readily enough. A pair of Goggles lay next to it, but she didn’t want to fully immerse herself. She didn’t want to get close to anything.
The first thing she did was log into her account and check her Garden. She only wanted to see if Mama B had responded. And she had. Her message was there, glowing and waiting to be opened, but Selah chose not to. She couldn’t handle Mama’s grief. Instead, she opened a new recording, a full video feed, and looked right into the Omni’s lens.
“Mama, it’s Selah. I’m cured. I’m human again—whatever that means. You’ve heard the news. The vampires have broken out of LA. I bet the Treaty is officially over. The War’s started up again. I’m going to turn myself over to the military. They’re looking for Arachne. No matter what they say, they can’t do anything if I’m clearly human. They’ll listen. They’ll realize I’m Selah Brown.”
She paused. Took a breath. “Tell General Adams I’m going into military custody. They have to believe my blood can be used to make a vaccine. Now more than ever.”
Another pause. She looked out the window. The morning clouds were thick and tinged heavy crimson and salmon pinks, the smoke making it a lurid light show. Beyond the banks of smoke she could see the first few snatches of light blue. A part of her, small and quiet, gloried at the sight of it.
“I love you, Mama. This fight isn’t over yet. I aim to get the military to listen to me, and let me help. I hope to be in touch again soon. I’m going to call the military and give them my location. I bet they’ll be coming for me real fast, but who knows. Maybe they’ve got their hands full with these Blood Thralls.
“The important thing, Mama, is that I love you. I love you so much, it hurts. I’m alive, I’m back, and I plan to fight this War with everything I’ve got. I promised someone—someone important—that I would make the rest of my life count. I plan to do just that.”
Selah looked at the lens, and felt a wave of determination roll through her. “This War may be just starting, but I’m going to do everything I can to end it. I love you, Mama, and don’t worry about me. After what I’ve been through, I know I can handle what’s coming.”
Selah stopped the recording and sent it. Opened up a line to the nearest military base, then looked out the window one more time. There was more blue in the sky. She’d call the military in a second, and set off that chain of events. But for now. For just this one moment, she’d simply take in the sight of the dawn she never thought she’d see again.
And it was glorious.
 ### 
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