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      “This is human business,” the vampire said. “As I have always said, if the humans take it upon themselves to kill one another, it is often best to simply stand out of the way...”

      

      Vampire detective Nick knows a few seers.

      

      One of those seers, an antisocial male with the annoying habit of painting things before they happen, appears at Nick’s work, claiming he has something to show him. That something turns out to be his latest creation, a mural of a bomb going off in downtown New York.

      

      Unfortunately, by the time Nick sees it, it’s already too late.

      

      Nick has no leads apart from the painting itself, a murdered human, and the dead man’s partner, the city’s star designer and architect, an eccentric vampire named Straven. Soon, what starts off as a simple case of a robbery gone wrong begins to look like something a lot more sinister, with much more far-reaching consequences.

      

      It also brings Nick far too close to the life he thought he’d left behind, as a lieutenant in the White Death, the vampire criminal underground.

      

      When his ex-girlfriend shows up, a new vampire boyfriend in tow at a hip vampire club, Nick figures things really can’t get any worse.

      

      Book #3 of the Vampire Detective Midnight series.

      

      VAMPIRE DETECTIVE MIDNIGHT is a romantic science fiction and fantasy series set in a futuristic, dystopian New York populated by vampires, humans and psychics trying to rebuild their world after a devastating race war nearly obliterates the previous one.

      

      A spinoff of the Quentin Black Mystery series, it features vampire with a past and homicide detective, Naoko “Nick” Tanaka, who gets transferred to the NYPD after a bad incident in Los Angeles forces him to start a new life. Nick works as a “Midnight,” or vampire in the employ of the human police department, but when he arrives in New York, he really just wants to be left alone to work, surf, and deal with his immortality in peace.

      

      Life, and the residents of New York, clearly have other ideas.
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      “Got it!”

      The lanky human with the blond and brown-streaked hair grinned, yanking down on the old-fashioned, L-shaped handle after his hand-held, semi-organic computer lit up.

      The smooth motion confirmed the meaning of the loud click he’d heard when the electronic combination clicked into place.

      The lock was disengaged.

      Yanking open the safe’s thick door, he glanced back at the woman who knelt on the floor behind him. He watched her eyes narrow in concentration as she stared down at the face of a man sprawled on the carpet, his body motionless apart from the flicker of lights coming off his hyper-modern virtually-enhanced suit.

      In contrast to the man’s dead-eyed stare up at the ceiling, his suit swam with distracting and disjointed flashes, images and lights that morphed and changed every instant, glowing and sparking in the dim space of the corner office on the eighty-eighth floor.

      “You got it?” he asked her.

      He aimed his eyes back towards the contents of the safe as he spoke.

      “Working on it,” she muttered, without looking up.

      She held a second organic machine over the face of the man on the floor.

      Her metallic silver dreads were pulled out of her face in a long ponytail, making her features appear even more severe than usual. He couldn’t help smiling at the intensity in her dark brown eyes as she stared down at the body below her.

      She was beautiful.

      His fierce, feral, smart as fuck, utterly badass goddess.

      He got off on watching her work, but he didn’t have time for much of that tonight, not in more than glances and brief looks.

      He watched her run the scanner over the dead man’s face, then the length of his torso.

      “Don’t forget the blood sample,” he reminded her. “Or the fingerprints.”

      She gave him a flat look, one that made him grin.

      “Really, husband?” she said.

      When he chuckled, she jerked her chin towards the safe.

      “Look for the damned thing, will you?” she said. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

      “We’re good, baby… we’re good,” he assured her, checking his timepiece. “Four and a half minutes ahead of schedule.”

      “We’re not past the anti-terrorism measures on the ground floor,” she reminded him. “Those damned things will be switched on by now—”

      “Don’t worry, baby. Don’t worry,” he assured her.

      He’d turned back to the safe, and began pulling out the contents.

      The sheer variety was something.

      Paper documents from before the war.

      Schematics that looked more recent, probably only put down in hard copy to keep them off the network prior to patent.

      What looked like machine part prototypes.

      There were at least a half-dozen of these, but none matched the image he’d been provided by the client. He held each one up to the light to be sure, only eliminating them after he’d snapped an image with his headset and run the object-rec program to assess them formally.

      None met the specs for what he’d been tasked to find.

      Just to be on the safe side, he stuffed most of those that fit the rough dimensions of the tasked object into his pockets anyway.

      He whistled a little under his breath when he saw the names on some of the original stocks and deeds making up the stacks of dead-tree papers shoved against three of the safe’s walls. He even saw a small stack of Archangel stock, which was probably worth more than this whole damned building, all on its own.

      “Well?” she said, still focused down on the man’s body. “What are you grinning about?”

      “The jackpot, honey—”

      “The client’s jackpot?” she clarified sourly. “Because we need to start there, Tig.”

      “A jackpot for us,” he said, winking at her. “Can’t I multi-task?”

      “Sure,” she said sarcastically. “Multi-task away. But do the fucking job first, Tig,” she said, emphasizing the word tartly. “They won’t pay us the rest, if we don’t get what we came for. I’m doing my half. We need yours to get the full payout. Their contact made it pretty clear we wouldn’t get shit if we didn’t bring them both.”

      “Don’t worry, baby,” he said, pulling out a black box that sat in the back of the safe cavity, under all the papers. “It’s here. It has to be.”

      He brought the locked box over to the modern, semi-organic desk.

      Like the man’s suit, the desk flickered with internal life, sparking up and down its legs and the enormous, flat, living monitor that made up its dining table-sized surface. The whole thing was a translucent, pale green with thread-like veins, almost like it was part plant.

      He wondered if it ran off photosynthesis, like a tree.

      It would explain all the windows in here.

      Placing the box carefully on top of the massive desk, he began examining it.

      Unlike the table, it was matte black, featureless apart from a flat silver disk on one side. The perfect, rectangular shape looked almost like it was made of some dense stone.

      Tig tried touching the silver pad, swiping it with his fingers, tapping it, pressing on it, running his scanner over it, hitting it with a jolt of electricity.

      As far as he could tell, nothing had any effect.

      After examining it for a few seconds more, he picked it up, bringing it over to his partner, and the body she crouched beside.

      “I think we’ll need his fingerprints to open this thing,” he said when she looked up. “See if any of them work on the pad.”

      Glancing up at him, she frowned delicately, then nodded, stopping her scanning long enough to take the box from his gloved hands.

      Going back and forth on which hand to use, she glanced up at him.

      He knew her well enough to know what she was asking him.

      “Is this one right-handed?” he said.

      “Left,” she said, prompt. “They said left for this one, right?”

      “I think so.” Tig checked the job specs in his headset. “Yes. Left.”

      Getting up from the carpet, she walked around to the other side of the body and knelt by the dead man’s left hand.

      He followed her, crouching down beside her.

      Looking at the mirrored, silver plate on one side of the box, she touched it with her fingers, tentatively at first, trying to elicit a reaction, just like he had. When it did nothing, she looked between the dead man’s hand and the box.

      He watched her try to decide which finger to use.

      He understood her caution, and appreciated it.

      Some of these lock-boxes had built-in defense mechanisms.

      Get the wrong finger, and they shut down altogether.

      Then you needed specialized equipment to pry them open—equipment he and his lady hadn’t brought with them for the job. Not bringing that equipment hadn’t been an oversight. They discussed it, then decided they didn’t want the extra weight in case they had to leave down the outside of the building.

      That equipment was too expensive to buy for just one job.

      It was definitely too expensive to ditch due to a bad exit.

      For the same reasons, they didn’t have it back at the garage, either.

      They’d have to hope the client had it.

      They’d have to hope they’d be willing to pay for it, if they didn’t.

      They’d have to hope they wouldn’t be a dick about it, in either case.

      “What if we try the thumb?” his wife suggested. “The pad looks too big to be for one of the other fingers. I say thumb or heel of the hand.”

      He nodded, agreeing with her.

      “Thumb,” he said, after peering again at the silver mirror. “It’s too small for the heel. He’s got big hands.”

      Her lips pursed as she looked at the man’s thick, muscular hand.

      Then she nodded.

      “Okay. Agreed. Let’s do it.”

      Tig slid closer, so he could maneuver the hand while she held the box.

      Picking up the human’s dead fingers, he positioned the thumb over the slight indentation in the silver disk, sliding closer to her on the carpet, and closer to the organic-metal box she held now in both hands.

      Double-checking that he had everything lined up right, Tig hesitated, glancing at his partner, who was watching everything he did minutely.

      “Look right to you?” he said.

      She nodded. “Looks good.”

      “Well,” he said, exhaling. “Here goes nothing.”

      He pressed the thumb onto the silver disc.

      Previously invisible veins in the matte black material lit up, pale greens and blue that grew brighter as the pad continued to scan the dead man’s thumb.

      The thief grinned, glancing at his wife holding the box.

      “It’s working!” he said gleefully. “They don’t do shit when you have the wrong finger—”

      “Wait!” she said, holding up one hand. “What’s it doing now?”

      The lights on the box changed.

      They began flashing erratically…

      Right before colors shifted.

      They went from that softer green and blue to yellow… then to orange.

      Then to red.

      “What the fuck?” he said, frowning down at it. “Could it know he’s dead?”

      He glanced at the woman’s dark brown eyes, those beautiful brown eyes he could get lost in, even in the middle of a job…

      But she never got a chance to answer.
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        * * *

      

      The cop left the lights on top of his black and white flashing as he got out of the car.

      He saw the revolving glass door at the front of the office building in front of him spin open, ejecting a security guard out the front of the building.

      An older, stocky Latino man, the guard huffed a little as he made his way quickly across the decorative garden separating the street from the office park and the three main buildings making up the complex.

      He looked like he’d gained weight since he’d gotten the job. The buttons across the front of the uniform were working overtime, pulling at the fabric.

      “Hey!” the cop called out. “You get a breach alarm?”

      “That was us,” the guard confirmed, still a little out of breath. “The eighty-eighth floor.  Building 1. The executive suites—”

      “Okay, we’ve got backup coming,” the cop said, sending a signal through his headset. “Is anyone up there? Anyone working this late?”

      The guard nodded. “Mr. Silverton is here. He’s up in his office—”

      “Silverton?” The cop’s eyebrows went up. “Abe Silverton?”

      The guard nodded. “He always works late nights before a big product launch.”

      The cop nodded, but transmitted the information through his headset even as he spoke to the other man.

      “You tried to reach him up there?” the cop said. “To get him out?”

      The guard nodded.

      His expression bordered on impatient now.

      “Of course. I called him first. He didn’t pick up. That’s when I hit the alarm, and notified building security.” His voice grew a touch sharper. “That was fifteen minutes ago.”

      Hearing the reproach there, the cop chose to ignore it.

      “All right,” he said. “Show me the surveillance you’ve got on—”

      Before he could finish, a loud, crashing BOOM erupted overhead.

      The cop dropped in reflex, bending his knees.

      He looked up in time to see an explosion burst out windows on the nearest side of the building, high up above the sidewalk. Fire plumed out the opening in a shocking burst, bright against the night sky.

      Despite the height of the flames, the force shook the ground under his feet.

      When the explosion continued, building as it went, he and the security guard dropped lower, staring up from where they crouched on the walkway.

      The way the other man moved, despite his age and relative lack of physical fitness, the cop couldn’t help thinking the guard had probably seen combat at one point, too, just like he had. The old man dropped fast, despite the weight he’d gained in the time since, and how bad his breathing sounded.

      When another big explosion ignited above, both of them moved again in pure reflex, knees bending as they covered their heads, the cop gripping his uniform’s headset and protective headgear as he looked up, staring in the direction of the sound.

      The security guard stared up with him.

      They watched the expanding mushroom cloud of fire light up the night sky.

      The explosion didn’t seem to want to stop.

      As the cop watched, it continued to erupt in smaller booms, blowing out windows all along the side of the building.

      The cop could only watch it happen, half-frozen in shock.

      Glass blew out in a third, then a fourth larger explosion, only that time, it also blew out bigger pieces of debris. Both rained down the side of the steel structure, coming seemingly from the very top floor of the ninety-story building.

      Then the cop realized where it was falling, the angle of the arc of glass.

      It was coming down, straight for them.

      His heart leapt to his throat.

      “MOVE!” he shouted, waving a hand towards the building as he raised his voice over the deafening sound. “GET OUT OF THE WAY!”

      He and the guard pulled themselves ungracefully to their feet.

      They ran for the eaves of the building.

      Glass rained down around them as they ran, nicking the cop’s face and the back of his neck, hitting his head, uniform, helmet, making him curse even as he flinched from louder booms going off overhead. The noise grew deafening as debris and office equipment rained down around them, smashing into the cement behind them and to either side.

      The cop couldn’t help noticing the other man moved a hell of a lot faster going towards the building than he had jogging out of it. They got under the protection of the building’s eaves as even more glass, metal and equipment rained down.

      By then the cop heard sirens, even behind the crash of falling debris.

      From nearer, he also heard the buzz of media and military drones.

      Crouching in an alcove of reinforced organic beams and transparent panes, he gaped up, seeing the reflection of the still-pluming fire in the windows of the adjacent tower. Despite being in relative shelter, he still gripped his uniform helmet in his hand as he stared up, flinching at smaller, subsequent explosions that followed the first.

      They were damned lucky to be alive.

      Both of them.

      The ground trembled under him, but he barely noticed now.

      The building trembled even more, behind his back and where his hands gripped the smooth beam between windows.

      He stared up, lost in disbelief as the whole floor seemed to be engulfed in flames.

      That sideways column of fire continued to pour out of the opening the explosion created in the wall, along with a massive cloud of black smoke.

      Chatter exploded in his headset, but for a long-feeling few seconds, the cop couldn’t make himself focus on it, or make sense of the words.

      He could only stare at that giant rosette of flames, watching them punch a hole in the night sky, illuminating everything in their path.

      It felt like being back in the war.

      It felt like someone had just declared war.
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            It’s Starting, Isn’t It?
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      “Can I talk to you?”

      Nick froze.

      Then, already reluctant, even before he recognized the face and outline of the person standing there, he looked up.

      Once he had, he frowned.

      He didn’t answer the other male’s question, not at first, but stood looking at him instead, maybe trying to convince himself he wasn’t real. Nick didn’t move while he stared, either, but remained paused from where he’d been drying himself off with a towel, fully naked outside the facility’s showers, and tired before even knowing what this was about.

      How the fuck had he even gotten in here?

      Generally speaking, no one got in here but Farlucci’s people, Farlucci’s fighters, and Farlucci himself.

      As Nick stared at the angular, pale face of the male standing there, though, of course he understood.

      He knew how he’d gotten in.

      No human security on the planet could keep this fucker out.

      Tossing the towel down on the bench, Nick reached for his bag, yanking it closer to him from the bench.

      “Do I have any choice?” he muttered, yanking his pile of street clothes out of the bag and tossing them down on the bench. Scowling at the inhumanly tall, gaunt form of the male seer, Nick saw him staring at his naked body and scowled deeper.

      “Do you mind?” he said, shoving first one, then another foot into pantlegs and pulling them up to his waist. Without looking up, he fastened the front, scowling in spite of himself.

      They were the same lightly-armored, deep-black pants he normally wore while working a shift for his other job, for the NYPD.

      “You just curious about vampire cock?” Nick grunted. “Or did you come down here for some other reason?”

      Still muttering under his breath, Nick sat on the bench, glaring up at the seer.

      “Does that hurt?” Malek said.

      Nick flinched, frowning. Then, realizing what the seer meant, he glanced down at himself. Taking in the darkening bruise on his upper chest, he shrugged, looking back up.

      “It’s not a kiss,” he observed, pulling on his first sock. “But vampires heal fast. It’ll be fine by tomorrow.”

      Pulling on his second sock, he reached for his boots. Catching hold of the semi-organic material, he lifted an eyebrow, giving the male seer a slightly harder look.

      “What do you want, Malek?”

      “How are you able to fight?” the seer asked, seemingly undaunted by Nick’s hostility. “I thought you killed a vampire. You know… with the bone.” The seer made an awkward stabbing motion with his lean arm. “Didn’t that disqualify you?”

      Nick exhaled, wondering what the fuck he’d done to deserve this shit.

      Maybe it was karma.

      Maybe this was Nick burning off karma, dealing with this crazy seer and the crazy seer’s sociopathic employer, the CEO of Archangel industries.

      “What do you want, Malek?” he repeated. “I’m assuming this isn’t a social call?”

      “It’s not.” The seer stared down at him, expressionless. “Aren’t you going to tell me? How you can fight, after murdering someone?”

      Nick’s jaw clenched.

      Then he shrugged, exhaling again.

      What the fuck. Maybe then he’d shut up about it.

      “Farlucci had them look into the legality of the fight,” Nick grunted, shoving his foot into his first boot. “A judging panel for the circuit agreed with Farlucci that the whole thing had likely been set up as a hit… that the fighter had been paid to kill me. They blamed it on Tom, the guy who got killed by vampires outside the arena. In the end, I was declared innocent. Farlucci had my fight status reinstated.”

      “Ah.”

      From the tall seer’s tone, Nick might have just told him what he’d had for dinner.

      Annoyed by the stares and the silence, Nick glared up at the tall seer. “Don’t you watch the news? It was all over the sports networks for weeks. It came up again when I started fighting again.”

      Malek just stared at him.

      His long face remained utterly blank.

      Nick stomped his foot down more securely into the boot, hitting a pressure panel on the side and watching the material tighten around his foot, ankle and lower calf. Stomping down again to make sure the fit was right, he reached for his second boot and repeated the exercise.

      When the seer still hadn’t spoken, Nick felt his patience begin to ebb.

      “I’m going home after this,” he said. “I’m going to sit on the couch, eat a few blood bags. Watch a bunch of bad television.” He glanced up at Malek, his stare flat. “Whatever you want, you better spit it out, friend. Because it’s going to take a lot more than you leering at my pearly white vampire skin and asking me about my murders and my bruises to keep me from the exciting evening I have planned when I get out of here—”

      “I can’t tell you,” the seer blurted.

      Nick blinked.

      Then his expression soured.

      “You came all the way to Queens and down here, to the fight arena, just to tell me you can’t tell me something? That seems… inefficient.”

      “I just mean…” The seer hesitated. “I need to show you.”

      Nick frowned, stomping down the heel on his second boot.

      Glancing up at the seer, he tried to read something off his face.

      As usual, it was an exercise in futility.

      He could deduce it must be somewhat urgent, at least in Malek’s scrambled mind. If it wasn’t, the seer likely wouldn’t have hunted him down here, at Nick’s “second” job, for which he’d been contracted out by the government agency that oversaw vampires.

      His first job, his real job, was as a “Midnight,” a vampire who worked for the homicide division of the NYPD.

      Ironically, he originally got roped into this fighting gig as part of a case.

      The contract holder, David Farlucci, strangely hadn’t been all that interested in how the contract came about. The contract was signed.

      Farlucci expected Nick to honor it.

      Nick assumed he’d been off the hook when he killed his last opponent in the ring, but Farlucci handled that, too. He hired lawyers, called NYPD, medical techs, fight experts, and even other vamp fighters to the stand. With all their testimony, along with the blood tests and medical reports from the night of the fight, Farlucci’s lawyers managed to prove to the circuit judges that Nick had been the victim, not the aggressor.

      Farlucci convinced them the whole thing had been a set-up, an attempted hit, and that Nick shouldn’t be held responsible for a death that occurred essentially in self-defense.

      The judges agreed.

      It probably didn’t hurt that Nick killed another vampire—not a human. In any case, Nick’s record was expunged of wrongdoing, and his fight status reinstated.

      That meant Nick’s contract with Farlucci was still valid.

      Truthfully, Nick didn’t mind.

      These days, he could use the distraction.

      “What is it you have to show me?” he said, scowling as he glanced up at the seer again. “Are you painting again, Malek?”

      “Yes.” The seer nodded, emphatic. “Yes. That’s exactly it.”

      Nick’s scowl deepened.

      He’d been being sarcastic.

      Still, he should have realized that’s what this was about.

      Malek was a prescient.

      It was an exceedingly rare gift in a species that was exceedingly rare even apart from that. Seers used to share the world alongside humans and vampires. The three races fought a war that lasted almost a hundred years.

      They managed to fuck up a good portion of the planet in the process.

      Then the seers left.

      They just… left.

      Like everyone else, Nick thought they’d all left, as in every single seer, poof, vanished, gone forever. For decades, Nick believed only two races existed on the planet, human and vampire. He’d believed that for a little over a hundred years.

      Then he met Malek and his baby sister, Tai.

      Nick still hadn’t made up his mind how he felt about those meetings.

      He still hadn’t made up his mind what he felt about either seer, especially now.

      More often than not, he half-wished he’d stayed oblivious.

      “Where is this new masterpiece?” he grunted, pulling a T-shirt down over his head. Yanking it down over his damp back, he adjusted the fabric with a shake of his shoulders and reached for his coat. “…Can I look at it while I pick out what I’m going to watch on the network when I get home?”

      Malek didn’t smile.

      He didn’t even blink.

      He just looked Nick over as if to assure himself he was fully dressed. Then he turned around, aiming his feet for the door to the shower and changing area, clearly expecting Nick to follow him.

      After an annoyed exhale, one that was entirely unnecessary, since Nick didn’t have to breathe, Nick found himself doing exactly that.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of his train ride from Queens, plus an extra ten- or twelve-block walk, and a delay where Nick had to make his way through the compartmentalized lock and security system to enter the Devil’s Cauldron… around fifty minutes had passed.

      That, alone, already had Nick in a foul mood.

      He’d never been all that thrilled to visit the Cauldron.

      He generally found it depressing.

      He found it even more depressing now.

      The Devil’s Cauldron was a prison-like, segregated “security” zone inside Manhattan that mostly consisted of burnt-out buildings that never got fixed after the war, and poor people that the rest of the New York Protected Area would rather forget about.

      Amidst the bombed-out and half-falling-down buildings, the lack of electricity and inconsistently running water, not to mention scores of unexploded bombs and collapsed subway tunnels, lived a lot of refugees. Most were the poor and homeless, junkies and just regular ex-Americans who rushed the gates to get into New York Protected Area when the atmosphere grew too toxic to live outside the dome.

      Most of them would never leave.

      Malek came and went, but Nick never asked how that happened.

      Nick could come and go from the Cauldron too, of course… but he was a cop. He lived on the outside. He was registered through the I.S.F., and had a legitimate job in the human world. He wasn’t a denizen of the Cauldron, but one of its prison guards.

      Malek lived there.

      Part of the time, at least.

      Malek’s baby sister, Tai, used to live in the Cauldron with him, but the last Nick knew, Tai had gone back to Kellerman Prep School in the Northeastern Protected Area, where Nick had gotten her placed as a full-time student.

      But he couldn’t think about that.

      He couldn’t think about Tai.

      He couldn’t think about Kellerman Prep, or the Northeastern Protected Area… or anything remotely related to either of those things.

      “What am I looking at?” he grunted, shoving his hands in his coat pockets.

      Malek had brought him back to one of his favorite haunts.

      It was the same bombed-out church where Nick had first seen the prescient seer’s paintings inside the Cauldron, and made the connection to the paintings he’d been seeing on the outside. The Catholic church’s remaining brick walls seemed to be one of Malek’s favorite canvases, for reasons Nick didn’t even want to understand.

      The old wall that used to separate the church from Amsterdam Avenue still wore a giant mural of Malek’s sister, Tai.

      Malek hadn’t brought him to see that mural, though.

      This time, Malek brought him inside the church itself.

      Using a light from his headset, the seer illuminated a wall of what looked like the original structure.

      Nick glanced around before focusing where the seer wanted him, noting the remains of religious statues of the saints on the walls and floors down the middle of the cavernous room. On a higher floor, he glimpsed bent pipes and cracked, varnished wood that might have been the remains of an old pipe organ.

      Across from that, and below, he saw what must have been the main altar, perched on a slightly elevated section of floor.

      By now, of course, the altar itself was long gone, as was the tabernacle and most of the main cross, along with any tapestries and chairs. The stone steps were cracked and broken, with most of the dais covered in white powder and scorched chunks of stone, not to mention years of graffiti and what looked like a makeshift tent someone had abandoned.

      Everything looked and smelled moldy and wet, and Nick saw rats scuttle away under the seer’s headlamp. Kindling and larger pieces of wood covered much of the stone floor; Nick found himself thinking a lot of that might have been pews once.

      “Malek?” he prompted, when the seer didn’t speak. “What the fuck am I looking at?”

      The male seer was staring at him when Nick turned.

      Something about that stare annoyed Nick before the seer even spoke.

      “You should go see her,” Malek said.

      Nick felt every muscle in his body clench, seemingly in the same instant.

      He glared at the tall seer.

      “Tai doesn’t want to see me,” he said, deliberately misunderstanding him, even as he laced a harder warning into his words. “She made that perfectly clear.”

      “Tai does want to see you,” Malek said, his voice immovable. “She’s sad. She thinks she scared you. She misses you, Nick. She misses you a lot.”

      Malek paused, then said the thing that Nick had been warning him not to say.

      “…I didn’t mean Tai, though,” he added. “I meant your mate. I meant Ms. James.”

      Nick scowled at him openly.

      “Shut up about her.”

      Malek blinked.

      He didn’t look angry though, or even surprised. He definitely didn’t look afraid of Nick, or of his anger, or of anything he might say.

      What kind of fucking seer was this, anyway? Nick thought angrily, staring up at him. Weren’t seers supposed to be even more emotional than vampires? At the very least, they were supposed to be just as emotional, if in slightly different ways.

      Malek couldn’t read him, not technically, but he seemed to see something in Nick’s face.

      That, or maybe he really could read him, just like his sister Tai, only he was a dishonest asshole about it.

      Either way, when Malek spoke, he might as well have read him.

      “Prescients are different,” the seer said, shrugging.

      “Different as in bigger assholes?” Nick snapped. “Or just robots?”

      “We show emotion differently—”

      “Just shut up about her,” Nick growled.

      “Why?” Malek said, still unmoved. “You obviously want to see her. You obviously are doing everything in your power to not think about the fact that—”

      “Shut up about her,” Nick snarled. He closed the distance between them, glaring up at that pale, expressionless face. “Right now, Malek! I mean it!”

      When the seer flinched, Nick stepped back.

      He also subdued his voice, but not by much.

      That open threat still vibrated his words.

      “Shut up about Wynter, Malek,” he said, quieter. “I mean it. I’m not going to see her. I don’t want to talk about her. I don’t want to know how she’s doing… or who she’s seeing… or who she’s fucking. I don’t want to know shit. Okay? Is that crystal-fucking-clear enough for you? You keep talking about her and I’m out of here. As in now. As in, before I look at your newest finger-painting. As in, I won’t be back here again.”

      Fighting back a stronger reaction at the seer’s blank, unmoving stare, Nick forced himself to look away.

      Embarrassment warred with anger as he focused on the painting in front of him without seeing it at first. He found himself looking at the crumbled stone instead, the way the paint interacted with the rough texture of the old wall.

      “What is this, Malek?” he growled, his voice still hard. “What the hell am I looking at? What am I even doing here? Tell me, or I’m leaving. I wasn’t kidding about wanting to go home.”

      “To eat blood bags,” Malek said. “And watch bad television.”

      Nick glared at him.

      “Where it’s fucking quiet,” he growled. “Where I don’t have to listen to editorializing by annoying non-humans who clearly have way too much time on their hands…”

      That time, Malek surprised him.

      He smiled.

      Patting Nick on the back in a friendly way, he smiled wider.

      Before Nick could decide how to react to that, the seer walked closer to the painting on the wall, illuminating more of it with the light from his headset.

      “I have a few of these,” he said, motioning over the expanse of the painting, which looked about six feet across, and another eight or nine feet in height.

      “This is the most recent,” the seer added, looking over his shoulder at Nick. “I keep dreaming this. This in particular… this face.”

      His long fingers brushed over a portion of the stone wall, where images started to coalesce in a way that Nick found he was really seeing them. Frowning, Nick walked closer, looked over what appeared to be explosions coming off the sides of tall buildings. He saw smoke and fire exploding outward, darkening a night sky…

      Then he saw where Malek was pointing, the face he’d painted, ghostlike, hovering in the sky over the burning buildings.

      It was a vampire.

      There was absolutely no doubt in Nick’s mind that it was a vampire.

      The pale skin, the crystal-like irises, the hint of fangs in a smirking smile all looked out from the painting, disturbingly lifelike despite their ghostly quality… disturbingly filled with a kind of presence that also struck Nick as exceedingly vampire-like.

      “Who is it?” Nick said. “Did he do this?”

      Nick took his hand out of his coat pocket, gesturing towards the explosions.

      When Malek didn’t answer, Nick glanced at the seer, who shrugged.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      Nick scowled. “Seriously?”

      Malek sighed, his words and expression patient.

      “I’ve told you how this works. I’ve explained everything to you before. I only get pictures, Nick. I don’t get explanations. I don’t get a narrative. I get pictures. Wherever they come from, they don’t come with captions. They don’t come with names… or titles.”

      Nick scowled, staring at the painting more carefully now, walking along the length of it, taking in more details.

      “This looks like downtown,” he muttered.

      He was about to ask the seer when this was going to happen, then remembered what Malek just said and bit his tongue in annoyance. He stopped only when his fangs, which were sharper than his ordinary teeth, lightly pierced his flesh.

      “I need to photograph this one,” he said, glancing at the seer. “Is that okay?”

      At Malek’s silence, he added,

      “This looks like a terrorist attack, Mal. Not exactly my jurisdiction. I do homicide, remember? Something like this… all I can do is pass it along. Tell them to keep an eye out for that particular vampire. And whatever other faces they can I.D. in this.”

      He motioned around at the other glimpses of faces and profiles among the brushstrokes and careful lines.

      “…This collection of weirdos you have here,” he finished sourly.

      Malek shrugged.

      “Do whatever you need to do with it, Nick,” he said simply. “That’s why I brought you.”

      “Did you show this one to Lara?” Nick said, turning.

      He switched his headset over to its recording function as he spoke. Turning off the sound capture, he panned the camera over every inch of the seer’s painting, moving slowly enough for the auto-focus to keep up with the motion of his head.

      “Not yet,” Malek said. “I haven’t told Lara yet.”

      Nick glanced at him, quirking an eyebrow. “Why not?”

      Again, Malek just shrugged.

      “I’m showing you,” he said. “I’ll show her too, if you think I should.”

      Nick grunted, looking back at the image.

      He couldn’t say why, precisely, it reassured him that Malek didn’t show every one of his prescient paintings to his patron, Lara St. Maarten, but it did. Then again, St. Maarten, who ran the largest defense and bio-research tech corporation in what remained of the United States, was patron to both Nick and Malek these days.

      Nick sent an impulse to have the recording excise out the snippet he’d just accidentally recorded of Malek’s face, deleting that part of the file without thought.

      “This is definitely more her area than mine,” Nick admitted grudgingly. “Her private-sec weirdos partner directly with I.S.F. and H.R.A., not to mention the government of the United States. They probably work terrorism cases and potential terrorism cases all the time. They also have access to a hell of a lot of more intel than I do… both from their status as military contractors, and via NDAs and the resulting security clearances they get as part of individual contracts. That includes military intel, Malek. Especially when it involves non-humans. I really just do murders. They don’t call me in for anything bigger than that—”

      A tone went off in Nick’s ear.

      Priority code.

      NYPD.

      Fuck.

      There went his nice, relaxing evening of doing jack-all.

      Giving Malek a sideways look, he picked up, holding up a hand to indicate to the seer that he should remain silent.

      “Midnight,” he said.

      He spoke out loud so Malek would hear him and know he was talking to other cops.

      Instead of taking the hint and moving away, the seer stepped closer.

      Nick gave him a what-the-fuck-is-wrong-with-you look, stepping back and holding up his hand again. Malek looked about to speak, but Nick shushed him with another hard gesture, holding his hand higher as he listened to the voice on the other end.

      “Nick?”

      “Yeah. Jordan. What’s up?”

      “Did you see the news? About the explosion at the Straven building downtown? The one owned by Goassam Industries?”

      Nick froze.

      He looked at the painting in front of him.

      “Big building? Half-naked woman on front of it?”

      “The Sphinx design, yeah. They want us down there.”

      Nick frowned, glancing at Malek in spite of himself.

      “They do? Why?”

      “They don’t think this was terrorism.”

      At Nick’s silence, Damon Jordan, Nick’s friend and one of the human homicide detectives he technically worked under, let out a tired-sounding sigh.

      “They think it was a hit gone wrong, Nick. Either a hit and a burglary… or a burglary with a murder that happened as a consequence of them trying to rip the guy off while he was there. According to surveillance, the bomb might even have been accidental.”

      “Accidental?” Nick frowned. “Who was the target? For the hit?”

      “Abe Silverton. The venture capitalist.”

      Waiting for a reaction from Nick, he went on when he didn’t get one.

      “…Apparently he had some high-tech surveillance thing in his office. Audio and visual. The system managed to upload everything onto the network before the building blew. His desk was a full organic. The building’s private-sec says it got imaging and audio from the whole job. Which is why they don’t think it was terrorism.”

      Nick nodded. “You’re down there now?”

      “Yeah. You coming?”

      Nick frowned. “No blood, right?” he said, half-hopefully. “You don’t really need me?”

      He practically heard the human roll his eyes, even with the visuals shut off.

      “Tanaka, get your ass down here,” Jordan said. “Now.”

      “Why?” Nick said stubbornly. “I had a fight tonight.”

      “I know. I saw. It was a short fight.”

      “Still tiring,” Nick said. “I might have pulled something.”

      “Yeah.” Jordan snorted “I bet I know exactly what it is you pulled.”

      Sharpening his voice, Jordan hammered his words.

      “Get your ass down here, Nick. Morley asked for you specifically. I think he’s worried you’ve forgotten who you work for. Morley thinks… and he’s not alone… all that glory and those cheering crowds are turning your head into a pumpkin…”

      Nick snorted, but the human detective went on without a pause.

      “…pretty soon it’s going to be so big and fat you won’t be able to make it through the precinct security door. Not to mention all those vamp-fetish chicks throwing themselves at your feet every night. It’s not good for you, Naoko. We’re worried. Truly. You need to let us help you, so you don’t just float off into the ether with that giant head of yours… if only by reminding you what a grumpy old man you are under all that fame and glory.”

      “Tell Morley me and my giant head are just fine,” Nick grunted. “Tell him I was looking forward to a night of lukewarm blood bags and a pre-war movie involving some kind of sappy love story. Preferably one where someone dies. I was considering a musical. Maybe The King and I. The good one… with Yul Brynner. Or maybe Madam Butterfly.”

      “You’re old as fuck, Tanaka. You know that, right?”

      Nick rolled his eyes.

      “It’s been mentioned.”

      Jordan snorted. “Get your ass down here. And if you stop for coffee, grab me one. Two sugars. A few sprinkles of chocolate. Maybe a dollop of whipped cream, if you can spare any of that big fight money you’re earning these days—”

      “Bite me.”

      “That’s your department,” the other returned without a pause. “Get down here. Now. I mean it. Morley wants you here.”

      Before Nick could reply to that, Jordan hung up.

      Scowling a little, Nick glanced at Malek.

      “I have to go,” he said.

      “It’s starting, isn’t it?” Malek said.

      Nick frowned, staring up at him.

      The seer didn’t point at his painting when he said it.

      Then again, he didn’t need to.

      Exhaling, human-fashion, Nick ran a hand through his black hair, still damp from the shower at the fight club. He could already feel a headache coming on.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I guess it is.”
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      Nick found Jordan and Morley in the Sphinx building’s lobby.

      To get there, Nick had to duck and weave around chunks of asphalt and glass, part of what looked like an organic desk, twisted into a bizarre shape by the explosion and fire—not to mention the eighty or so story drop.

      By the time Nick saw it, the largest piece of it remaining looked like the corpse of a screaming, broken animal.

      Nick also saw bent pieces of steel, broken virtual-reality chairs, yards of glass crushed to powder, what looked like it might have been one of those high-tech water converters and coolers, a number of heavy, featureless machines he didn’t recognize, part of a large, expensive-looking conference table, several chunks of wall and decorative stone, lots of burnt and twisted monitors and headsets… a high-end coffee maker that looked bizarrely intact.

      Most of the debris trail was concentrated on the northeast side of the building, which made sense, given what Nick saw on the news networks as he rode a driver-less taxi downtown.

      The blast originated in a corner office on that same side of the building.

      He’d left Malek in the Cauldron.

      As he rode down to the crime scene, he found himself split-screening the news with what the seer showed him, studying the painting and comparing it to the real-time images of the actual building being imaged by media drones in the wake of the blast.

      He couldn’t help but note the similarities between some of the images, including in Malek’s depiction of the explosion itself.

      Those parallels were close enough to be unnerving at times.

      Some of the images were practically identical.

      Fucking seers.

      Nick studied the face of the vampire depicted there, too.

      Nick didn’t think he knew him.

      Still, there was something about him.

      Something that bordered on familiar without actually being familiar.

      Nick wondered if he was involved in the nonhuman fight circuit in some way. He looked like someone whose image Nick might have seen at least once before, but not in a personal way—more like he’d glimpsed his face on a billboard or in a newsfeed somewhere and hadn’t really tracked it.

      Shoving all of that from his mind as he reached the glass doors to the building, he nodded to the uniform cop who held one of those doors open for him, lifting the line of police tape to let Nick through. From the faintly excited look in the cop’s eyes, Nick found himself thinking the guy must be a fight fan.

      His suspicion was confirmed with the officer grinned at him.

      “Hell of a short fight tonight, sir,” he said, beaming.

      Nick forced himself to smile, nodding his thanks.

      Farlucci, his boss at the fights, already chewed him out once this week for not being friendlier to the fans.

      “Yeah,” he said, noncommittal. “Good luck for me.”

      “Luck? Hardly, sir! That misdirect was amazing, not to mention—”

      “Is that my fucking coffee?” Jordan yelled from over by the security desk. “How about leaving your fans long enough to bring it over here before it gets cold, dickhead? Or is that Mr. Bigshot Fighter Dickhead now?”

      Nick fought not to laugh.

      Giving the uniform cop a deadpan shrug, he ignored the beet-red complexion the male developed from Jordan’s shouted words and patted the human on the shoulder.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Gotta go.”

      The uniform nodded, still bright red, but smiled at Nick anyway, still obviously star-struck, and now mortally embarrassed at being called out for it.

      Nick couldn’t help but find the whole thing ludicrous.

      Humans, Jesus.

      It seemed like the majority of them either wanted to kill him for what he was, wanted him defanged and in a box somewhere… or now, in some weird twist of fate, wanted his fucking autograph. He was increasingly convinced all of those different race-related wants were essentially the same thing only in different permutations, but he couldn’t make himself care enough to puzzle it out.

      He reached Jordan and thrust out his hand holding the coffee.

      “You’re the dick,” he said simply.

      Jordan laughed, taking the mug from his fingers. “I suppose you want money for this? You cheap, old-as-dirt, crotchety misanthrope?”

      “You already owe me for dinner last night.”

      “See? Cheap.”

      “I don’t eat,” Nick reminded him pointedly. “And blood’s expensive.”

      “You get that for free, asshole. Or, actually, not for free… my tax dollars pay for that shit. Along with your rent. And your twice-weekly jerkoff sessions, courtesy of the I.S.F.”

      Nick shrugged, stuffing his hands into his coat pockets.

      He didn’t bother to correct the human on that last part.

      He still hadn’t reinstated the live feeds he was entitled to as a vampire registered through the I.S.F. According to current ration levels, he was technically entitled to three a week, not two, so Jordan was off by one neck. That meant three actual humans who came to his door and willingly offered him their blood—and often other parts of their bodies—were budgeted for Nick by the I.S.F., and, like Jordan said, paid for by taxpayers.

      Like most vampires, Nick tended to like to fuck his food.

      Well, he liked to fuck the bodies that inevitably came with that food.

      But he’d shut that particular spigot off over a month ago, and he hadn’t quite managed to turn it back on again.

      He refused to think about why.

      He also refused to think about the fact that the person he’d done it for might be sleeping with someone else at that very moment.

      For now, blood-bags were less complicated.

      They were less complicated than even posing the question.

      Clenching his jaw, he glanced at Morley, the senior detective in Nick’s department and the closest thing he had to a direct boss at the NYPD. Jordan might technically have authority over him as well, but Morley, and Jordan himself, treated Nick more like Jordan’s partner than his “outside consultant,” which is how the I.S.F. viewed Nick legally.

      Morley more or less treated Nick like any other homicide detective in his precinct these days, which made the human damned unusual.

      It also made Nick extremely lucky.

      “What’s going on?” he said, gruff. “Why do you even need me here?”

      Morley rolled his eyes.

      “Well, good evening to you, too, Midnight.” He quirked a dark eyebrow decorated with healthy streaks of grey. “Where’s my fucking coffee?”

      Jordan burst out in a laugh.

      Nick rolled his eyes. “I’ll get you one. But I should warn you, I might have to whine at my next I.S.F. check-in that my human colleagues are using their Midnight resource in inappropriate ways. Start muttering about vampire rights. Attempts to undermine my authority. Mocking my expertise. Racial discrimination—”

      Morley snorted, waving him off.

      “We got uniforms for that.”

      He jerked his head towards the door, towards the uniform cop Nick just left.

      “Hey! Fight Club!” he yelled, as loudly as Jordan had before. The senior detective pointed at Jordan’s drink. “Get me one of those. Same size. No damned chocolate sprinkles or any of that crap. Coffee. Black. No sugar. Got it?”

      The uniformed cop, red-faced all over again, nodded.

      Nick snorted a half laugh as he watched the human disappear through the glass doors.

      “Is that why I’m here?” he said, looking back at Morley. “As a foil so you can torture newbie cops? Or is there some actual blood you want me to look at?”

      Morley grunted.

      “Come on,” he said, motioned his head towards the back door. “We’ll take you up.”

      “Up?” Nick frowned, looking up in reflex. “Is the suite accessible?”

      Morley snorted, glancing back at him as he headed for the elevator bank. He scrubbed his short, curly, salt-and-pepper hair with his fingers, his mouth pursed.

      “Are you kidding?” the older African-American man said. “This place was built to withstand a damned nuclear war. Literally, in this case. The emergency systems had the fire out before the fire department drones could even get here. They ended up recording the whole thing and leaving… not long after we determined the motive likely wasn’t political.”

      “Do you have the surveillance tapes?” Nick said. “The private-sec ones? Jordan mentioned them, but he didn’t send anything over before—”

      “Yeah. He couldn’t.” Morley leaned down to hit the button to call the elevator to the lobby floor. “Everything in this damned building is proprietary. Every. Damned. Thing. We’re still working on getting access to surveillance. I’ve got someone knocking on a judge’s door in the next hour or so. The security guys here won’t give us jack shit without a warrant, and even then, they’ll probably want us to sign something. They can’t get ahold of the building’s owners… apparently, they’re in one of the Protected Areas in Europe right now, for some big business conference. They probably don’t know what happened yet, with the delay.”

      Nick nodded, frowning.

      Significant delays still existed in news transmissions between the different continents.

      Ever since the wars, all protected regions suffered from the same paranoias around utilizing orbiting satellites for anything non-critical. The major remaining human governments flat-out wouldn’t grant access to their military satellites, not for any commercial purpose, not even for the transmission of news.

      For the most part, that meant no one could access any satellites at all, not without a specific military purpose. No unencrypted, non-military-approved information could be transmitted to other protected areas or economic regions—not unless it was a damned emergency, and sometimes not even then.

      If they were ever attacked by aliens, they were screwed.

      The call button in the elevator lobby pinged, going dark, and the doors to the nearest elevator car opened. Nick followed Jordan and Morley in, still surprised so much of the building remained operational, particularly after the footage he’d seen.

      “How’s that cop going to find you for your coffee?” Nick said.

      Morley grunted in amusement. “Shut up, Midnight.” He nodded towards the control panel. “Hit the button for eighty-eight.”

      Leaning down, Nick jabbed at it with a finger.

      The doors closed soundlessly.

      The elevator was fast.

      Fast enough, Nick felt it in his gut when the stainless-steel car slid up its rails to the floor just below the famous observatory on the eighty-ninth. According to the news briefs Nick watched on the way here, the very top of the building, what was technically the roof, housed a garden and multiple pools, along with three restaurants and two bars. While considered the ninetieth floor, it didn’t have a full roof, just transparent organic shielding.

      The photos made it look like a tropical resort.

      The largest of the pools, a lagoon-shaped oasis with a waterfall, lived inside a palm forest dotted with deck chairs, hammocks, swing chairs, tables, a full bar, and employed a half-dozen full-time masseuses, all of them at the beck and call of the tired and chronically rich.

      If one wanted sun, or to stare up at the stars, a manicured flower garden stood between the palm forest and the second pool, filled with real-live birds, fruit trees, rose bushes, and an assortment of other living creatures and plant-life you normally didn’t find these days outside a few select protected areas, I.S.F.-owned zoos, botanical research gardens, and underground laboratories.

      The Northeastern Protected Area still had a lot of nature.

      They even had wild birds.

      Wynter told Nick she even saw a fox outside her window once… and a full-grown deer. She claimed to have seen raccoons, squirrels, rats, lizards, mice, even dragonflies and turtles by a lake a few miles from her house.

      Shoving Wynter from his mind with a grimace, he fought back a swell of anger.

      Why was he thinking about her so goddamned much tonight?

      He wanted to blame Malek.

      He wanted to blame the tall, weirdly goth, weirdly emotionless, prescient seer for showing up in his dressing area at the fight club, for asking about her, for bugging him to go visit her, for telling him to visit Tai.

      He knew that wasn’t all of it, though.

      He didn’t know what the rest of it was, but he could feel it.

      Maybe Wynter herself was pulling on him.

      Nick grimaced, closing his eyes. Just letting that possibility run through his mind already had his back molars grinding, his head throbbing with a dull ache.

      The door pinged in front of him.

      Nick didn’t really think about how quiet he’d been during the elevator ride up until the ride ended.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, he’d been aware Jordan and Morley were talking to one another behind him, noticing him not joining in. He’d barely tracked it until those doors opened and suddenly he was in a crime scene.

      Now he could feel the two detectives staring at him, wondering what was wrong.

      Pretending not to notice, Nick exited the elevator without looking back, or answering their puzzled stares.

      The smell of smoke was overpowering, as soon as the doors opened.

      Strangely, though, this part of the floor didn’t look as bad as he’d expected.

      It was wet.

      The carpet squelched under his feet, sloshing water onto his anti-grav boots. He could smell chemical dousing agents, along with burnt plastic, plaster, light ash, charred wood, and harder materials that were probably organics, semi-organics and dead metal.

      The organics smelled strange to his nose. Definitely not like burned flesh, or even bone or teeth… but not quite like scorched dead-metal or plastic, either.

      He glanced at Morley and Jordan, just in time to see them flick on the lights of their headsets. It didn’t occur to him until then how dark it would be in here to human eyes.

      “Doesn’t look that bad here,” Jordan observed.

      “Yeah,” Morley said, frowning.

      “You guys haven’t been up here before now?” Nick looked between them. “I just assumed you’d been here for a while already.”

      Morley shook his head, still staring around, aiming his headset light at the walls, where an organic fixture dripped some kind of chemical. The bright pink fluid ran down from a hole in the ceiling, staining the light blue carpet below.

      “Where are we going?” Jordan said, pulling up a virtual, 3D representation of the blueprints for the floor. “Does this corridor take us to the office suites?”

      Nick nodded.

      He already knew where they were going.

      He’d oriented himself based on that same set of blueprints, which Jordan sent him while he was riding down here in the robo-taxi. Nick’s vampire memory wasn’t quite photographic, like a seer’s, but it was significantly better than his human memory had been.

      “We’re going the right way,” he said. He inclined his head towards the passageway to the left of the elevator lobby. “Silverton’s office was down here.”

      Jordan and Morley exchanged looks.

      They aimed their headset lamps back down the corridor an instant later, following as Nick began picking his way carefully down the hallway.

      The liquid on the floor made it impossible to move silently.

      All of their feet continued to squelch, suck into, and eventually splash over the carpet as they walked, as the chemical compound grew deeper. By the time they’d walked a dozen yards, the liquid filled almost two inches along the bottom of the floor.

      Further into the suite, the damage grew significantly more apparent.

      Nick saw sections of wall blackened from smoke. A monitor stuck out of one segment of plaster and metal, where it had been embedded from the force of one of the blasts. Glancing at where it stuck out around shoulder-height for him, he pointed it out to the two detectives.

      “Watch out for that,” he commented.

      They nodded without answering or slowing their steps, staring around with the lights on their headsets.

      Past the next row of doors, Nick saw a whole section of wall missing, exposing a long, wide room to the right of the corridor. Something about the layout made him think of a break room, or, even more likely, a conference room. He found himself thinking about the twisted, broken table he’d seen down on the ground below.

      It was a strange thought that it might have come from up here.

      He kept walking, hearing Jordan whistle when his light picked up the same missing section of wall, and the dripping pipes exposed by the broken ceiling.

      “Fuck,” Jordan said. “How many people were in here? When it happened?”

      “Only three we know of for sure.” Morley’s voice was grim, like his jaw clenched as he spoke. “That’s why we need access to that surveillance. Right now, they’ve only admitted that Silverton was here, plus the two people they believe were the thieves.”

      “Human?” Jordan said. “The thieves?”

      Nick practically felt the detective glance at his back.

      “Far as I know,” Morley said, looking up through a second hole in the ceiling that showed all the way up to the roof. “Where’s that pool?” he commented. “Is any part of that over this end of the suite? Do we need to worry about a few hundred gallons of salt water dumping down on our heads?”

      Jordan grunted. “They’d only say, serves you right, if it did. They didn’t want us up here at all. Not without the okay from the building inspectors. But technically we’re search and rescue personnel, so they couldn’t block us from checking out the scene.”

      “Where is search and rescue?” Morley muttered. “Did they clear this area?”

      “They were here,” Jordan confirmed with a nod. “Nothing’s cleared though, ‘far as I know. They came up looking for survivors.”

      Nick pointed to their right and up.

      “Pool’s on the other side, I think,” he said, stuffing his hand back in his coat pocket. “But I’d be surprised if they weren’t getting leaks, at least.”

      “Maybe that’s how they got the fire out so fast,” Jordan joked.

      Nick grunted. “Maybe.”

      He could smell it now.

      The odor was getting more and more pungent up ahead.

      They were definitely getting closer to the blast site.

      “Be careful,” he said, glancing backwards at the other two men. “There could be missing sections of floor up here… or things that look like floor but aren’t. You might want to let me get a little ahead of you. And don’t wander off the corridor without really looking at and testing where you’re about to step. I can feel a lot of air circulating in here… more than there should be. If anything looks off to you, don’t put your full weight on it.”

      Jordan smiled, looking like he was about to crack a joke, but Morley met Nick’s gaze, nodding, eyes serious.

      “You go on up ahead, Midnight. You’re less breakable than the two of us.” He glanced at Jordan, giving him a sideways frown. “…I’ll try to keep this jackass from falling through the damned floor to meet his maker.”

      Nick snorted a half laugh.

      He never took his eyes off the floor as he continued forward, though, and he was actively using more than one light spectrum of his vampire vision.

      He glanced away every so often to check something in his periphery on the ceiling or walls, but mostly focused on where he placed his feet, looking and feeling for structural damage, or any indication the floor might be unstable up ahead.

      Truthfully, it was a little easier to see without the glare of the light from the two headsets flickering around directly behind him. When he got a good ten or twelve yards ahead of the two human detectives, he felt a real shock of cold wind and froze.

      He looked down.

      The floor looked stable enough.

      Even so, he kept his attention on the air currents. Moving forward more slowly, he placed his feet with care, positioning himself more to the right side of the corridor, away from the side where Silverton’s office had been.

      “I think the whole fucking office is gone,” he called back, edging forward without taking his eyes off the carpeted floor.

      It hit him after he’d walked a few more feet—the liquid fire-retardant on the floor was gone, too.

      He glanced up then, and saw stars.

      He knew they weren’t real stars—they shone at him as part of the virtual projection inside the artificial sky of the New York Protected Area dome.

      He also knew he shouldn’t be able to see them, not from inside the building.

      Grimacing at the view of burned, explosion-flattened, and water-saturated plants he could see through the opening in the roof, he realized he was looking up at what remained of the elegant gardens he’d been looking at in videos he watched on the newsfeeds.

      “Sorry, Straven,” Nick muttered under his breath, referring to the famous designer and architect who’d made this building, and made it famous in the process.

      Nick only knew the name before today because the same individual designed Phoenix Tower, where Lara St. Maarten, majority owner and C.E.O. of Archangel Industries, lived.

      That was the same Lara St. Maarten who acted as Nick’s sometimes sponsor, and Malek’s sometimes roommate, sometimes leash-holder, and possible sometimes girlfriend, at least from what Nick could gather in watching the two of them interact.

      He’d never really wanted or needed that last part confirmed.

      For the same reason, he’d never asked.

      He was still easing forward, moving even slower now, gazing up through those holes in the ceiling, when—

      The floor dropped out from under him.

      Feeling himself fall, Nick leapt back in reflex, catching hold of a chunk of wall that more or less ended where the floor did.

      Pulling himself back, using his feet to find firm floor to stand on, he gripped the wall tighter in his hands, using the leverage to pull himself back a few more feet before looking behind him.

      “Okay,” he called out. “I found the end. Whatever you do, don’t walk past where I am.”

      Jordan chuckled. “You fall off, Midnight?”

      Nick leaned over the edge of floor, still gripping the same chunk of wall as he stared down the two or three missing floors below him.

      “More or less,” he muttered, frowning.

      He felt the humans approach behind him, and held up a hand.

      “Don’t get much closer,” Nick warned. “I mean it. And stay on this side of the corridor. Don’t walk on the left side at all, if you can help it—”

      But Morley had already upped the beam of his headset light, and was shining it into the empty space in front of Nick.

      He whistled, longer and louder than Jordan had earlier.

      “Damn,” he said, his voice full of wonder.

      Nick followed the course of the light.

      On the other side of the massive hole between floors, he saw the continuation of the suite on the other side, and a blown-out window beyond that.

      Fixtures stuck out of the wall along the remaining segments, along with parts of desks, tables, more high-tech monitors, and what looked like an old-style painting, like the ones Malek did, only on actual canvas… not on the walls of a bombed-out church.

      Just about everything Nick could see was either scorched black, or coated in white powder from extinguishing chemicals—and likely from plaster, glass, cement, plastic, paper, and other materials that had been pulverized from the walls and ceilings.

      Nick stared out over the massive crater in the building.

      He tried to look around the corner, to where Silverton’s office had been.

      There was nothing there, as far as he could tell.

      Just the lights of the city remained to shine back at him, along with Morley and Jordan’s headset lamps, reflected on the mirrored sides of the building across the way.

      “Did they find any bodies below?” Nick said, glancing back at Morley.

      The senior detective shook his head.

      “Not that I’ve heard. You smell anything, Tanaka? Like maybe parts of someone? Anyone who could still be up here?”

      The detective glanced to his left, frowning at what looked like an old-style copy machine sticking out of part of the wall.

      It hung there, silent, dripping black fluid.

      To Nick, it looked strangely like some kind of farm animal, dripping blood.

      “…Maybe part of Silverton or one of the thieves stuck in a wall, like the rest of this stuff?” Morley added after a beat.

      Nick shook his head, managing to not roll his eyes with an effort.

      “The other smells are pretty much overpowering everything else right now,” he said, peering out again over the missing floor. “I doubt I can smell much more than you can right now, boss. Pretty much everything smells like smoke and chemicals… and burnt plastic.”

      Morley nodded as he continued to shine his headlamp around, looking at the wide-open pit where most of the building’s eighty-eighth floor had been.

      “Okay, then,” he said, noncommittal. “Just keep trying.”

      Nick focused his eyes on the same crater.

      Leaning out further over the opening, he looked down towards the lower floors.

      Tilting his head as his eyes caught a familiar shape, he frowned.

      “Wait,” he said. “I think I see something.”

      He didn’t think.

      Gauging the distance in a heartbeat with his vampire eyes, he made a snap decision.

      “I’m going to check it out,” he said, glancing at Morley. “Wait here.”

      Morley frowned. “What? No. Don’t do that—”

      But Nick had already stepped forward, letting himself fall through the however-many missing stories to what must be the eighty-fifth? Eighty-fourth floor?

      Anyway, the floor that started up again at the end of the crater.

      He heard a startled cry from Jordan as he disappeared through the opening.

      Nick barely had time to recognize the sound before he landed in a crouch on a solid-feeling floor, one completely covered in debris and a hell of a lot more of that white powder.

      Chemically-laced water dripped down on his head, neck and collar, wetting his coat and shirt like sticky and smelly rain, dripping down inside his clothes.

      He glanced around, shivering, that time using his nose to find what he thought he’d spotted from the floor above.

      Between his eyes and his sense of smell, he found it in seconds.

      The glint of the old-fashioned watch, which is what first caught his eye from that upper floor, was still strapped around its previous owner’s wrist.

      “Found an arm,” Nick called up.

      Seeing a flickering of lights, he glanced up and saw Morley and Jordan peering over the edge of the broken floor, their headsets making him blink, and eventually throw up a hand to shield his eyes.

      “Don’t get too fucking close,” Nick growled.

      He switched to his headset, opening the channel to both of them.

      “Watch the edge,” he said. “You’re too close, both of you… I told you to stay away from the edge there.”

      “You’re out of your mind, Midnight,” Jordan said.

      Nick ignored that.

      “Why don’t the two of you take the elevator down here?” he suggested.

      He looked around, making a more concerted effort to count floors.

      “Eighty-fifth floor,” he said after a pause. “So three floors down. The structure seems intact down here. And there’s a body. Part of one, at least. Something for us to, you know, do actual detecting on.”

      Jordan laughed.

      Nick could practically see Morley roll his eyes.

      Still, the senior detective’s voice was almost amused when he answered.

      “On our way.”
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      Nick frowned down at the pieces of body on the floor, watching the CSI squints as they took blood and tissue samples, snapping photos of nearby debris.

      Nick hadn’t been able to tell them much.

      He found the arm.

      A few minutes later, mostly using his nose, he found a foot.

      He also found a chunk of flesh wrapped around part of a steel girder. They now thought that chunk of skin and muscle might have come from someone else.

      To say there was an excess of scene contaminants—contaminants likely to confuse any attempts to detail the circumstances of the original crime, at least using physical evidence alone—was a laughable understatement.

      Nick could tell them the victim’s sex, and his rough age.

      Both things could more or less be surmised from the visual appearance of the arm and foot, so he wasn’t sure if he’d given them much, even telling them that.

      He could tell them his rough physical condition prior to death, that he was human, the fact that he was a drinker, the fact that he liked to smoke mook, that quasi-hallucinogen all the kids were into these days… and that he’d had a manicure recently.

      Those details might have saved them an hour or so in the lab, but he wasn’t sure how relevant any of his observations were, in terms of solving the case.

      He couldn’t tell them much beyond that.

      He really couldn’t tell them much that was useful, in other words.

      They’d already ID’d the arm, and likely the foot, since his implant was still functioning, and, miraculously, that implant was embedded in the same arm Nick found.

      It was Silverton.

      As for what killed him?

      Nick glanced around at the burnt-out floor of the building.

      That was going to take more than a severed arm, a severed foot, and his nose to figure out.

      Morley, Jordan and all the squints seemed to agree that Silverton had already been dead when the bomb went off. For Morley and Jordan, it was because of what they’d been told by building security about the contents of the surveillance footage.

      For the squints, presumably their reasoning was more nuanced, and had to do with the two pieces of Silverton Nick found.

      He was still standing there when Jordan walked up, smacking him lightly on the shoulder.

      “Midnight.” He motioned with his head for Nick to follow him back in the direction of the elevators. “They got the tapes. The warrant just went through.”

      Nick didn’t hesitate.

      Turning away from the mess on the floor and the dozen or so techs in yellow jumpsuits sorting through it all, some with NYPD, some I.S.F., some Home-Sec, and probably F.B.I., he followed the other detective down the corridor. He noticed Jordan was holding a new cup of coffee in his hand.

      It had been over an hour, so it had to be new.

      No way the cup Nick brought him would have lasted this long.

      They were keeping that rookie uniform cop busy.

      “Have you looked at it yet?” Nick said, as he followed Jordan into the first elevator car.

      The human bent down, punching the key for the lobby floor and shaking his head.

      “No. Morley’s waiting for us in the security station now.”

      Nick frowned. “I thought it was a private system? Silverton’s?”

      “It is. Well… it was. The building has backups of everything. Silverton had it routed through the building’s main security system, along with his own cloud service… presumably in case anything happened that he’d need them to know about. They got a breach warning a few minutes before the explosion.”

      “They didn’t call the fucking cops?” Nick frowned.

      “They did.” Jordan gave him a look. “One black and white showed up, but he’d only just verified the alarm was legit and called for backup when the explosion went off. I guess the guy called for private-sec backup too, but they hadn’t had time to respond, either.”

      Nick grunted.

      “Yeah,” Jordan said, rolling his eyes for both of them. “So much for all that fancy private security. Although I guess the imaging was worth something… even if it didn’t save him.”

      Nick frowned.

      He had his doubts Silverton’s ghost would care, but maybe he was wrong.

      They reached the ground floor even more quickly than Nick remembered them going up. It seemed like he’d barely had time to lean his weight on the mirrored back wall when the doors dinged in front of him, then opened soundlessly on their tracks.

      He followed Jordan out.

      That time, they hung a left, away from the main doors of the building and towards the entrance at the opposite end, the one that faced the cluster of buildings making up the bulk of the business park. Before they reached the glass wall and the several sets of revolving doors, Jordan hung another left.

      Nick followed him down a narrow corridor past some main building toilets and towards a gray door marked “Staff Only.”

      Jordan walked straight up to it and knocked.

      He downed the last of his second cup of coffee while he waited for someone to answer.

      The door buzzed and clicked a few seconds later, popping open enough that Jordan could grab hold of the handle and swing it outward.

      He led Nick into a room that was more or less wall-to-wall screens covered in moving images. So much was happening in those images, in real time, in replay, scrolling back and forth between the two, Nick fought to orient himself for the first few seconds he stood there.

      Three-dimensional replays, many of which bordered on virtual-real but for a faint transparency, moved soundlessly in front of flatter, two-dimensional screens.

      Because of the sheer number of those three-dimensional depictions, it took Nick a few seconds more to pinpoint the exact number of actual people in the room.

      In the end, he accomplished it partly via his sense of smell.

      Slowly—well, slow for a vampire—his mind and eyes compartmentalized, bringing it all into focus.

      He noticed only then how dark the room was, but for the flickering screens and holograms. No other illumination appeared to be present, which he supposed made sense, given the way human eyes functioned.

      The techs could focus on the screens easier if the room was dark.

      By then, Nick felt a lot of those eyes on him.

      The people stationed in front of those multiple consoles looked over when Jordan and Nick walked into the room, staring at both of them.

      Nick had counted six of them by then.

      All but one was surprisingly young.

      More than half were female.

      Both things surprised him at first, and forced him to realize he still carried around an outdated mental image of security guards as overweight, middle-aged, male humans who would chat him up about how they were studying for the entrance exams for the force, back when he was a human cop.

      It was bizarre how long some biases stuck in his mind.

      These days, a lot of security teams now were made up of tech-punks, like his young, early-twenties human friend, Kit.

      Two women about Kit’s age looked him and Jordan over briefly, then turned back to their consoles, their expressions indifferent.

      A third woman, maybe a decade older, stared at Nick’s eyes.

      Since he’d more or less come from the fights, he wasn’t wearing the human-blending contacts he normally wore while conducting police work.

      Obviously, she’d noticed his clear, crystal-like irises.

      Even more obviously, she knew what they meant.

      Nick was still avoiding returning her stare when Morley looked up.

      He’d been peering down at one of the screens in the darkest corner of the room, behind a number of the life-like, three-dimensional projections, so while Nick smelled him in here, he hadn’t actually seen him right away with his eyes.

      Like Jordan, Morley gripped a heat-retaining mug in one hand.

      Morley’s was one he’d brought from home, though, not one of the returnable ones used by the local coffee shops.

      Nick knew that in part because it didn’t have the round, brand ID for the particular coffee chain on the side in blinking neon.

      Also, he’d seen Morley lugging that particular, ugly-ass mug around before, which had the retro symbol for the New York Yankees on one side in blue and white, surrounded by semi-organic designs of a rippling American flag and exploding fireworks.

      Morley motioned with his jaw for them to join him.

      Nick glanced around at the flickering, moving, multi-dimensional images as he followed Jordan across the dark space.

      He’d already noticed most of the screens and projections showed imaging of the same two people—a heavy-set male with a wrestler’s build, and a small, wiry woman with metallic, silver hair done in tight dreadlocks.

      The multiple images showed them at different angles and in different parts of the building, including inside the elevators, walking down a business suite corridor, in the building’s lobby, and outside, on the building’s landscaped grounds.

      Most of the images showed those two people in a pale green, glass-enclosed, hyper-modern corner office, however.

      It had to be Silverton’s office.

      Which meant those images likely came from Silverton’s private security system.

      The rest must come from main building security.

      Watching the different screens, Nick guessed the techs were using Silverton’s private-sec footage to do a facial-, body- and gait-rec search on all footage picked up by standard surveillance within the relevant timeframe.

      He reached Morley’s side.

      Jordan was already standing there, peering down at the same monitor. He hit a pressure point on the mug he carried and the thing collapsed down to a disc the size of an old quarter, if about three times as thick.

      Nick watched him shove it in a back pocket, then nod to Morley.

      “Anything on who these two were?”

      Morley grunted, giving Nick a look before returning his gaze to Jordan. He motioned at the screen over which all three of them now stood.

      “I haven’t looked at the complete footage from the office yet… but I’ve seen most of the highlights reel. I figured you two could look at the rest.”

      “Do they have an ID?” Jordan repeated.

      Morley nodded, once.

      “We’ve got a preliminary on the two perps. Janice and Tig Gorman. Married couple. Pros. They mostly do jobs for hire. Murder is unusual for them, but they’ve been up for assault and carrying illegal weapons in the past—”

      “So it definitely was murder then?” Nick said.

      Morley glanced past Jordan at him, his mouth pursed, his dark eyes puzzled.

      Nick frowned back, looking between them. “I just mean… you confirmed he died before the explosion? Silverton? Not in the blast itself?”

      Morley’s puzzlement lifted.

      “Yes.” The detective’s lips pursed. “From the recordings we got, Silverton was already dead when the bomb went off. He pulled a weapon on the woman when they first entered his office. She saw him… and hit back, hard. He was dead before he touched the floor.”

      Glancing down at the flat, 2D screen below him, he added,

      “From their reactions, they went in knowing they might have to kill him. It was at least within the job parameters they’d been given.”

      “What makes you say that?” Jordan said.

      Morley shrugged, glancing at him.

      “Well, they didn’t seem overly upset by the death. They barely blinked. The woman was on the floor next to the body in seconds, gathering bio-data and sample matter from Silverton. Took all his fingerprints. Scanned his organs. Scanned his brain. His retinas. Presumably she wanted to capture everything while the body was as recently-dead as possible.”

      “Where was the husband?” Nick said.

      Morley pointed at the back wall of the office.

      Nick squinted at what looked like a section of the window at first, but on closer inspection, revealed itself as an augmented-reality enhanced section of wall, just behind Silverton’s desk.

      “They must have had that part of the job divided out in advance,” Morley explained. “While she went to work over the body, the husband walked directly to the back wall. Focused on breaking into the safe.”

      Morley waved at the tech seated in the chair over the same 2D screen.

      When the young woman sitting there with the shaved head looked back, Morley motioned back towards the screen.

      “Show them,” he said.

      The tech nodded. Without speaking a word, she swiveled back around and hit a few keys with metal finger-extensions.

      Morley stepped back so Jordan and Nick could watch over her shoulders.

      Nick found himself staring at what must be a composite of multiple camera angles patchworked together. That, or Silverton employed a fleet of miniature drones the Gormans’ anti-security measures hadn’t picked up for some reason.

      However the techs got the image, it panned around like one continuous shot, three-dimensional, with a level of detail that made it look disturbingly real—what they called “vurt-real,” since it lacked the transparency of most of the images displayed around the rest of the darkened security station.

      The overall effect was unsettling, like actually being in the room with them, an invisible third man in their two-person crew.

      The heavyset male human stood by the desk, going through materials in a bizarrely old-fashioned looking safe built into the otherwise-transparent wall.

      From the gadgets on the desk and the hand-held the male human appeared to be using, the safe’s locking mechanism was more modern than retro, but a lot of what he pulled out of the opening looked strangely old-fashioned, too.

      Dead tree paper.

      A lot of dead tree paper.

      Some of those inked bundles looked like old-fashioned stocks and paper versions of deeds, as well as what looked to Nick like hand-signed contracts.

      Since all of those business transactions happened in virtual now too, and weren’t signed with hand-written names, but with DNA and retinal scans, it was disorienting seeing something from so far back in Nick’s past.

      He watched the human thumb through the stacks, pulling them out and tossing pieces behind him on the desk to clear his view inside the safe.

      On the floor, in the nearer part of the virtual image, a slim, muscular woman knelt next to a man in a virtually-enhanced suit. The woman’s metallic silver dreads, tied back in a long ponytail, and her sharp, strangely feline features, definitely marked her as the woman from building surveillance.

      The human male lying on the floor unquestionably looked dead, as Morley had said.

      His suit flickered from the virtual patterns in the fabric, but his eyes stared up, unmoving.

      He didn’t look like he’d been dead for long, though.

      “Did you find it?” the woman on the screen said.

      Nick jumped a little.

      So did Jordan.

      He hadn’t realized there was audio.

      Moreover, it was loud, making him realize how quietly the two thieves were working as they moved over the body and emptied the safe. Now that he listened for it, he heard the rustle of papers and the movement of fabric from their clothes.

      Nick heard it before, of course, being a vampire, but he’d assumed the sound was ambient noise from the techs in the room.

      The woman on the screen never looked up from her intense focus on the dead body on the carpet, not even when she spoke to her husband.

      “Well?” she said. “What are you grinning about?”

      “The jackpot, honey—”

      Nick winced.

      He didn’t have time to think about why before she cut him off.

      “The client’s jackpot?” she said. “Because we need to start there, Tig.”

      “A jackpot for us,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to wink at her. “Can’t I multi-task?”

      “Sure,” she said sarcastically.

      Even in the sarcasm, Nick heard the affection there and winced again.

      “—Multi-task away,” she added. “But do the fucking job first, Tig. They won’t pay us the rest, if we don’t get what we came for. I’m doing my half. We need yours to get the full payout. Their contact made it pretty clear we wouldn’t get shit if we didn’t bring them both.”

      “Don’t worry, baby,” the husband said. He yanked a black box out through the safe’s opening, a grin on his scarred face. “It’s here. It has to be.”

      He brought the locked box over to the desk.

      Like the semi-organic suit fibers, Silverton’s desk flickered with internal life, sparking up and down its legs and around the edges of the flat monitor that made up the desk’s main working surface. That one piece of furniture had so much organic material in its makeup, it glowed a pale green in color, the color of new leaves, of baby grass.

      The husband examined the box with his hands and eyes, frowning.

      After a few seconds, he picked the whole thing up, bringing it over to his wife.

      “I think I need his fingerprints to open this thing,” he said. “See if any of them work on the pad…”

      Nick watched them go back and forth for a few minutes more, trying to decide which hand to use, which finger.

      He already had a pretty good idea how this was going to go.

      He glanced at Jordan, who was frowning, arms folded across his muscular chest as he stared at the moving images.

      From his expression, he more or less knew how this would end, too.

      Nick wondered if it bothered him as well.

      Just how, well… married the two of them were.

      For some reason, an image of Wynter’s face came to his mind, and Nick winced for real.

      Biting his tongue with the edge of a partially-extended fang, he grimaced.

      When he refocused on the three-dimensional images around him, the husband was positioning the dead man’s thumb over a silver indentation disc on the organic-metal box his wife held.

      “…Well,” he said, exhaling. “Here goes nothing.”

      He pressed Silverton’s thumb onto the organic pad.

      The box immediately snapped to life.

      Subtle lines and veins in the box’s design lit up.

      Those lights were a sharp, neon green and blue at first, as they scanned the dead man’s thumb.

      The husband grinned, looking at his wife.

      Nick plainly saw the affection in that look—no, the love that lived there—and winced again, averting his gaze from that broad, scarred face. When he glanced at Jordan that time, the other cop was looking at him, an eyebrow quirked in a silent question.

      Nick didn’t bother to respond, or react.

      “It’s working!” the human male in the virtual recording said gleefully. “They don’t do shit when you have the wrong finger—”

      “Wait!” his wife said, holding up one hand. “What’s it doing now?”

      The lights on the box were changing.

      The colors changed from cool to warm… then to hot. Nick watched them shift first from blue and green to yellow, then to orange.

      Then to red.

      “What the fuck?” the man said. “Could it know he’s dead?”

      The male human looked at his wife—

      There was a bare whisper of silence.

      —then the box exploded outwards in a hot, blinding-white flash.

      Sound filled the dark security room.

      The sound was so loud, it made Jordan wince and step back. It caused every tech in the room to glance over, even though they must have seen the footage before.

      The sound grew louder, more violent—

      Then abruptly cut off, leaving nothing but static.

      Then the static was gone, too.

      Silence fell over their corner of the security room.
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      “Well,” Jordan said, still watching Nick with a barely-noticeable scrutiny. “I guess it was murder all right. Coupled with what you might call instant karma.”

      “Right,” Nick muttered. “In other words, does it matter?”

      Jordan gave him a wry smile, punching him lightly on the arm.

      “Of course it matters, brother. It means it’s our case.”

      Nick gave him a sideways look.

      “I find it creepy that you think that’s a good thing, Damon.”

      Jordan laughed. “I thought you wanted a good case to sink your fangs into, Tanaka. Weren’t you the one saying the other day that you needed a good distraction? Something juicy enough to actually occupy most of your brain for a change?”

      Nick scowled at him a little, but didn’t answer at first.

      Had he said that?

      He’d been pretty drunk the last time the two of them hung out.

      Well, at least until his vampire metabolism burned the alcohol off, only a few hours slower than he was able to drink it.

      He’d probably said a lot of stupid shit that night.

      Come to think of it, given his mood lately, he probably didn’t want to know what else might have come out of his mouth that night.

      Jordan, as if reading his facial expression, burst out in a laugh. “Now that is one guilty look, Tanaka. I’m guessing you don’t remember a word of what you said to me at Scully’s the other night? After your fight? Not one word… am I right?”

      Nick gave him a flat look. “Does it matter? I’m sure you’ll lord it over me, siphoning it out to me in drips and drabs to achieve maximum paranoia…”

      Jordan laughed again.

      That time, instead of punching his arm, he smacked him playfully on the chest with the back of his hand.

      Morley glanced over at the two of them, sipping off his Yankees mug and shaking his head as he rolled his eyes.

      “Children,” he muttered. “Case. Remember? Can I get at least one of you to co-verify the death with me for the write-up?”

      His words drew their eyes back to the flat monitor.

      Nick noticed only then that the tech had reverted the surveillance footage back to its two-dimensional format, displaying it on the dark screen below where they stood. He watched her begin scrolling back through the flatter images rapidly, bringing the timeline to the point just before the Gorman husband-and-wife crime team first broke into Silverton’s office.

      Nick hesitated, looking between Jordan and Morley as they stared at the footage.

      He watched the slender woman walk in, gun in hand.

      A warning beep came off her headset when Silverton aimed his own weapon, and she swiveled, squeezing off a shot before he could.

      “I guess chivalry isn’t dead,” Jordan muttered, pointing at the screen. “Did you see his eyes? He wasn’t expecting a woman. He hesitated—”

      “She didn’t,” Nick said, shrugging. “A more positive spin. Sexism killed him.”

      Jordan grunted a half-laugh, but his eyes remained serious.

      “Or, could be neither,” the human detective murmured, low. “Maybe he was expecting someone else to come for him tonight. Someone specific.”

      Nick frowned, but didn’t disagree with Jordan’s words.

      “Verified?” Morley queried, after the surveillance showed the body of Silverton hit the carpeted floor. “Either of you jokers got an issue with the cause of death?”

      The Tig woman dropped him with one hard plasma bolt to the chest, using a wide-spread muzzle, the equivalent to a sawed-off shotgun from the olden days.

      The plasma bolts were twice as deadly, though.

      From what Nick could tell, that one shot more or less pulverized Silverton’s heart, most of one lung, and severed his spinal cord instantly, at least from the blood spray out the human’s back. It must have been tough for her to get accurate imaging of his internal organs.

      “Verified,” Jordan agreed.

      “Verified,” Nick seconded.

      Morley nodded to the young woman at the console. “Note the time signature, and send it to the precinct.”

      Nick watched the tech-punk key the command deftly into her console using the spider-like finger-extensions.

      By then, he’d more or less made up his mind.

      He had to show them.

      He’d promised himself he’d stop hiding things from Morley and Jordan, at least those things he didn’t absolutely have to hide.

      It was the least he could do, given how much he legitimately couldn’t tell them—about himself, about Archangel, about the seers, Malek and Tai… even about Kit.

      Clicking over in his headset, he switched to sub-vocals and linked with Morley and Jordan on a secure channel. After a bare hesitation, he encrypted the transmission as well, without even really being sure why, at least not specifically.

      “Look,” he said. “I might have something. It might be nothing. It might be pure bullshit, given the source, but I think I’m doing the right thing in showing it to you, anyway. Only… somewhere else. Outside, at least. Away from their surveillance, in case they can tap our headsets in here.”

      There was a brief delay.

      Nick knew that was the program sending, then de-encrypting what he’d sent.

      Morley glanced at him at the end of that delay, his dark eyes unreadable as he took a sip off his ugly Yankees mug. Nick couldn’t help but marvel at the other man’s poker face when he got a ping that he’d just received an encrypted message back from the senior detective.

      Nick had to wait a beat for it to de-encrypt on his end, as well.

      “You think someone in the building was in on this?” Morley said.

      Nick frowned.

      He hadn’t really thought that—not consciously.

      He just felt eyes on them in here.

      Unspecific eyes.

      Now that he was thinking about it, he had to admit that yes, a part of him must have wondered if it was an inside job, subconsciously or not.

      Maybe it was Jordan’s comment about Silverton waiting for someone specific.

      Whatever triggered Nick’s paranoia exactly, the possibility definitely wasn’t one his instincts had ruled out. Instead of answering Morley’s question outright, however, he glanced between the two of them, then motioned his head towards the door.

      Morley exhaled, a little impatiently.

      Then he turned to the tech.

      “We’re going on a coffee break,” he said. “How close are you to having a full chronology with all the tapes? Can we see the composite of the break-in when we get back? Everything they did to enter the building? Including the murder?”

      That time, two techs turned.

      The bald one, who’d showed them the sequence in Silverton’s office, turned first.

      Her partner in the adjacent seat turned as well, a twenty-something with white hair who Nick scarcely tracked until that precise instant.

      The second tech’s hair was shaved on the sides, gelled with rainbow AR-product that made it sparkle as if filled with tiny lights. She wore a jewel-like implant embedded in her forehead—embedded in a way that made Nick grimace, mostly because she had to have deliberately cut a chunk of her own skull out for the adornment.

      Both of them nodded, seemingly as one.

      Then, also seemingly as one, they turned back to the screens they had open.

      Nick watched the one with the jewel in her forehead return to scanning a separate surveillance feed on a secondary screen she’d opened while the three of them had been watching the replay of the explosion.

      Nick saw the Gormans walking across the lawn on her screen, dressed in a way that made them mostly inconspicuous to surveillance.

      They’d perfected the art of looking like they belonged there.

      When Jordan and Morley turned to leave, Nick watched the married couple on the screen a beat longer before following the two detectives to the door.
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        * * *

      

      Nick planned on talking as soon as they hit the business park.

      When he opened his mouth to speak, however, Morley gave him a warning look, glancing up at the surveillance poles lining either side of the lit path.

      Nick frowned, following the senior detective’s gaze.

      He glanced around to see additional poles scattered over the lawn, covering probably every inch of space between the street and the first building.

      There would be drones out here too, most likely.

      That meant audio surveillance.

      Morley brought Nick and Jordan to a curve in the business park’s driveway, walking them towards an armored, surveillance-proof NYPD van parked at the end of the path.

      The only person inside was one of the CSI squints.

      Morley asked her to go get Jordan another cup of coffee from the nearest kiosk, and give them the van for twenty minutes.

      Looking nervously at Nick’s eyes, the human nodded and climbed down through the double doors at the back.

      She was about to walk off entirely when Jordan tapped her on the shoulder.

      “Two sugars,” he said, swiping his barcode over the woman’s headset. “Some of those chocolate sprinkles on top.” Handing her the disc his cup had collapsed down into while they were inside the security station, he added, “…And have them deduct this from the cost. Be sure they do it, okay? They always fucking forget.”

      Still staring at Nick numbly, the squint tore her eyes off Nick’s face long enough to nod to Jordan. Still without saying a word, she took the disc from Jordan’s fingers and wandered off down the sidewalk towards the main street, where the coffee trucks lived.

      Nick wondered what the hell was up with her.

      As if he’d heard him, Morley snorted.

      “She’s a big fight fan, Tanaka,” the senior detective said, glancing sideways at Nick. “You should have heard her going on and on about what you did in the ring tonight. She bored the shit out of all of us, the whole way up here. I think you had her tongue-tied.”

      Rolling his eyes at Nick’s frown, Morley added,

      “Yeah, sure. I know. It’s tough being famous. Especially when you’re a reclusive, anti-social son of a bitch with deep-seated intimacy issues and a damned persecution complex.”

      Jordan burst out in a startled laugh.

      When Nick glared between both of them, Morley chuckled.

      “Lighten up, Midnight,” he said, taking another sip off the ugly Yankees mug. “You’ve lost your damned sense of humor lately. You used to be funny at least… when you weren’t being an overt pain in my ass. This past month, you’re like a black cloud every time you enter the room.”

      Smiling wryly, he lowered the mug, peering into Nick’s face.

      “What’s the matter? Immortality got you down? Or is it really all that unnecessary human contact you’re being forced to deal with, now that you’re a celebrity fighter?”

      “Girl troubles,” Jordan offered.

      Nick turned slowly towards Damon Jordan, giving his friend a death look, telling him to shut up with his eyes.

      Jordan only laughed.

      “Serious girl troubles,” he said, nudging Nick with a hand.

      Nick scowled.

      He was trying to decide if he should bother saying anything, or if it would only make the two of them worse. Before he could make up his mind, Jordan and Morley were already climbing into the back of the van, so Nick just shut his mouth and followed.

      Once they were inside with the doors closed, all of them sitting on stools bolted in front of computerized lab panels, Morley motioned at him.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s have it.”

      Nick frowned, wondering if he was making a mistake.

      He knew what Lara St. Maarten would say.

      Weirdly, he doubted Malek would care, but St Maarten would blow a gasket if she knew what Nick was about to tell his two NYPD colleagues.

      Then again, why he should start giving a fuck about anything that woman thought was beyond him.

      She might think she owned him, but she didn’t.

      Not yet.

      “I got another painting,” he said, exhaling. “From our artist. You know. Same guy we ran into during the Kellerman case.”

      “What?” Jordan stared at him. “How the fuck did that happen?”

      Nick turned, looking at him.

      “It happened tonight. After my fight. He sent me a location to go look for the painting, at a church inside the Cauldron. I got the message after I got out of the showers. It was waiting for me on my headset, when I turned it back on.”

      Okay, so that last part wasn’t one hundred percent true.

      Still, close enough.

      Nick didn’t exactly want Jordan or Morley making the connection between St. Maarten’s employee, Malek—who Jordan and Morley both met, at least in passing—and the prescient painter who first showed up during the Kellerman case.

      Jordan snorted, rolling his eyes.

      Nick didn’t wait for him to editorialize.

      “I was checking it out when you called me,” he added. “That’s where I was. In the Cauldron. When I got the call about the case, I was standing right in front of it.”

      “Let’s see it,” Jordan said. “The painting. You recorded it, right?”

      Nick nodded.

      Sending a command through his headset, he instructed it to project the image on the blank wall of the van across from the instrument panel.

      “Gertrude,” Morley said out loud, talking to the NYPD’s artificial intelligence. “Dim the lights in here. Instruments, too. Everything but Midnight’s headset.”

      The melodic, androgynous, but also strangely female voice rose at once.

      “Of course, sir.”

      The lights cut out, leaving the back of the van in pitch darkness apart from the projection coming off Nick’s headset. The painting from the bombed-out church grew stark and sharp on the inside of the van, the side of which had a faint curve. Nick’s headset projection program compensated for that curve in seconds, until it was barely noticeable.

      A beat after the image grew visible—as long as it took for the two human detectives to understand what they were looking at—both of them went totally still.

      The three of them sat there, silent, for what felt like a full minute.

      Then Jordan turned, looking at him.

      “Who the hell is this guy?”

      Nick frowned, staring at the face of the vampire in the painting. “I don’t know. I was hoping one of you would. He looks kind of familiar to me—”

      “What?”

      Jordan blinked at him, frowning.

      Looking between Nick and the painting, Jordan seemed to realize what Nick meant.

      “Nick… I didn’t mean the vampire in the painting. I meant the artist. Your Picasso with the fucked-up psychic visions. The weird, freaky guy who seems to follow your cases around, painting them before they happen. Who is he?” He glanced at Morley, frowning. “And how the hell have we not found him by now?”

      Before Nick could think of a cogent answer to that, Morley spoke up.

      “We were told to leave him alone,” he said.

      The words were blunt.

      They also contained an edge of anger Nick couldn’t fail to hear.

      When he and Jordan turned, staring at the senior detective, the human’s expression lost some of its anger. Sighing, he leaned against the instrument panel behind him, folding his wiry arms over his chest.

      “Don’t ask,” he muttered. “It’s above both of your pay grade. Not to mention mine. Suffice it to say, if we’re offered help, we’re allowed to take it. What we’re not allowed to do is pursue the guy offering the help, pick him up, pick up any of his associates, locate his residence, try to I.D. him… or ask him any damned questions.”

      Damon and Nick exchanged looks.

      “When did this happen?” Nick said.

      “Never you mind about that, either, Tanaka.” Morley motioned vaguely towards the painting projected on the van wall, using one of his hands without unfolding his arms. “As for why that vampire looks ‘familiar’ to you, are you really going to tell me you don’t know who the hell that is?”

      Nick frowned, looking back towards the painting.

      The image had stabilized where he projected it, so he no longer had to hold his headset steady to keep it hanging on their makeshift screen.

      “Should I?” he said, after staring at it a few seconds longer.

      Jordan and Morley exchanged looks.

      Then Jordan laughed, that time in disbelief.

      “Damn, Tanaka.” He shook his head, hiding part of his smile with his fingers. “I forget sometimes, just how new you are to New York—”

      “Are you going to tell me who the fuck that is?” Nick growled.

      Before Jordan could answer, Morley did.

      “Straven.” He took a sip of coffee after retrieving his mug off the console next to him. “It’s Straven… the famous architect and designer. The same architect, designer, and celebrity artist who wrote up the blueprints for the building our thief couple just blew up.”

      “Straven?” Nick looked between the two of them and the image. “I thought he was a hybrid.”

      Morley shook his head. “No. It’s a pretty closely guarded secret, what they are. They usually wear high-grade contacts, color their skin… keep to themself during the day. We in the NYPD know, of course, if only because I.S.F. keeps us informed of things like that, especially when the person has a high profile, like Straven. I think it’s less a safety issue with that joker than a part of their schtick… they like keeping people guessing about their race, from what I’ve been told. They’re also a bit of a diva, but I suppose that comes with the territory.”

      “They?” Nick said, quirking an eyebrow when he picked up on the pronoun. He glanced at Jordan, who was frowning, looking at Morley. “Then it’s a—”

      Morley gave him a flat look.

      “Hermaphrodite. That’s the word I was given, at least. I’ve also heard ‘androgyne.’ From what I’ve read, both are accurate. Physiologically, they are both, and additionally, Straven chooses not to identify as either gender, so technically they’re not a ‘he’ or a ‘her’… not in any sense of the word. They’re androgynous, hermaphroditic and nonbinary… so all three. I’ve heard they get pretty pissed off if you refer to them with a gendered pronoun, although they tend to flip between gender markers in dress, clothing, demeanor. They look pretty male in this image, so I get why you’d be confused, but I’ve seen Straven look really damned feminine at times, too. They’ve also been married three times, once to a male, once to a female, and once to another nonbinary. Like I said, they like to keep their identity fluid…”

      Glancing back at the painting, and at the image of Straven, Morley shrugged.

      “Anyway, that’s not the point,” he continued, taking another sip of artificial coffee. “Did the artist tell you why Straven was in this painting?”

      Nick shook his head. “No.”

      “Is whoever hired the Gormans targeting Straven’s buildings for some reason? Targeting Straven themself?”

      Nick shrugged, staring at the painting with a frown.

      “No idea,” he said.

      “You have no idea?” Morley said, sharper. “Or you actually asked the artist and they have no idea, either?”

      Nick glanced at him. “Both. I did ask him. I asked him a bunch of things, after I saw the painting myself. He claims he just ‘paints what he sees in his head.’ That he has no idea what any of it means.”

      “Sounds like a seer,” Jordan muttered.

      Nick glanced at him.

      There was no way to talk about Malek or these paintings without bringing up the possibilities surrounding his race. St. Maarten must have known that when she had Archangel contact the NYPD to admit Malek’s existence to them officially.

      Because it had to be St. Maarten and Archangel who issued the parameters around Malek’s involvement with the police.

      It had to be.

      Either way, in both admitting to and protecting Malek and his abilities, she must have known she’d be raising questions about what he was.

      Typical of her, that she hadn’t bothered to give Nick any kind of fucking head’s up.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Or a really unusual hybrid.”

      Jordan’s lips pinched as he seemed to be thinking about that.

      Nick aimed his next words at Morley.

      “How has Straven managed to keep their race secret all this time? I thought they were a celebrity in their own right, going to rich-people, high profile events all the time?”

      Morley shrugged. “That’s probably how. They’re rich.”

      Nick thought about that. “But how do they feed? How are they registered with the I.S.F…. or wearing a vamp barcode… if no one knows what the hell they are?”

      Morley sighed, lowering his coffee cup to his thigh.

      “I don’t know the full story, Tanaka. I doubt anyone does at our level. But Straven’s clearly got powerful sponsors and protectors. I don’t know how that happened… how they found Straven in the first place, or how Straven’s able to opt out of the normal naming protocols by the I.S.F., much less I.S.F.-regulated housing or feeding restrictions. I can tell you that the information inside the NYPD is strictly need to know, and mostly restricted to the brass—”

      “Yet you just told us,” Nick pointed out.

      Morley gave him a flat look.

      “Need to know includes murder cases, Midnight,” he said, his voice as flat as his eyes. “Now’s when I give you both the speech, though. We’re under contract not to give out any information about Straven’s race, or their gender, or their physiology, or any other information we obtain about them in the course of our investigation. I don’t just mean press, Midnight. I mean anyone. If any one of us is caught mentioning Straven to anyone we know—girlfriend, boyfriend, drinking buddy, guy at the taco stand—or even anyone unauthorized within the department, the penalties will not be light.”

      Morley’s gaze grew harder as he stared at Nick.

      “I shouldn’t have to tell you, but they’ll be significantly less light for you.”

      Nick’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t bother to answer.

      He did know that.

      That was just the way things were for vampires in the world.

      Well… not for the Stravens of the world.

      Definitely for the Nick Midnights of the world, though.

      “So?” Nick said, looking between the two of them.

      Morley gave him another half-puzzled frown.

      “So… what?”

      Nick frowned back at him, making a show of checking his watch, although he could see the time clearly in the projection of his headset. “Straven’s a vampire. It’s night time… for at least six more hours. Where’s this Straven now?”
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      Morley sent Nick.

      Because of course he did.

      Even Nick had to admit he was the right choice, given where Gertrude, the NYPD’s A.I., told them Straven was expected to be for most of the night.

      Nick’s fight had been an early one.

      It had also been short, like Malek said.

      He was out of there by around 9:00 p.m., given that fights started early this time of year. The dome followed the course of the sun on the outside, which meant it rose late and set early in the winter, just like it did in the real sky outside the dome… which they could no longer see from inside New York Protected Area.

      Since it was just after midnight now, that gave them a minimum of five, but more like six hours to find Straven and question them… assuming the famous vampire went home when the sun came up, and didn’t just continue partying inside windowless buildings while the day rose for the rest of the world.

      In any case, given that it was New York, and a Friday no less, it was still early.

      Morley called Straven’s people to set up the interview, and was informed the vampire would speak to them that night, given the urgency of the situation. Presumably Morley told someone in Straven’s team that the NYPD had reason to believe Straven themself might be in danger, or that they might have been targeted in some way in the initial attack.

      Equally presumably, Morley probably didn’t add that they suspected this because of a painting made in the Cauldron by a possible prescient…

      …or that, based on that painting, Straven might just as easily be a suspect.

      Morley told them Nick’s badge ID number, and said he’d send their Midnight down in the next hour or so.

      Jordan offered to come with him.

      Nick went back and forth on whether that was a good idea.

      Humans could be disarming for vampires.

      It didn’t hurt that Damon was a good-looking guy.

      From the small amount of research Nick had time to do before he left the area of the Sphinx building, it was clear Straven was an equal-opportunity consumer. Of course, that didn’t mean much; that was probably true for eighty percent of vampires.

      So yeah… Jordan might prove a good distraction.

      He also might act as a kind of shield for Nick himself, in that most vampires who attended these types of clubs either went to pick up humans, or brought their own humans with them.

      On the other hand, cop or no, Jordan wouldn’t be all that safe in there.

      There was nothing a bunch of depraved vampires liked more than a virgin, and as far as Nick knew, Jordan had never been with a vampire—in any sense of the word.

      Nick also wasn’t too keen on having Jordan see how a lot of vamps behaved when they were primarily in the company of their own kind. They tended to be less inhibited in those environments, and less shy about full-blown indulging in their natural proclivities, versus blending with human ideas of “normal.”

      He and Jordan were friends.

      Truthfully, though, that friendship still felt vaguely fragile to Nick.

      He’d been a little shocked the male cop accepted him at all, much less so quickly, given that Jordan seemed to have some pretty harsh opinions of vampires when the two of them were first introduced.

      Truthfully, he thought Damon Jordan was a racist prick when they first met.

      Jordan thought he was…

      Well, a vampire.

      And yeah, some of Jordan’s assumptions about Nick because of his race were bullshit.

      At the same time, Nick knew Jordan wasn’t exactly wrong in a lot of those assumptions, either. He wasn’t wrong about how a lot of vampires behaved, or how they viewed humans, or how they approached sex, especially when no one official was looking.

      For the same reason, Nick wasn’t overly keen on reminding Jordan exactly what he was—or what he was capable of.

      He knew Jordan might see things in that club that could give him reasons to side-eye him, or, at the very least, wonder what the hell Nick got up to on his weekends off… or after his pro-fights, for that matter, when he got hit up by a bunch of willing vampire and fight groupies, male and female, human and vamp.

      Before he could decide, Morley nodded, looking only at Damon.

      “Yeah. I think that’s a good idea,” the older detective said. “It’s better to have a human there, too.” He glanced at Nick, almost like he’d seen his thoughts. “…Humans are distracting in places like this. Right, Midnight?”

      Nick did his best to hide his misgivings.

      He answered Morley’s question with a nod.

      He knew it wouldn’t exactly make him look innocent if he put up a fight.

      As for Jordan himself, Nick couldn’t help noticing his human friend’s interest didn’t come across as one hundred percent work-related. There was definitely an element of curiosity hovering around the human detective.

      Nick had to assume Jordan hadn’t been to a lot of vampire clubs.

      Truthfully, given his physical reaction in terms of elevated pulse and temperature when Morley gave him the thumbs up, Nick wondered if he’d been to any.

      They took a robo-taxi from downtown to midtown.

      Most of the high-end clubs lived there.

      Again, hardly a surprise, given who Straven was.

      Nick considered warning his human friend what he was about to walk into.

      He considered giving him advice, or a list of things he probably shouldn’t do.

      In the end, he said nothing.

      He couldn’t figure out a way to say any of it that wouldn’t over-dramatize where they were going even more—or come off as condescending, or pique the human’s curiosity more than it already was, or worse, make him paranoid.

      They left the taxi after Jordan swiped the payment box with his ident-tat and his detective’s badge, so the fare would be charged to the NYPD.

      Nick shoved his hands in his pockets, waiting outside in the drizzle while Jordan paid.

      He looked up at the flickering neon sign of the club, which didn’t have a name, just a stylized, Art Deco image of two dark red fangs. Those fangs were surrounded by a subtle but highly-detailed virtual hologram of a voluminous shadow that transformed between wings, smoke, and a whipping, Jack the Ripper-style cloak.

      Unlike most of the clubs on the main avenue, versus the alley where they now stood, no other holographic images climbed up around the building, trying to get the attention of passersby, or compete with nearby businesses.

      Whoever came here already knew where they were going.

      A thick metal panel lived directly under the neon fangs, guarded by a gigantic vampire with no neck who could have worked at the fights alongside Nick. Apart from stylized metal rivets, the door itself was entirely featureless.

      The Puerto Rican-looking vampire nodded at Nick when the robo-taxi moved off, then did a double-take, staring at his face.

      “Tanaka!” he said, his tanned face breaking out in a grin.

      He rose, fast, vampire-fast, from the beat-up stool where he’d been sitting.

      Before Nick could decide how to react, the other vampire extended a muscular arm and hand covered in organic implant tattoos that ran with the same blood-red color as the fanged sign above. Still grinning that shit-eating grin, he offered the hand to Nick.

      “You’re Nick Tanaka!” He let out a booming wolf howl. “The White Wolf!”

      He threw his head back, howling louder.

      Nick looked up and down the alley while he howled, feeling his jaw clench as he suppressed the impulse to tell the bouncer to shut the fuck up.

      The other vamp finished his longer, more drawn-out howl and laughed in delight, smacking Nick good-naturedly on the shoulder.

      “Fuck, man! No one told me you’d be here tonight!” He looked behind him, seeing Jordan, then the robo-taxi, which was backing out of the alley. “No entourage? You a one-man vampire, Wolf?”

      Nick glanced at Damon, lifting one eyebrow.

      Seeing the frown growing on his friend’s face as the bouncer’s words sank in, Nick suppressed a smile.

      “Something like that,” Nick said, the humor reaching his voice. “We’re meeting Straven. They here?”

      The bouncer’s crystal-colored eyes widened.

      “Oh! Oh, okay! That makes sense.” He grinned. “Straven’s not here yet, Wolf, but they’re definitely coming. He never misses our theme nights. Anyway, I did get a head’s up about him… and he’ll definitely have people in tow. He always does. Probably best to not have to merge entourages, eh?”

      Still grinning, he smacked Nick affectionately again.

      Nick nodded, motioning with a head towards Jordan.

      “Can we wait inside?”

      The vampire had already begun sizing up Jordan, a distinctly more predatory look in his crystal-colored eyes. His interest was obvious enough that Nick saw a small bloom of crimson flower around the vamp’s pupil’s.

      At Nick’s question, which seemed to register a beat later than it should have, he turned back towards Nick, jumping a little.

      “Oh. Yeah, man. Of course!” he said.

      He stepped out of the way of the door, as if remembering himself, and grabbed the handle, swinging it open.

      “It’s early for us,” he said cheerfully. “Tell Rex at the bar, first one’s on me.” He glanced at Jordan, winking at him. “For you and your… friend.”

      Nick again suppressed a smile.

      The bouncer seemed to have figured out the two of them weren’t together.

      Maybe he noticed a decided lack of bites on Jordan, or maybe he just picked up on the lack of blood connection there. As a general rule, vampires were pretty decent at spotting that kind of thing. Which was a good thing, all in all; it kept fights to a minimum, at least among non-assholes in the vampire community.

      Still, fights happened, innocent or not.

      Vampires could be as territorial as seers when it came to their crushes.

      When vampires mated, it was even worse.

      Glancing at Jordan, who’d flushed a little from the attention from the giant vampire, Nick pressed his lips together harder, trying not to laugh.

      Pretending not to notice the big Puerto-Rican’s interest in his partner, he gave the other vamp a brief, polite, vampire’s bow.

      “Thanks, brother,” he said, smacking the vampire back in an equally friendly way.

      Without glancing at Jordan, he entered the club.

      He couldn’t help but notice Jordan followed behind him a lot more closely than usual.

      Again, appropriate or not, Nick had to fight not to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      It might be early for them, like the bouncer said, but the club was pretty full as Nick and Jordan made their way to the bar.

      It must be because of the theme night.

      Although really, it could just be that it was Thursday.

      Once he got a glimpse of the club’s main room, Nick didn’t have to work hard to guess the theme for the evening.

      He could smell refried beans, salsa, chili con carne, chili verde, mole, guacamole, a variety of peppers and salsas. Most of it was artificial, of course, so only smelled like the real thing, but it still made Nick wish briefly for a human palate.

      Born and raised in California, he was practically born eating food like this.

      He more or less lived on sushi and burritos growing up.

      The band up on the stage played old school salsa, and a lot of vamps whirled around the dance floor with varying levels of skill, laughing as they tackled the old-fashioned dance style with their human and vampire partners.

      Some of those dancers were excellent—especially among the vampires.

      Nick didn’t have to guess why.

      Like him, they’d clearly been alive during the last salsa craze, which took place back before the wars. Some of them, from what he could tell, might even be from countries where salsa dancing in its various forms originated.

      He glanced at Jordan, and saw him staring at the paired dancers in open amazement, his jaw loose as he followed their feet, legs, hips, and costumes with his eyes.

      “What is that?” he said, bewildered. “What kind of dancing is that?”

      Nick couldn’t help but roll his eyes.

      “Let’s get a drink,” he said, nudging the human with an elbow and aiming his chin towards the bar, which was to their left, and on the other side of the dance floor. “Might as well do what we can to blend.”

      Jordan nodded, but his eyes never left the swirling couples.

      He looked completely mesmerized.

      Nick began making his way through the dance floor to get to the bar, figuring Jordan would either follow or he wouldn’t.

      Damon did follow him. Dodging the dancing couples was easy enough for Nick, but less easy for Jordan, who he heard mumble sorry more than a few times as he bumped into fast-moving couples while he tried to follow Nick’s diagonal line to the other side of the club.

      Nick didn’t run into anyone.

      Until he did.

      He’d just glanced back to make sure Jordan was still behind him—

      —when he came to an abrupt stop in front of a couple dancing right in front of him.

      The male vampire was trying to teach his non-vampire partner how to do the dance.

      She was laughing, staring down at her feet, when she flipped her long, black hair back and sideways over her bare shoulder, and glanced towards Nick.

      Nick froze.

      He found himself staring into the face of Wynter.

      She was flushed, her eyes faintly glassed, either from exertion, alcohol, or…

      Something else.

      He just stared at her, paralyzed.

      He couldn’t fucking move.

      She stared back at him, coming to a dead stop on the dance floor.

      Then her date laughed, tugging on her, and she jerked her eyes off Nick, aiming her smile back at the male vampire she’d been dancing with.

      For the first time, Nick looked at him.

      Tall, blond, muscular—not muscular like the bouncer at the front of the club, or muscular like the vampires Nick fought in the ring, or even muscular like Nick himself, but a leaner kind of muscular.

      He looked like a model, or maybe a runner.

      Even for a vampire, he was handsome.

      Nick stared at him, watching him clumsily try to teach Wynter the steps to a Celia Cruz song Nick vaguely remembered from back when he was human.

      He saw Wynter’s cheeks and neck flush as the two of them danced away.

      She was obviously trying not to notice the fact that Nick was just standing there like an asshole, staring at the two of them.

      Then Jordan nudged his shoulder, leaning close to his ear.

      “What are you doing, man?” the human detective half-shouted, so that most of the vampires on the dance floor probably heard him, even with the thumping beats of the band. “Are you just going to stand here, or—”

      Jordan’s voice cut off.

      When Nick glanced back at him, he saw the detective staring at Wynter, even as understanding came to his face and eyes.

      “Isn’t that—?”

      “Yes,” Nick snarled.

      His voice came out with about ten times more hostility than he’d intended.

      Deciding to ignore that fact, and the fact that his fangs had extended without him even fucking noticing, he stalked the rest of the way through the dance floor, not bothering to dodge couples that time, but simply forcing a path through them, forcing them to get out of his way.

      He heard Jordan struggling to keep up with him, again muttering sorrys here and there as they fought to reach the outside circle of the dance floor.

      Nick didn’t stop until he reached the bar.

      Once he had, he refused to look out at the dance floor.

      He avoided looking at the mirror too, keeping his eyes fixed on the bartender as he motioned the vamp over, jaw clenched.

      When the male vampire wandered to their side of the bar, Nick realized he didn’t even know what he should be drinking in here.

      Jordan was with him.

      Was it weird to order blood?

      Deciding he didn’t give a fuck, he leaned up to the bartender so Jordan wouldn’t hear.

      “Blood. Freshest you have. Put it in a container where my friend here doesn’t have to see it. But don’t be fucking stingy.”

      He leaned back and the vampire behind the bar grinned at him.

      “You’re the White Wolf, aren’t you?”

      Nick kept the scowl off his face with an effort.

      Was everyone in the damned club a fight fan?

      Seeing his expression, the bartender grinned, flashing a hint of fang.

      “Enrique called ahead… said he was buying you your first drink.” He motioned at Jordan with his head as he leaned down to grab a semi-organic drink container from under the bar. “You and your friend. You know what he wants?”

      Nick nudged Jordan, who was leaning against the bar, but staring out over the dance floor. Nick didn’t want to know where he was staring.

      He had a feeling he already knew.

      “What do you want?” he said, speaking loud for his human ears.

      “Something with caffeine,” Jordan said, without taking his eyes off the dance floor. He looked at Nick, even as the bartender nodded at Nick’s glance. “Is that really Wynter? Your girl from the Northeastern Protected Area?”

      Nick scowled for real.

      “Of course it is,” he muttered.

      “She looks hot,” Jordan said, loud over the band.

      Nick glared at him. “Are you asking to get punched in the face right now?” His voice dropped to a harder growl. “And she’s not ‘my girl’ anymore, Damon… in case that wasn’t one hundred percent fucking obvious, given she’s here with someone else.”

      Jordan glanced at him finally, right as the bartender set down two opaque glasses in front of them. Taking in Nick’s face as he reached for the container the vampire handed him, Jordan burst out in a laugh.

      “Oh, man… you got it bad, buddy.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Why did you two break up? You never told me.”

      “Didn’t I?” Nick said, his voice a growl.

      Picking up his own morphing glass, he took a long swallow of blood, glancing out at the dance floor in spite of himself. His eyes found Wynter in a heartbeat. He told himself he wasn’t even looking for her, but he picked her out as if by some magnetic force.

      He hadn’t even noticed her clothes before, not until Jordan said something.

      While he stood there, like a jackass, staring at her from the dance floor, he’d never even glanced down from her face.

      He’d been too shocked to see her here, hundreds of miles from where she lived, on a dance floor in a fucking vampire club in Manhattan.

      Now he found himself looking her over, seeing what Jordan had seen.

      She wore a short dress, perfect for salsa.

      Made of a pale, blue-green, light fabric that clung to her every curve, it swirled around her as her hips moved, even with her asshole date’s clumsy attempts to pretend he had the faintest clue how to dance. Her hair was longer than he remembered, still thick and black with streaks of color. The colors had changed slightly; Nick noticed more turquoise now, with less scarlet, gold, pale green.

      All of it served to make her some kind of brightly-colored bird, even in a place like this, where a lot of the vampires were striking in appearance. Her slim legs moved easily under the dress as she tried to look around her, to copy the steps of the dancers on the floor who more obviously knew what they were doing.

      He glanced at her date, saw him staring at her neck, her breasts, her face.

      Piece of shit was eye-fucking her without even trying to hide it.

      From next to him, Jordan laughed.

      “Oh, man… you are screwed.”

      Nick frowned, without taking his eyes off Wynter, or her date, who he increasingly wanted to throat-punch, then stomp in the genitals when he fell to the floor.

      “She come here with that guy, do you think?”

      Nick turned, staring at him.

      “Seriously,” he said. “What the fuck is the matter with you?”

      Jordan laughed, leaning back against the bar.

      “Sorry, man,” he said. “Maybe I’m hoping you’ll actually do something about it, if I goad you enough.”

      “Do something? Like what? Like hit you in the face?”

      Jordan shrugged, unfazed as he took a sip of whatever the bartender had given him.

      Whatever it was, he seemed to like it.

      “Or maybe just ask her to dance,” Jordan said, speaking louder. He finished swallowing his mouthful of whatever it was he was drinking—something that smelled sweet, like maybe artificial coffee mixed with caffeinated soda. “Or… you know… admit you fucked up, and actually try to make things right with her.”

      Nick scowled harder at that.

      He told himself to turn around, to face the bar.

      Then he told himself he had to keep an eye out for Straven.

      He didn’t do either.

      He watched Wynter and her date.

      He watched her try to dance while her over-eager, over-young, overly model-looking motherfucker of a date stared at her tits.

      He watched them as the song ended, and Wynter clapped for the band, whistling and calling out along with everyone else. She laughed at something her date said, leaning towards him to hear, her face still flushed, and now a few strands of her hair sweated to her neck and the side of her face.

      He could have sworn her eyes flickered towards him at the bar, but she looked away too quickly for him to be sure. She definitely looked away too quickly for him to decide why she might be looking at him… assuming she even was.

      The two of them walked off the dance floor for the next song.

      They walked back on the dance floor for the one after that.

      They walked off again, and Nick saw them sitting at a cocktail table on the other side of the room, ordering drinks from a vampire waitress dressed in what looked like an old-school tango dress.

      They danced the song after that.

      They danced the song after that, too, and the date was getting more handsy, even though he still hadn’t managed to teach her so much as the basic fucking steps of salsa. Nick honestly couldn’t tell if he’d shown her anything, not in this dance, or in the three dances before this one.

      Then again, her blond, model-asshole date didn’t seem to know the dance steps himself, so maybe that was for the best.

      “Goddamn it,” he muttered.

      He honestly wasn’t sure if he’d be able to stay.

      He couldn’t stay here, and watch her leave with that fucking guy.

      “Where in the hell is Straven?” he growled, glancing around the rest of the club.

      He downed the last of his third cup of blood, and set it on the bar, motioning to the vampire bartender that he wanted another one.

      Feeling Jordan’s eyes on him, he glanced over at the human.

      That time, the detective was watching him more seriously, a faintly alarmed look in his dark eyes.

      Or maybe it was concern Nick saw.

      Either way, somehow that look was worse than when he’d been laughing at him outright.

      “Just leave it,” Nick growled. “Jesus. Are you always this much of an infant?”

      Jordan’s lips pursed. “I was giving you shit before, man… sort of. I mean, I was serious about you needing to talk to her.” He paused, still studying Nick’s eyes. “Now I’m actually worried. What the fuck happened between you two?”

      Nick shook his head. “Drop it, Damon.”

      “You know you’ve been staring at her… nonstop… for like an hour. You’re looking at that guy she’s with like you’re plotting his death.”

      Nick frowned harder.

      Even so, he knew the human wasn’t wrong.

      He knew he should probably go outside, wait for Straven there.

      Or at least find a table in another corner of the room and keep his eyes to himself. Hell, he’d be better off asking another vampire to dance, if only to distract himself.

      “Seriously,” Jordan said. “Seek help. You’re acting like a lunatic.”

      He was about to answer him, or maybe just tell him to fuck off, when someone appeared out of nowhere in front of him.

      “He’s not wrong,” a too-familiar voice said shortly. “You are acting like a lunatic. Not like that’s going to make me fall down in shock or anything… or even so much as feign the slightest amount of surprise.”

      Nick stared at the face there, unable to believe she’d snuck up on him, without him noticing, feeling, hearing, or seeing a damned thing.

      He had no idea how she did that.

      “Are you just going to stare at me?” she said, her voice hard. “Or are you going to actually talk to me, Nick?”

      He stared at her.

      He honestly had no idea what to say.

      She stood in front of him, those stunning, blue-green, cat-like eyes seeming to glow from her face. He found himself staring at the sharp line of her jaw, her high cheekbones, full mouth, the strange tone of her skin, which he’d never quite pinpointed in terms of its ethnic or genetic origins. He didn’t know if she’d gotten that darker skin tone from her seer side, or if it had something to do with the ethnicity of her human parent—which he remembered her saying was her mother.

      He stared at her.

      He watched her chest heave as she stared back at him, her hands curled into fists. She held them by the part of her dress that flared out over her hips.

      His eyes rose back to hers.

      He spoke before he knew he meant to.

      “Dance with me,” he said.

      She blinked.

      “What?”

      Jordan burst out in a laugh.

      Nick didn’t look at him. He didn’t look away from Wynter’s face.

      Wynter didn’t so much as glance at Jordan, either.

      Staring up at Nick in disbelief, she scrunched her eyes and mouth in a way that told him he’d completely thrown her. Before she could recover, he took her hand lightly in his, pulling himself off the bar.

      He tugged her after him.

      He did it carefully, almost cautiously, leading her out onto the dance floor.

      She didn’t fight him.

      He had no idea why.

      But she didn’t fight him.
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      He walked her halfway across the room.

      He practically felt her fury and confusion through her fingertips where he held her lightly with his, but she didn’t try to pull away. He made it easy as hell for her to pull away, to simply remove her hand from his, to leave him there.

      She didn’t.

      She followed him as if he’d handcuffed himself to her.

      He found himself standing in the middle of the dance floor, right as the band started up with a new song. It was another one he vaguely remembered from going dancing with his friend Angel in San Francisco.

      “What are you doing, Nick?” she said.

      He met her gaze, only to find her staring at him in bewilderment, and now with emotion in her eyes. He looked away from the emotion, sliding his hand around the top of her back, just under her shoulder blade.

      Pulling her closer gently, he clasped his other hand in hers, gripping her maybe too tightly. It struck him as he did that he felt human with her.

      He felt way too fucking human with her.

      Maybe that was the real problem with the two of them.

      Maybe that was the real problem with him.

      Or maybe, with her, he just remembered far too much about what being human had been like. He remembered how much he’d lost, when he was with her.

      “Nick,” she said again, softer. “What are you doing?”

      “Maybe I just couldn’t stand to watch him butcher another attempt at salsa,” he growled.

      She blinked, then frowned. “What?”

      “It’s eight steps,” he said. “Two are pauses.”

      “What?” she said again, staring up at him in disbelief.

      He couldn’t bear to look at her fucking eyes, though, either.

      Gripping her tighter, he stepped forward.

      She stepped back, but with the wrong foot.

      “Right for you,” he said, correcting her. “You start on the right foot. I start on the left. I step forward. You step back.”

      “Nick—”

      “You looked like you wanted to learn. Am I wrong?”

      She frowned up at him.

      Then, seeming to think about his words, she scowled.

      “No,” she said finally.

      “So… listen to me,” he said. “This is a heavy-lead dance. Do you know what I mean by that? It means you have to follow the lead, or it doesn’t work. So follow me, okay? You try to control things, and nothing will work right—”

      She let out a humorless laugh. “No wonder you know how to do this.”

      He bit back a scowl.

      Forcing his expression still, he shook his head, once.

      “At least I’m trying to dance with you,” he said. “Not just stare at your tits and try to feel you up, pretending it’s part of the lesson.”

      “Don’t start, Nick,” she warned.

      Rather than answer her, he motioned towards her with his chin. “Put your hand on my shoulder, Wynter. Rest your arm on my arm. Then relax.”

      She did as he said.

      That time, he felt both of them react to the contact.

      When he stepped forward that time, she stepped back with the right foot, following him with the music. He counted the first series of steps for her.

      “Eight steps. Okay? One, two, three… pause… five, six, seven… pause.” He waited for her to follow it with his eyes a few more times. Already, she was moving with him, her living light, or aleimi, as the seers called it, merging into him tangibly.

      He could feel some of that was instinctive with her; she did it in part to try and pick the dance steps up off him, to learn.

      He was already getting hard.

      “Okay,” he said, after she was getting the hang of it. “Now lower your center of gravity. Get out of your head, Wynter… look at me. Stop looking at your feet.”

      Her eyes shifted up, and he felt his throat tighten.

      “Good,” he said, forcing a nod. “Shift your weight more with each step. It’s all hips and lower body. Just let your upper body float. When I push forward, step back. When I pull lightly, step forward.”

      He felt her fall more into the motion of his body, following the music. Feeling her light grow even more tangible around him, he closed his eyes, longer than a blink.

      “All right. Try it sideways now,” he said, after a few minutes more. “Just follow my hand and weight when I pull you sideways… same exact step, okay?”

      He brought her with him and she moved easily, following him.

      She started to look down, but he shook his head.

      “Don’t look at your feet, Wynter. Look at me.”

      Those stunning eyes of hers flickered up.

      He saw confusion in them now, even as she moved with him.

      Confusion hit him, too, intensely enough that he struggled with his own mind, with whatever it was he was doing right now.

      What the fuck was he doing?

      She was here with someone else.

      She was on a date with another fucking vampire.

      She’d probably already let the son of a bitch feed on her.

      She probably couldn’t wait to ask him, after Nick turned her down on that front. No other vampire would say no like he had… for any reason. Not a single damned one. Especially after they got that first whiff of hybrid blood.

      Especially after they smelled the seer in her.

      The thought made his teeth clench more, even as he closed his eyes.

      “You want to try a turn?” he asked her after a few more seconds. “A dance turn. They’re easy, and you’re a natural at this. You’re already getting it, and I’ve barely—”

      “Nick.” She sounded at a loss. “What are we doing? What are you doing?”

      “You looked like you wanted to learn.”

      Her jaw hardened.

      That perfect, delicate jawline grew more pronounced, and he stared at it briefly, unable to help himself. His eyes rose slowly, tracing the outline of her lips, then her cheekbones and ears, the curl of her thick hair, until he looked up the rest of the way, meeting her gaze. When his eyes locked with hers, it was clear she’d been watching him look at her.

      She frowned, that confusion on her face more pronounced.

      “I kind of want to punch you in the face,” she said when their eyes remained locked.

      “You say that like that’s something new,” he said. “You want to try the turn, Wynter?”

      She bit her lip, and he gripped her tighter.

      “It’s easy,” he said, his voice calm, surprisingly calm, even to him. “Again, just follow me. I’ll step to the side, then you just follow the steps I showed you… only use them to turn in the space I leave you. I’ll guide you with my hand. It doesn’t have to be perfect. Just follow the music, and me… and do what feels natural.”

      She fell back into a rhythm with him.

      He watched her hips in his periphery, getting turned on again as she fell into it even more, growing softer in his arms. He felt her light in him, deeper than before, and found himself looking away, avoiding her eyes.

      When he stepped aside, holding up his hand for her to turn, she followed the pressure of his guiding hand, the movement of his feet, turning in front of him. He pulled her back to him when she completed the turn, and she smiled, as if surprised.

      “I told you, you’re a natural.” He glanced down her, telling himself he was just assessing her form. “You move well,” he observed. “That moron you’re with just didn’t know what the fuck he was doing. If he did, you would be dancing as well as half the people in here by now.”

      She rolled her eyes at his words, the smile still playing at her lips.

      “Not that you’re jealous or anything,” she muttered.

      His jaw hardened.

      “I want to fucking kill him, Wynter.”

      The words came out of him without thought, without anything approaching thought.

      After he’d said them, he regretted them, but it was too late, so he only stared at her when she turned. He kept his expression flat, unmoving, as she studied his face.

      Her eyes remained faintly puzzled, as if she doubted what she’d heard.

      Then she seemed to realize she had heard it.

      “You left me, Nick,” she snapped. “Did you forget? You ended it. Not me. You. You wouldn’t even fucking discuss it—”

      “I know,” he cut in.

      “So what the hell are you doing right now?” she said. “What is this? You might as well be pissing on my leg right now, Naoko—”

      “Maybe I should,” he growled, staring down at her. “Maybe I should piss on your fucking leg.”

      At her disbelieving look, his growl grew deeper.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Wynter? I tell you to stay away from me because I’m a vampire. I tell you I can’t date you because I’m a vampire… because vampires are fucking dangerous for you. And your solution to that is… what? Find another goddamned vampire to bring into your bed? One who won’t be particularly ethical about feeding on you?”

      “This isn’t any of your business, Nick,” she snapped, glaring up at him, even as she followed his hands and weight, sliding into another turn in front of him, that time, snapping around faster, in time to the music and his guiding hands.

      He watched her hips slide under the dress, and clenched his jaw.

      “—You decided that!” she finished at the end of the turn. “You decided it, Nick. You have no right to say a damned thing to me about who I date!”

      “Where did you even meet this asshole?” Nick growled. “Or did you come down to the city with the express goal of picking one of us up? Head on over to the trendiest vampire feeding hole you could find… like the rest of the fucking groupies… dressed like that.”

      He glared at her dress, at the V-neckline that showed off her throat, her breasts, and most of her bare shoulders.

      “…with as much fucking neck showing as you could possibly manage,” he growled. “Was that your plan, Wynter? Come in as virgin vamp bait? Get me back for trying to protect you by offering your wrist to the first fanged moron you could find?”

      She jerked out of his arms.

      Before he’d wrapped his mind around the expression on her face—

      She slapped him. Hard.

      He didn’t even avert his gaze.

      He went utterly still instead, fighting to remain in place.

      Every muscle in his body tensed.

      It took him another second to realize his fangs were fully extended. His eyes were probably dark red, or close to it. He stared at her, both of them standing in the middle of the dance floor. By now, the other couples were giving them a wide berth, dancing around them as he and Wynter faced off, almost like they were in the ring.

      She was breathing hard, her eyes overly bright.

      “You’re a piece of shit,” she snapped.

      “I know,” he growled.

      “What are you even doing here?” she burst out, hitting him in the chest with her fist that time. “The first goddamned date I’ve been on, and you show up? What the hell is that, Nick? Am I supposed to believe that’s a coincidence?”

      He flinched.

      Then he shook his head, jaw clenched.

      Before he could find words, she snapped,

      “Are you following me, Nick? Have your police drones been keeping tabs on me? Is that what we are now? The psychologically fucked-up vampire who refuses to commit… who pretends to be the good guy, but who is perfectly fine with stalking the woman he loves? Threatening the life of any guy who makes the mistake of going out with her?”

      His jaw hardened more.

      He opened his mouth.

      Then he closed it.

      His mind spun around her, around her words, around the fury in her too-bright eyes. He’d forgotten this. He’d forgotten what she could do to his goddamned head, how badly she could confuse him, seemingly in a matter of seconds.

      He’d forgotten what an asshole he turned into when it happened.

      He stared at her, lost for words.

      He wanted to tell her she was full of shit, that she was delusional, that she’d always been delusional about him. He wanted to tell her she was wrong. He wanted to tell her she was wrong about him, about them, about what they were… about how he felt.

      He didn’t, though.

      “Wynter—”

      “And I’m supposed to believe you’ve just been celibate all this time? Right?” she said, her voice rising in anger, even as it broke.

      She hit at him again, and he took a step back, his jaw clenching.

      He averted his gaze, but didn’t manage it for long.

      As soon as her voice rose, he found himself staring at her again.

      “I suppose you’ve just been drinking blood bags these past few weeks.” Her jaw clenched harder, jutting out that delicate bone. “I suppose you came here tonight just to hang with Jordan, right? With all of those groupies throwing themselves at you after every fight? Must be nice to be famous, Nick. Must make things really fucking easy for you—”

      “Not really,” he growled.

      She swung at him again.

      That time, he captured her wrists, doing it without thought.

      He didn’t know if he kissed her first… or if she kissed him.

      He might have kissed her.

      He really might have kissed her.

      Thinking back on it, he was pretty sure it was him.

      All he knew for sure was, he blinked… then one of his hands was clenched in her hair, even as his other arm wrapped around her waist. His mouth was on hers, hard from the beginning, but slow, deliberate, the way he knew she liked to be kissed.

      He slowed more as he fell into it, gripping her tighter against him the longer they kissed, until she went soft in his arms. She was kissing him back, making soft sounds, and he fought not to bite her, groaning when her tongue flickered over his fangs and lips.

      Coiling his fingers tighter into her hair, he pulled her head and neck back, even as he would have nipped at her lips and tongue. He kissed her throat instead, pressing his fangs against her skin without letting himself bite her there, either.

      He felt her frustration.

      He felt his own frustration, too.

      His frustration worsened, growing in intensity the longer he kissed her bare skin. It had never been this bad before, even with her. He couldn’t help thinking about how long it had been since he’d fed on anyone.

      Meaning an actual person.

      It had been months.

      Before then, it had been weeks…

      No. It hadn’t. It’d been months that time, too.

      Fury slid through him when he remembered the vampire she’d come here with.

      God. What was he doing?

      He’d fixed this.

      He’d fixed it.

      It had been hard as hell, but he’d finally done the right thing.

      He’d been struggling to move on from it, sure—but he’d gotten her away from him. That was step one. He would have gone back to live feeds eventually. Hell, the thought of feeding on an actual person lingered in the back of his mind even tonight, as soon as Morley told him to come here. He might have acted on it, too, if Jordan hadn’t come here with him.

      …if Wynter’s hadn’t been the first face he really looked at when he walked through the door.

      The opposite argument rose in him even stronger, though.

      Who the fuck was he kidding?

      He hadn’t moved on.

      He’d hadn’t come close to moving on.

      Anyway, how was he helping anything—how was he helping her—if she was just going to find a different vampire to fuck and let feed on her?

      The thought brought up an irrational rage.

      The emotion was intense enough, for a few seconds he couldn’t think past it. He drew away from her throat and lips, staring down at her face, at those stunning, blue-green irises.

      He didn’t let her go, and she was breathing hard, still soft in his arms.

      He didn’t notice the other vampire standing there until he spoke.

      “What the fuck is this?” the blond vampire said.

      Nick and Wynter turned, their heads and necks swiveling as one.

      Nick still didn’t let her go.

      “Walk away,” he told the vampire.

      “Nick!” Wynter shoved at his chest, scowling as she disentangled his hold, stepping back and out of his arms. “You don’t get to say that!”

      Nick turned, staring at her.

      He was already angry.

      It took him a second longer to realize it was because she’d stepped away from him, because she was no longer touching him.

      “Then you say it,” he growled, staring at her. “Tell him to walk away, Wynter.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      Nick struggled with how to answer that, when his headset pinged in his ear.

      Until the instant he heard Jordan’s voice, Nick had more or less forgotten why he’d come to the club in the first place.

      “Hey,” the human said, his voice carefully neutral. “You done letting your ex-girlfriend beat the shit out of you? ‘Cause the architect’s here, Midnight. You know. The reason we came? Straven. He just walked past the bar.”

      Nick scowled, glancing at Wynter, then at the blond vampire.

      Jordan kept talking.

      “…He went into one of the private rooms. He’s got a whole entourage with him, but the bartender waved him over when he passed by the bar. He says he’ll talk to us more or less privately, whenever we’re ready.”

      Jordan paused, his voice growing a touch harder.

      “After he left, the bartender warned me we’d better hurry. There’s a good chance he’ll be too high to give us much that’s reliable if we don’t get in there pretty soon. Guy likes his mind-altering substances, apparently.”

      Hearing the question at the end of that, Nick glanced at the bar.

      “All right. On my way.” He paused, then added, “What’s more or less?”

      “What?”

      “You said we’d talk to Straven privately ‘more or less.’ What does that mean?”

      “Oh.” Jordan exhaled. “He’s got lawyers with him. He claims they’re here in a ‘friendly’ capacity. Just out for a night of fun… part of his entourage or whatever. But we should assume they’ll guard anything he says, and probably shove us out of the room if he gets too hammered. Or starts saying things that could get him in trouble—”

      “They,” Nick corrected. “Them.”

      “What?”

      “You keep saying ‘he’ and ‘him.’ Remember, it’s ‘they’ and ‘them’ when we’re in there. Morley said they’re touchy about the gendered pronoun thing. We don’t want to piss them off.”

      “Oh… right. Thanks. He looks really male tonight.”

      “They. Not he. They look really male tonight.”

      “Okay, okay… ‘they’ look really male tonight.”

      “Try to remember when we’re in there. You heard Morley. He wouldn’t have said anything if it wasn’t an issue. And Straven is a celebrity. They’re always a bit… different. They’ll expect us to bow and scrape. They’re used to adulation.”

      Jordan exhaled in exasperation. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      Before Nick could respond, the human’s voice sharpened.

      “…Just wrap up your own personal crazy, Midnight. At least for now. And stop playing Mr. Rational. I just saw you act like a lunatic for over an hour… not to mention earning a slap in the face from the nice principal lady. One I’m sure you deserved.”

      Humor reached his friend’s voice when he added,

      “I’m glad you two got to kiss and make up, but don’t freak out on her date, either. Go nuts on your own time, okay? I’m heading back there now. And I’m telling him to clear the room, that you’re right behind me. Don’t make me a liar.”

      “Them,” Nick repeated. “You’re telling them to clear the room, Damon—”

      “Okay! I get it, Tanaka.”

      “Then say it. Think it, at least. Get in the habit.” Nick frowned, glancing at Wynter as something else occurred to him. “Hey, Jordan. Those lawyers. Are they vampires? Or human?”

      There was a silence.

      “Human, I think. Why?”

      “Straven said that? That they were human?”

      There was another pause.

      “They’re human,” Jordan said then, sounding more sure. “I remember him saying something about their ‘delicate constitutions’… and how he needed champagne brought in for the one lawyer in particular, or he wouldn’t make it through the interview.”

      Nick nodded. “Okay.”

      “Does it matter?” Jordan said.

      Nick pursed his lips. “You’re still saying him. And he. It’s them. And they.”

      Letting out an annoyed exhale, Jordan clicked off, terminating their link.

      Frowning faintly, Nick refocused on Wynter.

      She was staring at him, but her expression had changed.

      Clearly, she knew Nick had been talking to someone.

      She also likely knew who, considering who she’d seen him walk in here with.

      Returning her stare, Nick growled, blunt, “You want to meet Straven?”

      Wynter blinked. “What?”

      “The architect. Artist. Designer. Whatever. You want to meet them? I’m going in for an interview now. I could use your…” He hesitated, glancing at the blond vampire standing there. “…Help. In a professional capacity.”

      Disbelief bled back into her blue-green eyes. “Are you kidding?”

      “No.”

      “I’m on a date, Nick.”

      “I’m aware of that.” Nick didn’t look over at the blond vampire that time, but his voice deepened. “Ditch him. I’ll take you home after.”

      “Hey,” the blond vampire said. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      Wynter didn’t so much as glance at him.

      Her eyes remained locked on Nick’s.

      “Home?” she said to Nick. “…As in my home? You’re offering to take me to my home, Naoko? Seriously?”

      “Whichever,” Nick said. “My home. Your home. Either.”

      He saw Jordan walking around the bar, motioning to him from that side of the room. When he caught Nick’s eye, the human cop’s expression grew openly impatient as he tapped an imaginary watch.

      Nick nodded to him, then glanced back at Wynter.

      “…I really do have to go talk to Straven right now. Come with me. You can decide after. Or I can put you in a taxi, and you can tell me to fuck off as I swipe my barcode, and send you…”

      He glared at the blond vampire.

      “…Wherever. Wherever you want to go. Even to this fucker’s house. If that’s what you really want.”

      “Listen, asshole—” the blond began angrily.

      Nick flashed his fangs at him.

      His voice came out of his chest, a full-blown snarl.

      He didn’t plan that, either.

      He also didn’t regret it.

      “Shut the fuck up,” he said. “I don’t need an excuse to kill you, so just shut up and stand there. Don’t speak.”

      The vampire glared at him.

      Nick got the impression the guy knew who he was, though.

      That impression strengthened when the vampire looked him over, fury in his eyes, even as he backed down, giving him a reluctant and rage-filled bow, his fangs briefly visible.

      It was vampire-speak, and Nick understood it one hundred percent.

      The guy hated his guts.

      He wanted to rip out his throat.

      He was also submitting.

      He was submitting because he knew Nick could kill him.

      “He does,” Wynter said, folding her arms in annoyance. “He does know who you are, Nick. He asked me how I knew you when you were staring at the two of us like a creepy weirdo. Which, let me tell you, was fun. Especially when even my date wants to blather about your current fight record and hint they want me to introduce you to them…”

      Nick glanced at the blond, then back at her.

      Her words briefly knocked him off-center again.

      Not a little, either.

      He was struggling on more than one level now.

      How the hell had she heard his thoughts? She couldn’t have just guessed what he was thinking just now, could she?

      “Nick?” Jordan said in his ear. “Come on, man. Deal with this shit on your own time. Remember why we’re here.”

      Nick fought to hear that, too.

      But he couldn’t walk away from her.

      He couldn’t, even apart from this blond asshole who couldn’t dance and who probably got a blowjob from Nick’s girlfriend on the car ride over here already—probably while he fed on her, since Wynter seemed so goddamned determined to get bit.

      Even apart from all that, Nick couldn’t walk away.

      The fact that she just casually seemed to know what he was thinking made all of that worse. How did she know what he was thinking? How was that even fucking possible? How did she seem to know more about what he was thinking every time he saw her, even when he hadn’t seen her in months?

      The unanswerable question made his confusion worse.

      It also made him aware of a pain in his chest—a pain he’d been feeling off and on for weeks, without letting himself think about that either, or its cause.

      Vampires didn’t get that kind of pain.

      Seers couldn’t read vampires.

      Hybrids couldn’t read vampires.

      And vampires didn’t get fucking seer separation pain.

      “Come with me,” he growled. “Please, Wynter.”

      He glanced at the other end of the bar.

      Jordan had disappeared through a beaded curtain there, into a pitch-black corridor that presumably led to the private rooms in the back, where Straven was.

      Nick looked back at Wynter.

      “Please,” he said, gruff. “Please come with me, honey. Please.”

      He didn’t fully realize what he’d said until he saw her flinch.

      Her eyes brightened, so quickly it shocked him.

      She looked away before he could fully take it in.

      He was hard again, but fought to ignore that, too.

      He was apparently ignoring everything tonight.

      Everything he knew. Everything he’d told himself, for weeks now.

      It all went out the fucking window, as soon as he saw her.

      He’d known that would happen, though.

      Some part of him had always known.

      It was the same reason he hadn’t gone up to see Tai, to try and mend things with Malek’s little sister. He’d been afraid to go. He’d known there was some chance he’d see Wynter up there. He’d known he wouldn’t be able to handle it, if he did.

      So he avoided the kid, like a damned coward.

      When he looked at Wynter next, her eyes were even brighter.

      She nodded while he looked at him, seemingly to herself.

      Nick watched her do it, feeling that pain worsen in his chest.

      Still, most of what he felt was frustration still.

      He had no idea what the nodding meant, not until she turned towards the blond vampire.

      “I’m sorry—” she began.

      “Oh, fuck off,” the vampire cut in, glaring at her, then at Nick. “You’re both batshit crazy. You deserve each other.”

      Without waiting for either of them to reply, he stomped off, leaving them in the middle of the dance floor. Nick just stood there, looking at Wynter, watching her face as the couples dancing salsa moved around them, avoiding them as if a circle of hot lava separated him and her from the rest of the tile dance floor with its morphing lights.

      Nick looked at her.

      She looked at him.

      Then he tilted his head towards the beaded curtain.

      “Straven?” he said.

      She frowned, but nodded.

      Before he could reach for her, she slid her fingers into his.
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      Jordan’s eyebrows rose nearly to his hairline when Wynter walked through the door behind Nick, her fingers twined lightly around his.

      Nick gripped her tighter, doing it unconsciously.

      When he glanced down, Jordan was staring at him now, his dark eyes a mixture of Are you kidding me? and a sharper wariness, like he actually wondered if Nick was losing his mind. Then, looking past Nick, Jordan smiled at Wynter herself, making room for both of them on the pink, disturbingly fuzzy couch where he sat.

      “Hey, Ms. James,” he said. “How are you?”

      “I’m good, Damon. Thanks. It’s nice to see you.”

      “You too, Ms. James. I like that dress.”

      She smiled. “Call me Wynter, please. And thanks. I was told it was… appropriate.” She glanced at Nick, frowning faintly. “For dancing.”

      Nick didn’t comment, but felt his jaw tighten.

      Jordan glanced at Nick, as if feeling the tension there. He also didn’t seem to know how much he should ask Wynter about… well, anything, really.

      Ignoring the questioning look in his partner’s eyes, Nick glanced at the three people seated across from them on a matching pink furry couch that wrapped towards the one where Jordan sat in a mirroring “L” shape.

      Nick had no doubt which of them was Straven, even before the vampire seated in the middle of the two humans rose smoothly and silently to their feet.

      Straven straightened to their full height, even as Nick studied their face.

      The androgynous vampire looked to be less than a half-inch shorter than Nick.

      They stood nearly eye to eye as a result. Their crystal eyes should have mirrored one another’s as well, but the famous vampire architect wore some kind of enhancement on their irises, what looked like AR-capable semi-permanent implants.

      Whatever they were precisely, they made Straven’s eyes shimmer a vibrant green inside the normal, crystal color.

      Overall, Straven was older and taller than Nick expected.

      Not that the famous vampire looked old.

      If they’d been human, Nick would have pegged them at mid- to late-thirties. But they were vampire-old, something Nick could pick up on more now that he was over the two-hundred-year mark himself.

      Unlike in the media images Nick scanned with Jordan on their way to the club, the vampire’s hair was no longer black with red streaks, as it had been for the most recent gala event.

      Instead it was shocking white with gunmetal gray, bright silver, pink and baby-blue streaks woven into the white in artful patterns. The colored strands had some element of organics in the dye—or extensions, or whatever they were. In any case, those organics made them spark, twinkle, shimmer and vibrate in the dim light of the room.

      On the sides and back, the vampire’s hair was shorn almost to the skin; on top, it was so full and thick, so full of product and precisely mussed, it stuck up in a curly, spiked mass above their head, adding about a foot of height to their already impressive stature.

      The clothes Straven wore looked like some kind of Halloween costume.

      Nick got the “male” thing Jordan mentioned.

      What Jordan neglected to mention was that the “male” Straven approximated would have been alive at some point in the late-1700s.

      Apart from the hair and the shimmering, AR-enhanced lenses on Straven’s crystal-colored eyes, Straven looked like a 16th Century duke, in a dark blue jacket with gold-embroidery of suns and flames. The jacket hung down almost to Straven’s knees in back and was cut high in front, curving inward without buttons and showing off an even more heavily embroidered vest.

      Short pants of the same dark, metallic blue hugged the bottom of their lean form.

      White silk socks and faux-leather shoes with brass buckles completed the ensemble, along with a handkerchief in Straven’s upper pocket, and a headset that looked like something from a futuristic movie about badly-blending aliens.

      Blinking once he’d taken all of that in, Nick extended a hand.

      “Sorry for the delay,” he said, gruff. “I hope you don’t mind. I ran into a friend on the dance floor. She wanted to meet you.”

      Nick glanced at Wynter, raising an eyebrow at her, a smile toying at his lips even as a warning touched his eyes.

      “…She’s a fan,” he added, looking back at Straven. “She’s also cleared to be in here. I wondered if she might be able to sit in on our interview? Assuming you have no objection?”

      Jordan gaped at Nick, not hiding his disbelief.

      One of the lawyers noticed, and pursed his lips, glancing at Nick, then at Wynter.

      Luckily, Straven themself didn’t notice.

      The artist’s face broke out in a delighted smile.

      “Objection?” they said. Straven’s words burst out like their smile, openly appreciative, bordering on gushing. “Why on earth would I object to sharing a room with such a lovely vision as this?”

      Straven reached for Wynter’s hand, even as the tall, white-haired vampire executed a graceful, overdone bow, their fingers grazing the baby-blue shag rug that covered the floor under the matching, bright pink, fuzzy-bordering-on-hairy couches.

      Nick wondered if the vampire actually dyed their hair to match this room.

      Smiling at the two lawyers, Nick extended his hand again.

      “Detective Tanaka,” he said.

      The first one grimaced a little, keeping his hands tightly in his lap and leaning back to avoid Nick’s offered hand. When Nick straightened, pulling back his arm, the thin, rat-faced human slid back even further on the couch, crossing his legs like Nick had just threatened to molest him, or perhaps to sneeze on him.

      “Don’t you mean Detective Midnight?” the man muttered, loud enough that it was clearly for Nick’s benefit.

      Nick looked him over, taking in the expensive, modern, one-piece black suit, and the vastly more expensive, old-fashioned Rolex watch.

      Lowering his hand the rest of the way to his side, he glanced at the other lawyer, who was about fifty pounds heavier than the first one, and at least a decade younger. Nick was pretty sure he was wearing a toupee.

      If he was, it was an expensive one.

      Too expensive for Nick to be sure.

      That lawyer was staring at Wynter, his eyes going from her legs to her ass, even as he watched and listened to her talk to Straven.

      To that one, Nick might not have been in the room at all.

      Nick glanced at Jordan, who rolled his eyes, letting out a low snort.

      For the first time in a while, it crossed Nick’s mind to appreciate the other detective.

      Like, really appreciate him.

      He walked back to the pink couch on their side of the room, nudging the detective with his foot to get him to move down a little more so he could sit.

      Once Jordan slid over, frowning, Nick sank to the couch next to him.

      Rather than watching Straven with Wynter, or looking at either of Straven’s dickhead lawyers, he glanced around the rest of the square room as casually as he could, taking in their surroundings. He only listened with half an ear as Straven continued to gush over Wynter, complimenting her dress, her face, her eyes, her jewelry, holding her hand in both of theirs as they asked her all about herself.

      Fighting not to care about that, or the open, unguarded flirtation in the older vampire’s words and voice, Nick marked the physical space in rote, noting the room’s dimensions.

      Only one way in or out.

      His stare took in a half-dozen lines of white powder on a mirror that sat on a shelf behind the first couch, the shimmering low table that obviously doubled as a console, champagne bottles in two ice buckets on stands, two trays of champagne glasses and a bowl filled with pale blue pills… not to mention the twelve hookah pipes on a ledge near a decorative glass wall.

      Nick smelled a pungent, burning perfume and looked around until he found the source—a massive, Japanese-style incense burner painted all over in koi and belching white smoke. Colored lava lamps decorated the same shelf, along with a row of doll’s heads that appeared to have cameras for eyes.

      Maybe not cameras—projectors.

      Possibly both.

      Probably both.

      Glancing around at the thought, Nick noted that every wall in there, even the glass one, and the ceiling, was covered in a thin, transparent film, visible to his vampire eyes only because he could pick up the heat signature of an organic along with it.

      Nick had seen this kind of thing before.

      Liquid monitors.

      The room must be equipped with augmented reality—possibly full-blown virtual immersion.

      No wonder Straven liked getting high in here.

      At the moment, only the screen in front of the two couches was lit.

      Morphing shapes, also reminiscent of the 1960s—or possibly the 1980s, when a lot of that stuff reemerged—melted, dripped, morphed, and flickered across the smooth surface, sending weird shadows across the back wall, making Nick feel like he was underwater.

      He glanced back at Wynter and Straven when the androgynous vampire laughed, throwing back their head.

      “Oh, you are naughty!” the artist proclaimed, kissing her on the cheek.

      Nick tensed.

      At the same time, he saw the vampire watching him, looking between him and Wynter as if measuring Nick’s reactions to where and how much they were touching Wynter, or possibly measuring something else, something Nick couldn’t see.

      The look was subtle; Nick wondered if Wynter even noticed, especially with Straven currently doing an excellent job pretending Wynter was the only other person in the room.

      Jordan’s voice rose in Nick’s headset.

      “You mind letting me in on what the hell you’re doing right now, Midnight?” The detective spoke dryly through the sub-vocals. “Or is this just your psychotic jealousy rearing its ugly head? Crashing Ms. James’ date by bringing her in here… dragging her away from the hot blondie vampire who clearly intended to take her home?”

      Nick glanced at the human detective.

      Thinking about his words, he frowned.

      “A little of that,” he admitted after a beat. “I also thought she might be a good distraction.” Giving Straven a slightly sour look, he added, “Looks like I wasn’t wrong.”

      “Don’t go vampire batshit on me in here, Tanaka—”

      “I won’t.”

      “Anyway, aren’t I the distraction?” Jordan said, clearly trying to get Nick’s eyes off Wynter and Straven. When Nick didn’t answer, didn’t take his eyes off the other two, the human kicked Nick’s foot. “Are you saying I’m not pretty enough, Midnight?”

      “She’s prettier,” Nick said, still watching her.

      Jordan chuckled through the line. “Fine. Whatever. Still a lame excuse to drag your girlfriend in here, Tanaka.”

      At Nick’s sharp look, Jordan rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t even start with the ‘ex-’ shit. I know what ‘ex-’ looks like, Tanaka… I’m divorced. The two of you are about as close to being ‘ex-’ as me and the ex-wife are to getting back together. Just face it. You’re still a thing. Deal with it.”

      Pausing, he added,

      “Did you warn her she’d have Straven pawing all over her, at least?”

      “I didn’t know she would.”

      Nick glanced back at Wynter, frowning as he thought about his partner’s words.

      He didn’t really want to go that far in his thinking, though, not now.

      For now, he’d focus on the other reason he brought Wynter in here—meaning, beyond his jealousy issues with the blond vampire she’d come here with, and also beyond Wynter providing social lubricant with the flirtatious, androgynous, reportedly hermaphroditic, billionaire vampire who clearly found her attractive.

      Nick focused on the third thing.

      The part he couldn’t tell Jordan.

      Jordan didn’t even know Wynter was a hybrid, much less that she had actual seer abilities. She wouldn’t be able to read Straven themself, of course—most full-blooded seers couldn’t read vampires, much less hybrids.

      She could read Straven’s lawyers, though.

      She could also get impressions off the conversation overall.

      He hadn’t spelled that out to her before bringing her in here, but he knew she’d know what he meant, when he told her he needed her help in a “professional capacity.” She’d come to the club wearing human-mimicking pheromones, so she didn’t smell like a hybrid; there was no reason Straven would take any kind of precautions with her around his people.

      There was no reason he’d worry about her being a reader.

      He’d assume she was human.

      Anyway, as far as most people were concerned, there were no species left on the planet who could read thoughts like that anymore. The vast majority of hybrids couldn’t read minds. The seers were gone, as far as anyone else knew. Vampires could only read thoughts off their feeds, and then only for a few hours after an actual feeding. They couldn’t read people without that blood connection.

      Vampires weren’t seers.

      Hybrids weren’t seers, either.

      Wynter was different.

      She was unique.

      Even apart from her overt psychic talents—which Nick still didn’t know the full extent of—Wynter had a way of picking up things Nick missed.

      She glanced at him, lips quirking as she looked over her shoulder.

      For the first time, he noticed she’d colored her lips darker than usual, a blood-red, red-wine color. It brought his jealousy back in a hard flush when it occurred to him everything about her tonight—the dress, the lipstick, the artful curls in her hair—had all been done for someone else, probably with the intent of getting laid by that someone else.

      But it didn’t distract him so much that he missed the significance of her over-the-shoulder look, or the humor in her eyes.

      Had she heard that?

      Could she just fucking hear him, now? All the time?

      Even when they weren’t standing particularly close to one another? Or touching one another?

      Was that a thing now, with the two of them?

      She snorted, giving him a flatter look, and Nick felt that tightness in his chest worsen.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “I saw the story on the news,” she was saying now, rescuing her hand from both of Straven’s and murmuring sympathetically to the white-haired vampire. “I’m really sorry about your building. It was the Sphinx Building, wasn’t it? Downtown? That design is… genius. Absolutely gorgeous.”

      Straven beamed at her all over again.

      Nick felt himself stiffen when the vampire moved closer to her again, coiling an arm around her shoulders and pulling her closer to their lean body.

      “You are too kind, my new, gorgeous friend.” Staring at Nick over Wynter’s bare shoulder, Straven gave him a half-smile. “I cannot tell you how pleased I am that your detective ‘friend’ brought you in here to console me. You are simply delicious, darling… I cannot remember when I last smelled anyone quite so intoxicating—”

      “She’s not a present,” Nick said, speaking before he knew he meant to.

      Even he heard the hostility in his voice.

      He fought to dial it down when everyone looked over at him—including Wynter, who quirked an eyebrow, a faint question in her eyes.

      Nick forced his eyes back to Straven’s.

      “Be nice, sister-brother,” he added, subduing his voice with an effort. “Take mercy on a brother with a full heart.”

      Straven smiled for real that time.

      Releasing Wynter, they bowed their head to Nick, their eyes bright.

      “Oh, my dearest brother.” Straven smiled wider, breaking out in a low chuckle. “I was teasing you. Truthfully, I was beginning to wonder how far I would have to go with your mate before you interceded in some way. You are far, far too polite.”

      Jordan grunted at that, rolling his eyes.

      Nick kicked him with a foot, and Straven chuckled again.

      “You must know me better, so I don’t cause you undue distress in the future, my brother.”

      Straven’s smile grew into a more obvious smirk before they added,

      “Of course, that does not mean I do not envy you madly for this lovely creature. But I do not poach the mates of my brothers or sisters… and, if you don’t mind my saying, it was fairly obvious when I saw the two of you kissing on the dance floor when I walked in… oblivious to everyone else around you… that you were not in any way interested in sharing.”

      Nick felt his jaw harden.

      Creature.

      Straven just called Wynter a “creature.”

      Before the wars, it was a word vampires generally reserved for seers.

      It wasn’t a hard and fast usage, of course; Nick heard vampires refer to humans using that word, especially in the post-war world.

      But it wasn’t common.

      Nick definitely got the impression Straven wasn’t sloppy with language.

      The vampire seemed to choose their words carefully, with an eye to effect.

      Moreover, a vampire of Straven’s age wouldn’t have used that particular word without knowing exactly how it would come across to a vampire of Nick’s age—all the while knowing the reference would fly entirely over the humans’ heads.

      Wynter’s pheromone mist, or whatever she used, might have worn off a little too much while she sweated and danced.

      That, or Straven was old enough, they could smell what she was, even past it.

      Whatever the truth of it, Straven clearly enjoyed playing games.

      They also seemed to be amusing themself by testing Nick in some way Nick himself found increasingly difficult to give a shit about. If this white-haired, rich, vampire fuck threatened his girlfriend, Straven wasn’t going to like the results.

      They weren’t going to like them at all.

      Straven smiled as they held one another’s gaze.

      Something in that smile told Nick Straven knew exactly what they’d said, the effect their words caused, and that they were now enjoying watching Nick come to the same conclusion.

      Straven glanced at Jordan and smiled, right before their eyes returned to Nick.

      “You do like playing with fire, Detective Midnight,” Straven mused, stepping back from Wynter entirely from where their arm lingered by her waist. The white-haired vampire motioned politely for her to sit next to them on the pink couch opposite Jordan and Nick.

      Nick didn’t like that, either.

      Whether Straven was just trying to yank his chain or not, he didn’t like it at all.

      Wynter sank to the couch obediently, sitting easily between Straven and the thinner, more rat-faced of the two lawyers, the one who’d refused Nick’s hand.

      She met Nick’s gaze.

      That time, Nick saw a bare warning there.

      He could practically hear her voice in his head as he held her stare.

      Calm down, Nick, her eyes said. Don’t let him get to you.

      Nodding, mostly to himself, he glanced at Jordan.

      “Is everyone ready to begin?” Jordan said, clearing his throat. He turned, smiling at Straven. “This shouldn’t take long,” he added. “We appreciate you making time for us tonight. Especially under the circumstances.”

      Straven smiled at him, waving off his concerns with a flourish of their hand.

      “Of course. I appreciate everything you are doing for me, detectives, given what’s happened to one of my most favorite jewels.”

      Nick saw the vampire’s fingers rest on Wynter’s thigh, linger there, and felt a pain in his chest that briefly blinded him.

      Without thought, he spoke.

      “Wynter. Would you come over here, please?”

      She looked at him.

      Studying his eyes, she seemed to see something there, or perhaps in the broader expression on his face. She got up at once, crossing the small distance in her high heels without a backward glance.

      Sinking down beside him on the couch, she slid a hand deliberately over his thigh, and left it there, leaning her shoulder and back into his chest.

      Nick immediately felt something in his chest ease.

      He didn’t relax.

      In fact, he more or less did the opposite of relax—but he felt so much better it was difficult to remain silent, to not say something to her, to not kiss her. He found he couldn’t even look at her, not directly, but his arm slid around her waist, tugging her closer to where he sat, so that she pressed deeper into his side.

      When Nick glanced up, he found Straven staring at him, that smile hovering over the older vampire’s lips. Straven looked from Nick to Wynter, and back again, and Nick could almost feel the other vampire coming to some conclusion about what they saw.

      Nick had no idea what that conclusion was.

      Frankly, he didn’t give a shit.

      Wynter had probably just saved Straven from a beating.

      Well, at least until Straven’s lawyers called in security, and Nick got tased and dragged out of the club, probably in handcuffs.

      Wynter let out a soft grunt of amusement.

      Nick looked at her, in spite of himself.

      “Relax,” she murmured, rubbing his thigh.

      When Nick looked away, he caught Jordan scowling at him.

      “Are we done?” the human detective muttered, giving Nick a disbelieving look. “Is everyone sitting in their correct fucking seats now?”

      Nick turned his gaze to Straven.

      “Did you know Silverton?” he said, blunt. “Abe Silverton?”

      The vampire smiled. “Of course. He was a very dear friend. For many years.”

      “You know he’s dead, right?” Nick said.

      The white-haired vampire didn’t so much as flinch.

      “I had heard that, yes. Most regrettable. They informed me when I was contacted about the explosion. I was told it was a burglary, correct?”

      The white-haired vampire looked from Nick to Jordan when neither of them answered.

      “Why are you asking about this?” Straven said, when neither immediately spoke. “I also heard there were recordings of the entire event. Abe always did like his gadgets… it’s hardly surprising that the whole thing was caught on camera. Surely there is little mystery left to solve? Nothing I could help with, at least?”

      Nick frowned.

      How did Straven know that?

      Before he could speak, Jordan did.

      “The couple who did it… they had a record. They are known for committing most of their work for hire,” the human detective explained. “We’d like to find out who hired them. For the same reason, we’re trying to determine a motive.”

      “Motive? But it was burglary, na?” Straven said again. “Isn’t that motive enough?”

      Nick frowned a little at Straven’s use of the seer word.

      “Were you able to determine what was in the box?” the older vampire said. “The one that blew up?”

      Nick felt his patience wearing thin.

      Clearly the celebrity vampire wanted him and Jordan to know just how much information they were privy to—including the kind of information Straven definitely shouldn’t be privy to, particularly given how early it was in the investigation.

      “How well did you know him?” Nick said, ignoring the question. “Silverton.”

      There was a pause, then the vampire gave an elegant shrug.

      “As I said, he was a dear friend. So quite well.” Straven extracted a silver case from the embroidered, 18th Century jacket they wore and thumbed it open, pulling out a long, dark, cigarette that smelled to Nick like it had real tobacco in it. “We were social friends. We were also business partners. We had several projects going currently. Quite lucrative ones.”

      “What projects were those?” Jordan said, following Nick’s lead.

      “Another business complex,” the older vampire said, their voice holding the faintest hint of a drawl. “A multi-story mall with business offices above.”

      Straven ignited a small, neon-blue lighter and held it to the end of the dark cigarette.

      “…In Queens,” they added, clicking the lighter closed and exhaling pungent, indigo-blue smoke. The vampire glanced down at Wynter’s hand on Nick’s thigh, and smiled. “There was also a design project Abe wanted me to partner with him on. And a big government contract. That last one was quite special. All very hush-hush.”

      Nick noted the vampire’s cigarette smelled like mook, not just tobacco.

      He wondered if it was laced with anything else.

      “Can you tell us anything more about that?” Jordan said. “The government contract—?”

      “No,” the rat-faced lawyer said, before Straven could answer.

      Nick and Jordan both looked at him.

      The lawyer scowled with his razor-thin lips, glaring briefly and somewhat inexplicably at Nick, then focusing his ire back on Jordan.

      “He shouldn’t have told you about that project at all,” the lawyer added, his blue eyes boring into Jordan’s brown ones. “You would need the correct security clearance to know anything about that… and I wouldn’t hold my breath on getting it.”

      He gave Nick another scathing look.

      “You already know more than either of you should,” he added sourly. “Especially that one. The Midnight.”

      Nick was finally relaxing.

      He’d relaxed enough that he found himself studying the human’s hard, blue eyes, right before he glanced at the other lawyer, the younger one with the reddish-blond hair.

      “I didn’t catch either of your names,” Nick said. “We’ll need them for the record.”

      Both lawyers reacted to that.

      “The record?” the rat-faced one said.

      “You aren’t recording this?” The younger, heavier lawyer looked between Nick and Jordan. Even in the dim light, Nick’s vampire eyes saw him pale. “You can’t do that.”

      Nick and Jordan exchanged glances.

      Then Nick returned the lawyer’s gaze, his voice polite.

      “It’s standard procedure, I’m afraid,” he said. “We are required to record interviews with any and all relevant witnesses or persons of interest adjacent to a felony crime, according to New York Protected Area legal code 8172-JE884—”

      “This was supposed to be a friendly interview,” the same lawyer cut in, clearly not absorbing a word Nick said. He glanced at the older, rat-faced lawyer seated on the other side of Straven, and now he was turning red. “Informational only—”

      “It is,” Jordan said, holding up a hand in a calming gesture. “We can keep the recordings off the official record, at least for now. But my partner’s right. We have to record it. It’s the law.”

      The lawyer didn’t seem to hear most of that, either.

      “For now?” he said. “What does that mean?”

      The rat-faced one was staring at Nick again, his blue eyes cold.

      Again, Nick and Jordan exchanged looks.

      Jordan’s expression mostly said, Can you believe these guys?

      Nick looked back at the younger lawyer first, answering his question belatedly.

      “’For now’ means none of this will enter into the official record unless it ends up being directly relevant in supporting or refuting evidence required to prosecute the case, or works to help establish a timeline in the event we do prosecute the case,” Nick said, reciting the regs more or less verbatim.

      He gave the red-faced lawyer a deliberately puzzled look.

      “We are the police,” he reminded him.

      The rat-faced lawyer let out an openly derisive sound.

      Nick chose to ignore that, too.

      “Do you have a specific concern, sir?” Jordan said next, turning to the younger lawyer and copying Nick’s polite tone.

      “Yes,” the lawyer said, pressing his lips together as he glared between the two of them. “This interview is over.”

      Straven had been inhaling a thick lungful of smoke, but at the heavyset lawyer’s words, the vampire broke out in a short laugh, exhaling most of the lungful in the process.

      “Oh, come now, Theodore,” they said mockingly. “Let’s not overreact. It’s clear these officers are simply doing their jobs—”

      “Detectives,” Nick said, before he could stop himself. “We’re not officers. We’re homicide detectives.”

      Straven turned their tinted eyes on Nick, smiling in amusement.

      “I am terribly sorry, my dear brother.” He bowed his head, that smile tilting sideways. “Detectives. Of course.” Pausing, still studying Nick’s eyes, they added, “I assure you, I meant no offense. It was simply clumsy of me.”

      “No offense was taken,” Nick returned, just as easily. “I just didn’t want to misrepresent ourselves in any way.” He turned from Straven to the younger, heavyset lawyer, lifting an eyebrow. “…Especially since there seems to be some misconception about our role here.”

      Straven leaned forward, adopting an overtly feminine pose as they crossed their legs, propping their elbows on their thighs and their chin on their knuckles.

      “Ask your questions,” the vampire said. “I’m happy to cooperate.”

      “No,” the heavyset lawyer said. “Absolutely not!”

      “Quiet, Teddy,” the vampire said, pouting their lips. “Be a good boy and let me help these nice officers… err, detectives… do their jobs. After all, they’re trying to solve Abe’s death. And find out who blew up my pretty building.”

      The rat-faced lawyer, who Nick was starting to think had his whole family killed by vampires at some point, or else watched way too many videos by that racial supremacist, Dimitry Yi, shook his head.

      “I really wouldn’t advise that, sir—” he began crisply.

      “Oh, you be quiet too, Reginald.” Straven gave the older human an exaggerated eyeroll before looking back to Jordan and Nick. “I want to hear the questions. At least wait until they’ve actually said something before you start screaming ‘objection!’ to protect my honor.”

      Pausing dramatically, the vampire nodded to Jordan.

      “Go ahead, Detective. Ask away.”

      Jordan glanced at Nick, pursing his lips briefly, and Nick shrugged.

      “You lead,” he said through his headset. “Maybe they’ll calm down if the vampire who isn’t a billionaire talks a little less.”

      Jordan looked like he wanted to laugh, but only nodded.

      He returned his gaze to Straven.

      “Okay.” Jordan cleared his throat. “From the surveillance, including the audio, it appeared the thieves were trying to find something in particular in the safe. Meaning the safe they cracked after they broke into Silverton’s office.”

      Jordan paused, glancing between Straven and the lawyers.

      “Our surveillance analysts suggest it might have been some kind of tech,” he added after the pause. “Silverton’s organics picked up tech scans… as in, they were looking for something for which they’d already been given specs. Do you know what that could be? A prototype of some kind? Perhaps simply the electronic plans for one?”

      Pausing again, he clarified,

      “That analysis is the main source of our curiosity around the types of projects the two of you may have been working on together… you and Silverton, that is.”

      “You think they were there to steal some kind of new technology from Abe?” Straven said.

      “It’s possible, yes,” Jordan said. “They were also conducting body scans on Mr. Silverton himself… collecting readings of all his bio-statistics at a level of detail that suggests some form of replication was the goal. That suggests the burglary and murder may have been preliminary steps in a larger operation. There are only a few reasons why someone’s bio-intel would be harvested in such a way—”

      “To break into a security system,” Straven finished for him.

      Jordan nodded. “That’s one reason, yes. And the most likely, frankly, given who he was.”

      “And you think someone hired them? These two thieves?”

      “The security footage and audio strongly suggest that, yes.”

      Straven tapped one long finger against their full lips.

      For the first time, Nick noticed those lips had been dyed, and carried a faint purple tint.

      “Well,” Straven said, leaning back and briefly throwing up their hands. “I can’t tell you about the government project. I really can’t. I’ve signed all kinds of things making sure I don’t. But I also can’t say it’s definitely not potentially at issue—”

      “Straven,” the rat-faced lawyer warned.

      “Oh, hush, Reg,” the vampire said, rolling their eyes at the lawyer.

      Straven returned their focus unwaveringly to Jordan.

      “As for what that tech might be,” Straven added. “I really have no idea. Abe always was a busy boy. He always had a number of irons in the pot, but he didn’t talk to me about anything that didn’t pertain directly to me, if you catch my drift.”

      Nick’s mouth twitched.

      He couldn’t help hearing some kind of layered meaning in that, too.

      Overall, his impression was that Straven was enjoying himself.

      He was definitely playing games with words.

      “…Abe had multiple contracts going with the I.S.F., I do know that,” the older vampire mused, exhaling dark smoke as he leaned back in the pink couch, disappearing more into the fuzzy upholstery. “He worked with them quite frequently though, so nothing unusual there. Not to mention the H.R.A. Still, he’d been climbing the ladder internally, as one does. I suppose it’s possible he finally got put on a project that piqued the interests of the wrong people.”

      Batting their eyelashes at Jordan, Straven added,

      “…But, given how those government-types like their little secrets, and how much Abe did, too, I suspect you’ll have to go directly to them, handsome, if you want any real information. You obviously can no longer ask Abe.”

      Straven winked at Jordan, taking another drag of the dark, pungent cigarette.

      “…Particularly about this new toy they’re working on,” they added coyly. “Whatever Abe might have been keeping in that nasty little box of his…”

      Nick didn’t let his reaction reach his face, but internally, he frowned.

      Had he or Jordan told Straven how the bomb had been detonated?

      He didn’t remember it, if they had.

      He made a mental note to find out if someone internally had done so, and who had contacted him to let him know about Silverton’s death, when Straven was first notified about the Sphinx.

      In general, Nick was more and more convinced Straven wasn’t solely toying with them. The older vampire definitely knew a lot more about this than they should know.

      Wynter’s fingers squeezed his thigh.

      Nick’s mind immediately forgot everything but her.

      He didn’t look over, but found himself understanding what the squeeze meant, apart from pulling his attention.

      She’d just told him he was right.

      She was definitely reading them.

      The lawyers, at least.

      The understanding didn’t help with his reactions to her.

      His hand closed over hers, massaging her fingers and thumb without taking them off his thigh. He fought to keep his expression still when she slid nearer to him on the couch, adjusting her hand further towards the inside of his leg. She didn’t go near his cock, but it blanked his mind for a few seconds, anyway.

      They definitely needed to come up with a less-distracting signal.

      He focused back on Straven with an effort.

      The vampire was watching him and Wynter again, a keen interest just visible behind the enhanced irises, not to mention the faint smirk they used to hide that interest.

      Now Nick saw less interest in Wynter herself.

      Straven definitely seemed to find Nick the more fascinating of the two of them.

      “Just how personal was your personal relationship with him?” Nick blurted. “Silverton?”

      Jordan glanced at him, quirking an eyebrow subtly.

      It occurred to Nick he might have interrupted an ongoing conversation between Jordan and the other vampire, since he’d more or less stopped listening for those however-many seconds Wynter had been rubbing his thigh.

      “Yes,” Straven said, adjusting his back in the couch.

      “Yes?” Nick said.

      “You are asking if my relationship with Abe was very personal, are you not? The answer is yes. It was. Abe was probably my closest friend. We were very close.”

      Jordan’s raised eyebrow shifted back to aim at Straven.

      Clearly, that wasn’t an answer he was expecting.

      “What kind of personal relationship?” the human detective said.

      “Sexual at times, off and on… and, well, personal.” The vampire watched Jordan take that in, then glanced at Nick. “That’s what you meant, isn’t it, Detective Midnight?”

      “Yes,” Nick affirmed.

      Jordan’s lips pursed. “You say you were sleeping together off and on. Currently, were you off, or—”

      “On, actually,” Straven cut in. “Quite on.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell us that?”

      “No one asked,” Straven pointed out, opening his hands in a kind of supplicating, helpless gesture. “Anyway, what does it matter? He was robbed. By some kind of hit-robbers, correct? How is it even relevant, who he was fucking, or who was biting him?”

      “It’s not,” the older lawyer broke in. “We demand you desist from this line of questioning at once.”

      Nick gave him a faintly amused look. “Do you, now?”

      That time, Jordan gave Nick the warning look.

      It was too late, though.

      Before Jordan or Nick could open their mouths again, the curtain twitched from behind Nick. The scent of more humans entered along with the displaced air.

      From the amount of displaced air, those humans were big.

      Nick turned his head, staring at the two huge males standing there, wearing dark red shirts and high-tech headsets. Their presence couldn’t have screamed “security” more if they’d had the word written across the front of their chests.

      “I’m afraid we’re going to have to ask you to leave,” the older lawyer said. His voice held a faint but easily discernible note of satisfaction. “If you require our client’s statement in more detail, we will have to do this formally… down at the precinct. Or you will have to make a formal appointment, during business hours.”

      Nick glanced at Jordan, who lifted an eyebrow, not bothering to hide his reaction.

      Then Nick inclined his head, placing his hands easily on his thighs and rising to his feet.

      He couldn’t help but notice Wynter rose in exact synch with him, and without moving away from him, even with both of them standing.

      Jordan rose a beat later.

      “Well, then,” Nick said, smiling as he held out a hand to Straven. “I guess we’ll be talking to you again, sister-brother. Presumably under circumstances your lawyers find more… palatable. I doubt they will be as comfortable, though.”

      Straven shook Nick’s hand back, their lips holding a faint pinch that still appeared to hold more humor than anything.

      “I do apologize, brother,” the older vampire said, batting his eyes at him coyly. “They do get protective. You know how it is.”

      Their eyes rested on Wynter, then flickered to Jordan.

      “Humans can just be so… sweet. Especially when they feel loyalty to one of our kind. I’m far too tenderhearted to explain to them that their ministrations are, while much appreciated, wholly unnecessary. Anyway…” That lip lifted more, turning into a full smirk. “What would be the fun in that? This way, I get to see you and your handsome partner again.”

      Nick stifled a snort, keeping his expression blank.

      Before he could speak, Straven added,

      “…And perhaps the lovely Ms. James, too, if you will permit it?” Straven’s shockingly pale green and crystal eyes flickered from Wynter’s face back to Nick’s. “After all, we vampires can be quite protective of our pets, as well.”

      Nick felt his good humor fade.

      “You’ll hear from us,” Jordan said, inserting himself between the two of them once Straven released Nick’s hand, maybe from something he saw in Nick’s face. “I’ve sent our personal contact details to your people. Feel free to call us any time, prior to any formal interview, I mean… if you happen to remember anything you think might help us.”

      “Will do, officer,” Straven winked at Jordan, holding his hand a beat too long. Then, as if remembering something, the vampire glanced past him, at Nick. “Oh, I mean detective. I do apologize… my mind is just a sieve right now.”

      Nick ignored the smile there.

      Taking Wynter’s hand, he turned without another word.

      Hardening and squaring his shoulders, he walked her directly into and between the two massive humans who loomed by the door. Nick didn’t bother to make eye contact with either of them, or to slow his pace enough for them to make a point of letting him through. He carved a hole between them instead, forcing them to step back.

      Then, in the opening they left, he brought Wynter carefully to the door.

      Behind him, he heard Jordan let out a low snort.
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      Nick stood in the alley, looking only at Jordan.

      “So Morley says that’s it for the night,” the other detective was saying. “He says you can skip checking in… he has you down for late duty. So no blood checks until after-shift tomorrow.”

      Jordan glanced at Wynter.

      It was a bare whisper of a look, but Nick caught it.

      “Got it,” Nick said neutrally, not following the human’s gaze. “Does he want me to run down anything more with the painter?”

      “Not that he said.” Jordan glanced back at him. “He’s got the day guys working a few angles… including setting up a formal interview with Straven, presumably at one of his properties, not down at the precinct, whatever that lawyer said. It sounded like Morley didn’t want to risk the media getting ahold of it, if he hauled him downtown. He also doesn’t want to risk pissing off Straven, by putting him through all that.”

      “Yeah,” Nick muttered, glancing down the alley. “We can’t have that.”

      Two robo-taxis were making their way towards them down the dead-end alley.

      Jordan snorted a little at Nick’s words, punching him lightly on the arm.

      “They’ve got a few things on Silverton,” Jordan added. “Morley didn’t go into all of it, but he said to pass on it looked like he was a fight fan. A big one. He was into a lot of the post-fight shindigs… particularly the non-human ones. So he might ask you to look into that end of things, too.” Pausing, he added, “Your next fight? It’s in two days, right?”

      Nick nodded, once.

      He wondered if he should be disturbed Jordan knew that.

      “Yeah,” he said, noncommittal. “Friday. Another late afternoon one. Farlucci tries to schedule mine early when he can. I guess that’s part of the ‘noninterference with police work’ deal he signed with the I.S.F. It costs him a fair bit to cancel fights.”

      Jordan nodded. “Makes sense.”

      He noticed the robo-taxis then, and jumped a little, like their presence there startled him.

      It still blew Nick’s mind a little, how bad human hearing was.

      Then again, by human standards, the robos were quiet.

      “Okay,” Jordan said. “Well… good night.” He looked at Wynter deliberately that time, and Nick again didn’t follow his gaze. “You, too, Ms. James… Wynter. I hope we didn’t bore you too much, with all of this shop talk.”

      “No,” she said.

      Even her voice made Nick flinch.

      “…It was quite interesting, actually,” she said, a faint thread of humor in her voice, as if she’d seen Nick’s flinch. “I hope it was all right that Nick dragged me in there.”

      Jordan let out a short laugh. He was walking towards the robo-taxi in the back, the one closer to the alley’s mouth.

      “I’m used to his crazy-ass shit by now,” Jordan called back with a half-smile.

      “Liar!” Wynter called after him.

      At that, Jordan laughed for real, even as he jerked open the taxi’s door.

      Giving them both a short wave, he disappeared behind the tinted windows.

      Almost immediately, the robo began moving smoothly backwards out the alley, going faster in that direction than it had on the way in.

      Nick still hadn’t looked at Wynter.

      He glanced down at his hand instead, which still held hers.

      His mind spun with what he was doing with her.

      His mind spun with what he should do now.

      He’d crashed her date, like Jordan said. He’d pretty much ended it.

      He still couldn’t force himself to feel bad about it.

      That pain throbbed in his chest, confusing him, making him feel simultaneously like an asshole and completely unapologetic about that fact.

      He knew what he should do.

      He knew exactly what he should do.

      That hard pain in his chest worsened, rebelled against that knowing. So did just about every nerve-ending in his body, not to mention a denser, unnamed emotion that was making it hard for him to think clearly at all, or even look at her.

      Clenching his jaw, he led her to the taxi door and opened it.

      When he stepped out of the opening, leaving room for her to enter in front of him, she came to a dead stop.

      That time, he looked at her.

      He met her gaze, his hand gripping the doorjamb of the robo-taxi, his other hand hanging at his side from where she’d released it.

      When he met her gaze, he more or less saw the expression he’d expected to see.

      Only it held more anger than he expected, not less.

      A lot more anger.

      “Wynter—” he began, his voice hard.

      “Get in the taxi, Nick,” she said.

      “Wynter!” he growled.

      “Get in the goddamned taxi, Nick. Now.”

      He met her gaze.

      He hadn’t realized until then that he’d looked away.

      He didn’t want to argue. He wanted to yell at her, but he didn’t want to argue… and he knew he had zero excuse for doing either thing, other than a selfish desire to want to siphon off emotion in her direction.

      He stared at her instead, for a beat too long.

      “Get in the car, Nick,” she said through clenched teeth. “Now. Or I’m going back into the club until I find someone who will.”

      Heat flared in his chest. Briefly, he couldn’t speak through it. He couldn’t even think through it. He wanted to bite her.

      He really wanted to bite her.

      Goddamn it.

      He wanted to slam her against the taxi and bite her.

      They stared at one another, and he found himself remembering her on the dance floor, with him, with the other vampire. He remembered how happy she’d looked with the other male, even with her embarrassment at not knowing the dance. He remembered the concentration he’d seen in those blue-green eyes as she struggled to learn.

      Somehow, remembering all of that only made his anger worse.

      Exhaling in fury, she turned.

      She started walking back towards the club, moving fast.

      Nick was faster.

      He lunged for her.

      He moved without thought, without modulating those movements at all. In a human heart beat, he was in front of her, between her and the club.

      Gripping her arm in one hand, he had to make an effort not to shake her.

      He led her with him back towards the robo-taxi.

      The door of that taxi was still open.

      “I’m not getting in without you,” she snapped. “If you try to force me, Nick—”

      “I’m not forcing shit,” he growled back. “I’m going with you.”

      “If you don’t, I’ll just get in a cab and come back,” she snapped. “I’ll come back tomorrow, too, Nick. And the night after that.”

      His eyes closed, longer than a blink.

      When he did, he couldn’t help noticing his fangs were extended.

      He re-opened them to find her glaring at him, trying to pry his fingers off her arm.

      She was right. Now he’d gone past just being an asshole.

      Now he was manhandling her.

      He could call it whatever he wanted, but she knew and he knew he’d fully intended to shove her into the back of the taxi.

      Still staring at her, he felt his indecision, frustration, anger… whatever else… come to a kind of crescendo somewhere in the forward parts of his mind. Releasing her arm, he slid past her, moving in a jerking, half-impulsive, half-angry lunge. Rather than dragging Wynter into the back of the robo-taxi, he vaulted inside himself.

      Again, he didn’t bother moving like a human.

      He landed on the padded taxi bench by the opposite window, and waited.

      As he did, he heard an amused chuckle.

      That time, it didn’t come from Wynter.

      He looked up. He focused past Wynter herself, past her shadowed outline to the door of the club, where the Latino bouncer still sat on his stool. He had his thick arms folded over his chest, and he was watching the two of them, chuckling in overt amusement.

      “I think you’ve met your match, Wolf,” the bouncer called out.

      Nick scowled, unable to help himself.

      Wynter, who was climbing in after him, didn’t so much as give the bouncer a backwards glance.

      “Didn’t I see this fine lady walk in with another brother?” the bouncer called out louder, his amusement more audible. “…and already she’s got you on a leash?”

      “Fuck off,” Nick growled back.

      The bouncer burst out in a laugh.

      When Wynter slammed the door of the robo-taxi behind her, the Puerto Rican vamp threw his head back, still grinning. Even with the door closed, Nick heard the exact instant he belted out a long, rising wolf-howl, louder and more drawn out than the sound he’d made when Nick and Jordan first walked into the club.

      Nick fought to ignore that, too.

      He fought to ignore everything.

      He didn’t even look at the destination Wynter punched into the map-pad on the wall between the AI driver and where they sat.

      It didn’t fucking matter.

      Nothing mattered anymore… apparently.

      He sat there, staring forward as the robo-cab began gliding smoothly backwards out of the alley.

      Then Wynter slid into his lap, moving towards him and onto him, and half-winding herself around him before his mind could catch up, before he could think, before he could decide what his reaction should be—much less what it actually was.

      He half-caught her there instead, coiling his arms around her and yanking her deeper into him, wrapping his fingers into her hair. He was still being too rough. He was being too fucking rough with her.

      She gasped though, and he felt that pain on her worsen, even as her body went soft in his arms, under his fingers and hands.

      Her mouth found his and he gripped her tighter, kissing her back, kissing her harder, letting out a low growl that made her clutch at him more.

      He knew he should push her off.

      There was surveillance in the fucking taxi.

      There was surveillance—

      “It’s too late,” she snapped, raising her head and glaring down at him. “When are you going to get it through your fucking head, Nick? It’s too late… by a long shot.”

      Staring up at her, he fought to think, fighting a rising pain in his chest.

      He stared at her, watching her stare back.

      Her eyes were glassy again, like they had been in the club, and he swore he felt it even more intensely now… he felt that pain in her, even as her chest heaved, even as she stared at him.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” he growled, speaking before he thought. “I don’t want to fucking lose you. Do you get that?”

      Her brow furrowed.

      Her anger didn’t dissipate, but it mixed now with a frustrated bewilderment.

      “So you break up with me?” she snapped. “How does that make sense, Nick?”

      “You know how,” he growled back. “You know, Wynter… don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. Don’t pretend you understand so little about how this works. I can’t have you the way you are now. I can’t. Not the way you want us to be together. If you listened to a single damned thing I’ve told you, you’d know that.”

      She blinked at him, even more bewildered, and frowned.

      When she opened her mouth, he cut her off before she could reply.

      “I’ll change you. I’ll fucking change you. You know I will. I’ll change you… and I don’t want to. It scares the shit out of me, Wynter.”

      “I know that,” she snapped. “I know it scares you, Nick.”

      “Well, maybe you should listen to me, then. Maybe you should actually respect my fears about this, and not keep telling me I’m overreacting… like all of it’s in my head. Maybe you should stop pretending I don’t have legitimate damned reasons to feel the way I do—”

      She was already shaking her head.

      Some of the anger went out of her voice when she answered him.

      “It’s too late, Nick.”

      He frowned.

      “You might not like it,” she said. “But it’s too late.”

      “No,” he growled.

      She didn’t flinch.

      She didn’t change expression at all.

      He watched her look at him, and he hated the knowing, the understanding he saw in that look. He hated that, on some level—maybe a lot of levels—he knew she was right. Knowing that only made the pain in his chest worse. It only made him feel like shit, like everything bad that happened, everything bad he did, was somehow inevitable.

      “No,” she said, soft.

      Her fingers caressed the hair off his forehead.

      That pain on her worsened, closing his eyes, even as she softened in his lap.

      She kissed his forehead, the side of his face, his jaw, his throat.

      She kissed him, massaging the back of his neck, his chest, his arm.

      He felt himself softening as she did.

      He didn’t seem to be able to help that, either.

      He didn’t seem to be able to do a damned thing about any of it.

      When she opened her mouth again, he held up a hand.

      “No,” he growled. “No more talking. Not here. I can’t. I’m fucking serious, Wynter.”

      That time, a flicker of frustration came to her eyes, even with the understanding he felt on her… along with that pain that now nearly crippled both of them.

      In the end she only nodded, coiling her arms around his neck. Blowing her still-sweaty bangs out of her perfect, angular face, she gazed past him, out the back window of the taxi.

      She didn’t try to talk to him again.

      Nick didn’t speak, either.

      He also couldn’t quite tear his eyes off her.

      They sat there, silent, Nick staring up at her, while she stared past him, her face entirely devoid of feeling, illuminating nothing. He could feel things off her still—longing, frustration, patience, anger at him, hurt because of him, that deeper pain, a wanting for the two of them to be alone, to be somewhere alone, where she could speak freely.

      Her face showed none of it.

      From her face alone, she might have been in the taxi without him, going God-knew-where at God-knew-what-time-of-night.

      Something in that expression made him want to shake her.

      But he didn’t.

      He also didn’t look away.
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        * * *

      

      The taxi was slowing.

      Somehow, it felt different from the times before, when it slowed for traffic or for a traffic light, for a crosswalk filled with drunk pedestrians stumbling out into the street, going from one bar to another, from one club or party to another.

      This time, it came to a stop by the curb, not behind another car.

      Nick looked past Wynter, who still sat coiled in his lap. He gazed up and out the darkened windows at the building looming over the sidewalk.

      He hadn’t realized how far he’d let his mind go down the rabbit hole until he recognized where Wynter had taken them. It wasn’t his apartment in Washington Heights; she’d brought them to Grand Central Station.

      He looked at her, quirking an eyebrow.

      Giving him a sideways look back, she exhaled in obvious frustration, then climbed off his lap and towards the door of the taxi. He watched her hit the release to the door, then wait as the A.I. disengaged the locks and the metal panel began sliding sideways.

      He didn’t know what she was thinking.

      Again, as always, he had no idea what she was thinking.

      He could guess, though.

      He guessed she thought she was going home alone. He guessed she thought she would get back on the train and go to the Northeastern Protected Area alone. She probably thought Nick had changed his mind again, that he’d already come with some reason, or some list of reasons, real and imagined, to back out of what he started at the club.

      As the thought solidified, Nick only paused for a beat more.

      Then he reached for her, vampire-fast.

      Catching hold of her arm, he pulled her back, right as she would have left the taxi.

      She looked back at him, quirking an eyebrow. Her mouth was hard, and he found himself thinking she still saw this as him being indecisive, as him going back and forth, as him coming up with stories and excuses. He found himself thinking she’d given up on him again… and now she just wanted to go home. If he was going to crap out on her, she didn’t want to listen to his bullshit reasons. She didn’t want to listen to his bullshit, period.

      He couldn’t really blame her.

      He also didn’t want her to leave.

      He didn’t want to wait for a train ride, for another taxi ride, for another hour or two of silence to pass between them.

      Still holding her arm, keeping her in the back of the taxi, he activated his headset. Looking away from Wynter’s questioning gaze, he hit in an ID code, connecting terminals with a private line he’d gotten from Archangel, who now oversaw security on his government-owned apartment building in Washington Heights.

      “Hey,” he said, when the person on the other end picked up. He spoke aloud, for Wynter’s benefit. “Did I wake you?”

      “No,” a grumpy voice responded. “Maybe. Not really.”

      Nick wasn’t sure how to interpret that.

      Shrugging it off, he made his voice blunt.

      “I need privacy tonight. Can you turn everything off in my apartment? All of it? They don’t have it running all the time, do they?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then shut it off. Audio, too. Especially audio.” He paused at her silence, glancing at Wynter. “St. Maarten won’t give you shit for that, will she?”

      There was another long-feeling pause.

      “No,” his tech-punk friend, Kit, said finally. “I don’t think so.” Kit’s voice went from sleepy to annoyed. “A little head’s up would’ve been nice, though, Naoko. Like, couldn’t you have told me this a few hours ago? Not at two in the damned morning?”

      “It’s not difficult, is it?” Nick said. “It won’t take you long?”

      “Ten minutes. Five,” she amended, and he could almost see her rubbing her eyes, blinking them awake. “I’m doing it now. So four.”

      “Then do it, then go back to bed.”

      “I wasn’t sleeping,” she grumbled.

      He wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

      Truthfully, he didn’t want to ask. He found himself involuntarily picturing interrupting her in the middle of sex, and felt bad in a different way. He also felt weirdly invasive for even going there in his head. For a number of reasons, Kit still seemed ridiculously young to him, even though she was technically an adult.

      “Well,” he said, after a too-long beat. “Sorry. This wasn’t planned.”

      “Do I want to know?”

      Given what he’d just been thinking about her, Nick let out an involuntary grunt of humor. Looking at Wynter, who was still watching him, and listening, since he’d deliberately chosen to speak out loud so she could listen to him, Nick felt his lips firm.

      “Probably not,” he said. “But it’s nothing illegal.” Thinking, he realized that wasn’t fully true, and shrugged. “Anyway. I’m sure I’ll tell you at some point. Or not.”

      Kit, his first real friend in New York, who also happened to oversee the surveillance on his apartment now, courtesy of Lara St. Maarten and Archangel Industries, let out a half-laugh.

      “Gotcha.”

      “Sorry again, kid,” he said. “I owe you one.”

      “I think the tally’s a bit higher than one, Nick—”

      “I’ll take you surfing tomorrow,” he offered impulsively. “How’s that? Or… if tomorrow’s bad, whenever you have time. You pick the day.”

      He practically saw her brighten, even before he heard it in her voice.

      “Really?” she said. “Tomorrow? You won’t bail on me this time?”

      “Really. We can meet at that indoor surfing place you told me about. The one in Midtown. Say… four o’clock?”

      “Yeah. I’m so there!”

      “Okay. Get some sleep.”

      “I wasn’t sleeping—” she muttered again.

      Not wanting to pursue it that time, either, Nick terminated the non-network connection, refocusing on Wynter. He studied her eyes and face as she did the same to him, her mouth pursed under a faint wariness in her eyes.

      He saw confusion in her eyes too, or maybe just sensed it on her. He understood the confusion less than the wariness he’d first sensed. That confusion wasn’t about his intent with the call to Kit. She clearly understood exactly what he’d just done and what it meant.

      “Okay?” he said.

      There was another long-feeling beat.

      Then she nodded slowly.

      He tugged lightly on her arm.

      “Come back in, then,” he said, his voice more cautious.

      After a beat where she felt even more confused, maybe even thrown entirely off balance, she nodded again, not speaking as she slid her legs back sideways, so she was sitting on the fake-leather seat facing forward.

      Nick hit the button on the side of the robo-taxi, and the door slid shut.

      Without looking at her, but feeling her eyes on him, he punched his own address into the panel for the A.I. to follow.

      As the taxi pulled away from the curb, Wynter folded her arms, shivering a little as she slid back on the seat, staring at him. He started to shoulder off his jacket, but she held up a hand.

      “Don’t,” she said. “Just turn up the heater.”

      “I don’t get cold—” he began, but she kept talking.

      “You’re sure about this?” she said. “You want me in your place?”

      Thinking about that, Nick resumed taking off his coat, nodding. “Yes.”

      “Yes? Just like that? Okay? Just like that? You were dead against this before, Nick. When we were dating, you were against it. You didn’t want me anywhere near your place.”

      “I know.”

      He handed her the coat, holding it out to her.

      She didn’t take it at first.

      Seeing the frustration in her blue-green eyes, he couldn’t help himself. Caressing her face with the back of his fingers, he leaned closer, kissing her cheek.

      “I want you to come over. I want you there. Okay?” Pushing the coat into her hands, he added gruffly, “And take this. I’ll turn up the heater, too. Just looking at you is making me cold. Didn’t you bring a fucking coat?”

      She snorted, but didn’t bother to answer.

      She also took the coat.

      Wrapping herself in the long, black fabric, which resembled more of a blanket on her, she used it to cover her shoulders and nearly-bare arms, then snuggled into the cushioned seat of the robo-taxi. Through all of it, he still felt her eyes on him.

      He felt her lingering puzzlement.

      He didn’t bother to answer any of the questions he felt there… for either of them.

      Like she’d said, it was already too late.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          

        

    

    







            Who Is She?

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Nick didn’t have much of a memory of the drive up to Washington Heights.

      He remembered seeing holographic ads through the windows.

      He remembered keeping his hands off her, once more conscious of the I.S.F. surveillance that was required in the passenger section of all robo-taxis.

      He knew she was probably right about that, too.

      He knew it was too late for them… for a lot of reasons.

      It was also a difficult paranoia to break, for a lot of other, separate reasons.

      And yeah, okay, Wynter was registered legally as human, so biting her was legal, as far as the human authorities were concerned—at least under her current I.S.F. designation. But Wynter wasn’t human, and a nagging voice in the back of Nick’s head told him too many people knew that already.

      Even before tonight, too many people knew.

      Tonight, Wynter spent a chunk of her night sweating off the fake pheromones that hid her non-human smell, dancing in a fucking vampire club for hours—with her vampire date, who may have bitten her already, and who definitely knew what she was if he did bite her.

      Straven knew.

      Straven made a point of letting Nick know they knew.

      At the very least, the androgynous vampire seemed to know Wynter wasn’t fully human.

      Scowling at the thought, Nick fought back and forth in his head.

      He hadn’t fed on her… not yet… so technically, he hadn’t done anything illegal yet, even apart from her official race-cat.

      Nick knew that wouldn’t matter, though.

      Even if he never fed on her, it wouldn’t matter.

      No one would ever believe Nick didn’t know what she was. No one would ever believe he hadn’t fed on her, knowing what she was. Hybrid blood was like cocaine to vampires. Vamps fed while they fucked. Vamps fucked while they fed. If I.S.F. authorities had human witnesses putting him and Wynter together sexually or romantically—much less city surveillance doing the same—it wouldn’t matter what he said.

      No one would believe him.

      Which was another reason Wynter was right when she said it was too late.

      Wynter’s race was a ticking time bomb both of them were sitting on, and nothing Nick did now would fix any of it.

      That didn’t even get into what he’d said to her earlier.

      That didn’t even get into what he might actually do to her, if she got addicted to his venom… which was damned likely to happen if Nick started feeding on her regularly.

      Legally, Wynter was in better shape than he was. If they got caught by the authorities, it would be bad for her, sure. It might even be really bad, depending on the judge they got, but she’d still be better off than Nick, and frankly, those were the consequences that worried him less, at least when it came to Wynter herself.

      She would be fined. They might even take her house.

      She would likely do jail time.

      They’d definitely re-tat and re-implant her. They’d monitor her more closely from that point forward. She’d likely lose her job.

      What happened to her beyond that would depend largely on the political climate, the prosecutor, and the particular I.S.F. tribunal magistrate. If someone in the racial authority decided they wanted to make an example of her, she could end up in I.S.F. reprogramming for a few years. That would be in addition to any jail sentence she might incur.

      In the end, though, Wynter would rejoin society.

      In the end, Wynter would still be Wynter.

      Her freedom would be curtailed, in small and possibly larger ways, but she’d still be herself. She’d still be a citizen. She could still work, live independently, date non-vampires. She could build a new life.

      Nick wouldn’t get off so easy.

      In a vampire-hybrid situation, he would definitely be seen as the predator.

      Legally, he would be judged as primarily at fault.

      A vampire who couldn’t control their eating habits was more or less classified as a rabid dog. For that reason alone, not to mention a few hundred years’ worth of human fear of vampires, human legal precedent against vampires, human racism, myth and reality regarding vampires hypnotizing and ensnaring unwilling human women…

      For all of that and more, Nick would face a whole different dimension of shit.

      They might not technically kill him, but the kind of reprogramming they gave vampires more or less killed them, even if it left them technically “alive.”

      Originally, the mind-wipe drugs the I.S.F. employed against vamps were meant to turn them back into humans. Developed prior to the war, they were meant to deal with the “vampire problem” by rescuing turned humans from their vampire natures totally.

      The drugs didn’t do that—meaning, they didn’t convert a vampire back into a full-fledged human being. They could make a vampire behave like a human, temporarily at least, but eventually, the drugs stopped working, usually at around six or seven months.

      The vamp didn’t exactly go back to being a vamp after that, though.

      In all the cases Nick had ever heard of, I.S.F. anti-vamp drugs wiped a vampire’s mind out permanently. They also turned that vamp into a drooling, mentally-deficient, incompetent mess, one who could barely feed themselves.

      Even if the I.S.F. didn’t go that far, Nick’s life as he knew it would be over.

      Needless to say, he’d lose his Midnight status.

      More to the point, he’d likely lose his legal standing within the Protected Areas, at least within what had once been the United States. That meant permanent exile, even if they did let him go. That meant fleeing to Europe, or Asia… possibly even Africa.

      Or, more realistically, it meant throwing himself on the mercy of the White Death.

      It meant selling himself to the vampire mafia for protection.

      It also meant a life-debt to the White Death he could never repay.

      He’d be back in that way of being a vampire, back to that kind of work, back to that way of thinking and feeling. It meant looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life, changing his identity, never having a fixed residence, never interacting with anyone outside the syndicate ever again. They would turn him back into a murderer.

      Well. More of a murderer.

      He’d go back to being a full-time murderer.

      The taxi was slowing.

      Nick looked out the window and recognized his building.

      Immediately, that pain in his chest surged back.

      He knew he’d been distracting himself.

      He’d been distracting himself from Wynter. He’d been distracting himself from where they were going. He’d been distracting himself from what he would do when they got there, what she was thinking.

      He felt her eyes on him now as he looked up at the entrance to his apartment complex.

      He felt that pain in his chest worsen.

      He shouldn’t have brought her here.

      She shouldn’t fucking be here.

      At the same time, he knew Wynter was right.

      At this point, the race thing was mostly an excuse.

      He knew the truth. He knew Wynter did, too.

      He was afraid. He was a coward, and he was afraid. He was too much of a coward to even want to look very closely at why he was afraid, or even what he was afraid of… much less how much of it was for her sake and how much was pure, selfish, self-protection, not so much from the I.S.F. as from her, meaning from Wynter herself.

      He thought he’d dealt with that fear.

      He thought he’d dealt with it twice—first by being with her, then by leaving her.

      Neither thing really dealt with it.

      “Are we getting out?” she said.

      He had no idea what she was thinking. He knew there was a good chance she’d heard some or all of his thoughts, or at least glimmered the flavor of them. He had no idea why they would have shifted her reaction from anger to amusement, though.

      “Nick?”

      He gave her a bare glance, then reached for the door release.

      Hitting the panel with his palm, he watched the door slide open. Then he stepped out, removing himself immediately from the opening so she could follow. He watched her climb out of the taxi in his peripheral view, feeling that pain in his chest worsen when he felt her looking at him.

      She seemed to have given up on him returning her gaze.

      She seemed to have given up on him talking to her, too.

      Shoving her hands into the pocket of his coat, which she still wore, she walked towards the entrance of his complex, her high heels clicking lightly across the cement walkway.

      After the barest pause, he followed.

      He watched her walk up to the glass-doored entrance, then step aside for him, since she didn’t have the ability to let them in. He didn’t look at her as he bent down to key in the code to open the building’s main door, pausing only to press his thumb against the security pad.

      When the door clicked, then buzzed softly, he caught it in his hand and held it open for her.

      He watched her walk through, her arms wrapped around herself inside his coat.

      Remembering why he’d brought her here, what he’d been thinking about the whole drive here without really letting himself consciously think about it, he closed his eyes, clenching his jaw at the pain that sharpened in his chest.

      Her smell might have worried him, but it was early yet, for this building.

      Most working vampires wouldn’t be home yet. Most wouldn’t return until their shifts ended just before dawn, and even then, a lot of them trickled in after they’d eaten.

      Wynter glanced back at him when he remained frozen just outside the glass door, still holding that door in his hand. A faint puzzlement rose to her eyes, and for a few beats he was lost there, trying to decide what the look meant.

      Then the door buzzed louder at him, protesting how long he’d held it open, and he slipped inside, letting it swing shut behind him.

      He avoided looking at the guard working inside the glass booth.

      He recognized his smell, though he didn’t know his name.

      Like all guards who worked here, Nick knew the male was human, and an employee of the I.S.F., but not one with a high security clearance or with much interest in the goings-on of the residents. Like most security guards Nick remembered from the old world, he was underpaid, bored, and often napping when Nick glanced inside the booth—that, or glued to a show on one of the network stations.

      Nick walked Wynter to the second security door, and punched in that code as well.

      He held the door again as Wynter walked inside, but that time, he didn’t wait. He followed her straight to the elevators, where he again needed a code to get to his floor.

      “Wow,” she commented, as the security device scanned his fingerprint when he pressed down on the elevator summons. “You weren’t kidding with the security here.”

      Nick grunted, then moved out of the way as one of the doors opened in front of them.

      Wynter began to walk towards it, when a flurry of motion erupted from behind them.

      Nick turned, sharp—moving in instinct more than thought.

      He felt more than saw the chaotic, angry energy moving towards Wynter.

      He caught the source of it easily in his hands.

      A split-second later, he saw the projectile. Something hard, something that glinted in the overhead light, flew through the air. It had already left the attacker’s hands.

      Again, Nick moved more in instinct than thought.

      He lunged, leaping up and capturing it in one hand without fully letting go of the person who writhed in his grasp. He managed to catch the thing—which turned out to be a heavy bottle, what looked and felt like it was full of wine, maybe champagne—right before it would have slammed into the back of Wynter’s head.

      Wynter felt the air displacement though, and turned, even as Nick pulled the bottle back, snatching it out of the air. He watched her eyes widen in shock, saw her raise a hand to the back of her head protectively. She stared up at Nick, wide-eyed, when she saw him gripping the bottle in one hand, the hair and the back of the neck of a writhing human in his other hand.

      Before Nick could speak, before Wynter had even closed her mouth, the body writhing in Nick’s grip let out a furious burst of sound.

      “WHO IS THIS BITCH? Who is she?”

      Nick looked at Wynter a beat longer, then, reluctantly, turned his head.

      For the first time, he really looked at the person he’d caught in mid-lunge.

      He stared at her, recognizing her face vaguely.

      He fought to remember it past the lines of make-up running down her cheeks, and the fact that her hair was wet. Remembering that it had been raining earlier, he wondered if she’d walked here, all the way to his building, through a vamp neighborhood, in the rain.

      He had her now, though.

      He remembered her. He remembered how they’d met.

      He fought with names, trying to remember hers—then it hit him, he’d never actually gotten her name. He had no idea what to call her.

      “What are you doing here?” he growled after that too-long silence. “I cancelled live feeds weeks ago. Months ago, now.”

      He stared at her furious face, the trails of black make-up running down from those blue eyes, and found himself remembering her for real. Red hair. Decent lay. He’d fed off her not long before he cancelled the live feeds.

      The I.S.F. sent her to his door the day after the Kellerman case started.

      Then, his brain caught up with the rest of it.

      Realizing the I.S.F. program of sending him living humans to feed on couldn’t in any way explain what just happened, or what she was doing here, hiding in the elevator lobby of his building with a full bottle of champagne, even if there’d been some kind of bureaucratic mistake, his voice lowered to a harder growl.

      “…and why the fuck are you attacking my friends? How did you even get in here?”

      But the woman didn’t want to talk about that.

      She never tore her eyes off Wynter.

      She barely looked at him, even as she directed words at him.

      “Who the fuck is this, Naoko?” she hissed. “Are you going to tell me?”

      He stared at her, looking between her and Wynter in disbelief.

      “No,” he said. “Get the fuck out of here!”

      He released her as he spoke, shoving her backwards, even as he stepped deliberately between her and Wynter. He pointed at the security door to the lobby.

      “Get out!” he snapped. “Now! Or I’ll call the police!”

      “Who is she? Is she the reason you blocked my requests?” The redhead pointed at Wynter, who remained behind Nick. “That cunt! Who is she, Naoko? One of your new fight groupies? Some vampire whore you picked up on the street?”

      Nick stared at her, fighting between anger and bewilderment.

      At least some of his anger was now aimed at that damned security guard, who clearly wasn’t bothering to so much as glance at any of the surveillance monitors. That, or he just didn’t give a damn enough to want to risk coming in here.

      How had this crazy human gotten inside the building in the first place?

      Had she talked another vamp into letting her in here?

      Behind him, Nick felt Wynter’s shock turning into a harder anger.

      Feeling that anger starting to affect him already, Nick pointed at the door, straightening to his full height. That time, he used a denser voice, one he normally used only to compel. He didn’t do it at full power, but did it enough to give her a mental shove. He’d had her blood before, so that should help, even if it had been a long time.

      “Get. Out,” he said through clenched teeth. “You’re not welcome here. You were not invited. You will never be invited here… and you just committed attempted assault against a human civilian. I’m letting you go out of pure charity… but I have your image,” he said, tapping his headset. “I plan to leave it with security, and with the building’s facial-rec. If I ever see you here again, for any reason, I’ll call I.S.F. and NYPD… and I’ll press full charges. I’ll also show them the recording of this night.”

      For the first time, the woman tore her eyes off Wynter, who must still be visible from behind Nick, based on the intensity of the redhead’s stare.

      She gazed up at Nick instead, her expression bewildered.

      “Why did you lie to me?” she said. “Why did you tell me we would be together—”

      “I never said that.” Nick’s voice came out cold.

      Still, some part of him was in disbelief.

      Tonight. Of all fucking nights.

      Tonight, she shows up here.

      “I’m sorry if you got the wrong idea,” he said, his voice more subdued. “But that was months ago. Why are you here now?”

      The woman blinked, her expression still stunned.

      Then the anger bled back over her expression.

      She pointed at Wynter again. “I saw you. I saw you, Nick… on the damned news channels! Kissing her. Kissing her in the middle of some fucking vamp club. Half the stations carried it. ‘Champion vampire fighter, White Wolf…’”

      She used air quotes for his fighting name, her voice twisting in open sarcasm.

      “‘…Caught on camera with mystery woman. Could this be why he’s been so illusive with fans? Does the White Wolf have a girlfriend?’” She dropped her air quotes, her expression openly angry. “All the gossip programs were carrying it, Nick. Her face is all over them.”

      “What?” Nick stared at her, then glanced at Wynter, in spite of himself. He felt some of the blood drain from his face, even before he saw the hard look in Wynter’s eyes, or the curved eyebrow she arched in his direction.

      He looked back at the redhead, then stepped towards her menacingly.

      “Get the fuck out!” he snapped. “Now! I’m calling security… right the fuck now!”

      That did the trick.

      The blood drained from her face, even as her eyes widened almost comically. Nick saw her staring at his eyes, her expression holding enough fear that he knew his irises had turned blood red, in addition to his fangs extending.

      Without another word, she turned, and bolted for the lobby door.

      Nick just stood there, fighting back fury, and now a prey response to seeing her run… not to mention the anger he felt off Wynter like a throbbing iron at the back of his head.

      He didn’t move at all until the door slammed shut behind her.
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      He watched the hook curve upwards to take the weight of his coat as she hung it by the door.

      Then she was walking deeper into his living room, leaving him to shut the door behind them, and re-engage the lock.

      He set the bottle of champagne on the low table by the door. He watched her stretch her arms over her head where she stood by the couch, the curve of her back as she reached towards the high ceiling of the old Victorian.

      She was waiting him out.

      That, or maybe trying to give him space.

      That, or maybe wondering if he was going to change his mind again.

      She hadn’t said a fucking word to him on the elevator ride up.

      He hadn’t said anything either. Truthfully, he’d had no idea what to say.

      He didn’t know what to say now, either, but he knew he owed her something.

      He didn’t consciously plan what eventually came out of his mouth.

      As per usual with her, he just said it.

      “I don’t even know her name,” he said.

      She turned, flashing those blue-green, jewel-like eyes at him. “Is that supposed to make it better?”

      “It’s supposed to tell you that any ‘relationship’ between us is purely a figment of her imagination.” Studying her eyes, Nick heard his voice harden more, partly in frustration. “Did you miss the part where I never got her name? She was an I.S.F. feed. I was with her once. One time, Wynter. I don’t know the first thing about her—”

      “But you fed on her,” Wynter retorted. “You fucked her and you fed on her, Nick.”

      There was a silence, then he clenched his jaw.

      “Yes.” When the anger rose back to her eyes, he snapped, “Before I knew you, Wynter. Before I’d gone to Kellerman that day. Before I even met you.”

      “You fucked her and you fed on her,” she reiterated, wrapping her arms around her chest, around the sleeveless dress she wore. “Which means you read her, Nick. You were inside her mind.” Her voice twisted back into sarcasm. “You know… that ‘one time’ which probably went on for hours.”

      “Yes,” he said, throwing up a hand in frustration. “Yes! I did that. I already said I did that. I admitted all of it. So? So what?”

      She glared at him. “That’s more than you’ve ever done with me, Nick.”

      “And a hell of a lot less,” he growled back.

      She stared at him.

      He watched her turn over his words, even as her jaw hardened more.

      He didn’t decide what he was going to do next.

      He never seemed to do anything with her that was remotely thought out.

      He didn’t think things through with her. He never had. He went through the motions of thinking, of reasoning it all out, before and after, purely to make himself feel better, but he was just honest enough to know what utter and complete bullshit it was.

      Nothing he did with her was logical.

      None of it.

      He crossed the space between them without thinking now.

      He moved fast, silent—vampire-like.

      He caught hold of her around the waist, softening when he felt her tense…

      Then, when she relaxed, he turned her around, manipulating her body firmly in his hands, even as he remained conscious of every muscle of hers that might protest, every part of her that might want to fight back, to show any resistance whatsoever.

      He felt none of that.

      After that initial tense, he felt nothing off her but willingness.

      He felt her pull on him instead.

      Pull on him… urging him, maybe… whatever the fuck it was she did…

      He pushed her over the back of his couch and she softened to let him do that, too, planting her palms on the cushions, letting her ass rise up in the air. He paused long enough to look at her. The combination of letting that pain rise, letting it really come into its own in his chest and gut, and her complete and utter submission under his hands, pretty much wiped away the last of his own resistance.

      He was unbuckling his belt before he let himself think about any of it.

      He pushed her dress up to her hips, using his feet to kick hers apart. He remembered fantasizing about doing something pretty damned close to this the first day he met her and let out a low sound, even as he fingered aside the lace underwear she wore.

      Remembering she’d worn that, not for him, but for her blond vampire date, he let out a sound closer to a growl even as his fingers slid briefly inside her, making her breath stop, her heart thud louder, so loud he couldn’t hear anything else.

      She was gasping then, still pulling on him in some way he could sense without understanding it at all… when he entered her, gripping her shoulder in one hand as he angled into her as far as he could go.

      For a moment, he just hung there, unmoving.

      She let out a gasping, choking sound when he didn’t move, something he couldn’t make sense of at all, not at first. He pulled out of her slowly and arched into her again, and she cried out, gripping the cushions of his couch as she moved back up to meet him.

      Still, her breath was ragged, like she was struggling to breathe.

      Was he putting too much of his weight on her?

      She was struggling, her breath hitching.

      She was having trouble breathing…

      She was crying.

      Gods. She was fucking crying.

      That pain in his chest blinded him.

      He pulled out of her, again without thought, wrapping his arm around her waist. Pulling her up off the back of the couch, he brought her over it with him, lifting her in a single fluid movement as he leapt over the back of it. He brought her down to the thick rug on the floor, his arms still wrapped around her, and now his body and one leg wrapped around her, too.

      He found himself squeezing her against him, unable to speak.

      She just let him at first. Then she was holding him back, gripping his arms. One of her arms wrapped around his neck, right before the other wrapped around his waist.

      He kissed her neck, her face, her throat…

      “It’s just going to get worse,” she said, pulling her arm from around his waist to wipe her cheek and eyes with her fingers. “It’s just going to get worse after this, Nick… and you’re just going to keep doing this.”

      He pressed his face into her neck, pulling her further under him.

      “What’s going to get worse?” he said after he felt her melt against him.

      “All of it,” she said, the frustration in her voice rising. “All of it, Nick. The pain. The fucking headaches. The confusion. The fucking emotional rollercoaster. The dreams. It’s not going to get better. It’s going to get worse… and you’re not dealing with it. You run away whenever you let yourself even feel it, much less when you let yourself admit what’s really happening. You leave me to deal with it alone…”

      She wiped her face again, avoiding his eyes. He felt a whisper of embarrassment on her as she let out a strangled half-laugh.

      “Then again, you don’t sleep, do you, Nick?” she said, her words verging on bitter. “You don’t dream. You probably don’t get headaches. You don’t get separation pain. You just go into that goddamned ring every couple of nights and beat the shit out of someone. Then you grab a groupie out of the crowd and feed on her. Problem solved, right?”

      He fought to think about her words.

      He fought to make sense of what she was saying to him.

      In a way, he was relieved.

      For whatever stupid, masochistic reason, he wanted to talk about this. He wanted to understand. And everything she was saying resonated with him.

      Even the part about dreams resonated.

      Nick just had them when he was awake.

      “You’re wrong,” he said, gruff. “You’re wrong, Wynter—”

      She let out a disbelieving laugh.

      “About which part?” she said derisively. “Which part did I get wrong, Nick?”

      He thought about that, going through her words.

      Then he looked down, meeting her gaze.

      “Pretty much all of it,” he admitted, after that pause ended. “Pretty much every single damned thing you said. Except maybe the part about me using the fights to cope.”

      Watching her avoid his eyes, wiping the make-up from under hers with small fingers, he gripped her tighter, unable to help himself. The urge to shake her strengthened the longer he looked at her, the more he felt the overt skepticism on her. He saw her mouth tighten, even as she shook her head perceptibly.

      Seeing the thoughts churning there, he spoke before she could tell him to fuck off again.

      “I haven’t been with anyone,” he said, gruff. “I haven’t fed on anyone. I’ve been getting fucking pain, like you said… in my chest. In my gut. Sometimes in my throat, so that I feel like I’m choking. I can’t be still. I can’t be alone for long.”

      He looked away from her face, frowning at nothing as he stared out over his apartment floor.

      “I’ve been getting headaches,” he added. “Weird daydreams if I don’t keep my mind occupied. I’m angry all the time. I’m fucking angry, Wynter… all the time. But I haven’t had any desire to deal with that through feeding, or fucking, or even surfing, or working out… any of the things I used to do to cope. Fighting helps a little,” he admitted, still thinking. “But only a little, and not for very long. Not for nearly long enough…”

      Seeing her head turn in his periphery, feeling her look up at him, he shrugged, focusing on nothing as he gazed out over the floor.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, clenching his jaw. “I don’t understand fucking any of it, Wynter. I don’t understand you and me. I never have.” Looking down, he met her gaze, studying her blue-green eyes. “Vampires don’t get separation pain. We don’t. We don’t lose our desire to feed. We don’t lose our desire to fuck—”

      “Did Brick tell you that?” she said, her voice faintly derisive. “Or one of your other vampire pals from the White Death?”

      He stopped, biting his tongue.

      Her words didn’t anger him.

      Instead he found himself thinking about them, too.

      “Maybe,” he conceded after a pause. “But I would have agreed with him until now. I’ve never seen or heard anything to suggest otherwise… not in me or anyone else.”

      “Bullshit,” she said.

      When he blinked, looking down at her again, she scowled.

      “Bullshit, Naoko,” she repeated, shoving lightly at his chest. “I felt it on you. I felt that pain on you… when you talked about the seer you loved. I know you’ve felt this before. I know that’s at least half the reason this bothers you so much. You don’t want to put yourself through it again. You don’t trust me, or anyone else, and you don’t want to go through it again—”

      “No.” He shook his head, adamant. “I’m not fucking lying to you, Wynter. That wasn’t the same as this. It wasn’t the same at all.”

      There was a silence where they both lay there.

      He grew conscious of her lying under him again in that pause, but he didn’t move, or try to do anything. He felt her heart beat against his skin, and closed his eyes, fighting that pain, which was worsening again in his chest.

      “Did you let him feed on you?” he said, his eyes still closed.

      There was a silence.

      In it, Nick felt himself tense. He felt his pain worsening.

      It hurt more that time, though, like a knife twisting in his chest.

      “Wynter,” he said. “Did you?” Swallowing, he kept his voice low, keeping it calm and low and toneless with an effort. “Because we might have to get the kid to erase him, if you did. There’s no way he fed on you without knowing what you—”

      “Oh, bullshit, Nick,” she snapped.

      His eyes opened, and he looked down.

      Understanding what she meant, realizing she was right, he frowned.

      “You’re not going to explain this?” he said, his voice a touch harder. “You’re not going to explain any of this to me? You’re not going to tell me if that fucker fed on you… if you’ve let other vampires feed on you? You’re not going to tell me what the fuck is happening with us? Why I’m reacting this way to you?”

      She listened to him speak, bewilderment dawning over her face the longer he spoke.

      When he finished, she just looked up at him, her eyes openly confused.

      She didn’t say anything at first, but when she finally did, that confusion was even more prominent in her voice.

      “What makes you think I know any more about this than you do, Nick?”

      He stared back at her. Then he frowned.

      “You just sounded like you did,” he growled, waving a hand in frustration. “You just listed off a bunch of symptoms… said it would get worse. From the beginning, you’ve seemed to know more than me about all of this. Even that first fucking day, when I was sitting there, confused as fuck by whatever the hell was happening between us, and you were already trying to seduce me, asking me to bite you—”

      She writhed under him, fighting to get free, but he held her down that time, gripping her wrists and throwing his weight over her. When he pinned her legs, she stared up at him, fury in her eyes. He found he understood that, too, although again, he didn’t ask himself how.

      “I’m not saying this is one-sided,” he growled. “Can you stop taking my words the worst possible fucking way, and just talk to me, Wynter?”

      “Because you’re so fucking rational about this… is that it?” she snapped.

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “Then what the fuck are you saying?” she said, half-shouting at him now. “You were there, the same as I was, when that weird, goth-looking seer called us ‘mates.’ Don’t tell me you know so little about seers you didn’t know what that means?”

      He stared at her.

      Frustration made that pain bloom tauter in his chest.

      Frustration mixed with pain, mixed with a hunger that made no sense, that he realized he’d been avoiding along with the rest of it.

      She was right.

      Goddamn it, she was right.

      He was still playing mental games with both of them. He was still trying to convince himself he could just fuck her, this one night, then go back to his fights and his case with Straven and not think about it again, not until the pain got so goddamned unbearable, he had no choice but to think about it.

      She hit him in the chest.

      Not very hard, but hard enough to snap his eyes back to her face.

      He was horrified to find her crying again.

      When she spoke, she said the last thing he expected, though.

      “You are the worst mate ever,” she said, wiping her eyes with her fingers. “The absolute fucking worst, Nick. I could not possibly have picked a worse person to bond with. You’d think I went to the mate store and said… give me the worst one. The absolute worst you’ve got. That’s him… give me that one.”

      He blinked, staring at her as her words sank in.

      Then embarrassment rose in him, worsening when he realized he could feel how deeply she meant her words, and how real the pain was behind them.

      “…You act like this is something I did to you,” Wynter went on. “You act like I waylaid you, or even just fucking chose you. But I didn’t, Nick. I didn’t ‘choose’ you, not in any conscious way, at least. And yes, I one hundred percent mean it when I say you are the worst, Nick. All I can feel off you is how much you don’t want this, how much you don’t want me, how much you don’t want to deal with any of it—”

      “That’s not true,” he said, gruff.

      She let out a disbelieving laugh.

      “Really?” she said derisively. “Which part, Nick? Which part isn’t true? You want to enlighten me? Because I spent the last few weeks dreaming about you… and even in my fucking dreams, you avoided me, left me, pushed me away. That, or you spent hours with me, acting like I was fucking molesting you, just because my light kept being drawn back to yours…”

      He felt that pain in his chest worsen.

      His mind spun over her words.

      He connected it to things he’d been feeling, those waking dreams he’d had, more than once—even while he’d been in the ring.

      “I might be the worst mate ever,” he admitted.

      She let out a strangled half-laugh.

      “—But don’t pretend I don’t want you, Wynter,” he growled. “Or that it’s as black and white as you say about me not wanting this. Obviously, some part of me wants it. I couldn’t fucking control myself tonight, even after everything I did to separate us. I was ready to beat the shit out of your date. I more or less bullied you into coming home with me—”

      She snorted, but he cut her off.

      “—And I’m sorry I’ve put all of this on you,” he said, his voice more subdued. “I really am. You’re right about that, and I’m sorry. Some part of me has been blaming you… and trying to convince myself you’re more behind this than I am.”

      Feeling another pulse of pain leave her, he met her gaze, his jaw hardening when he saw how bright her eyes were.

      “But I don’t believe it, Wynter. I really don’t. I never have, and I definitely don’t now. Not now that I know you’ve been experiencing the same damned things I have.”

      Thinking about his own words, he realized they were true.

      More than that, the futility returned, washing over him, making him feel sick.

      Not just sick. Trapped.

      He felt like an animal in a snare.

      She smacked him again, hard, in the chest.

      “You think I don’t know that, Nick? You think I can’t feel it, whenever you get sick at the thought of having to be stuck with me?” She hit him again. “You are the Worst. Mate. Ever.”

      She smacked him in the chest with each of the three words.

      Frustration colored her voice.

      “If I could sever us, I would. I fucking would, Nick… in a heartbeat. But I can’t. It doesn’t work that way. Don’t you get that yet? So stop blaming me. It’s a waste of goddamned time. For both of us—”

      He caught her wrist before she could hit him again.

      Then his mouth found hers, and he was kissing her, using his weight to press her into the floor. Her body remained tense for the first few seconds, that fight and anger and hurt coming off her like a thick scent, clouding his mind entirely.

      Then he nipped her lips with his fangs.

      She sucked in a breath.

      She pulled back, staring up at him.

      That pain in his chest grew blinding as he saw her react. He felt her chest heave, watched her eyes widen as she looked up at him, her blue-green eyes lit from within, as if they each carried a small, sharp light.

      “Can I?” His voice was gruff.

      She blinked.

      Then she scowled, staring up at him in disbelief.

      “Can you?” she said. “Are you fucking serious right now, Nick? You are unbelievable… do you know that? You really are the most emotionally stunted, immature, cowardly—”

      “I know,” he growled. “I know all that, Wynter. I heard you. I’m the worst. I’m the fucking worst mate ever. I’m sorry you’re stuck with me… I really am. But there isn’t a fucking thing I can do about it… or about me… and apparently there isn’t a damned thing you can do about it, either. I’m sorry for that. I am. But fuck this… can I?”

      When she continued to glare at him in disbelief, he lowered his head, nipping at her throat that time, feeling her jump, even as a plume of heat left her. The pain in his chest worsened without warning, making him gasp.

      That time, he licked enough of her blood off one fang that he groaned, instantly so hard he couldn’t think straight.

      He pressed against her, coiling his hand into her hair.

      “Maybe it’ll keep us from killing each other,” he said, lower, gruffer, into her ear. “Maybe it’ll keep you from killing me, at least—”

      “You’re a piece of shit—” she said, tears back in her voice.

      “I know.”

      That time, he didn’t wait.

      He lowered his mouth…

      And sank his fangs all the way into her throat.

      He groaned as he swallowed the first mouthful… then another… his whole body growing heavy on hers as he drank.

      He found himself yanking at her clothes without taking his mouth off her throat, rearranging fabric with an urgency that scared him. He slid his fingers inside her and she groaned, bucking up against him, and he groaned with her.

      God. She was wet.

      She was so fucking wet.

      She let out a disbelieving gasp…

      And then Nick could hear her for real.

      He could feel her for real.

      Shock slid through him, as her thoughts grew loud in his mind, her emotions washing over him through the venom and blood, until he was groaning for real, pulling his mouth off her long enough to yank his shirt over his head, then to more or less tear the dress off her. He was trying to do the same to her underwear when she sat up, trying to help him—

      He only had patience for that for a few seconds.

      Then he got her bra off her too, ripping off the last of those panties she hadn’t worn for him, sinking his teeth into her shoulder.

      She cried out…

      Then he could hear her again.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck… why does it have to feel so goddamned good? Why does it always have to be like this with him? The kissing, his cock, the way he fucks… now the way he bites. And he’s just going to do this and then find some reason again tomorrow. Whatever he says tonight, he’ll leave you again, Wynter.

      Her pain worsened.

      It blinded him, making him gasp.

      Don’t kid yourself. He’ll leave. Don’t let yourself believe it this time. He’ll leave. He’ll do it again. He’ll fucking leave. And then he’ll do it all over again.

      It’s only going to keep getting worse…

      He listened to her try to convince herself not to care.

      He listened to her try to convince herself not to expect anything from him.

      He couldn’t find the words to argue with her.

      He couldn’t even decide if she was wrong.

      For now, he didn’t care.

      He didn’t care about any of it.

      He just wanted to give her what she wanted.

      He wanted to stop the screaming, writhing pain in his head and chest. He wanted to stop it in her. He wanted to soothe that anger, that confusion, those waking dreams, the nausea, that never-ending headfuck hangover that made him hate everything, whenever he was apart from her… even if it was only for a few hours.

      He wanted to end it. He wanted to end all of it.

      For a short time at least, he wanted to give both of them what they wanted.

      It was all he could handle.

      It was the only thing he could make himself care about.
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      The buzzing from his nightstand didn’t wake him right off.

      The fact that it had to wake him at all didn’t even strike him as strange, not at first.

      Vampires don’t sleep.

      It was an oft-repeated phrase, even if it wasn’t entirely true.

      They did sleep… sometimes.

      It was unusual, though.

      Vampires didn’t sleep like humans did, or seers. They didn’t fall unconscious for a specified time every night. They didn’t need sleep the way a human did, or the way most animals did, not most of the time.

      But they could sleep… and did, every now and then.

      Still, it was unusual enough that Nick got really damned confused when he woke up from one of those vampire naps.

      He found himself wrapped in warm skin and blankets, entangled in a beating heart, beating veins that got him instantly hard, even as his fangs extended in his mouth, making him groan as he rolled over, looking for the sound that was still insistently, annoyingly clamoring for his attention.

      He eventually got an arm and hand free enough that he scooped the headset off the low, faux-marble table, hooking it clumsily—for a vampire, at least—over his ear and using his mind to click it on.

      “Hello?” he said, blinking to clear his vision.

      The room righted around him, even as he got a headrush.

      He grew aware of Wynter again as she wrapped an arm around his waist, everything in her asking him to come back, to close his eyes, rejoin her as she slept.

      “Midnight,” Nick said then, remembering who he was, which alarm tone this was. “Midnight. Who is this?”

      The pause on the other end felt too long.

      The pause had definitely gone on too long.

      “Who is this?” he repeated. He checked the ID then, thinking of it only then. He was surprised when he found he recognized it. “Jordan? Jordan! Are you there?”

      “Jesus, man.” The other cop’s voice rose, openly incredulous. “Are you drunk?”

      “What?” Nick rubbed his eyes, shifting to his back, and Wynter groaned a low complaint to him, wrapping her arm around him tighter. “No. I’m not fucking drunk. What is it? What do you want?”

      “It’s five o’clock, Tanaka,” the other man said, that disbelief still coloring his voice. “Were you asleep? Like… actually asleep?”

      Nick frowned.

      He slumped back to the bed, rubbing his forehead with a hand.

      As soon as he was horizontal again, Wynter curled around him, resting her head on his chest as she began massaging his cock, making that pain rise back to his gut, wiping out any attempt he might have made to think.

      “Fuck,” Nick said.

      It came out a half-groan.

      Remembering he was on the line, he slid his fingers into her hair, gripping tightly and fighting to concentrate as she continued to massage him.

      “Do I need to be somewhere?” he managed finally to Jordan.

      “Yeah… like, work, man. Didn’t you get my message?”

      Nick frowned, glancing around the virtual space projected by his headset. Seeing his message queue blinking, not with one, but with seven messages, he scowled.

      “No,” he admitted finally.

      His fangs extended painfully when Wynter slid down him, running a hot tongue over and curling around the end of his cock.

      That time, conscious of Jordan, he gritted his teeth to remain silent.

      “Where?” he said. “Where do I need to be?”

      “Straven’s place,” Damon said. “He’s sitting right in front of me.”

      There was a pause… then a pale light began to blink in the corner of Nick’s awareness, showing that the human had switched to private, and to sub-vocals. When Jordan next spoke, he sounded somewhere between disturbed and disgusted.

      “Jesus, man. Do I even want to know what you’re doing right now?”

      “What do you mean?” Nick barked, his voice suddenly hard. “What do you mean, what am I doing?”

      “It sounds like you’re…” Damon trailed, and Nick could almost see him shake his head. “Never mind. Just get your ass over here, okay? Straven wants you. He’s made it clear he won’t talk to the rest of us unless you’re here. He asked for Wynter, too… Ms. James. He specifically asked you to bring her—”

      “No,” Nick cut in, his voice a growl. “Absolutely not.”

      There was a silence.

      Then Jordan exhaled audibly, and again, Nick could almost see him shake it off, deliberately not letting himself ask.

      “Just get here, Tanaka,” the other detective said. “Now. We’re waiting on you.”

      Nick nodded, staring up at the dim ceiling of his bedroom.

      The other detective clicked off.

      A few seconds may have passed, maybe a few minutes, before Nick noticed. Then again, Wynter was making it really damned hard to think about much of anything.

      He let his weight sink into the mattress, closing his eyes as he focused back on her, on her mouth, on what she was doing to him with her mouth. He fell into her, into what she was doing, and… for a long-feeling few seconds… he forgot where he was again.

      She let him build, then slowed him down when he got too close.

      She did that a few times.

      His fingers gripped her hair.

      He grew aware of how tired she felt. She was too tired…

      I’m fine, she assured him. I’m fine, baby. It’s okay…

      No. He shook his head. It’s not okay. I took too much. You need to eat. You need to eat, and I need to go somewhere…

      He fought to remember where, what he was supposed to be doing right then.

      His mind blanked. He remembered a call. Someone called.

      He stared into the dark space of his virtual headset, remembering only then that he was wearing it.

      He saw the message queue light blinking in the corner.

      They’d call back.

      Whoever it was, they’d call back.

      He had a vaguely sick feeling in his gut, like when he was a kid, and knew he was in trouble. Anxiety gnawed at him. He was in trouble.

      He’d done something wrong.

      …I need to go somewhere, he repeated stubbornly. And you need to eat. And sleep. Without me, Wynter. Without me here. We’re both useless with me here. I’ll order you food. I’ll order food for you, then go. Or maybe go, then order food…

      He felt her resistance to that idea.

      She really didn’t like that idea.

      She immediately tried to distract him from that idea.

      He groaned, losing his train of thought when she took all of him into her mouth, sucking and pulling harder, with her light, her tongue…

      That pain spiked in his chest, seeming to connect straight to his cock. The combination of her, her light, the blood connection, what she was doing to him… it all brought an unbearable pleasure-pain too intense for him to be able to distinguish the sensations. He had no breath, but his chest clenched as he fought to control it…

      Then he lost that, too.

      “Fuck,” he said.

      He said it loud.

      He might have yelled it.

      She didn’t stop.

      His fingers clenched in her hair as he fought to control it again.

      He was coming then, groaning and jerking against her as that wave crested, as the sensation grew so intense he couldn’t think at all.

      His headset started buzzing again.

      Nick froze.

      Wynter was kissing his abdomen, her dark hair trailing over his skin. He shivered, looking down at her. When the buzzing repeated, he jumped, staring at the blinking light. He recognized the call sign.

      Then it came back. He remembered.

      “Fuck,” he muttered. “I have to go.”

      Wynter raised her head.

      Meeting his gaze, her eyes seemed to glow even brighter with that inner light. He stared at them, blinking, feeling that pain worsening in his chest. It occurred to him again that none of his questions had really been answered… not about any of this. All he could do was react, like a mindless animal. Worse, he increasingly struggled to try and make himself care enough to do something about it.

      But he had to go.

      He really had to go. He had to order her food.

      Feeling her reluctance spike, he forced himself to slide back, away from her.

      He leapt out of his bed, before she could touch him again… before he forgot what he was doing and decided he needed to touch her… or worse, feed on her again…

      He groaned, thinking about it—

      Right as he crashed into the wall.

      His balance was completely off. He got up so fast, tried to get away from her so fast, tried to remove himself from her so fast… he lost control of his own speed.

      When he looked up from the floor, squinting from the pain blooming in his head, Wynter was hanging over the edge of the bed, peering down at him.

      Seeing him there, a scowl on his face, she burst out in a laugh.

      “Did you just run into your own wall?” she said.

      Her voice sounded unnaturally loud.

      He realized it was because he couldn’t remember when she’d last spoken aloud. He had. He’s spoken out loud, but Wynter… not so much.

      “Maybe,” he growled, rubbing the back of his head.

      She grinned, still hanging over the edge of the bed.

      She looked so fucking adorable, he forced himself to look away, closing his eyes.

      “Shower,” he growled next. “Shower…”

      “Can I come?”

      “No!” The word burst out of him. He looked up at her, alarmed by his own vehemence, but also worried she’d argue with him, or simply not listen to him.

      Instead, she grinned at him wider, laughing when she saw the look on his face.

      “You look so cute right now,” she informed him.

      “No. No, I don’t.”

      “Yes. You do. Hate to break it to you.”

      He clenched his jaw. He wanted to climb back up on the bed. He wanted to pin her down and fuck her again, smack her ass for laughing at him.

      She laughed again, hearing him.

      “Shower,” he muttered. “Shower…” He repeated it like a mantra. Unsure if he should risk trying to get up, unsure if he could regulate his speed, much less his balance, he began crawling over his floor towards the bathroom.

      “Don’t follow me!” he growled as he crawled. “I mean it! Wynter! Stay!”

      “Aye-aye, Captain,” she said.

      “I mean it, Wynter!”

      She laughed, but he felt her agree, so some part of him relaxed.

      He heard her flop onto her back on the comforter, still giggling, and clenched his jaw again, wanting nothing more than to punish her for that.

      His mind started going there again, thinking of ways he would do that, trying to decide ways that he hadn’t done it to her yet in the last however-many hours. His mind started supplying visuals then, and he fought to push them out of his awareness, but not before his fangs extended painfully again, his cock hardening as he crawled.

      His hands found the frame of the bathroom door.

      He leapt to his feet, realizing it was closed, that he needed the handle, and crashed into that too. That time, he hit into it hard enough… attacked it really, slamming his shoulder into it with most of his strength… that he broke the latch, and fell through the opening.

      Behind him, Wynter burst out in another laugh.

      Nick blinked from where his hands caught him on the tile counter. It was dark, but he didn’t dare turn on the light.

      He managed to make his way to the shower, and after staring at the control panel for another long-feeling stretch of time, he managed to remember enough to punch something into those controls. When the water came on, a long-feeling beat later, he exhaled in relief, human-fashion.

      “I’m taking a shower now!” he yelled out. “Stay there, Wynter! Stay where you are! I mean it!”

      He heard her laugh, like he’d just said the funniest thing in the world.

      “Did you hear me?” he yelled.

      “You are a goofball!” she yelled back. “You’re acting crazy!”

      “I am not!”

      “Yes… you are!”

      He frowned, but didn’t speak. He didn’t have a good argument really, as to why she was wrong. He was quite sure she was wrong, though.

      Given everything, he thought he was being totally rational.

      Gripping the glass shower door, he edged forward, doing it gingerly that time, afraid he might break the glass too, and then he’d have a real fucking mess on his hands. He stepped carefully into the shower, then under the water. It wasn’t really as hot as he wanted it to be, but he decided he didn’t care.

      He spent a ridiculous amount of time trying to remember what was in each of the bottles on the shelves inside the shower cubicle. He ended up using some out of each one, rubbing them carefully on his body after smelling them on his hands and fingers.

      He figured it couldn’t hurt.

      His headset started buzzing again.

      Nick scowled.

      He was tempted to pick up, to yell at whoever was on the other end.

      He didn’t, though.

      He stepped out of the shower instead, ignoring the buzzing as he picked his way gingerly across the carpet. He forgot to dry himself, but didn’t realize it until he stood in front of his closet. He could feel Wynter watching him again, could practically see her grinning at him in his mind, completely entertained by what he was doing for some reason.

      Come back to bed, she coaxed. I’ll dry you off, Nick.

      He broke out in a half-laugh, but didn’t let himself turn, didn’t let himself look at her.

      He knew if he did, he’d be back in that bed.

      He knew if he did, he’d never get out the door.

      And she needed to eat.

      She really needed to eat… and sleep. Without him.

      “No,” he said, after a too-long pause. “Stay there.”

      He stared at his clothes for way too long, unable to comprehend the rows of shirts on hangers, the multiple drawers, the pants folded versus those hanging on other, different hangers. Why did he fold some pants and hang others? Was there a color code?

      He couldn’t fathom the logic behind any of it now.

      Behind him, Wynter burst out in another laugh.

      Want some help? she offered.

      “No!” he said, loud, still not looking at her. He pointed at her without turning his head. “Stay where you are! I mean it!”

      She laughed, but he felt her agree.

      Giving up on trying to discern any logic to anything he saw in the complicated storage space in front of him, Nick grabbed a shirt at random… then a pair of pants. He grabbed shoes off the rack below the shirt, and contemplated a row of ties. Deciding that was way too complicated, he shut the closet with a snap, jumping a little when the light clicked off.

      He was still damp, but he decided he didn’t care.

      He put on the pants, picking at them when they stuck to his wet skin. He threw the shirt on over that, and shoved his feet into the shoes.

      Only then did he turn, facing Wynter.

      “Is this okay?” he said, gruff.

      He held out his arms, turning for her inspection.

      She sat up on the bed, balancing on her knees and clutching one of his pillows to her chest. He saw a grin on her face still as she gazed at him through the dark, but her eyes held an open scrutiny as she looked him over.

      “I think so,” she said, her voice doubtful.

      “You think so?” He lowered his arms, frowning. “That can’t be good.”

      “It’s dark, Nick. I think you’re okay. Do you have socks?”

      “No.”

      “Underwear?”

      He frowned, thinking.

      “No,” he admitted after a pause, angry at himself for forgetting. “Fuck.”

      She laughed, clutching the pillow tighter. “It’s probably okay.”

      He frowned, trying to decide as he looked back at the closet.

      Then he nodded. “Yeah. I’m going.”

      “Don’t I get a kiss first?”

      He shook his head, adamant. “No. What do you want to eat?”

      She made a pouting face at his answer, then thought about his question.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      He could feel her thinking, so he waited.

      “Bread,” she said, a few seconds later. “Should I eat bread? Ooh!” Her eyes widened as something occurred to her. “Waffles! I want waffles!”

      He exhaled in frustration. “No. No fucking waffles, Wynter. You need protein. Iron.”

      “Cookie dough?”

      “No!” he snapped. “Gaos. You sound like Tai!”

      She laughed, flopping back on the bed, and pulling on him in a way that made his jaw clench, his eyes close as he backed towards the door to the bedroom.

      “Why’d you even ask me?” she said. “Just order for me… control freak.”

      “I am not a control freak!”

      She threw her head back in a real laugh at that. “You are the epitome of a control freak, Naoko. In the dictionary, there should be a picture of your face next to the words ‘control freak’… and a whole entry about waffles. And cookie dough. And bizarre sex fetishes…”

      Pain rose back in his chest as he felt her react to her own words.

      Closing his eyes, he shook his head.

      He wanted to argue with her.

      He wanted to do more than argue.

      Gritting his teeth, he walked out of the room and closed the door behind him.

      Only when the door was closed did he feel his muscles start to unclench.

      The light rose in his living room, and he stared around, trying to decide what he needed. He’d have to drive. Where the fuck was he going?

      Straven’s house.

      He was going to Straven’s house.

      Only then did he decide to bite the bullet and check his messages.

      He started with the ones that were text-only.

      Nick. Where the hell are you? Am I in the wrong place? You said the surfing place in Midtown, right? I assume you meant Splashdown…?

      Nick felt a pain bloom in his chest.

      Kit.

      God. He was a fucking asshole.

      He checked the time in his headset. It was six o’clock. He’d told her four.

      He definitely told her four o’clock. He’d said he would take her surfing at four o’clock. He distinctly remembered saying four.

      That had been for today, right?

      He clenched his jaw, rubbing his forehead.

      God. He was a fucking asshole.

      He thought about typing her a message right then, offering her more surfing lessons, a steak dinner, a fucking pony… then decided he could do it on the way to wherever he was going. He checked the next text message. It was Jordan.

      Straven got back to Morley. We’re on for today. Four thirty, his place…

      There it was. The address.

      Someplace in Brooklyn. Fuck.

      He was still staring at the address, realizing it meant either driving himself or a train over to the other segment of the dome, when his headset buzzed again.

      He picked up that time, speaking out loud without thought.

      “What?” he snapped. “Who is this?”

      There was a silence.

      Then laughter rose melodiously from the other end of the line.

      It wasn’t Jordan. It wasn’t Kit, either.

      “Straven,” Nick said, his voice hard.

      “Darling, darling Naoko,” Straven said, still laughing. “Whatever am I going to do with you? What naughtiness are you up to, I wonder, that you’d make your owners so cranky with you?”

      Nick frowned. Staring into the virtual space, gazing at the face and enhancement-tinted eyes of the androgynous vampire, he fought with how to answer that.

      “No matter,” the other vampire said cheerfully. “I’ve sent a limo for you, lover. It seemed that you coming to my house was simply posing an unbearable burden for you, so I decided to expedite the process. For you and your lovely friend, who is of course invited, too—”

      “No,” Nick growled. “No. Absolutely not. Just me. Me only, Straven—”

      The vampire with the shocking white hair held up their hands.

      Still chuckling, they made a soothing calming sound. “Okay. All right. Calm yourself, my dear, if very naughty friend… I will accept your terms. For now.”

      Hearing the faint emphasis on the last two words, Nick scowled, about to speak again, but Straven spoke up before he could.

      “It is downstairs, love,” Straven said coyly. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Nick frowned.

      Then, realizing this made things easier, he exhaled.

      He really probably shouldn’t drive right now.

      He wasn’t too sure about a robo-taxi, either.

      “Okay,” he said, his voice subdued. “I’m going down now.”

      “Take your time, precious,” the vampire soothed.

      Nick didn’t bother to answer.

      He just hung up.
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      Nick approached the limousine warily, glancing around what he could see of the garage as he walked, his fangs partly extended.

      They’d pulled right up to the glass lobby entrance of his building, on the top floor of the parking structure, which also lived inside a cement roof and walls. Nick knew they’d designed it that way on purpose, given that most of the building’s residents were vampires.

      He’d already gotten into it with the security guard, who kept staring at Nick like he thought he was acting insane.

      Nick definitely wasn’t acting insane.

      He even tried to tone it down some—his voice, his words.

      Clearly, though, he was weirding people out.

      “She’s not coming down here,” Nick growled at him, hissing as he showed him his fangs. “I’m ordering food, and you’re bringing that food to my fucking door… understand?”

      “I c-can’t do that—” the middle aged Middle Eastern man said.

      “The fuck you can’t! You do it, or have someone else do it… someone human… or I’ll fucking bite you. Understand? I’ll bite you—”

      “Sir. Calm down. Please, sir—”

      “I’ll know if you don’t bring it to her! I’ll check!”

      “Okay, sir… okay… if you’d just sign this form, telling me who it is I should let up there, which company…”

      Nick stared at the electronic form showing in the window of the security booth.

      He fought to remember the name of a food delivery company that would deliver to this neighborhood. A lot of the human companies wouldn’t.

      He came up blank.

      “Where do you get your food?” Nick growled, looking back at the human. “You get food delivered here, right? Sometimes. Right? You must. You’ve worked here since I got here.”

      “F-F-Food for Humans,” the man stammered. “It’s called, ‘F-Food for Humans.’”

      “That one,” Nick growled, tapping a finger sharply on the electronic document. “Write that down.”

      “I can’t, sir,” the man protested, holding up his hands. “It’s illegal for me to do it. It’s for your protection… for your privacy, sir, as an I.S.F. employee…”

      “I.S.F. property, you mean,” Nick growled.

      Still, he felt bad, looking at the pale human on the other side of the glass.

      He’s managed to scare the piss out of the poor bastard.

      “Food for Humans?” he said after a pause.

      The human nodded, still holding up his hands, almost like from an old cop movie, the way humans did it when the police yelled at them back in the old days.

      Exhaling, human-fashion, Nick walked back from the door, clicking over to his headset and filling in the electronic form when it came up on his virtual screen. He signed the bottom, also using a pre-created signature and his DNA, pressing his thumb against the lit spot on the glass wall. The form flashed green, and when Nick looked up the guard looked almost comically relieved.

      “Thank you, sir,” he said, exhaling. “Thank you. I’ll grant access to the delivery person they send. Your… uh… friend… won’t have to leave your apartment. She won’t have to do anything.”

      Staring at him for a beat too long as he thought through the man’s words, Nick nodded, grunting.

      “Good,” he said. “Keep an eye on her hallway. I already have a few words for security. Yesterday someone let in an unauthorized I.S.F. feed and she fucking attacked my girlfriend. She threw a bottle at her…” He motioned with his hands. “A big bottle.”

      The man paled all over again. “What?”

      Nick motioned towards the glass wall. “I don’t have time to get into it now. Review the footage, if you don’t believe me. She wasn’t hurt, but she could’ve been.”

      “I’ll report this right away, sir. I’m so sorry…” the male human gushed.

      Nick scowled, but again felt guilty at the fear in the man’s voice.

      “Whatever. We can talk about that later. Just let the guy in to feed her, okay?”

      “Yes, sir. Of course, sir. I’ll take him up personally…”

      Nick was already turning away, pushing through the glass doors and into the garage by then, only to find the limousine standing right there, engine idling.

      Now he was walking towards the female vampire standing there, watching her grin at him, obviously as amused by his appearance as the security guard had been disturbed by it.

      “What?” Nick growled. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      She stifled her smile, but not very well.

      “Nothing at all, sir. I’m very glad to see you. My employer is very much looking forward to your meeting today—”

      But Nick didn’t have the patience to wade through Straven’s or his employees’ b.s.

      “Fine, whatever,” he said, cutting her off.

      He dove into the back of the limousine, not looking up while she shut the door.

      He was already scrolling through the directory in his headset, looking for the entry for “Food for Humans” in his area.

      He found it after a few seconds, and requested a connection.

      He didn’t bother with a greeting with them, either.

      “Yeah. I need steak. Hamburgers. Steak… maybe some salmon.”

      There was a silence.

      “Sir?” a voice queried. “Can I get your address?”

      Nick paused, frowning.

      Then, staring into the virtual space, he realized he didn’t know.

      Clicking out enough to look at the driver in the rearview mirror, he barked. “My address. What is it?”

      The driver blinked. Her crystal-colored eyes wore a faint spot of crimson. Nick watched it grow, unsure what caused the change, and caring a hell of a lot less.

      “Address!” He clicked his fingers at her. “Now! I need it!”

      After another bare pause, she rattled it off to him.

      Nick clicked back to the open line, and repeated it to the female human on the other end.

      “Do you have steak?” he snapped. “What about iron supplements?”

      “Of course, sir. It’s artificial, as you know—”

      “It has iron, right?” he said. “She needs iron. A lot of it.”

      “Of course, sir. We can have them include extra supplements in the meal, along with a shake, if you’d like—”

      “Yes,” he said. “A shake. Wait. Two shakes. A steak. A hamburger.” He scowled, staring at the back of the driver’s head, conscious suddenly that he was speaking outloud. “…and waffles,” he growled. “A big order of waffles. Syrup. Butter. The works. Maybe some blueberries, too. Do you have those?”

      “Artificial. But yes, of course, sir—”

      “What kind of cookies do you have?”

      The driver burst out in a laugh.

      Nick ignored her.

      In the end, he had no idea what he ordered.

      He gave them his payment code in the virtual space, told them to only send human delivery drivers, and told them he’d authorized door-to-door delivery, and he damned well expected them to use it.

      He might have threatened to bite them.

      He couldn’t really remember now, but he suspected he might have.

      Yeah. He did.

      He did threaten them.

      Frowning faintly, he stared out the sun-protected windows of the limousine after he terminated the connection, realizing they were about to enter the tunnel between Manhattan and Brooklyn. He had no idea how he’d spent that long talking to the Food for Humans people, but he hoped like hell something would get to Wynter, hopefully within the next hour.

      Thinking about that, he hit in Wynter’s code next.

      It rang for a while.

      It rang for a long time.

      He clicked off all requests to leave a message though, letting it ring.

      Then her mind rose in his.

      What, Nick? she sent, sounding sleepy, vaguely annoyed. Is that you? With that buzzing? Why? Why are you buzzing? You left. You left me here. That means you don’t get to just buzz at me whenever you want, expecting me to come running—

      Yes! he sent, exasperated. Yes, I do! I would come, if you were calling me. I would answer, goddamn it. I only left because I had to. Why aren’t you picking up? What’s wrong?

      She sighed.

      Even so, he got the feeling she was satisfied with his answer.

      I’m in the bathtub, she informed him. I’m taking a bath.

      Well, get out, he sent back. I’ve got food coming. They’re coming to the door, Wynter. To the front door. My front door. You have to answer that door. That means clothes… you need clothes. Okay? You need to answer the door and get the food and eat it…

      I’m not that hungry— she began.

      Yes. You are.

      She laughed.

      He could both feel it and hear it—audibly, tangibly around him.

      The intensity of the connection between them had him hard, to the point where he realized he really should have done something about the underwear situation. Staring down at his pants, he realized for the first time they were green.

      How had he even found these pants?

      They were dress pants.

      He’d worn them to some kind of party… years ago. Some theme party in Los Angeles. St. Patrick’s Day? Halloween? He couldn’t remember. He tugged on his shirt, and realized it was white and black, with enormous flowers on it.

      He looked like Magnum-fucking-P.I.

      The mustache version. From the 1980s.

      Hearing him, Wynter laughed louder in his mind.

      More Hawaii Five-O, she sent, still grinning at him in the spaces behind his eyes. More like you should have a surfboard under your arm. It struck me as appropriate.

      How the hell do you even know that is? he sent, bewildered.

      I watch the classics, she informed him. In fact, I might watch some Hawaii Five-O and masturbate, thinking about you in that shirt until you get back here…

      Eat first, he sent in a growl. Eat, and you can masturbate all over my apartment if you want. Feeling his fangs extending, he added in a denser voice, Although, I really wish you wouldn’t. I’m having enough trouble… concentrating.

      She laughed.

      What? he thought at her. What now?

      Jordan, she sent, still fighting to control giggles. Jordan. His face when he sees you in that outfit. I would seriously pay you to record that—

      Ha, ha, he grumbled.

      He was about to go on when the driver spoke up from the front of the car.

      “Sir?” she said politely. “My employer asks that you stay for dinner, since you’ve made him wait. He insists.” Pausing, she added, “He wants to know if you have a preference. In terms of blood type.”

      Nick shook his head. “I’m not hungry.”

      “He will provide live feeds, of course. All totally legal. And very willing—”

      “I’m not hungry,” Nick said, his voice a harder growl.

      Damned straight you’re not, Wynter growled in his mind. You touch someone while you’re there, Naoko—

      The thought made him feel sick, though.

      Actually, physically sick.

      He grimaced, his hand on his stomach.

      Wynter, he sent, hearing actual hurt in his mental voice. Shut up.

      She went quiet.

      Then, he felt heat in his heart and chest, an almost debilitating warmth.

      Realizing she was sending that to him, he bit his tongue, stifling the sound that wanted to come out of his throat.

      Don’t, he sent. Please, honey. Not while I’m here. They’re going to lock me up. They’re seriously going to lock me up if I don’t calm the fuck down…

      She sent him more warmth, but it was lighter that time, more affection than heat.

      Okay, she sent, her mental voice sending more of that heat into his limbs and chest. Just so we’re on the same page. With the you not biting other people thing—

      We are one hundred percent on the same page, Wynter, he sent back, softer. Come on. Be a good girl. Get out of the bathtub. Put on clothes… anything… even another one of my ugly shirts. Just answer the door and eat at least some of what I ordered, okay?

      She sent him more warmth, and he closed his eyes.

      Okay? he sent, clenching his jaw. Wynter?

      Okay.

      I’ll come back as soon as I can—

      The limousine was slowing.

      Feeling that it was different this time, that it wasn’t a stoplight or traffic in front of them, Nick refocused out the tinted windows.

      The sun was starting to go down.

      He really was late.

      He was like… hours late.

      His stomach twisted when he remembered he still hadn’t called Kit back yet, either.

      He should have stayed at the apartment. He should have just told them he was sick. But vampires didn’t get sick really, not like humans.

      He wondered if Jordan would even still be there.

      Looking at the collection of messages still blinking in his headset, he considered listening to them, then decided they would just stress him out more.

      The car pulled up to the front of a building that looked vaguely familiar to him. He requested info on the address from the NYPD artificial intelligence, even as the limousine rolled to a stop right in front of the old-fashioned, revolving glass doors.

      Gertrude, the NYPD A.I., rose in his headset.

      “Built by celebrity architect, Straven, the Anubis Building, as it is commonly called, is located a block away from Prospect Park in Brooklyn, and features a hotel and residential apartments that take up most of the building, with the lower floors housing businesses, including the famed arthouse, gallery, and coffee shop, Rogue 7, which takes up most of the southeastern corner of the ground floor…”

      Nick continued to listen with part of his mind as the driver got out in front of him, walking around to the rear door by where he sat and opening it for him with a bow.

      He glanced up at her with a faint scowl, wishing again he’d come up with some excuse as to why he couldn’t be here.

      He really hadn’t thought this through.

      “Where are they?” he said, gruff, as he climbed out of the back of the long car, moving too fast, fast enough that a number of nearby humans turned and stared.

      They were in the shade of the building’s striped red and white awning over the street, but given how weak the sun was at that point, and the fact that none of it was direct, given the tall buildings surrounding them, it may not have mattered.

      “The fortieth floor,” the driver said politely. Motioning towards the glass revolving doors, she added, “Someone is waiting for you in the lobby to take you up.”

      Nick’s jaw clenched involuntarily, but he only nodded, conscious again of his clothes, and the fact that he hadn’t thought to grab a coat, either.

      Did the food come yet? he thought in Wynter’s general direction, as he walked towards the glass doors.

      She didn’t answer at first.

      As he entered the lobby, and found himself staring up at a massive, four-story stone statue of the Egyptian god, Anubis, with its black dog’s head and gold robes, her voice rose in his mind, along with a pulse of her warmth.

      Yes, she sent, laughing. I’m just sitting here, staring at all of it. Do you have any idea what you ordered? Or just how much you ordered, Nick?

      Don’t stare at it, he grumbled at her. Eat it. Some of it, at least.

      I will, I just need to… absorb it all first. There’s so much—

      I have to go, Nick cut in, seeing a man in a dark suit walking towards him.

      The man had been standing outside the elevator doors.

      He must have watched Nick walk in. The human was still staring at him as he approached, an elaborate headset wrapped around the back of his head, and another morphing gadget around his wrist. The augmented-reality dark suit he wore shimmered and changed color as he walked.

      Nick had never seen the human before, but the man pretty obviously recognized him, whether from an image he had in his headset or from memory.

      “Mr. Tanaka?” he said, holding out a hand when he was close enough.

      His voice boomed across the high-ceilinged lobby, causing Nick to flinch, causing others to turn and stare at the two of them curiously.

      The man smiling at Nick didn’t seem to notice.

      “…So good to have you here. I apologize for the heavy-handedness, but my employer wanted to make sure you found your way easily, so he sent me down to wait.”

      “It’s fine,” Nick muttered, glancing around, conscious suddenly that he probably looked like an ex-con the way he was scanning the room.

      The paranoia he felt bordered on weird, given who he was and why he was here; he was acting like he expected something to jump out of the walls at him.

      If the human noticed, he was too polite to comment.

      “Are you ready to go up, sir?” he said.

      Nick nodded, still gazing around the lobby at the hanging chandeliers, the gold and red Persian-style carpets, the stone fountain under that massive Anubis statue, the palm trees that dotted most of the lobby.

      “Lead the way,” he said, still taking in the room as he motioned vaguely towards the elevators. “Fortieth floor. Right?”

      “That is correct, sir.”

      Nick followed him to the elevators, which were each decorated with a giant Eye of Horus. When Nick glanced up the marble-looking walls, he saw more palm trees on the floors above, not to mention the high skylight, at least forty stories above where they stood, at the very top of the building.

      Nick was beginning to think those high skylights constituted a trademark of the Straven style. That, and maybe his plant and water fetish. He could hear water running somewhere even now—something apart from the pyramid fountain below the frighteningly large Anubis—but his eyes hadn’t yet detected the source.

      He followed the human into the elevator and immediately retreated into the corner of the car. The doors closed with a soft snick, and the car began moving smoothly upward.

      “Are the others still here?” Nick said. “The police, I mean?”

      He was trying to wrap his head around the case again, around why he was here.

      “Yes,” the human said. “Two of them left. Two are still here.”

      Nick frowned faintly.

      He wanted to ask which two, but didn’t.

      He fought to remember the scene of the bombing, what he remembered of Straven’s first interview. He also found himself wishing he’d listened to his messages. It was possible there was information in those messages that would help him now.

      He pulled up the queue, noting that five of the messages were from Kit, four were from Jordan, one was from Morley… and a new one from St. Maarten blinked there. There was also one from an unmarked address, which was more than a little unusual.

      He was trying to decide if he should hit that one first—

      The car jerked hard to the side.

      It came to a dead stop.

      Then it jerked again, even more violently, causing him and the man in the dark suit to fall into defensive crouches, holding out their arms.

      “Whoa!” the man next to him said.

      His voice was shaky.

      Then Nick heard it.

      A loud, explosion coming from somewhere below where they stood.

      He stared at their feet, feeling a thick wave of trepidation.

      “Hold on,” he said, growling the words at the other man.

      “What?”

      Nick gave him a grim look. “Hold the fuck on.”

      The human paled.

      Nick gripped the brass balance bar at the back of the elevator car. Copying him, Straven’s human employee did the same, staring around at the elevator car, breathing hard as he stopped to focus on Nick’s face, as if trying to read the danger through him.

      He was still staring at Nick, fighting to speak—

      —when the blast hit.
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      Nick knew it was coming.

      It still managed to come out of nowhere.

      The first explosion is when he heard something metallic snap.

      An echoing, sonic kind of vibration, almost a twanging vibrated the elevator car—right before something hot slammed it violently from side to side. Nick felt the heat rise around the outside of the metal as it happened, raising the temperature more slowly on the inside where he and the human crouched.

      Closing his eyes, he envisioned smoke, air, fire from the blast… some combination of all three.

      He lost his balance in those first few seconds.

      He lost it badly enough, he nearly fell.

      He was forced to grab the bar with his second hand as he fought to stay on his feet.

      The man next to him hit the floor, hard, then slammed against the wall to the right. He let out a shriek, a half-yell, a half-scream, slamming into the opposite end of the car before Nick reached out and grabbed hold of his arm, yanking him closer to where he crouched. When the shaking paused for a few seconds, he gripped the man’s shoulder, holding him down.

      “Is it over?” the man said, shouting, panting, his voice rising.

      “No—” Nick began.

      The elevator car slammed sideways again, bouncing and jumping, then throwing them up in a hard snap. The violence of the jerk pulled the human halfway up to the ceiling of the car.

      He yelled out in terror, flailing his arms and hands.

      He reached for Nick, for the brass-plated walls.

      When he collapsed onto the floor, Nick grabbed him a second time, right before the car started jumping again. The human would have hit his head on the brass bar, but Nick managed to hold him down that time, gripping him tight enough on the shoulder to keep him from flying up and braining himself on the car walls.

      He could hear the explosions dying down.

      They were still loud.

      They were still really damned loud, especially to his vampire ears.

      The diminishing rumbles trembled the elevator car, the cable swinging the car into the walls on either side, lurching it sickeningly back and forth… but Nick could hear the violence of the explosions receding.

      The alarm on the elevator grew in his awareness at the same time, loud in his vampire-ears as he stared up at the flickering lights on the ceiling of the car.

      “What’s down there?” Nick said, half-shouting. “What’s down on the lower floors? Anything besides the building lobby?”

      The man blinking, panting.

      He stared up at the flickering lights, his expression blank, his mouth ajar as he looked up past Nick, his eyes glassy.

      “Hey!” Nick shook him, sharpening his words. “What’s on the lower floors? What are they targeting?”

      “Nothing.” The man shook his head. His expression cleared marginally as Nick forced him to think, to try and answer him.

      Since that had been at least part of Nick’s goal in asking, he felt his shoulders relax. He couldn’t afford to have the guy go into full-blown shock, not if he could help it.

      “The ground floor doesn’t have much,” the human said. He held up a hand, counting off his fingers, as if reciting. “Rogue 7. The coffee shop and arthouse… the one that used to be in that bombed-out church during the war. The lobby business center. A hair salon. Some clothing boutiques. Another small art gallery. There’s an antique store. A deli—”

      “A bank? What about safety deposit boxes? A safe for the owners?”

      The man shook his head, but not exactly in a no.

      “No bank,” he said. “I’m not sure about the residential offices. They have some boxes, I think. In the back room—”

      Nick’s headset suddenly lit up.

      The voice on it drowned out whatever else the man was about to say.

      “Nick? TANAKA! Are you there? Can you hear me?”

      “I’m here. Calm down, Damon… you’re screaming in my fucking ear…”

      “Where are you?” the human said, still shouting. “They said you just entered the building. We have it that they hit the lobby level—”

      “I’m in the elevator,” Nick said, looking up. “And yeah. They hit the lobby. Hard, from what I can tell.”

      The car was still swaying back and forth.

      They were hitting the sides of the walls.

      That wasn’t normal.

      One of the cables must have gotten cut in the blast. That must have been the twanging sound he’d heard, right after the first big explosion. He didn’t know a lot about elevators, but he knew they weren’t supposed to rock back and forth, banging into the shaft walls like they were hanging from a frayed piece of twine.

      “I might need to get us out of here,” he muttered, staring up at the top hatch without turning off his channel to Jordan. “Is the security system still up?”

      “Most of their team is cut off from us,” Jordan said, his voice losing some of its volume, but not much. “Straven says they lost a lot of them in the blast,” he admitted a beat later. “He’s on the phone with the company right now. Morley is calling in I.S.F. and Home-Sec, along with more NYPD and emergency responders—”

      “Got it.”

      “Nick,” Jordan said, switching to sub-vocals. “We just got word this wasn’t the only building hit. The Osiris Building, on the Eastside in Manhattan, is also reporting an explosion. That will split the response—”

      “Understood.”

      Nick straightened slowly, unnerved when he felt the elevator car sway dramatically from the shift in his weight, banging into one of the walls with a dull thunk.

      He motioned for the human to remain where he was, down by the floor, to not move, as he stared up at the security hatch.

      The man ignored him, climbing up clumsily next to him.

      Grasping for Nick’s arm, he let out a shocked, terrified gasp mixed with a whimper when the car lurched violently from his rise.

      “Yeah,” Nick said grimly, looking around at the car as he swayed to keep his balance. “I gotta deal with this situation right now.”

      “Deal with what?” Jordan said in his ear. “Nick? Don’t do anything stupid. I know what I said, but we still have resources. We’re sending people down to find you now. Straven’s got them trying to find your elevator—”

      Realizing he still had the channel open to Jordan, Nick focused on the other cop.

      “I’ll update you when I know more,” he said, blunt.

      “Tanaka—” Jordan began, exasperated.

      Nick clicked off.

      He glanced first at the human male standing next to him, knowing the guy was more of a liability to him than not, but unable to help feeling sorry for him anyway.

      “Hey,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      The man looked at him, his face blank, his eyes unnaturally wide.

      “C-Case,” he said. “Casey. But everyone calls me—”

      “Case,” Nick said. “Got it. Okay, Case. Just take a breath, all right? I need you to stand here, and just focus on your breathing for a few seconds. Just close your eyes, and breathe. Okay? Can you do that for me.”

      The man stared at him, his face showing utter incomprehension.

      “Close your eyes, Case,” Nick said, putting more intention into his voice, making it a touch hard, almost stern. “Do as I say. Or I’m going to have to bite you… all right? You don’t need me to do that, though, do you, Case? You can do this. I know you can. And I’m going to get us out of here.”

      The man’s face changed, the longer Nick spoke.

      When Nick paused, Case nodded, swallowing.

      Instead of scaring him more, Nick’s words, possibly the ones he said after the threat, not the threat itself, seemed to calm the worst of the panic Nick saw in those dark brown eyes.

      “Okay,” Nick said. “Grip the bar. Right there…” He waited until the man did as he said. “Good. Okay. Just stand there. Breathe. I’ll be right back.”

      The panic rushed back to those dark eyes.

      “What? Where are you going? Don’t leave me—”

      “I won’t. Hey. Case. Calm down. Calm down, okay? I’m not leaving you.”

      “You can’t leave,” the man blathered. “You can’t leave me in here—”

      “I’m not leaving you,” Nick cut in, his voice back to a warning growl. “I’m not. I promise. I’m just going up to get a better look.”

      Nick pointed at the security hatch as he spoke.

      The man followed his eyes, paling.

      After a beat of thought, he nodded again. “Okay.”

      “Okay. Case? Grip the bar with both hands. The car’s going to move. It might move a lot while I try to get that hatch open. I need you to not freak out when it does. Just hold onto the bar and try not to get hurt. Okay?”

      Nodding, the male human reached out, clutching the bar with a second white-knuckled hand. He gripped it like he was trying to crush it in his fingers.

      “Okay,” he said, nodding again jerkily. “Okay. I’m all right. Do what you need to do.”

      “Close your eyes. Breathe, Case. Don’t forget to breathe. I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.”

      Nick waited until the human closed his eyes. Case’s mouth and forehead scrunched in concentration as he tried to do as Nick said.

      Sighing a little internally, Nick looked back up at the hatch.

      He knew, despite his words, that this might freak the human out all over again, but he didn’t have much choice.

      He also couldn’t wait.

      He leapt up, as lightly as he could, catching hold of the artistic designs done in gold metal on the ceiling of the elevator car. His attempts to do it lightly didn’t really help. Gripping two different Anubis dog heads in his hands, he grimaced when the car lurched back and forth, jerking crazily from the change in weight distribution.

      The man below him let out a wavering shriek.

      When Nick glanced down, the human was still on his feet, though, gripping the brass bar, his eyes squeezed painfully shut.

      “You’re good, Case,” Nick called down. “Just hang tight, okay? I’m right above you.”

      The man acknowledged his words with more jerky nods of his head.

      Nick focused back up at the hatch.

      Squinting at it for a minute, frowning, still swaying from where he hung, he examined the hinges, then the locked, old-fashioned handle sticking out in the middle of the panel. Contemplating both briefly, he gripped the locked handle, and wrenched it downwards, flexing his vampire strength.

      The force jerked the elevator car violently.

      The metal walls banged into the walls outside the car, louder that time.

      On the plus side, the handle and the panel gave, more or less coming off in his hand. Still gripping the gold-colored handle, Nick yanked it the rest of the way off with a hard jerk, then dropped the panel to the floor below.

      The human jumped when the car swung sickeningly again.

      When it slammed into the outside walls, louder, he let out a terrified shriek.

      Nick was kind of regretting not venom-ing him now.

      “It’s okay, Case,” Nick assured him. “That was just me tossing the panel down. We’re all good. I’m going up. It’ll probably sway again, so don’t panic, okay?”

      The human whimpered.

      Before he could really get going, Nick made his voice stern again.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll be right back. I’m not going anywhere, okay? I’ll be right here. I’ll be talking to you the whole time…”

      There was a pause.

      Then the human nodded again, swallowing visibly.

      Nick couldn’t help noticing that Case didn’t open his eyes—or that the human’s skin was now the color of chalk, despite his fashionable dome-tan.

      Nick pushed all of that from his mind.

      Leaping up from where he hung on the gold dog heads, Nick caught hold of the opening to the roof of the elevator car, grunting when the car rocked crazily again. He pulled himself up, moving as smoothly and evenly as he could… but the car continued to sway and lurch, knocking him into the side of the rectangular opening.

      He was only halfway through, but decided to wait, let it stabilize a bit. He hung there in a half-pull up, letting the rocking die down before he tried climbing the rest of the way up.

      As he did, he tried to take his own advice to Case.

      He couldn’t focus on his breath—as a vampire, he had none—so he focused on his body, his muscles, the currents of air around his skin. He spent those seconds of swaying re-centering himself, deliberately calming his mind and body.

      He didn’t realize how tightly wound he’d been before he did that.

      He had no idea…

      Until her voice rose, bursting into his awareness.

      It hit him only then that he’d been keeping her out, that he’d somehow been blocking her mind from his.

      NICK? NAOKO… ANSWER ME! WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON? ANSWER ME, GODDAMN IT!

      He grimaced, wincing.

      He didn’t stop or slow his body though, climbing carefully up to the top of the elevator and gripping the cable in one hand.

      He was relieved to see that cable on top appeared totally intact.

      It must have been the cable below that snapped.

      NICK!? NICK?! IS THAT YOU?

      Hey, honey… he sent, his thoughts soothing. Calm down… it’s okay…

      Don’t CALM DOWN me, Nick!

      Even so, he could feel her relief, the instant she felt his presence.

      That relief was so intense, it nearly made him dizzy.

      Where are you? she sent. What the fuck happened? I felt something—

      Another bomb, he told her, matter of fact. Two, actually. Two different buildings, including this one. I’m in the Brooklyn one. In the elevator. The bomb was in the lobby. I’m working to get us out now—

      Her calm evaporated.

      What? You’re trapped in an elevator? WHERE?

      I’m getting us out now. Calm down… it’s okay, Wynter…

      Us? Who the fuck is us?

      One of Straven’s people.

      Glancing down through the lit hole of the elevator car, he let her see the human crouched there, gripping the brass bar with both hands, like Nick told him to do.

      Poor guy’s scared out of his fucking mind, Nick sent in a mutter. I need to get him out of here, before he flips out for real.

      His eyes scaled the dark walls as he thought it.

      He could probably climb the cable, even with the guy in a fireman’s carry. It wasn’t ideal, but Nick was less worried about the climbing itself than getting both of them out onto one of the floors with the guy in tow.

      Frowning up into the darkness, he realized it probably wasn’t a smart risk to take, not without knowing where he was going.

      No, he had to get one of those doors open first.

      Then he’d deal with the guy.

      “You doing okay, Case?” Nick called down. “I’m still here. The cable up here is fine. I’m just trying to figure out the best way to do this—”

      “Don’t leave!” the man said, gasping. “Please don’t leave me here!”

      “I won’t,” Nick assured him. “I promise. If I’m quiet for a minute, it’s just me trying to get one of the doors open to a nearby floor. Okay, Case?”

      “Don’t leave me,” the man whimpered. “Please don’t leave me here—”

      “Not gonna happen, Case.” Nick made his tone soothing once more, his voice almost a purr. “Don’t give it another thought, buddy. We’re in this together, okay?”

      The human didn’t look fully reassured.

      Nick saw him nodding jerkily again, his jaw clenched.

      Exhaling a little, human-fashion, Nick glanced at the nearest segment of wall. There was no elevator access to the floors here. They must have the elevators broken out by segments of the building, to get them to go faster.

      In any case, all Nick saw was a cement wall on four sides.

      He’d have to climb up the cable until he found doors he could open.

      Nick, Wynter sent, alarmed. I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re taking too long. All of this is taking too long—

      There are no good ideas, babe, Nick sent back, sighing internally.

      He didn’t wait for her response, but leapt up.

      Getting as much air as he could, he grabbed the highest part of the cable he could in both hands and hung there briefly, until he could arrange the rest of his body, using his feet in the ridiculous dress shoes to grip the cable from below.

      He tested his balance, and his weight on the cable, and the cable itself.

      Then he began climbing up the braided steel, hand over hand.

      Knowing he was likely shaking the car below him even more, he grimaced, but there was nothing he could do about it. He concentrated instead on moving as smoothly and evenly as he could, while also rising up through the dark shaft as fast as he could.

      …This is the best, really the only idea I’ve got, he added belatedly to Wynter. If you’ve got any better ones, I’m all ears, honey.

      There was a silence.

      He felt her exhale in frustration.

      You can’t just wait for the emergency responders?

      In my estimation? Nick sent, sighing as he continued to scan the walls, climbing faster now that he had his rhythm down. No. We really can’t. And they’d have the same problem anyway. There’s no easy access to where we are… not unless they’ve got security doors in this shaft I can’t see.

      Realizing that was likely, just for safety reasons alone, Nick focused harder on the walls, trying to see past the featureless gray surfaces. He focused with different bandwidths in his vision, but still couldn’t see anything—nothing he could figure out with his eyes alone. He sensed semi-organics in a few areas, but had no idea what those organics did.

      He also wasn’t willing to waste time trying to figure it out.

      Not until he’d gone up a little further.

      He was trying to decide if he should call Jordan, get him to ask Straven about the security doors thing, about which floors had access—

      —when he finally spotted the outline of double doors to his left.

      He climbed faster.

      As soon as he drew level with the doors’ outline, he leapt to a small ledge and a cluster of pipes to the right of the rectangle cut in the cement.

      He felt Wynter let out a gasp when he did.

      Jesus H., Nick… she sent, after he was hanging from the wall instead of the cable. For fuck’s sake… be careful.

      He grinned, in spite of himself.

      Instead of answering her, he felt over the wall, reaching out from his perch to see if he could jam his fingers into the opening between the two doors. After some grunting and effort, he managed it.

      Renewing his other hand’s grip on a pipe in the wall, and checking to make sure his feet wouldn’t slip off the ledge in the crappy dress shoes, he yanked on the door, clenching his jaw as he fought to open it.

      It didn’t budge.

      Realizing there was probably an easier way to do this, too, he ignited the connection in his headset, pinging Jordan.

      The other detective picked up after half a tone.

      “Do I even want to know where you are right now, man?” Damon said. “The sensors only have one person in your elevator car now—”

      “Probably not. As in no, you probably don’t want to know where I am.” Nick grunted a little as he yanked on the edge of one door a second time, trying to open the panels. “I don’t suppose Straven’s got a way to open the outer elevator doors? These suckers feel glued shut. Is there any way to—”

      Damon seemed to get where he was going immediately.

      “Hang on. I’ll ask.”

      Nick heard him ask aloud, without bothering to dampen his microphone.

      “I think Nick’s hanging from one of the doors inside the elevator shaft,” he called out. “He wants to know if there’s any way to open the outer doors. From here, that is. I guess his super-strength isn’t enough to pry them open, one-handed, while he’s gripping the elevator shaft wall with his fingernails…”

      There was an audible snort that made its way to the headset microphone. Whoever it came from stood closer to Jordan than whoever Jordan was talking to.

      Nick made that Morley in his head.

      Then another voice rose from the other side of the room.

      Nick could only hear every few words, but he guessed the answer he was going to get before Jordan focused back on him.

      “Okay, Vampire Cowboy,” Jordan said, returning his focus solely back to Nick. “Straven says yes, he can get it open for you. Straven also says there’s no way in hell you can get those doors open on your own… not without a pneumatic device of some kind… or possibly military-grade explosives… so you should stop wasting your strength by trying. The mechanism is organic, A.I.-driven and tied to the security system, which is currently on lockdown—”

      “Because that makes sense,” Nick grunted, rolling his eyes. “Nothing like locking your rich-ass tenants inside your billion-credit building when it’s under a terrorist attack.”

      Jordan chuckled. “Just hang tight, man. He’s looking for you now. If you see a drone, don’t smash it, okay?”

      “I make no promises,” Nick growled. “How am I supposed to know if it’s your drone or one from the terrorist fucks who just tried to kill me?”

      Straven’s voice rose on the same line.

      “I’m not a ‘he,’ Detective Jordan,” the vampire said primly. “I’d appreciate it if you could remember that…”

      The vampire’s voice shifted then, as soon as Straven focused on Nick.

      “Naoko, darling, I think I’ve found you. You climbed up to the thirtieth floor. Is that correct?”

      “Beats me,” Nick said, shrugging. He glanced up the shaft, using his vampire eyes. “You forgot to paint numbers on the inside, Straven.”

      The androgynous vampire let out a melodious laugh.

      “Oh, I do so adore you, Naoko. Particularly when you are in the middle of death-defying, macho feats of courage and strength…”

      Oh, brother, Wynter sent, snorting.

      Straven trailed, right before their voice shifted to businesslike.

      If they felt Nick or Wynter rolling their respective eyes, Straven ignored it.

      “Okay,” Straven said. “Got it.”

      There was a dull clang, and Nick pulled his hand back hastily as the doors began to roll smoothly open. Light poured into the elevator shaft, and Nick blinked, staring up at the statue of yet another Egyptian god (Horus?) above him.

      It must be pretty big, if Nick could see it.

      “Okay,” Nick said. “Got it. Thanks. I’m going back for Case.”

      “Oh, Case is with you?” Straven’s voice expressed overt relief. “Thank the Source! I was ever so worried he wouldn’t be in the elevator with you!”

      Nick frowned. “Didn’t your drone see him in the elevator car?”

      “It scanned a human inside as it ascended the shaft. I didn’t get visuals,” Straven explained. “Thank you so much for taking care of him for me. I owe you a huge reward when I see you, darling Nick.”

      Again, Nick rolled his eyes.

      He didn’t bother to comment, though.

      Instead, he squinted at the cable, trying to decide if it could deal with his weight traveling down and smacking into it at around eighty miles per hour. He’d been working out a lot the last few months, both for the fights and, let’s face it, out of frustration, most of that centered on Wynter, so he weighed more than he was used to weighing.

      Yeah, I noticed, Wynter mused, soft.

      Nick grunted a little, but didn’t pause in his assessment.

      The cable looked totally intact.

      It wasn’t even just steel, he realized now.

      It was wrapped in some kind of organic film.

      “Hey, Straven. This cable. I think the lower one snapped. The top part looks fully intact still, but I’m not sure I want to test that, if there’s any chance it can’t deal with me. I also don’t want to waste time climbing down, if I don’t have to. What do you think? Can I just—”

      Straven caught on, and interrupted, mid-stream.

      “You can drop, Detective, dear,” they said demurely. “It will hold you perfectly well. Truly, it would hold ten of you, going three times that speed, if such a thing were required.”

      “The lower one snapped,” Nick reminded him.

      “I am told that was temperature-related. Not the same. My engineers are telling me that the cable will sustain that impact easily.”

      Nick nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll scare the shit out of Case, but I suppose he’ll recover.”

      Before Straven could reply, Nick pushed off from the wall, and just…

      Let go.

      Going down was a hell of a lot faster than going up.

      He slammed into the top of the elevator, with an echoing clang that even hurt his ears.

      There was the barest pause after Nick landed—a moment of silence apart from the creak of the cable as the elevator car swung back and forth.

      Gripping the metal roof of the car to stay on, Nick flinched as the sides bumped into the rails on either side of the shaft and realized only then that it had been totally knocked off its rails, as well, which also accounted for the swaying.

      Then, a wailing, high-pitched scream broke out.

      The sound erupted like a geyser out of the elevator car below him.

      High, shrieking, panic-infused screams echoed up at Nick in the shaft. They were loud enough to hurt his ears, even more than his landing.

      “Hey!” Nick yelled the word, poking his head into the hole. “Calm down! It’s okay! It’s just me, Case! Calm the fuck down, okay?”

      The human kept screaming until he ran out of breath.

      Then he just stared up at Nick, wide-eyed from where he’d jammed himself into the corner of the elevator car, panting. He looked like one of those extinct monkey breeds Nick remembered from the San Francisco Zoo when he was a kid, a lemur, or one of the other species with saucer-like eyes that never blinked.

      “You’re okay,” Nick said reassuringly. “I’ve found us a way out of here. You’re going to have to walk to me, though, so I can pull you up.”

      The man blinked, still staring at him like he didn’t comprehend a word Nick said.

      “Come on, man,” Nick said, exhaling more to reassure the other male. “You want to get out of here, right? Trust me… I do, too. I’m strong. I can carry you out. But it would be a lot easier if I could just pull you up from here.”

      The male blinked again.

      Nick still wasn’t sure if Case understood anything he’d said.

      Then, as if outside of his own power, the human slowly straightened, giving one of those jerky, marionette-type nods.

      The car swayed a bit when he straightened and the man froze, still gripping the brass bar.

      “You got it,” Nick said, stretching out his arm and fingers as far as they would go. “Take my hand. I’ll do the rest.”

      As he watched the human edge closer, it occurred to Nick for the first time that he hadn’t asked Jordan or Straven who was behind either of the bombs.

      Then, a few more things occurred to Nick in quick succession.

      One, Straven must have known the instant Nick’s limo pulled up to the curb.

      Two, Straven might have just tried to murder him.

      Three, Damon just warned him they had a drone in here somewhere.

      “Come on,” Nick said, reaching for the human, more urgency in his voice. “Let’s get the fuck out of here, man. Doesn’t that sound good? It sure sounds good to me—”

      “Yes.” The man nodded emphatically, panic and a cautious hope rising in his voice. “Yes, it sounds really, really good—”

      “All right. Then come on, Case. Let’s do this.”

      The human’s jaw firmed.

      Letting go of the brass bar, he inched towards Nick, wincing when the car shuddered, then tensing more when it began swaying lightly on the cable. Once he was close enough, the human’s jaw firmed.

      He reached up, and, relieved, Nick clasped his hand.

      He didn’t wait, but yanked the human up through the opening in the roof, eliciting a yelp out of the tall, slender male.

      Luckily, the guy didn’t weigh much.

      The man was hyperventilating again though, so Nick didn’t wait.

      Clutching him in his hands and one arm, he sank his fangs into the male’s neck, injecting him with a hard, fast dose of venom.
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      Wynter’s presence exploded around him, sparking in furious disbelief.

      NICK!

      It had to be done, baby, he sent to her, blowing her a kiss in the darkness behind his eyes. I can’t risk him flipping out and flailing around while I’m trying to climb this damned cable. And I couldn’t wait to see if he would. It’d be too hard to bite him mid-climb.

      He paused, falling silent as he felt her think about his words.

      He could feel that she agreed with him.

      He could also feel that, irrationally—but understandably, at least from his perspective—she was still pissed.

      It didn’t help that when he unhooked his fangs from Case’s neck a few seconds later, licking the blood off his lips, the male human looked at him with unadorned worship.

      “Feel better?” Nick said, patting him on the shoulder. “You okay there, buddy?”

      Case nodded, staring up at Nick’s eyes, his full of awe.

      “You are beautiful,” he murmured.

      Wynter snorted, audibly, even for Nick.

      He’s also mine, she muttered angrily. Just get him out of there, Nick.

      Nick rolled his eyes. Believe me. That’s the plan.

      Nick felt the pull of the venom from Case. He felt the blood connection there, and felt Wynter’s annoyance worsen.

      Pretending to ignore it, he bent down, picking up Case in a fireman’s carry, gripping his legs in one arm. The human gasped, but didn’t fight him, or flail around. He grasped Nick around the waist from behind instead… first in shock at the abrupt change in his view, and then, in relief, when he seemed to understand what had happened.

      “Hold on,” Nick instructed. “Don’t let go.”

      Case nodded, wrapping his arms around him more snugly.

      Nick didn’t wait, but leapt up the cable.

      He didn’t make it as high that time, with Case in tow, but still got a good ten or twelve feet up from the roof of the elevator car before catching the cable, one-handed.

      The human he carried let out a surprised Oof! and gripped him tighter.

      “You okay?” Nick asked him.

      He didn’t pause in his climb.

      He kept his right arm and elbow hooked around the human’s knees, using his right hand to grip the cable periodically for balance—mainly when he had to let go with his left to reach for a higher part of the line to pull them up. As a result, Nick’s left arm, feet and legs did all of the actual climbing work; his right hand really just kept them from falling.

      Despite the handicap of only really having one arm to pull them up, they were soon making their way steadily up the thick band of braided steel.

      Nick focused on keeping his pace measured, consistent, but he was feeling a pretty urgent pull to get the fuck out of there at that point… which had him climbing as fast as he could without risking dropping the human.

      “You are so strong,” the human gasped.

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “Vampire vitamins.”

      There was a silence.

      Then the human laughed.

      He started to massage Nick, starting with his stomach from where he held him, then working his way down. Nick had already picked up that the guy liked males.

      Case liked males a lot.

      No shit, Wynter muttered.

      “Hey,” Nick said, when the guy reached for his cock. “Cut that out. You’re going to get me in trouble… not to mention getting us both killed.”

      Nick felt the man’s bewilderment.

      “In… trouble?”

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “I’ve got a girlfriend. So chill out. Relax. That cock’s not for you.”

      “Oh.”

      Nick felt the human’s disappointment through the blood connection.

      Case didn’t disobey him, though. He wrapped his arms back around Nick’s waist from behind and stopped trying to touch him, and Nick felt himself relax. He hadn’t realized how much the human’s hands were stressing him out until he stopped.

      Glancing up the cable, he could see the lit square above.

      He was still staring up at it when something displaced air near him.

      He didn’t see it. He didn’t hear it.

      But the hairs on his arm rose, even as his muscles tensed.

      What? Wynter sent. What is it, Nick?

      I think there’s a drone in here, he said.

      You think? You can’t see it?

      No. Nick continued to climb, thinking. I can’t see it. Of course, that might not mean anything. If it’s Straven’s, they’re a vampire. They’d know how to hide a drone from vampire senses… including vision.

      And that’s the good news? Wynter scoffed. That it’s Straven? Really?

      There was a silence, then Nick grimaced.

      It might be, he admitted. It might not.

      Do you and Jordan and Morley think Straven might be behind this? Is he a real suspect, Nick? For killing Silverton?

      Nick thought about that, too.

      After a few beats of silence, he exhaled.

      I think they definitely know more than they’re saying, he sent, grunting a little as he threw more of his arm and back into the climb. One bomb, I’d believe was an accident. A burglary gone wrong. Even a murder gone wrong. Yeah… it’s unlikely. Weird, even. But security systems can be twitchy.

      Shaking his head slowly, he added,

      But two bombings? Three bombings? All at major Straven properties? That seems more like a message.

      What kind of message?

      Give us what the fuck we want, Nick sent, grunting humorlessly. Or we’ll keep blowing up your buildings until you do.

      But that means Straven is a victim… not the bomber. Why did you think just now that Straven might have just tried to kill you?

      Nick sighed, purely as an expression of emotion.

      I don’t think that, honey. Not really. It was just my paranoia talking.

      What is your paranoia saying? she pressed.

      He thought about that, too.

      I don’t know, he said truthfully. Something just feels… off.

      There was a silence.

      He could almost feel her thinking that time.

      He could feel her concentrating, too.

      I’m not seeing much in this guy, she observed after another beat. This “Case” you’re carrying. Other than the fact that he thinks you have a nice ass… about which I happen to agree. Even if I’d like to punch him in the face for thinking it right now—

      You can read him? Nick sent, startled. Through me?

      Right now? she sent. Yes. I can read him as clearly as I can you. Most of it is about wanting you to dominate and fuck him… in case you were wondering. Some of it involves calling you “daddy.”

      Nick snorted a laugh.

      He couldn’t help it.

      Wynter was less amused.

      Get the hell out of that elevator shaft, Nick, she sent, sharper. I don’t like it when you have paranoid “feelings” about people trying to kill you. They’re right too much of the time.

      I’m trying.

      He looked up the darkened tunnel. He knew he was moving fast, but the square of light didn’t look any closer. If anything, it looked further away.

      What if I steered his thinking? Nick sent. Any chance you could read him again, if I get his mind off my ass and onto things that might actually help me figure out what the hell is going on here?

      There was a silence.

      Then he felt her nod.

      Absolutely, she sent. Just talk to him. I’ll read him, and tell you if there’s any new information. Anything beyond what you can feel on him already.

      Nick thought about that.

      “Hey, Case,” he said, glancing up at the square of light, now trying to actively gauge the distance. “What does your boss think about these bombings? Straven?”

      There was a silence.

      Nick could feel he’d pulled the human out of a more dreamlike musing.

      “What do you mean?” Case said.

      “Who does Straven think is doing it? Any theories?”

      There was another pause.

      Then Case shook his head.

      “They said they don’t know,” Case said, his voice cautious.

      That’s a lie, Wynter said promptly.

      Nick flinched.

      Then he frowned, making his voice disappointed.

      “Why are you lying to me, Case?” Nick used the venom and blood link to push at the human’s mind, even as he softened his voice. “Aren’t we friends? I’m carrying you out of here, right? Why would you lie to me? You know that hurts.”

      Shame flooded the blood connection between them.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Tanaka. I’m really sorry—”

      “Nick, Case. Call me Nick. Who does Straven think it is?”

      “They told me not to say. They told me not to tell anyone. No matter what.”

      “But you can trust me. You know that, right? I won’t tell Straven you told me. Promise.”

      He waited for a few beats, waiting for Case to think about his words.

      He pushed on the venom again.

      “Case?” he urged. “Can’t you tell me anything? I’m trying to help Straven. And you. I’m trying to find out who’s behind this so I can stop them.”

      “Straven won’t know?” Case said, his voice tentative. “Are you sure? They’d be really mad at me. They were really, really clear about not wanting us to talk about it—”

      “Straven will never know, Case,” Nick assured him.

      Case hesitated another beat.

      “I don’t know his name…” Case began, again cautious.

      That’s true, Wynter affirmed.

      “…but Straven definitely suspects someone, some group or person in particular. They kept saying how Abe screwed them, how Abe must have talked, or tried to get a better deal behind Straven’s back. Straven thought Abe cut him out somehow—”

      “Abe? Abe Silverton?”

      “Yes.” The human nodded, still gripping Nick around the waist. “Straven thought Mr. Silverton must have told someone what they had.”

      “What did they have, Case?”

      Nick felt the human thinking. “I don’t know exactly—”

      “But you have some idea?”

      “Some kind of tech. Something… experimental.”

      Case hesitated.

      Again, Nick could feel him thinking, trying to remember.

      He had a million questions, but he knew in this kind of thing, sometimes it was better to be silent, to see what came up.

      Case felt worried when he spoke next.

      “Straven seemed to think it was worth a lot of money,” the human said, after Nick pushed on him lightly again. “They were talking about how we’d all be a ‘whole new level of rich’ if this thing went through. When he was high the other night, Straven said militaries would be fighting over this tech, that humans would want it… that vampires would want it, too. He thought Abe got greedy… that he screwed him…”

      Nick frowned, thinking about the other’s words.

      Any insight on that? he asked Wynter. How do I redirect?

      Ask him about vampire venom, she suggested.

      What? Nick’s frown deepened. Why? What about vampire venom?

      I don’t know. I just know it has something to do with the tech.

      That didn’t make a whole hell of a lot of sense.

      Shrugging, mentally at least, Nick cleared his throat, watching the opening in the wall approach as he climbed.

      “What were they doing with vampire venom, Case? Straven and Abe Silverton? Were they experimenting with it? On humans, maybe?”

      Nick felt the human panic.

      “I really can’t talk about this, Mr. Tanaka…”

      There’s some kind of block there, Wynter sent, frowning inside Nick’s mind. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before—

      “I don’t know what you want to know! I don’t know anything…”

      Nick could feel Case getting more and more agitated.

      He could also feel a blankness there.

      He could feel whatever Wynter was talking about.

      The human really didn’t know.

      Vampires can’t block minds, not like this, Nick sent, still looking at the human through the venom, and through Wynter. Or erase memories. He paused, thinking. Did a seer do this? Confuse him like this? He seems afraid, but also like he really can’t remember—

      A seer didn’t do this. Wynter shook her head. This isn’t from a seer.

      You’re sure?

      Positive, she said, no doubt in her voice. Absolutely positive. This feels nothing like a seer. A seer couldn’t have done this.

      Is it like how vampires used to block seer vision?

      No. That didn’t do anything to memories.

      Nick frowned, thinking.

      He spoke to Case again.

      “Do you know who Straven was talking to?” he said next. “In the military? You said this technology would be valuable to the military, right?”

      Case’s panic worsened.

      “Calm down,” Nick said. “Just try to remember—”

      “There was a man,” Case said, that agitation making his voice higher. “A man came here. He wanted the formula—”

      “Formula?” Nick said, startled. “The one with vampire venom?”

      Case burst out, “I DON’T KNOW!”

      It was practically a wail.

      To Nick, it felt like he was fighting to speak through some kind of pain.

      It is like that, Wynter affirmed. It’s like it hurts him to speak. Like somehow, they’ve made it so it causes him mental anguish to speak of this.

      You’re too far in his light, Nick sent, blunt.

      The thought came out of him seemingly out of nowhere. Nick felt the punch behind it. He felt his own anger, even heard it in the words, even inside his head.

      Back off, Wynter. Now.

      Nick. Affection warmed her thoughts, along with a faint amusement. Nick, honey… trust me. I am completely and totally not your friend’s type. It’s honestly funny just how utterly not your friend’s type I am—

      It’s not funny to me at all, he cut in.

      His mental voice came out hard, as cold as the steel cable.

      Do this for me, Wynter. I’m asking.

      Not a threat precisely, his words weren’t remotely soft, either, or even pretending to be a real question. They were one hundred percent a demand.

      Hell, they were almost an order.

      Do this for me, Wynter. Do this for me—

      Calm down, Nick.

      She sent warmth, pulling on him, and his panic, anger, and frustration flared hotter, twisting into a sexual angst that somehow made the rest of it worse.

      Nick. Calm down. You need to get out of this. Then we can talk about us. I’m in this man’s mind because you need this. Remember? I’m doing this for you, Nick. You need this. Whoever did this might be trying to kill you.

      I know—

      So calm down. I know you don’t breathe, but let me in. Let me calm you down. Let me breathe for you. Let me pull you back to me, Nick…

      Nick fought to do as she asked.

      He climbed, feeling his anger and the heat in his chest worsening even as he focused on the sensations there, fighting to relax, to center in climbing, in what he felt on his hands and feet, his hold on Case, the human’s hold on him.

      That’s it, she sent. Focus on him. He knows something, Nick.

      “You know something,” Nick said, speaking aloud, to the human.

      “No!” Panic returned to the human’s voice. “No! I don’t know anything!”

      “What did the man look like? The military guy who came to the building?”

      “Not military.” The man spoke as if the words were a discovery to him, as if he was remembering them even as he spoke them. “He wasn’t military. Not us. Not even…”

      He trailed, and his fear exploded back over Nick through his blood.

      “Not us?” Nick said. “What do you mean, ‘not us’? Was he a vampire?”

      The human hung from his back, gripping Nick’s waist.

      “Was he a vampire, Case?” Nick repeated, sharper. “Or something else? This man who came to the building? You said he wasn’t military? What was he?”

      For a long-feeling few seconds, where Nick continued to climb, the human didn’t answer.

      Nick was about to try again, to rephrase the question, to ask him again—

      —when a sharp report echoed through the elevator shaft.

      Gunshot.

      That was a goddamned gunshot.

      NICK— Wynter sent, terror in her thoughts. NICK GET OUT OF THERE!

      He cursed, then leapt, moving without thought when he heard another shot.

      He slammed into the wall.

      Grappling in a panicked urgency, he grabbed the rails on either side of him.

      The elevator rails.

      He gripped them tightly in both hands, holding onto Case purely with balance and the male human’s weight. That weight had somehow gotten heavier in the intervening seconds. The arms that had clung to his waist now hung loose down Nick’s back.

      Nick’s leg hurt too, probably from banging it into the wall when he jumped.

      Is he dead? he sent to Wynter.

      He might be. He’s gone quiet. Nick… his mind.

      I know, I know…

      Nick fought to think, staring up the tunnel.

      Someone was shooting at them.

      Someone was fucking shooting at him.

      He was definitely starting to take this personally.

      Another report pinged off the walls, echoing up the tunnel, and Nick flinched, ducking between the rails. That shot seemed to come from below that time, rather than above, like the first two had. It was hard to tell for certain, though, given the strange way sound moved and echoed inside the metal tunnel.

      As soon as he had his balance back, and Case balanced on his shoulder in a way that felt remotely stable, Nick started crawling upwards again.

      More or less throwing caution to the wind, he moved fast now, using the elevator rails on either side of where his body hung. He had to stop every few handfuls of seconds to adjust Case’s weight, to keep the human on his shoulders while he climbed.

      He managed it mostly be climbing straight up, with little swaying, his arms spread wide apart to catch the human if his weight started to slide.

      He could feel the shift in the air currents from the open doors above.

      Another shot went off, and Nick ducked again.

      The drone, or whatever it was, was ascending.

      Nick wondered why it hadn’t killed him.

      Then he wondered if the body of Case was the only thing keeping him alive.

      Shoving that from his mind, he sped his climb, risking knocking the human off-balance even more… risking dropping him… in part because some part of him already knew the truth.

      He knew Case was already dead.

      He made it up the final few feet to the open door…

      And leapt up to the edge of it.

      The dead weight of Case’s body nearly pulled him back, nearly pulled both of them back into the shaft.

      Then Nick fell forward, and collapsed on the carpeted floor.

      He was crouched there, after he’d dropped the human, when he heard it.

      The buzzing drone rose up, level with the doors.

      Nick grabbed the closest thing he could find… the human, Case’s, semi-organic, silver metallic shoe. Wrenching it off the male’s sock-less foot, he threw it as hard as he could at the hovering drone, without stopping to think if the damned thing would have automatic targeting.

      The metal shoe slammed into the drone, bouncing it backwards and down even as it drove the drone into the opposite shaft wall. Nick heard the metal clang as the drone hit, even as he lurched up, hitting the elevator panel with both palms to close the outer door.

      There was an atonal ping…

      Then the thick doors closed.

      Nick collapsed back on the carpet, closing his eyes.
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      “Hold up your hands!” a voice barked. “You! Yes, You! Do it now! Right now, jackass!”

      Nick complied without thought.

      Holding his hands straight above his head, he didn’t even try to sit up. As a result, his arms and hands hung more or less parallel with the blood-red carpet.

      Only once he had them completely up and his hands and palms visible did he tilt his head backwards to see who was speaking.

      He still lay under the Horus statue, or whatever it was.

      Horus? Osiris?

      Regardless of its proper name, the Egyptian god-thing with the big hawk’s head stood probably a foot taller than he did.

      Or it would, anyway, if he ever managed to get up.

      “Get up!” the same voice growled. “On your knees! Now!”

      Nick could see now that the voice belonged to a guy in black armor, one of his eyes hidden behind what looked like a screen for a virtual laser scope.

      Five other guys just like him also stood there, in identical outfits.

      They all aimed laser targets at different parts of Nick’s body.

      Most focused on his head and chest.

      “Get the fuck up!” another of the black-suited commandos snapped. “Now!”

      Nick sat up cautiously to comply, his hands and arms still in the air.

      “I’m NYPD—” he began, his voice a low growl.

      “Shut the fuck up!” the first commando snapped. “Did I ask who the fuck you were? Did I? No. I didn’t. Because I wouldn’t believe a damned word you said… vampire.”

      Nick scowled, but tried to keep most of it off his face.

      He knew better than to argue.

      Arguing would likely only get him shot, given what he was. Still moving slowly, carefully, so as not to scare the two guys with the laser scopes pointed at his head, or the other four who pointed them at his neck and chest, Nick slid around so he was facing them, rising stiffly to his knees, his hands still held over his head.

      At every move he made, a sharp pain worsened in his thigh.

      By the end, it got bad enough to make him gasp.

      It also made it hard to keep his hands in the air. Instinctively, he wanted to reach for his leg, to feel over the wound, maybe just to press on it.

      Shy of doing that, all he knew was that the whole muscle was stiff, and hurt a hell of a lot more now than it had while he’d been climbing.

      In fact, it hurt like a motherfuck.

      It hurt enough to make him wonder if he’d been shot.

      “Run my barcode,” Nick began, trying again. “I’m a Midnight. I’m here on a case—”

      “Shut the fuck up! Did you hear me? I said shut it! Now!”

      Nick clenched his jaw.

      Again, he figured it was better just to wait, to not argue.

      By now, he could feel more weapons pointed at him, too—more than he could see with his vampire eyes. They probably had drones covering them from the other side, too small for him to see easily, and gods knew what else.

      Fucking assholes. Wynter’s mind burst loudly into his, her thoughts so angry they were shaking. Racist, piece of shit assholes—

      It’s okay. Really, it’s okay, honey. I’m used to it.

      Somehow, feeling her fury diffused the worst of his.

      Still, he felt bad she was watching this, and in some ways it pissed him off more that they were scaring her. He tried to pull her mind off it, to distract her from the guns.

      Can you read any of these jokers? Do they work for Straven, or—

      No, she sent, her mental voice still cold with anger. No. They’re with Home-Sec. The feds are in the building now. They have emergency crews below, working on getting people out, mostly civilian residents. These guys are part of the first team that went through the roof.

      Do they know anything about that drone?

      There was another silence.

      Then Nick felt her shake her head.

      No. He thinks you killed that human.

      Only then did Nick remember the person he’d lugged up the cable to whatever floor they were on now.

      Case. He’d forgotten about Case.

      He turned his head, looking for him on the floor, and the guns rose higher.

      “Don’t fucking move—” the first guy snapped.

      That time, it wasn’t Nick who cut him off.

      “What the hell is this?” an outraged voice said. “Jesus Christ. Take your guns off him. Now! Didn’t you run his damned bar-code?”

      The guy in the black armor looked up, his expression hard.

      Nick felt himself relax.

      He’d already recognized Morley’s voice.

      “Sir,” the soldier said, his voice hard. “We caught this vampire right after a kill. There was an explosion nearby, and when we came to investigate—”

      “That’s our Midnight,” Morley snapped. “That’s our fucking Midnight. He didn’t kill anyone. He was trying to save that man’s life.”

      He must be badging them, based on what Nick could see in the Home-Sec guys’ faces.

      “Let him go,” Morley finished, his voice cold, holding an audible thread of disgust. “Now. Take those fucking guns off him. We need him in the other room. He was trapped in the elevators when the bomb went off… he’s the closest thing we have to an eye witness right now, and we’ve got I.S.F. agents and Home-Sec command waiting to debrief him—”

      “Like I tried to tell you,” Nick muttered, unable to help himself.

      The guy in the black body armor glared at him.

      After the barest pause, he raised the barrel of his rifle, which was harnessed to his waist and shoulders on some kind of swivel mount.

      Nick had seen that kind of thing before, but not in a long time.

      It looked more like something he’d seen during the war.

      You sure these guys are Home Sec? he asked Wynter. Not military?

      There was a silence.

      Then Wynter sent, No. Not totally. The guy in front, the one who kept yelling at you, he thinks he’s answering to Home-Sec, though… right now, at least, for this job. They’re some kind of special unit. He definitely got his training in one of the military branches.

      Well, and the equipment— Nick began.

      Before he could finish, Morley snapped at him.

      “Put your fucking arms down, Midnight. You look like an asshole… and not only because of those damned eyesores you’re wearing. What? Did we pull you off the golf course? In the mid-1980s?”

      Nick frowned, looking down at his clothes.

      He’d forgotten about that.

      Morley’s voice grew slightly more subdued.

      “Come on. Get up,” he said, gruff. “I wasn’t lying to this asshole. We need you in the other room. Now.”

      Nick turned his head, looking at Morley for the first time as he lowered his hands and arms.

      Then, seeing the body on the floor in his periphery, his eyes flickered to Case.

      For the first time since they’d been on top of that elevator car, Nick saw the male human’s face.

      He could almost understand, really, why the Home-Sec guys—or whatever they were—were so twitchy with him. Nick’s fresh fang marks were dark and visible on the ghostly white skin of the human’s neck. The way he lay there, face up and pristine, it would have been the first thing they saw—not the gunshot wound in the back of his head from the miniature drone.

      Of course, the far messier, scorched gunshot wound in the male’s chest might have clued them off that the situation was a bit more complicated—but a lot of humans lost their ability to be super-reasonable when it came to fresh fang marks on human corpses.

      Hell, a lot of them got pretty weird when they saw those distinctive marks on a human who was still alive.

      Nick rose mechanically to his feet, still staring down at Case’s face.

      He hadn’t killed him.

      He knew he hadn’t, but for some reason, it still felt like he had.

      He forgot about his leg until he took his first step.

      Immediately, his knee wavered… then buckled.

      Nick cursed, letting out a surprised grunt.

      Losing his balance, and his sense of equilibrium for that bare second, he caught himself with one hand on the nearby statue. He glanced up at it once he gripped the textured stone with his hand and palm, staring at the gold-plated hawk’s head, the body covered in engravings of Egyptian hieroglyphs. In the alcove where it lived, two palm trees framed it on either side, both housed in clay pots covered in more colorful hieroglyphs.

      Before he could find his balance, Damon Jordan appeared at his side.

      Nick looked at him.

      Seeing the annoyance, worry, and frustration in his friend’s eyes, he tilted his head sideways, shrugging apologetically.

      Half in disbelief, Damon snorted, shaking his head.

      “You’re an asshole,” the cop snapped.

      “It’s been mentioned.”

      “Trust you to get shot. Knowing you, you did it on purpose… so I get to look like the dick when I want to put your head through a wall.”

      “I think you’re okay on that score,” Nick said, glancing over his shoulder at the Home-Sec team. “No one here will care. Hell, they’d probably pay to watch.”

      Jordan grunted another disbelieving laugh.

      Slinging a muscular arm around Nick’s waist, Damon pulled him roughly upright, using his own body as support as he began walking him down the hall in the direction from which Morley first appeared.

      Nick couldn’t feel anything but relief.

      He fought with how to express that relief somehow, but came up blank.

      He was relieved, though.

      He was relieved to see Morley, too.

      Throwing his arm carefully over the male human’s shoulders, he clenched his jaw against the pain in his thigh, glancing down at the wound. Now that he was mostly upright, and able to look at it without risking being shot by trigger-happy yahoos, he could see a scorched hole in the fabric of the lime-green pants, and dark-red blood dripping down his leg.

      “Thanks for coming to find me,” he said finally, after they’d been walking for a few yards.

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever, Midnight.”

      “…and for not saying anything about the clothes,” Nick added.

      Jordan grunted a laugh.

      “Yeah, about that,” the detective said. “Morley was being generous. You look like a drunk P.I. from an old detective movie.”

      “Hawaii Five-Oh,” Nick said, gasping a little when he put too much weight on his leg. “I thought Magnum P.I., personally, but Wynter said it was definitely Hawaii Five-Oh.”

      Jordan grunted another involuntary-sounding laugh.

      Nick got the impression the human detective really was mad.

      Or maybe he just really, really wanted to be mad, but instead was struggling not to be amused. Maybe even relieved.

      “You two nut-bags are perfect for each other,” Jordan said finally. “You know that, right? You’re both out of your fucking heads.”

      Nick nodded. “Noted.”

      “Is she the reason you weren’t here all day? Or answering your headset?”

      When Nick only gave him a flat look, Jordan burst out in a laugh.

      “You went there, didn’t you? After all your bullshit about how you weren’t good for her… how you were just going to fuck up her life, if the two of you got involved… how she’d probably end up addicted to your venom… you went for it. You holed up with her somewhere and the two of you just spent all night—”

      “Yeah,” Nick said, wincing. He waved his friend off with the hand attached to the arm he had over Jordan’s shoulders. “Yeah. You’re right. Just don’t finish that sentence. Please.”

      “I don’t know if I should congratulate you, or toss you off the roof, man.”

      “Yeah.” Nick winced again from the leg. “Yeah. Me too.”

      “Don’t think agreeing with me is going to get your sorry ass off the hook, Tanaka—”

      “I don’t.” Nick shook his head. “Don’t worry.”

      “You’re an asshole. In fact, both of your craziness aside, I might have to have a little chat with Ms. James the next time I see her. I’m beginning to think she could use psychological help for not telling you to take a flying leap at that club. With your stupid, crazy, stalkerish bullshit. Not to mention what you did in front of her date…”

      Nick listened to the human grumble at him.

      He listened to every word Damon said as he limped his way down the hall.

      He didn’t bother to argue with any of it.

      He didn’t even bother to point out that it contradicted a lot of what Jordan said to him at that club, about how he should grovel, and try to fix things with Wynter if he could.

      He didn’t bother because he could hear what lived under his friend’s annoyance with him, why he was so pissed off at him at that particular moment.

      Because of that, maybe because of a lot of things, Nick couldn’t really find it in himself to be annoyed back, or even to contradict anything his friend said.

      He wasn’t even sure he disagreed with him.

      Truthfully, more than anything…

      He was touched.
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      “Whoever it was, they could have killed me,” Nick said.

      He gave Straven a flat look.

      Then, after a beat, he slid his gaze back to Jordan, and to Morley.

      “…They didn’t,” he added. “I have no idea why. But if that drone got close enough to Straven’s guy to put scorch marks on his head and chest… he definitely could have shot me in the head too, and made me fall down the shaft, or even onto the top of the elevator car.”

      Despite what Morley told those Home-Sec jokers in the black armor, so far, it had only been Morley and Jordan debriefing him, with a few odd questions from the private-sec team that was liaising with I.S.F., Home-Sec, and the NYPD.

      “But it shot you in the leg,” Morley said, his voice measured. “Why?”

      Nick shrugged, throwing up a hand.

      “No idea. For all I know, it was an accident. A stray ricochet.” Thinking about that, he frowned. “I need to call Farlucci. I was supposed to fight tomorrow—”

      “Later, Tanaka,” Morley said, his voice warning.

      He glanced at Straven then, and the private-sec people, who were standing behind Straven and Jordan in a silent row.

      “Can we have the room for a minute? I need to talk to my guy alone.” He nodded towards Straven. “That means you, too, Straven.” He looked at Jordan. “Damon, you can stay.”

      Straven’s eyes flinched, their mouth pursing in obvious displeasure.

      They didn’t say anything out loud, though.

      Rising from where they’d been leaning on an antique wooden credenza with stainless-steel legs, Straven motioned to the woman who seemed to be in charge of the private-sec employees. Upon Straven’s signal, and then hers, all five of them turned, and began to file soundlessly out of the room, rifles slung over their backs.

      Straven shut the door behind them, but not without giving Nick a wink and a sideways smile.

      Once they were gone, Nick turned to Morley.

      “He’s likely got surveillance in here,” he said.

      “We swept for it,” Morley said. “We had him turn it off.”

      When Nick opened his mouth to speak again, Morley headed him off, raising a hand to silence him before he could form words.

      “We checked for drones too, Tanaka. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “I couldn’t see it,” Nick said. “Whatever was in that elevator shaft. I couldn’t see it, not with my headset, and not with my eyes. If I can’t see it, it’s possible your tech can’t see it, either. Unless they’re using bandwidths I don’t.”

      Morley frowned, exchanging looks with Jordan.

      He focused back on Nick, that frown still on his lips.

      “I’m willing to risk it,” Morley said, his voice flat. “Is that why you kept looking at Straven? The vampire-proof drones? You think they’re behind this in some way?”

      “I think a vampire would know how to conceal a drone from another vamp,” Nick said, stating the obvious. “Also… Straven knew when I came into the building. It’s kind of funny how you guys were here for hours and hours, and nothing happened until a few minutes after I showed up.”

      Thinking about that, Nick grimaced.

      “If we’d had to wait at all for the elevator… or if Case hadn’t seen me right away, and I’d stopped at registration to call ahead… I’d be dead.”

      “Unless they were waiting until you were safe before they set off the bomb,” Morley pointed out.

      Nick nodded. “Yeah. Unless that.” Pausing on the thought, he frowned. “What about the building? What happened, exactly? I still don’t know. And what happened to the other building? The one in Manhattan?”

      Jordan sighed, stopping his pacing long enough to sit in the open chair next to Morley.

      Leaning forward and resting his arms on his thighs, he sighed again.

      “The southwest side of this building, the Anubis, including the southwest entrance, where you walked in, is pretty much gone,” Jordan admitted. He looked meaningfully around at the walls and ceiling. “Obviously, the overall structure is intact… or we wouldn’t be having this conversation up here. But it took out the main lobby, three of the elevators, not including yours, the building’s main offices, and—”

      “The safes,” Nick muttered. “The security boxes.”

      Hesitating for a bare breath, Jordan nodded.

      “Yes.”

      Nick frowned, thinking. “And the Osiris?”

      “The damage was more extensive there,” Jordan said, exhaling. “They had a partial structural collapse that affected most of the floors. A few hundred dead, where here there were a few dozen. The forensics guys haven’t had much time to look into causes yet, but they think the bomb at the Osiris was attached to the central structure… the ‘spine’ of the building, so to speak… given the way the floors fell.”

      “So they were less worried about deaths there,” Nick muttered. “Presumably because Straven was here.”

      “Possibly,” Jordan said, exchanging grim looks with Morley. “I’d be lying if I said that thought hadn’t crossed our minds.”

      Nick frowned, nodding as he continued to think. “Did you two get anything off him? Straven? Before I got here, I mean?”

      Jordan exhaled, glancing at Morley before he leaned back, folding his arms.

      “Not much,” he admitted. “Straven gave us files on a few of the projects they were working on with Silverton. Some personal correspondence. Call logs from the week before his death. We watched a number of videos of parties the two attended together, and when we pushed him, he gave us a list of acquaintances who could verify the basics of their relationship… along with some of their business dealings over the years. We also got access to Straven’s accountant, who happened to be the accountant for Abe Silverton, too.”

      “He dragged his feet and ass through all of that,” Morley grumbled.

      Jordan nodded to Morley’s words.

      “The whole time, Straven seemed anxious to get you here,” he said, looking at Nick. “He really didn’t want to talk to us without you—”

      “At all,” Morley chimed in. “So thanks for that, Midnight. We spent a good chunk of the afternoon playing footsie with him, waiting for you. We tried to make it productive, interviewing his staff, including in vampire interrogations, to try and get something out of our time here… since Straven also didn’t want us to leave before you got here.”

      “Vampire interrogations?” Nick said. “With who? Straven’s people, or—”

      “No,” Morley said, grimacing. “And hell, no. The NYPD doesn’t use private-sec employed by actual suspects to interview the other employees of those same suspects. We called in another Midnight. Nuñez came here around three o’clock and stayed for over two hours.”

      Nick gave him a second questioning look.

      “Nuñez? Do I know him?”

      “Her,” Jordan corrected. “Ana Nuñez. And no. Or, at least, she wouldn’t admit to knowing you.” He gave Nick a sideways smile. “What’s the matter, Tanaka? Worried about being replaced? Thinking we might take a shine to her, since she actually showed up when we called her?”

      “She doesn’t normally work out of our precinct,” Morley explained. “So you might not have met. She’s like you. New to the city. I think she came here from the Northwest Protected Area… Vancouver, maybe, or maybe Seattle. Anyway, when you didn’t come in, we thought we’d try bringing in another vampire. We hoped maybe Straven would relax, cooperate a bit more, with one of their own kind here.”

      Grunting, he glanced at Jordan, copying his pose by leaning back in his chair and folding his arms over the gray coat he wore.

      “It didn’t work, of course. He’s totally fixated on you for some reason… and your friend, Ms. James.”

      Nick frowned, staring past the two of them at the door to the suite.

      He almost got Straven’s obsession with Wynter. It was annoying, but if Straven knew what Wynter was, it made sense; vampires got weird around seer blood.

      But what was Straven’s trip with him, exactly?

      Was it the celebrity thing? Did Straven feel more comfortable with another vampire who was semi-famous? Somehow, as an explanation, that rang hollow.

      No, it was something else.

      “You really think he did this?” Jordan said, breaking into Nick’s thoughts. “Straven. You really think he’d blow up his own buildings like this?”

      Nick shook his head, combing a hand through his hair.

      “Honestly? No. I think they might have killed Case, though.”

      Morley flinched, sitting up straighter. “What? Why?”

      Nick frowned, then tilted his head sideways, a not-so-subtle admission of guilt.

      “I’d venom-ed the guy up a bit… you know, to calm him down, keep him from killing both of us. I might have used that. To ask him questions, I mean.”

      Nick watched Morley’s eyebrows go up.

      “…I kept it to questions about Straven,” Nick added. “About what Straven knew. Who Straven thought might be behind this. What kind of projects Straven had going with Silverton. It had the added benefit of distracting him on the climb up the cable.”

      When the two of human detectives exchanged looks, Nick exhaled again.

      Without waiting to be asked, he launched into a detailed recounting of the conversation he’d had with Straven’s employee in the minutes before he died.

      He didn’t mention Wynter, of course.

      He didn’t mention anything about Wynter.

      “You could have called Gertrude,” Morley reminded him mildly. “Gotten approval. It would have saved our asses a bit… if any of this was needed for subpoenas or whatnot. Or, god forbid, we needed to call you to the stand to testify.”

      Nick frowned. “Since when have they ever taken a vampire’s testimony for subpoenas? Much less as evidence in a court hearing?”

      “You recorded the conversation, right?” Morley said.

      Nick frowned. He hadn’t turned his headset off.

      “It must have been,” he said after a beat.

      “Jesus,” Jordan scowled. “Just how screwed up in the head are you today? If you were human, I’d swear you were drunk—”

      Morley waved him off, though, clearly not wanting to be distracted.

      “So that’s all you got off him?” he said. “Before Case got shot, I mean? Some kind of tech involving vampire venom?”

      At Nick’s nod, Morley frowned, his forehead bunching up.

      “What in the hell kind of tech would that be?” he said. “And… no offense… but why would it be worth anything? Vampires aren’t that unusual. Vampire venom ain’t much of a novelty these days, either… considering the black market is flooded with it.”

      Nick hesitated, then shrugged again.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But there was definitely something strange about the kid’s mind. Something I’d never seen before.”

      Something Wynter had never seen before, either… his mind added silently.

      “Kid?” Morley grunted. “You mean Case? The thirty-eight-year-old human you were carrying around on your back?”

      Ignoring the other’s sarcasm, Nick nodded.

      “Yeah. Parts of his mind… his memories… were just…” He looked at Jordan. “Missing. Gone. And not in what I’d call a ‘normal’ way.”

      “Define a ‘normal’ way memories would be gone, Midnight,” Morley said.

      Nick had to fight not to roll his eyes.

      Morley had a tendency to play dumb when he was probing for information.

      Sometimes, it bordered on insulting.

      “You already know this.” Nick grunted, wincing a little when he tried to straighten his hurt leg, which was falling asleep from being in the same position for too long. “Vampires can massage memories. If Case was being fed on regularly… say by a vampire lover, or even by Straven, as a condition of employment… then it’s possible some of his memories might be fuzzy, even absent.”

      Nick glanced at Jordan, who was being unusually quiet all of a sudden.

      “This was different,” he added, looking back at Morley. “It was more like there were just these… well, dead zones, I guess you could call them… in the guy’s head. He got really agitated when I tried to probe him anywhere near one of those areas.”

      “What were those areas about?” Morley said, sharper. “Far as you can tell?”

      Nick looked at him, his voice patient.

      “The tech. The vampire venom tech, or whatever it is. Case got really weird and cagey when I asked what that tech did. He practically got hysterical when I asked him who Straven was afraid of, who wanted that tech… and who might be threatening Straven to get it.”

      “And then he got shot?” Jordan clarified. “Case?”

      Nick shifted his gaze to the other detective, then nodded.

      “And then he got shot.”

      “Before he gave you a name?”

      “I didn’t get a name,” Nick affirmed. He hesitated, then added, “I did get out of him that they might not be human. He made a cryptic comment about the contact being ‘not one of us.’ I didn’t manage to get out of him what that meant.”

      “So a vampire, then?” Morley that time.

      “Possibly.” At the older human’s quirked eyebrow, Nick amended, “Probably. But I can’t say for certain. I really don’t know.”

      “And none of that answers who hit the buildings,” Jordan said, pulling Morley and Nick’s eyes back to him. “You’re saying you think someone hit both buildings, and Straven knows… or suspects… who that is. You’re saying Straven may have killed his own employee to keep those suspicions from getting to you, and the NYPD. And you’re saying that all of this was to protect some kind of vampire ‘tech’ that has potential military-grade applications. Correct?”

      Nick thought through the other male’s words.

      Then he nodded, once.

      “Correct,” Nick said. “Yes.”

      “Well, that’s a whole lot of complicated nothing,” Morley said, his voice openly irritated. “You get anything else off him? While you had him high on your venom, carrying him up a damned elevator cable?”

      Thinking about this, Nick shrugged.

      “Apparently, I have a nice ass,” he said, deadpan.

      There was a silence.

      Then Jordan grunted, leaning back in his seat before he shook his head at Nick.

      “Keep pushing it, Hawaii Five-Oh,” he grunted, half-smiling in spite of himself. “Maybe I’ll arrange to get you shot again.”

      “Our guns sometimes ricochet in crazy ways, too,” Morley added, pointing to his sidearm inside his jacket. “It’s a crazy world, Midnight. Bullets can go anywhere… even into asses as fine as yours.”

      Looking between the two of them, Nick couldn’t help it.

      He broke out in a grin.
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        * * *

      

      The med-evac helicopter arrived for Nick a few minutes later.

      Straven followed the paramedics up to the roof, after they had Nick strapped to a foldable gurney, a semi-organic splint around his thigh to hold the bone in place.

      Straven’s people had already scanned his whole leg and the gunshot wound in the suite where Morley and Jordan interrogated him, using some kind of fancy, next-gen, hand-held device. They shared those scans with the EMTs when they arrived.

      After noting a number of fractures in the bone around the wound, they opted for the splint to keep his leg from breaking and/or misaligning on the way to the vamp hospital.

      “How long will they need with him?” Straven asked the first EMT, who happened to be a vampire. “They’ll release him tonight?”

      She gave Straven a flat look, obviously having no idea who they were.

      “He’s a vampire,” she said, her voice matching her look. “Of course he’ll be out tonight. They’ll check the bone alignment with a better X-ray than we have out in the field, make sure everything is aligned, and give him a cast so he can walk without fucking up his leg any more than it already is. He’ll be out in an hour… two at most.”

      Straven broke out in a grin.

      “Excellent,” they said, smiling at Nick.

      Ignoring the annoyed look Jordan aimed at them, Straven focused only on Nick.

      “Then I insist we have our dinner date after all, Detective.” Straven glanced at Jordan. “…You and Detective Morley are invited too, of course.”

      Nick glanced at Jordan.

      His own reaction pretty much mirrored the reaction he saw on the human detective’s face.

      “No,” Nick said. “Thanks. But I think I’ve had enough fun for one day—”

      Jordan covered a laugh with a cough, raising his hand to his mouth and averting his face.

      “Nonsense!” Straven said, oblivious to both of their reactions. “I already have someone going to fetch your clothes… and the lovely Wynter, who will of course be joining us.”

      That time, Nick didn’t hide his displeasure.

      “What? No. I told you no on that, Straven—”

      “I’m afraid I didn’t listen. And now it’s far too late. Some of my people are waiting for her in the garage of your building as we speak,” Straven said, smiling wider. “Others in my employ are in the process of selecting clothes for her to wear at dinner, of course, from one of my absolute favorite boutiques. They already obtained her measurements first-hand… including for footwear. All complimentary, of course.”

      At Nick’s disbelieving, and increasingly enraged look, Straven laughed.

      “Oh, don’t worry Detective… they were extremely respectful, I assure you. And all of the employees I sent were human. Furthermore, we called ahead. They’re willing to wait for her as long as she needs. She informed them she preferred to shower while they arranged to have clothes brought for her. She has already picked out clothing for you to wear this evening, by the way. They will be waiting for you at the hospital when you arrive.”

      Wynter? Nick sent, reaching out with his mind. WYNTER! Can you hear me?

      He waited a beat.

      ANSWER ME, DAMN IT—

      “I really hope you don’t mind, Detective,” Straven said smoothly, patting Nick’s shoulder from where they strolled alongside the gurney as the EMTs wheeled it out of the elevator and onto the wind-buffeted roof. “She seemed most amenable to the idea of dinner. I figured you could not possibly mind, when she so obviously didn’t want to be left behind—”

      WYNTER! Nick yelled it into the space. WYNTER! WHERE ARE YOU? YOU’D BETTER NOT BE BLOCKING ME, DAMN IT!

      Silence greeted him.

      He wondered if the blood connection between them was fading, now that it had been four or five hours since he last fed on her.

      He doubted it, though.

      No, something told him she knew exactly why he was calling for her… and she was keeping him out for that very reason.

      He was about to try to reach her with his headset, when Jordan’s voice rose in his ear via the same device.

      “Morley wants you to go,” Damon said, using sub-vocals. “He says you should do what you can to find out more about that vampire tech Case told you about… and whether or not Straven has it in his possession. See if Straven will talk to you without either of us there. Morley thinks you should let him bring Ms. James along, too, since he clearly wants her there. Providing Ms. James doesn’t mind playing along.”

      Pausing, Jordan added,

      “…Morley said we could even file her as a CI, if she wants. We’d pay her.”

      Nick gave him an openly incredulous look.

      Jordan only shrugged, unapologetic.

      “Straven obviously wants something from you,” Jordan said. “And from her. See if you can find out what it is. Right now, we got a lot of nothing, Midnight.”

      Nick thought about that, even as the sound grew deafening from the rotors powering up over his head. He winced a little when the two EMTs collapsed the wheels of the gurney, lifting him up and rolling him smoothly into the back of the helicopter.

      He glanced at Straven, then at Jordan.

      “Okay,” he said, speaking loud, over the helicopter blades.

      He didn’t bother to clarify to either of them which of them he was talking to.

      It hit him though, even as the EMTs closed the helicopter doors behind him, that he really needed to make a stop first, before he humored either Straven or the NYPD by loaning himself and his girlfriend out for the night.

      Remembering Straven saying their people were already at his building, waiting for Wynter to shower and change into new clothes and come downstairs, Nick frowned.

      He’d have to make that stop damned quick.
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      Nick badgered them into working fast at the hospital.

      He let them do one X-ray.

      He let them put a flexible, semi-organic cast on his thigh, after using sealant on the wound itself, a kind of foamy-sticky-gluey substance that came out of a dark green, semi-organic tool that reminded him of a hot glue gun.

      He waved them through all of the endless cautions, bathing protocols, things he shouldn’t do with his leg until it was fully healed crap.

      When he got back from the first set of X-rays, he found clothes waiting for him in the hospital room. They were his clothes.

      Staring at them, Nick wasn’t sure if he wanted to know who really picked them out for him—whether it was Wynter, or someone else.

      Shoving away the mental image of Wynter surrounded by Straven’s people, especially right now, given the state both of them were in, he yanked down what remained of the lime-green pants, leaving the tattered fabric on the floor. Without waiting, he tugged the dirty, blood-splattered Hawaiian-style shirt over his head.

      Once completely naked, he spent a few minutes in the small bathroom with the shower hose, washing the sweat and blood off the parts of his skin that didn’t get clean when they applied the semi-organic bandage to his thigh.

      Then he donned underwear, and eased the dark, combat-style pants over the cast on his leg, looping his belt through and hooking it in front before he yanked the clean shirt over his head. The pants might be work pants, but the shirt was fancier than what he usually wore—which he supposed was appropriate, given where Straven would likely drag them to dinner.

      A dark-green, tailored thing he remembered buying in Los Angeles, it fit him tighter than he remembered, probably from the weight in muscle he’d gained as a professional fighter, especially in the shoulders and chest.

      It was weird to think about where he’d last worn it in Los Angeles. where he would occasionally go out to night clubs, if only to pick up live feeds.

      Thinking about that now, he felt oddly guilty.

      Seconds later, he pushed it from his mind, feeling the clock ticking over his head.

      He left the room, walked straight to the registration desk and informed them he was checking out. He vurt-signed all the forms they put in front of him and walked out within minutes, only limping a little from the cast and the wound, and slightly off-balance from the handful of pain meds he swallowed dry as soon as the techs left him alone.

      He’d burn off the drugs soon enough.

      In the meantime, he didn’t exactly want to advertise he was wounded.

      Not where he was going.

      He hailed a robo-taxi from the circular driveway at the hospital. When one stopped, he climbed in, swiped his barcode and punched in an address from memory, even as he pinged out a different, virtual address on his headset.

      She picked up at once.

      “Where are you?” she said.

      Nick noted the sub-vocal light in the corner, and grunted.

      “I was about to ask you the same,” he said back. “I take it from your stealth mode, you’re with Straven?”

      “Not yet. I just got in the car. Are you finished at the hospital?”

      “Yes. Don’t tell Straven’s people that, though.” Nick hesitated, reluctant, knowing she wouldn’t like this. “…I need to run an errand first, honey. It’s related to this. Can you stall him? Be charming but not too charming until I get there? I won’t be long—”

      “Where, Nick?” Her voice was already wary. “Where are you going?”

      Nick sighed.

      He fumbled with what to tell her exactly, but needn’t have bothered.

      “No,” she said, her voice hard as ice, even via sub-vocals. “Absolutely not, Nick. No. Are you insane? You just got shot—”

      “It’s better if I do it now,” Nick said, cutting her off before she could build up steam. “It’s better if we deal with this now, Wynter. Before I talk to Straven. Otherwise, we could spend the whole night asking the wrong questions. It’s better just to go to the source. I’ll know what not to look for, at least. Assuming I’m able to get any real information at all—”

      “What makes you think they’d tell you anything, Nick? Much less anything you can trust? I can’t read them through you—”

      “I know that.”

      “So what is the point? Why even ask the question, if you have no idea if what they tell you is true?”

      Nick thought about that.

      Still thinking, he grunted.

      “I honestly don’t know,” he admitted. “But I think he really might tell me the truth. Well…” he amended. “To put it more clearly, let’s say I think I’ll know whether I can definitely eliminate him, or definitely not eliminate him. It’s a sire-offspring thing—”

      “Nick… no.”

      He saw her shaking her head behind his eyes.

      “You said you were done with them,” she said. “You said that part of your life was done, Nick. You said it was over—”

      “I am done with them. It is over—”

      “They’re not going to think that, if you start showing up at their door.”

      Again, he saw her frowning behind his eyes.

      “He’d love any excuse to get back in your life, Nick,” she added, softer. “You told me that yourself. You told me that last night, in fact. You told me it still worried you… that you sometimes felt eyes on you, and you wondered if it was him.”

      “Wynter, don’t throw that in my face—”

      “I’m not throwing anything in your face,” she cut in, her voice worried. “I’m reminding you what you yourself told me. What you already know to be true about this… person.”

      Nick sighed.

      He understood what she was saying.

      He knew she was one hundred percent right to say it.

      He also knew she was jealous.

      More than any of that, though, he knew he was right.

      This was a stop that had to be made.

      He had to at least try.

      “I’m a detective,” he said after a pause. “It’s my job to chase down leads, Wynter.” At her silence, he added, “Look. This may be the good news. If it turns out they are connected to all of this, Morley and the NYPD may have to take me off the case. Given my past ties to the group, it would complicate the investigation too much, to have me involved. It might get me off the hook, Wynter. You know… just from the optics, if nothing else.”

      She snorted derisively.

      “God. You really think I’m dumb, don’t you?” she said, impatient. “Nick, Morley would be salivating if he knew he could use you to infiltrate the White Death. You know it. I know it. About the only thing keeping me from cursing you out right now is the fact that you opted not to tell Morley you were planning to do this. Or, I’m assuming you didn’t—”

      “I didn’t,” Nick said quickly.

      “See?” she said, her voice a touch harder. “You know damned well the very last thing Morley would say is ‘conflict of interest.’ He’d be lining you up to infiltrate and question them every chance he got, at the mere suggestion you could walk through those doors still. Moreover, you know it’s true, or you wouldn’t be going behind their back—”

      “Okay,” Nick muttered. “Point taken.”

      “But you’re still going to do this crazy thing?”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      She exhaled in frustration… or anger… or both.

      “Okay,” she said, after another beat. “Fine. I’ll distract Straven—”

      Nick started to exhale in relief, but she cut him off.

      “—Fair warning though, Naoko. You take longer than an hour, and I’m coming after you.” She paused, letting her words sink in. “…You know damned well I can find you. You know damned well I will find you, if you aren’t back when I say. One hour, Nick. Non-negotiable.”

      Nick felt the blood drain from his face.

      He imagined Wynter in there, surrounded by the people he planned to go see.

      His chest tightened as though fingers were crushing his vampire heart.

      “No,” he growled. “You damned well won’t. Goddamn it, Wynter, if you even think about—”

      But she’d already hung up.
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        * * *

      

      He considered calling her back.

      Deciding he was better off letting her cool off, he called Kit instead, willing the robo-taxi to move faster through the traffic, even as he obsessively checked the timepiece in his headset.

      Kit didn’t answer the first few pings.

      He switched to an emergency frequency… and jacked up the volume.

      “WHAT?” she snapped, picking up the line, her face sliding into his view as she turned on the visuals. She glowered at him in fury. “What do you want, Nick? What?”

      He frowned, watching her warily. “I take it you’re still pissed.”

      There was a silence.

      Then she shook her head, folding her tattooed arms as she stared at him incredulously.

      “You know how long I waited at that fucking place? Do you?”

      “No,” he said, his voice meeker.

      “Do you want to know?”

      “Not really.” Nick winced at her colder stare, his guilt returning in a hard rush. “Do you want to hear what happened? Or not?”

      “Not really,” she said, her jaw jutting forward.

      She refolded her arms.

      For a few beats more, she just glared at him.

      He hesitated, then showed her an image of his leg in the cast.

      “I got shot,” he offered. “Does that help?”

      “Before? Or after you blew me off?”

      He thought about that.

      “After,” he admitted grudgingly.

      “Then no, Nick,” she growled. “It doesn’t help.”

      Looking at her young-looking, heart-shaped face, he sighed in defeat.

      “I’m really sorry—” he began.

      “Where were you?” she snapped, before he could go on and despite what she’d said. “Where the hell were you, Nick?”

      He hesitated again, then shrugged, telling her the truth.

      “Would you believe me if I told you I overslept?” he said.

      “What?” She blinked, staring at him, confused. “No, I wouldn’t believe you. Vampires don’t sleep—”

      “Except you already know that isn’t true,” he said, sighing. “I know it sounds nuts, and I can’t fully explain it… but I really did oversleep, Kit.”

      Hesitating, he felt his embarrassment worsen. He also felt pretty strongly he wouldn’t get away with a bullshit story on this one.

      “I was with Wynter,” he admitted. “That’s why I wanted privacy last night. That’s why I called you at three in the morning. Because I was with her.”

      “So… what? Wynter puts you to sleep?”

      Nick winced, his jaw tightening.

      “I don’t know,” he said, clearing his throat as he gestured vaguely. “She fell asleep. For whatever reason, I followed her. Apparently, I react to her… differently.”

      There was another silence.

      When Nick studied the young human’s face, she was looking at him, her mouth pursed in a puzzled frown.

      “That doesn’t make any sense, Nick.”

      “I didn’t say it did make sense.” Exhaling, he made another vague gesture. “Honestly, I would have set an alarm. But like you said… vampires don’t sleep. I didn’t think it would be an issue. I figured I’d be working by four, to be honest.”

      “When did you wake up?”

      “About an hour and a half after we were supposed to meet.”

      “Why didn’t you call me then?”

      “That’s a little complicated, too.”

      He hesitated, not wanting to add that he woke up acting drunk, paranoid, ridiculously horny, and a little like a lunatic.

      “…Jordan woke me,” he said after a pause. “He hit me with an NYPD emergency signal around five or six o’clock. I’d already missed multiple messages from him and Morley by then. I was also late for a meeting they wanted me to attend. An interview. Case-related, so pretty urgent. Related to that Sphinx thing.”

      “How did you get shot?”

      Curiosity tinged her voice that time.

      Strangely, her softening towards him only made him feel more guilty, not less.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Look. Kit. I’m really sorry. And I’ll do whatever I can to make it up to you. When I offered it last night, I had every intention of taking you surfing today. I one hundred percent planned to be there. Hell… I was looking forward to it.”

      There was another silence.

      Then he felt her grudgingly start to forgive him.

      “Well, you owe me at least two lessons now, big guy—”

      “Five,” he cut in. “At least. Maybe ten.”

      Silence fell between the two of them again.

      “But…” she said, letting her voice trail.

      “But?” He frowned, genuinely thrown. “But what?”

      “But… that’s not the only reason you called,” she said, combing her fingers through her spiked hair. “You need something. Right? Probably something around this case you’re on. Otherwise you would’ve just called me in the morning.”

      Nick thought about that.

      Then, cursing under his breath, he realized she was right.

      “Yeah,” he said grudgingly. “I guess I could use your help.”

      She burst out in a laugh.

      “You are so fucking predictable, Nick. You know that?”

      “Sorry. It’s not my main reason for calling—”

      “Sure it’s not.” She sounded amused though, not angry. “What is it? What do you need? And why not just go through the NYPD’s A.I. for a change? Instead of treating me like your personal hacker slave?”

      Nick let out a sigh, again copying the human mannerism.

      “Two things,” he said. “And to answer your question about Gertrude, Morley and/or Jordan might be on this with the NYPD A.I. already. I just happen to know you’ve got better reach with the I.S.F. servers, not to mention Archangel. Not to mention you’re a hacker badass genius, and Gertrude’s just a lame machine—”

      “Yeah. Okay. Got it.” She blew her bangs out of her eyes. “No need to gross me out with your insincere, manipulative flattery, Nick. You’ll just embarrass yourself… even if every word you’re saying is true.” She sighed, hands on her hips. “So what is it? What’s the favor?”

      Taking another breath he didn’t need, he told her everything.

      He started with the Sphinx hit.

      Then he explained everything he’d learned about the so-called “tech” while he was climbing that elevator cable. He told her it had something to do with vampire venom. He did his best to recall every detail, every nuance of what he felt and saw in Case’s mind, along with the small amount they’d learned in the original Sphinx bombing.

      When he finished, he could feel her thinking.

      “Soooo…” she said, tapping her lip with one finger and drawing out the word. “I’m thinking black market channels. Start with the vamp ones, and human terrorism. Expand to government fronts. See if there’s anything being auctioned that might meet your specs. Is that where you’re going with this?”

      She looked up, frowning, her enhanced eyes reflecting light.

      “That’s what you need, right?” she said. “You’re looking for possible buyers? Possible sellers? Maybe for someone who might be trying to scare off other potentials?”

      Nick nodded, relieved.

      He never had to explain much to the kid.

      Probably because she was about ten times smarter than he was.

      “Exactly that,” he said, letting his relief be audible in his voice. “If you can tie it to Straven, all the better. But the real priority is to hunt down, and hopefully get a real-world ID, for whoever’s looking to buy. Of course, any information at all around possible tech fitting those specs would be extremely helpful. Who wants it. What it does. What it’s called. How long it’s been on the market. If more than one buyer is being considered. Really, anything you can tell me. Including where it is now… meaning, who might have access to a prototype or specs. We have no idea if the current versions have all been destroyed. Or if any might have been stolen.”

      “But you’re thinking Straven probably has copies still?”

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “I am thinking that. Mostly because of the bombing today, and Straven’s reaction. I think whoever wants this tech… or, conversely, whoever doesn’t want Straven to have it… or who doesn’t want Straven to sell it… or some combination of those things… is using the attacks to send a message.”

      “The message being, ‘give every copy to us, or we take out your entire legacy’?” Tapping her lip again, she paused, thinking. “Why not just kill him? Straven? Is he really the only person left who knows about this thing, now that his partner’s dead?”

      Nick shrugged, holding up his hands.

      “No idea. But maybe whoever is doing the bombings thinks so?”

      “Well, and maybe Straven is telling them that… to stay alive,” she said. “Maybe he’s hiding the tech for the same reason. Maybe he knows he’s dead as soon as it leaves his hands.”

      Nick nodded, thinking about that.

      “Maybe,” he admitted.

      She nodded, obviously still thinking.

      “Okay,” she said. “Well, I can look into all that. I’ll see what I can find out about Silverman, too. Maybe he was dealing on the side or something. Maybe the bombings were two different people…”

      Nick nodded, again feeling a pulse of gratitude at how quick her mind worked.

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “That occurred to me, too.”

      “You have a theory?” she said, quirking an eyebrow at him.

      Nick shook his head.

      “Nothing solid enough to call an actual theory, no. But it crossed my mind that Straven might have had Silverton killed. Assuming Straven wasn’t lying to Case, this ‘tech’ is worth a lot of money. That kind of money tends to make people stupid. It’s possible one of them got greedy… decided they didn’t want to share. If Silverton was that person, and he got halfway into a deal, whoever was on the other end of that deal wouldn’t be too pleased with his untimely death. Especially if money had already changed hands. They might be blaming Straven, and demanding Straven hand over the product. Straven, obviously, wouldn’t want to do that unless they got paid, too.”

      Nick watched Kit nod, her mouth pursed.

      “That’s… specific, Nick,” she said after a pause. “But it makes sense.”

      “It’s barely a theory at this point,” he said. “But if you could check out the dark markets for me, vampire and human, I’d really appreciate it. It’ll at least maybe eliminate a few things.”

      “No problem. I’ll set up the search tonight, before I leave.”

      She hesitated.

      He barely saw it on her face, but he could feel it through the line.

      He could feel her wanting to ask him something else now.

      In the end, she sighed, making her voice low.

      “What is it with you two?” Kit said.

      He blinked, startled.

      “What two?” he said. “Me and Straven? Nothing. I think they’re kind of an ass. But I’m not gunning for them or anything—”

      “No.” She shook her head, looking at him through the virtual space like he was an idiot. “Not you and Straven. Jesus, Nick. You and Ms. James. I like her well enough, don’t get me wrong… but you two…”

      She trailed, and Nick saw her blush.

      He could see her thinking about him and Wynter, and whatever it was she was trying to describe exactly. The young human shook her head, and for the first time, Nick noticed she’d re-dyed her hair. Unlike the platinum blond he remembered, her spiky, tech-punky short hair shone silver-blue with pink highlights under the artificial lights of wherever she was.

      “You’re weird together,” Kit said finally. “You get that, right? You and Wynter. You act… really weird together.”

      Nick nodded, not sure what to say to that.

      “Yeah,” he said, copying her exhale. “I know.”

      “What is that?” Kit’s voice turned curious, verging on cautious. “I mean… in a way, you guys seem like an old married couple. In another way, I’m honestly worried she’s going to murder you in your sleep. Or that the two of you are going to end up in jail.”

      Nick winced.

      That last part was a little too on the nose.

      Pausing to think before he answered, he clenched his jaw.

      Then he pretty much told her the truth.

      “Yeah,” he said. “You’re not wrong. With any of it.” Hesitating, he added, “But I’m beginning to think I’m not going to stay away from this… away from her, I mean. Ms. Winter. I think that ship has sailed.”

      Kit snorted a laugh.

      “Yeah. No shit, Naoko.”

      When Nick quirked an eyebrow at her, she shook her head at him bemusedly.

      “Honestly,” she said. “I’m surprised you held out as long as you did. We had bets going, you know, on how long this ‘break up’ of yours would last. We figured it would be over a month ago, honestly. We had pools about how you’d end up back together, too. Last I saw, the scenario with the most money on it involved Ms. James showing up at your door with a machete—”

      “Don’t tell me,” Nick said, holding up a hand. “Really. I don’t even want to know who you mean by ‘we,’ in terms of that whole betting thing—”

      “Oh, I’m sure you could guess,” Kit grinned. “Anyway, like you said, it doesn’t matter now. You guys aren’t going to break up, Nick. Not really. I get that. Honestly, I’m rooting for you both. Even if I suspect it’s going to make my job harder, in terms of keeping you off I.S.F. radar. And, you know… alive.”

      Pausing, she added, her voice matter-of-fact,

      “It’s been pretty obvious to all of us for a while, you know. That you love her.”

      There was another silence.

      Then Kit let out a half-laugh.

      “Did I just give you a heart attack?” she said, her eyes and voice mocking. “Are all of your intimacy-phobic nerve endings screaming ‘RUN! SAVE YOURSELF!’?”

      Nick snorted, shaking his head. “You’re a pain in my ass.”

      “But you do love her. Right?”

      “I’m not going to discuss my romantic life with a smart-ass kid—”

      “But it’s a ‘romantic’ life,” she said, smug. “That more or less answers my question.”

      “Whatever, kid.”

      Smirking at him, she shrugged. “Remember, this ‘kid’ has access to all of your surveillance tapes, big guy. You’d be surprised just how much this ‘kid’ sees. And just how much she knows about your ‘romantic’ life already.”

      Rolling her eyes, she added in a mutter,

      “…Although, granted, it’s been pretty boring of late. Unless you call illegal seer porn and semi-organic sex toys fascinating. Personally, I find it a little sad—”

      “KIT!” Nick growled.

      She laughed. “What? You’re the one who keeps calling me ‘kid.’ If you’re going to play the role of absentee parent, I get to play my part and shock the shit out of you every now and then. Do you want to hear about my sex life now, Pops?”

      “No,” he growled.

      “Too bad. I’ve got a hot date tonight, Naoko. I met this really bangin’ girl at a club last weekend. She has this amazing tongue… completely covered in sensor-tats and semi-org piercings. I’m hoping to get another round with her tonight, after I set up this search for you. She’s meeting me at the Snake Club, and—”

      “Na-na-na-na-na-na…” Nick cut in, holding his hands over his ears, knowing she’d see him in the virtual feed. “…I can’t hear you…”

      She chuckled, shaking her head.

      “For such a perv, you really are an old man,” she informed him.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. “So you tell me.”

      There was another silence.

      Then he sighed, glancing out the window.

      He started a little, realizing he was already at his destination. The robo-taxi began to slow as it entered the small, deserted lane.

      “So am I forgiven then?” he said, at the end of that pause. “I gotta go, Kit. I’m still on the clock.”

      “When are we going surfing?” she said, her voice suddenly business-like. “And don’t say tomorrow,” she added, sharper. “You just got shot, so don’t even go there, Nick. In fact, don’t say any time this week. If you and Wynter are all lovey-dovey again, you probably need at least a week of makeup sex before you stop acting like lunatics—”

      Nick grunted. “No comment.”

      The robo-taxi came to a stop.

      Leaning forward on the seat, he swiped his forearm implant and barcode over the taxi’s pay-scanner, closing out the fare and confirming payment. Hitting the release button for the taxi door, he stepped out, putting his full weight on his hurt leg—which had more or less gone numb from the combination of sitting and painkillers—and grimaced in pain.

      Gritting his teeth, he straightened, gazing up at the building as he let the pain fade.

      “So… next Wednesday?” he said. “I don’t have a fight scheduled that night.”

      “When is your next fight?” she said.

      “It was supposed to be tomorrow,” he said, still staring up the face of the old brick building. He noted the scorch marks on one side, remnants from the last battle in New York.

      “…It’ll probably get postponed,” he added. “I need to call Farlucci, break it to him I got shot. Again.” Pausing, he frowned towards the brick building’s back door, watching the external camera there as it swiveled to look at him. “Look, kid, sorry to cut you off—”

      “But you’re on the clock,” she said. “Got it.”

      She hesitated, the barest breath, then added,

      “Okay. You’re forgiven. But don’t do it again, Nick.”

      He smiled, in spite of himself.

      “I’ll try my damnedest, kid. I really will.”

      “…And don’t get shot again,” she added, annoyed. “I don’t know what you’re doing in that part of town, by yourself, but watch your back, Nick.”

      He scowled. “Stop tracking me, damn it. Isn’t that a human rights violation, you being all up in my GPS implant all the time—?”

      “No,” she cut in. “Hate to break it to you, Nick… but you’re not human. Legally, I can do whatever the fuck I want.”

      Nick winced, frowning at her in reproach. “Ouch.”

      “The truth hurts sometimes, big guy. Now go do police things. And try not to get killed. Or I’m going to be really mad at you.”

      Before he could answer—

      She hung up.

      Thinking about her words, he scowled, then refocused his eyes.

      He glanced over his shoulder to see his robo-taxi reversing its way back up the narrow lane towards the main road. Watching it go, he briefly considered going after it—just getting the fuck out of there, now, before he did anything stupid.

      He also considered calling it back with his headset, swiping his barcode over the pay-scanner and putting it in hold-mode so it would wait for him, in the event Nick needed to leave here in a hurry.

      Dismissing both thoughts, he sighed, unnecessarily.

      Then he gazed back up at the sign he could see covering most of the face of the windowless brick wall. The semi-organic paint they used couldn’t be seen within the visible light spectrum for humans, and therefore, couldn’t be seen by unenhanced human eyes.

      To them, it would be a massive, featureless, smoke-dusted wall of brick.

      Nick’s vampire eyes picked up the design there just fine, however.

      It was a detailed, rippling, living image of two enormous white wings.
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      Nick stood there a few beats too long.

      He knew they already had him on surveillance.

      Clenching his jaw, he stepped up to the metal-plated door. The overdone rivets and dungeon-like style struck him as over the top, but he supposed they had an image to maintain. After all, no one came here unless they knew exactly where they were going.

      Although the vamps in here weren’t exactly hiding, either.

      If they were, they wouldn’t advertise their presence on the wall like a neon sign. Only supreme confidence allowed them to do that—confidence that no one would dare fuck with them, including most law enforcement.

      Shoving all of that from his mind, he knocked on the iron panel, sharply, using his knuckles. Hollow, booming knocks echoed down the brick alley, which he found by walking between the warehouse-like building and the adjacent brownstone.

      He stepped back after five knocks, gazing towards the street, noting the surveillance cameras pointed at him now from three sides.

      He knew they could hear him.

      He knew they could see him, and they could hear him.

      They just weren’t answering the door.

      Frowning, he gazed up at the virtual design of an eye in the wall above the door, guessing they’d installed a fourth camera there. It would definitely match Brick’s sense of humor.

      If he was right, they’d have audio surveillance on the door, too.

      “I’m here to see Brick,” he said, his voice gruff, but still loud. “I have the right. I am blood. I was told to come here, if I ever wanted contact.”

      Silence.

      “If someone could tell him I’m here,” he began, hesitant. “Or tell me, if he’s not here. I only want to talk—”

      The door abruptly opened.

      Nick turned, stepping back in reflex.

      He found himself staring at a shockingly familiar face.

      The vampire stood in the doorway at a perfect slant.

      One shoulder balanced perfectly on the metal doorframe, one leg folded artfully over the other; only his head stood perfectly vertical, in contrast to the body.

      A dark-blue shirt, what might even have been real silk, hung open around a chalk-white, muscular, and entirely hairless chest. Long dark hair framed an unusual, striking, yet still-handsome face, with wide features, high cheekbones, intense eyes, and a strong jaw. His hair hung in a shaggy mess that somehow suggested an expensive salon; even its messiness had a near-perfect quality, as did the faint streaks of black woven into the brown, and the braided ponytail that held up part of the back, like he was Genghis Khan.

      He gazed down at Nick from the slightly higher vantage of the doorway.

      Despite the angle, Nick happened to know he was a few inches taller than the other male.

      It was so like Brick to construct a doorway into his lair that gave him a slight psychological advantage, just on the off-chance he might need it.

      The vampire stared at him, his expression utterly still.

      Nick stared back.

      Now that he was faced with him, he found himself wondering what the fuck he was doing here. Wynter was right. It was nuts to come here.

      “Well?” the vampire drawled.

      The thick, Louisiana accent shocked Nick with its familiarity.

      That familiarity briefly blanked out his mind, despite the years that had passed since he’d last heard it.

      “…Are you coming in, Naoko?” the vampire said, quirking an eyebrow. “Or not?”

      Nick felt his jaw harden.

      He glanced down the alley, then back at his maker.

      When Brick glided backwards, receding into the shadowed doorway, Nick realized it was too late to second-guess this.

      He was already committed.

      Fighting to keep his steps even, to not advertise the cast on his leg, or the injury under it, he leapt lightly to the open doorway on his good leg, following Brick into the dim space.

      His eyes went to the timepiece in his headset.

      Wynter said one hour.

      Twenty minutes had already passed.

      He had to convince Brick to act like a normal fucking person, and he only had about forty minutes to do it before his girlfriend came here… and likely got her throat ripped out.

      Basically, he was screwed.
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      He followed Brick down a narrow hallway.

      He couldn’t help but notice that the vampire was barefoot, or that he walked with the same, graceful glide Nick remembered.

      Something about watching that silent, panther-like tread brought it all crashing back.

      Not just those years in the White Death.

      The years before that.

      The years before the war.

      The years where he was first adjusting to what he was.

      Before Nick managed to regain his equilibrium, to level his mind enough to think about what came next, the physical space around him opened up without warning.

      Brick left the narrow corridor without slowing his silent steps, and Nick followed, but stopped just as he entered the larger, high-ceilinged room. He gazed up and around at the still-dim space, taking in the dimensions and looking for exits before he moved away from the corridor’s dark opening.

      In here, the walls and ceiling stretched up several stories, resuming the full height of the brick warehouse, and making him feel like he’d just entered some kind of vampire kill-pen.

      To his left, Nick saw monitors covering spots halfway up the brick walls. Most of those screens showed views of the dome stars, presumably from cameras outside.

      The screens on the lower levels appeared to be primarily showing news, only all of those with news had the sound turned off. Nick noted those channels came from at least six different clusters of protected areas: Russia, the United States, Europe, India, Africa, and China.

      Only one monitor had sound playing.

      That one sat near ground-level.

      A dozen or so vampires clustered around it, most of them lounging on two worn, squashed-looking couches covered in dark purple velvet. They all looked riveted as they watched the old black-and-white movie playing on the four-foot screen.

      Nick squinted at the images there, and recognized Humphrey Bogart. After another few seconds, he realized they were watching The Maltese Falcon.

      Again, it was like walking through a time machine.

      Sensing motion to his right, he turned, right as Brick draped himself over a high-backed chair that sat at the head of another half-circle of couches, these dark green instead of purple. The whole set up, with its old-fashioned, high-backed chairs, the antique-looking couches, the Persian rugs, the glass credenza with the crystal decanters filled with red wine, whisky, cognac, several different types of liqueurs, bourbon, vodka… the thick, white candles on the mantle over a large, wide-mouthed fireplace to Brick’s left… the zebra-skin draped over the chaise lounge in the corner… the throw pillows, the giant silver mirror over the fireplace.

      It was all just so… Brick.

      Nick didn’t know if it was reassuring or disturbing that Brick had changed so little.

      Clearly, he hadn’t managed to shake his preference for the theatrical.

      “Come here, Naoko,” the vampire said.

      His voice was stern, borderline cold.

      Nick felt his jaw harden all over again.

      He recognized that tone.

      “I don’t have much time,” he began, gruff. “I just have a few questions. I wanted to ask you—”

      “Come here, Naoko. Now.”

      Nick paused only a fraction of a second that time.

      Still clenching his jaw, he walked directly to the chair where Brick lounged, doing his best to mask the limp in his hurt leg. He reached within a few feet of the older vampire and stopped, looking at him.

      “Really?” Brick stared up at him, his crystal eyes showing a faint bloom of scarlet now. “Really, Naoko? This is how you greet me?” At Nick’s silence, his frown deepened. “What have I done to you, precisely, to deserve this level of disrespect?”

      Nick exhaled, not thinking about how it was a human mannerism as he answered.

      “I really don’t have time for this, Brick,” he said. “If you don’t want to talk to me—”

      “Oh, but I very much wish to talk to you, my darling boy,” Brick drawled, swinging his foot lightly from where his leg hung over the chair’s arm. “After you grant me the fucking respect I am owed… as your goddamned sire.”

      The open threat in his voice made Nick flinch.

      Nick measured the other’s face, and realized he wasn’t kidding.

      He fully expected Nick to kiss the ring.

      In fact, he might fucking hurt him if he didn’t.

      Feeling his jaw harden for real, Nick sank smoothly down to one knee. He bowed his head, resting his hands on his raised thigh.

      “I apologize,” he said, gruff. “I meant no disrespect.”

      Brick didn’t answer at first.

      Nick didn’t raise his head, but continued to stare at the floor.

      It may have been a long time, but one never forgot the protocols. He hadn’t really expected to have to go back to Discipline 101, like he had those first few years after being turned. He probably should have expected it.

      Thinking about it now, he should have expected nothing different, given who Brick was, and how he’d been when Nick last saw him.

      “Can I ask my questions?” Nick said, still staring at the floor. “I do not wish to take up your valuable time.”

      The silence stretched again.

      Then Brick let out a low growl.

      “My valuable time,” he said, his voice a cold-sounding muse. “An interesting attempt to sound polite, but one that, again, implies disrespect.”

      Nick frowned. He shook his head. “No.”

      “Are you human entirely now, my child? Your mannerisms certainly imply it.”

      Nick’s jaw hardened enough to hurt.

      Keeping his voice low, he shrugged. “It makes things easier. Less complicated.”

      “Only if one fears them,” Brick said, his voice holding contempt. “Only if one chooses to grovel within their rules… to beg them for acceptance. Even for love.”

      Nick didn’t answer.

      When the silence stretched, he wondered if that was a mistake, too.

      Clearly, Brick wanted something from him.

      He wasn’t going to let Nick off the hook until he got it.

      “What is it that you wish from me, father?” Nick said, his voice deliberately subdued. “What is it I can do for you?”

      “You can suck my cock, for one,” Brick said, his voice cold. “You can let me feed off you, to show me you still are devoted to me, child… that you are not here for any reason that would ever harm me or mine, directly or not.”

      Nick fought to keep the reaction off his face.

      After a pause, where he still stared at the floor, he shook his head, once.

      “I can’t do that,” he said, keeping his voice subdued with an effort. “I am sorry, father, but I cannot. I am with someone now. We are exclusive. I share blood with only them. I will not break that vow. I know my father would not ask me to.”

      The silence grew leaden.

      Nick waited through it, bracing himself.

      Truthfully, he had no idea how Brick might react to that news.

      He didn’t even like saying it; he didn’t like mentioning Wynter at all.

      At the same time, he knew Brick was in no way trying to shock him by asking for a blowjob. He absolutely meant it, and he absolutely would have fed on Nick while he did it, and read him through the blood as much as Nick allowed.

      It wasn’t like he’d never demanded it of Nick before.

      So Nick just knelt there, waiting.

      He didn’t fully realize how tense he was until Brick shifted in the chair above where he knelt. At the sudden creak of the vampire’s metallic-sheened pants, Nick flinched almost violently, nearly leaping to his feet.

      He didn’t, though.

      He didn’t even look up.

      He forced himself to remain still, to keep his facial expression blank, his eyes on the Persian rug at the foot of Brick’s chair. He fought to maintain that exact position even as he continued to hear the vampire shift and move in the high-backed chair above.

      He half-expected Brick to strike him, if only for the electrical charge he now felt in the air between them.

      It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened, either.

      The vampire didn’t hit him, though.

      Instead, he resettled in his Alice in Wonderland-style chair.

      “Go on, then,” Brick said, his voice back to cold, holding a faint edge of boredom. “Ask your questions, Naoko.”

      Nick kept his eyes on the floor.

      “There is a technology,” he said, cautious. “I am told it is new. Possibly for sale right now on the black market. I have reason to believe it’s either made of, or derived in some way from vampire venom. A human and a vampire seem to be in control of it, although that is unverified. It is possible they paid to have it developed, or perhaps stole it, then tried to sell it to other parties. That human is now dead—”

      “Abe Silverton,” Brick said.

      Nick flinched.

      He frowned, still staring at the rug.

      “Yes.” He fought with whether to look up, then decided against it, figuring it was better to err in the direction of submissive. “You know of this tech then, father? Would you mind telling me about it?”

      There was a silence.

      Then Brick chuckled, once more adjusting his body in the velvet-upholstered chair.

      “So, as usual, the human authorities haven’t a clue what’s actually going on,” Brick mused. “Why should I be surprised?”

      He fell silent, perhaps observing Nick for reaction.

      The vampire’s voice grew more melodious then, filled with a mock regret.

      “Ah, Naoko. Why do you waste your time, working for these blood-bags? You could actually be a part of history… rather than following along after events, cleaning up the detritus left behind by your betters, long after the significant moments have already passed.”

      Nick frowned, trying to decide if he should speak.

      Often, with Brick, it was better to just remain silent.

      His sire had always been fond of talking.

      Listening interested him less.

      Even as he thought it, the older vampire sighed dramatically.

      “If you are asking me if we are the current owners of this ‘technology,’ as you call it… the answer is no. We have no need to be involved in this, my son. This is human business. As I have always said, if the humans take it upon themselves to kill one another, it is often best to simply stand out of the way. Ironically, they are far better at this than we are… perhaps because they are not capable of the deep remorse and compassion we feel. They are simply not built that way. The poor dears can’t help it.”

      Nick didn’t move.

      He didn’t change expression.

      He fought past the last part of what Brick said.

      He happened to know Brick wasn’t just trying to pull his chain with the racist comments. He meant them, likely every word, at least while he said them. Brick had about as much compassion for humanity as your average hawk did for the rabbit.

      Moreover, Nick knew better than to argue with any of Brick’s affectations, or his bizarre attempts at philosophizing. Honestly, Nick didn’t know if Brick even had a cohesive ideology, or if he simply pulled things out of his ass whenever it suited his purposes.

      Nick wasn’t sure it even mattered.

      For this, and many other reasons, he ignored the editorializing and focused strictly on the first part of what his sire said.

      “Do you know who the human parties are?” he ventured cautiously.

      “You want to know who is setting off these bombs,” Brick said, matter-of-fact. “You came here, after ignoring me for years. Even after my most generous aid last month, even after my granting of permission for you to partake in the fights, using my name… you come here only now. Not to greet me. Not to ask how I am. Not to partake in a meal with me. Nor to share blood. Not for sex. Not for fucking anything relevant to our kind… but only to ply me for information. Information you would have, freely, Naoko, if you had not left me.”

      His voice hardened, shifting to an open contempt.

      “You come here for this. To ask me about human business. Business I have just told you does not concern me or my people. Business that is beneath us, as it should be beneath you. You are not only a vampire, Naoko… you are the son of a king.”

      Nick felt his jaw harden.

      He kept his voice low, deferential.

      “I came for advice, father. For your vast expertise. For your help in a situation where I am unable to discern the truth on my own—”

      “Bullshit.”

      Nick glanced up, unthinking, and found the vampire smiling down at him, his glass-like eyes as hard and empty as ice.

      Nick returned his gaze to the rug.

      “…Pardon my language,” the vampire drawled. “But you always were velvet-tongued when you wanted something, Naoko. You’ve made me quite grumpy, though. You pretend subservience, but you forget… you are mine. You belong to me, Naoko. You know this, deep in your blood, yet you still harbor this conceit that you can lie to me. That you can play the part of dutiful son without meaning an iota of it, and I will not discern the difference.”

      Nick shook his head. “No.”

      “No?”

      Nick’s jaw clenched. His mind turned over words.

      “I may have erred,” he said after a beat. “…In coming when I have insufficient time to make this a more social call, in addition to requesting your aid. Since I did not have that time, I chose not to insult your intelligence by pretending a social motive when I desperately require your help, and have little time to obtain it. I am already late for a responsibility to my current role. I wished to speak with you first—”

      “Your current role.” The lounging vampire let out a contemptuous sound. “As a Midnight? Lap dog to the humans?”

      Nick felt his fingers tighten on his thigh, in spite of himself.

      “Yes,” he said simply. “Although I have reason to believe my own life is at risk in this instance. It is possible I am being targeted by these humans. Or by someone involved.”

      “Straven?” Brick said, his voice arch. “You think that human-grubbing addict is trying to kill you, Naoko?”

      There was a silence.

      Then Nick shrugged.

      “I honestly don’t know. I just know this is bigger than I first thought. Bigger than my employers are perhaps capable of seeing clearly. I wished for some perspective from you. I hoped to glean—”

      But Brick exhaled in impatience, cutting him off.

      “I know what you wish to know, Naoko.”

      There was a silence.

      When that silence stretched, Nick frowned.

      “You know. But you won’t tell me?”

      Making another openly annoyed sound, Brick rose abruptly to his feet.

      Keeping his head down, Nick followed his sire with his eyes, watching as he walked over to the credenza, grabbing a rocks glass from the top, and a handful of ice cubes from the brass and wood-paneled bucket sitting there.

      Nick watched him splash vodka over that ice.

      Brick walked his drink back to the chair, and draped himself over the high-backed furniture in a single, fluid move.

      “Have you really grown so stupid, Naoko?” the vampire said. “Must I spell this out for you?”

      Nick didn’t move.

      He also didn’t speak.

      Brick shook his head, combing his fingers through his long hair and shaking his mane-like locks before taking a longer drink of the vodka.

      “What is it that our venom does?” Brick said, making his voice exaggeratedly patient, as though he were speaking to a small child. “To humans, Naoko. What is it that our venom does to humans?”

      Nick frowned.

      He didn’t bother to answer the question directly, though. He knew Brick well enough to know that even his theatrics wouldn’t be only that. Brick loved seeding information into the most superficial, the most trivial-seeming things he said and did.

      His sire was a lot of things, but slow-witted wasn’t one of them.

      “Humans want to use it to control other humans,” Nick said, his voice cautious.

      Brick laughed. “That would be a lot of venom—”

      “Assuming they used venom,” Nick said, frowning. “Versus simply finding the properties in our venom that did what they wanted, and then synthesizing those properties directly. They’d want control over the supply… and likely a more efficient means of delivery.”

      There was a silence.

      Then Brick chuckled.

      “I am glad they have not dulled your wits entirely, my son,” Brick said.

      “Who?” Nick said, forgetting the subservient note to his voice. “Who is the buyer, Brick?”

      The vampire shook his rocks glass, swirling the clear liquid around the chunks of ice at the bottom of his glass.

      Nick had looked up without realize he’d done it that time.

      He found himself staring at the glass.

      He also found himself thinking he understood.

      “Russia,” he said. “Or someone in the Russian Protected Areas. Vampires, or—?”

      “I already answered that question, Naoko,” Brick said, his voice containing a warning. “You know how I hate to repeat myself.”

      Nick fell silent.

      Thinking about that, about what the vampire was telling him, he frowned.

      “So, someone in the human world is looking to consolidate power. They plan to use this… whatever it is… drug? Bio-weapon? Presumably to subdue the human population in some way. Obviously, this wouldn’t work on vampires—”

      “Obviously,” Brick agreed, tilting his head back and sucking more vodka off the ice.

      Nick checked the timepiece in his headset.

      Forty-six minutes had passed since he’d last spoken to Wynter.

      “Do they have it?” Nick said, blunt. “The Russians. The ones threatening Straven. Do they already have access to the tech?”

      Brick was already clicking his tongue at him, shaking his head.

      It wasn’t quite the sound seers used to make; it was more of the “tsk-tsk” sound Nick associated with humans.

      It caused Nick to flinch anyway.

      It also caused him a flush of paranoia as he wondered if Brick already knew more about Wynter than he’d wanted to contemplate.

      “Ah, Naoko,” Brick said, sighing. “Think. Think, little brother.”

      Nick glanced up at him, in spite of himself.

      That time, Brick only smiled.

      “No,” his sire said, still smiling down at him. “Of course they do not have it. Why would they be blowing up pretty buildings, trying to obtain this thing, if they already possessed all of the information and materials they desired?”

      Pausing, the dark-haired vampire sank deeper into his chair.

      “You would do best to stay out of this, my Naoko, until they do obtain it.” Swirling the last of the vodka in his glass, Brick sighed again, his voice holding a mock regret. “I would hate to see you killed in the cross-fire, my son, all because you couldn’t simply leave human business to humans.”

      Grunting, he added,

      “I also do not have the time or the patience to be continually pulling your ass out of the fire, Naoko, if you insist on involving yourself in human stupidity.”

      Nick didn’t answer.

      “Was there anything else, brother?” Brick queried politely. “Have I exhausted my usefulness for you? Or was there something else you wished to ask me?”

      Nick found himself biting back questions he did have.

      Like just how closely his sire was watching him.

      Like just how much Brick knew about the humans’ intended purpose for this so-called “tech” of Straven’s.

      Like who developed that tech in the first place, and whether others had it.

      “Had Silverton already sold it?” Nick said finally. “To whoever this ‘interested party’ is within the Russian Protected Area?”

      When Brick didn’t answer immediately, Nick glanced up.

      His sire frowned at him, swirling the last slivers of ice at the bottom of his glass.

      “You are in over your head, little brother,” the vampire said, his voice suddenly serious. He spoke so quietly, his words were obviously meant for Nick alone. “Come back to us. Come back to us before it is too late, my love… before the humans begin exercising their destructive impulses all over again. You must know it is coming. You must see at least some of the signs, even surrounded by ignorant humans.”

      Nick frowned back at him, holding his gaze.

      Still, he could not miss the seriousness there, or the genuine warning he heard in his sire’s voice.

      He sounded almost…

      Concerned.

      “Bring your mate with you,” Brick said, winking at him as he raised the glass, downing the last swallow of alcohol. “They are certainly welcome to join you here.”

      Nick felt his chest clench.

      Looking into his sire’s eyes, it hit him, just how much of a mistake he’d made in mentioning Wynter.

      Of course, Brick may have already known about her.

      If he had people watching Nick, he would have known soon, if he didn’t already.

      Even so, Nick could see the spark of interest there, of curiosity.

      Worse than either thing… he saw the jealousy there, too.

      “I have to go,” Nick said, blunt.

      There was a silence.

      Then Brick’s eyes flickered away.

      Turning, the dark-haired vampire set his glass down deliberately, with more force than necessary, balancing it on the brass table to the right of his chair.

      “Of course you do,” the vampire murmured.

      “I apologize…” Nick added. “But I was clear, was I not, that my time was short—”

      “You were,” Brick acknowledged with a nod. Using his fingers, he waved Nick away, his mouth still pursed in that faint frown. “Fly away, little Naoko… fly away. Until you need me again, I suppose. Or until I decide to come calling on you.”

      Nick hesitated at that.

      He heard the threat there; he heard it clearly.

      He considered offering to come back.

      He considered offering to make a social call, offering to pay his respects in a real way, anything to keep the vampire from making good on his threat to come see Nick, to insert himself into any part of Nick’s life, or his world outside these walls.

      Then reason reared its head, somewhere in Nick’s confused mind.

      He remembered what a terrible idea that was.

      He remembered how that would only make all of this worse.

      “Thank you,” he said instead.

      He rose smoothly to his feet, hiding the shock of pain that ran through his body when he put his weight back on his hurt leg.

      Backing away from his sire, Nick didn’t turn his back on the other vampire until he’d left the rug-covered area around Brick’s decidedly throne-like chair.

      As soon as he did turn his back, however, Brick’s voice rose, echoing through the high-ceilinged room.

      “You will come back, Naoko,” the vampire drawled. “I insist.”

      Nick froze.

      Turning, he stared at the older vampire, at where he remained draped over the velvet-upholstered chair, his leg swinging lazily over the floor.

      “…You will bring your mate, and we will have a meal together. I will not take no for an answer, my son.”

      Nick stared at him.

      Again, his mind slid through all the different ways Brick might mean those words.

      He glanced at his timepiece.

      Fifty-six minutes.

      He didn’t have time to puzzle it out now.

      Instead, he bowed, keeping his expression perfectly blank, his voice and words noncommittal.

      “Thank you again so much for your time, father,” he said politely. “I appreciate your aid in this matter more than I can say—”

      “Soon, Naoko,” the vampire warned, clearly unwilling to let his words go unanswered. “This will happen soon. And you and I, we will be friends again… not strangers. Not estranged father and son.” Pausing meaningfully, he added, “I insist, Naoko.”

      Again, Nick opted not to answer.

      Bowing a second time, he simply removed himself from the room.
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      He walked into the hotel, glancing around with some trepidation, in spite of himself.

      Another Straven property.

      Another Ancient Egypt fetish in building form.

      More to the point, why were they meeting here?

      Was the androgynous vampire fucking with him? Or was he trying to prove something, jumping from one of his ostentatious properties to the other, even as they were being systematically taken out with explosives?

      Glancing at the row of elevators, Nick grimaced.

      Fuck.

      Was he really going to go through this again?

      He decided the answer to that question was no.

      He clicked on his headset. “I’m here,” he said, without bothering with a greeting. “Are you really on the sixty-fourth floor?”

      He’d already called her once, on the way to the building.

      He’d contacted her as soon as he left Brick’s, if only to keep her from making good on her threat to come looking for him… or really, even trying to contact him while he was inside a property owned by the White Death.

      “Yes,” she said at once. “Are you inside the building, or—”

      “Yes. In the lobby.”

      He hesitated, glancing around the cavernous space.

      The tile floor in here was white alternating with electric blue, the latter being an approximation of lapis lazuli. Despite that dramatic hue, the effect with all the white made it look like a giant chessboard.

      Nick actually thought this was the prettiest of the Straven buildings he’d been inside so far. The white marble theme extended into the art filling the lobby space, most of which consisted of statues of women, but also figures of graceful animals.

      Even more than the Anubis building, the ground floor was covered in living trees and plants, most of them full-sized palm trees. A white marble fountain, made in the shape of a pyramid, took up an enormous dais in the middle of the main part of the lobby floor. The building’s overall architecture mirrored the shape of the fountain; high above the blue and white tile floor, Nick saw a pyramid-shaped glass structure directly above the largest open area of the lobby, lit with white and blue lights that somehow didn’t dim the view of the stars.

      Marveling a little at the number of people walking to and fro in front of the massive, white-and-pale gold image of the goddess, Isis, Nick scowled.

      He couldn’t help hoping at least some of these people were plainclothes NYPD.

      Hell, he would have settled for I.S.F.

      He would have settled for Home-Sec, private-sec… or even Intereb, the international non-human enforcement bureau, what most vampires referred to as “The Leash.”

      The nickname was far from a compliment.

      “Yeah,” Nick said, letting his eyes flicker up the towering statue of Isis. “I’m not going up there. Tell Straven getting shot at and dangled from an elevator shaft once today was enough for me. If they want me to hang with them, I’ll be waiting in the lobby.”

      Wynter broke out in a surprised laugh.

      When Nick didn’t laugh with her, she cut it off.

      He felt her surprise through the line.

      “You’re serious.”

      “I’m dead fucking serious. I’ll be waiting down here. Tell Straven I’m happy to humor them with their need to act the rich degenerate around me… and to flirt with you in front of me… but I’m not getting in another one of their fucking elevators. Not today. If they want to try and kill me again, at least inside one of their buildings, they’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      That time, Wynter didn’t laugh.

      Nick glanced over his shoulder, out the glass doors behind him.

      “…Come to think of it,” he said, clenching his jaw. “I’ll be in the bar across the street. The one with the AR cat over it. Le Chat Noir.”

      At her continued silence, Nick’s voice grew harder.

      “If Straven won’t come, I’ll wait for you there, Wynter. However long it takes. Unless you really want me to go up there. If so, I’ll do it, but I’m taking the stairs. With my hurt leg, it’ll probably take me a good thirty minutes, so I wouldn’t wait on ordering, if you’re hungry—”

      “No.” Her voice held a tinge of amusement, but he heard the edge there, too. “Absolutely not. If Straven says no, I’ll come straight down. Okay?”

      Nick opened his mouth, hesitating.

      Rethinking what he’d been about to say, he closed it reluctantly.

      She must have felt something, though.

      “You were about to tell me not to take the elevator,” she said. “Weren’t you?”

      Nick exhaled, half in embarrassment, half in defiance.

      “Yes,” he said, on the tail end of the exhale. “I still want to tell you not to do it. I know it’s irrational, but—”

      “It’s fine, Nick,” she said. “I’ll take the stairs if Straven won’t agree to come down with me. But honestly, I strongly suspect I’ll be riding down with the rest of them. I don’t see Straven either letting me leave without them, or letting you off the hook for spending most of your evening with them and their entourage—”

      “I wish they would,” Nick confessed. “I really just want to go home.”

      “I know you do,” she said.

      He heard the caginess there.

      Realizing she thought they should stay, he sighed again.

      “Is he talking?” he said. “Them, I mean. They. Straven.”

      “No,” she said at once. “Not yet.”

      Hesitating, Wynter added,

      “But in all honesty, I think they’re waiting for you, Nick. Straven seems like they want to talk. They’re way too jittery about you showing up for it to be all about flirting with me, or flirting with you, or even screwing with the NYPD. They seem afraid to me. I could be dead wrong, of course, but I think they really do want to talk to you—”

      “No,” Nick said, frowning. “I doubt you’re wrong. Let’s do this. Hopefully the bullet hole in my leg, mixed with my general crankiness and desire to be alone with my girlfriend will be disarming enough, Straven will drop their guard…”

      He felt her flinch.

      Hesitating at her reaction, he rolled back what he’d just said, turning his words over in his mind.

      “Girlfriend?” he ventured, cautious.

      When she didn’t answer, he frowned, thinking about that, about his choice of words.

      “I guess that was kind of presumptuous,” he said after a beat. “I should have asked. Sorry. It just came out—”

      He could already feel her shaking her head.

      “No,” she said. “No, Nick. That’s not it.”

      Hesitating, obviously thinking, she amended,

      “Well, yes. I mean, that’s the word I reacted to, but I have no problem with the concept. It’s just…”

      She trailed, hesitating.

      He felt her thinking, or maybe trying to decide what to say.

      “It just sounds weird, Nick,” she confessed after a beat. “The word itself. ‘Girlfriend.’ After last night, it just struck me as bizarre. I know that doesn’t make sense.”

      He felt a whisper of embarrassment off her when she added,

      “It doesn’t feel too heavy, though, Nick. It feels too light. Like… just not the right word. It doesn’t really line up with how I’ve used that word before. Or how I’ve had people use it in relation to me.”

      He felt a flicker of jealousy in his lower belly at her words.

      It didn’t stop him from turning over the meaning behind what she’d said, however.

      Frowning into the space behind his eyes, Nick found he knew what she meant.

      “Girlfriend” really didn’t feel like the right word.

      Whatever she was to him, that wasn’t it.

      He refused to call her “mate,” though. He refused to refer to her like he was some kind of animal that had dragged her back to his den with his teeth.

      She must have seen part of that image in her head, because she laughed.

      “We’ll come up with a better word later,” she suggested.

      “Promise?” he said, gruff.

      “We’ll try, anyway. How’s that?”

      He acknowledged that grudgingly, even as he backed towards the revolving glass doors.

      “I’ll sit at the bar, if I can,” he said. “Don’t be long, girlfriend.”

      He heard her smile.

      “I won’t.”

      After she disconnected, he stood there, hesitating, second-guessing whether he should wait for her after all. He felt more than a little strange, leaving her behind in this building, given why he wasn’t comfortable standing in it himself.

      Still, he was reasonably sure she was right.

      Whoever was doing this didn’t seem to want Straven dead.

      Wynter should be safe, as long as she remained with the androgynous vampire.

      Well—safe from everyone but Straven himself, at least.
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      “BROTHER!”

      The vampire’s voice boomed, making people turn all the way down the length of the bar. That was despite how crowded it was, despite how loud it was already from drunken voices.

      Nick jerked violently and winced, looking up from where he half-leaned, half-sat on a barstool in the corner facing the door. He was still strung out and jumpy as hell, even apart from having high vampires yell at him from across crowded rooms.

      He knew that wasn’t all the painkillers, or even being injured.

      It wasn’t even delayed shock from the bomb.

      Truthfully, he hadn’t managed to get his equilibrium back since he woke up with Wynter in his bed, late that afternoon. He also hadn’t really had much time to stop and think since then—or really since before his fight the previous day.

      Or had that been two days ago now?

      Remembering the prescient seer coming to see him after his fight, dragging him out to that crumbling brick wall inside the bombed-out church near the minefield in the Cauldron, Nick frowned.

      He’d nearly forgotten about all that.

      That’s what started this, really.

      Not the first bomb, at Sphinx tower. Not salsa night at the dance club with Straven.

      No, it was the seer’s painting that happened first.

      Nick watched the tall vampire with the spiked, augmented-reality hairstyle make their way towards him through the crowd filling the area between him and the door.

      Despite the name out in front of the bar, and the Art Deco style of some of the wall art, the bar’s design was mainly hyper-modern, with a shimmering, virtually-augmented bar that morphed along with the designs on the walls, rippling between disturbingly real-looking virtual scenes that altered without a second’s notice.

      When Nick first walked in, he found himself inside space, lurching sickeningly between birthing stars, nebulae, spinning around the rim of a black hole.

      He’d barely made it to the bar without biting anyone.

      Now, the virtual projectors and speakers had turned the entire bar into a three-dimensional experience of being on a ship at sea… during a thunderstorm.

      At night.

      Truthfully, it was making Nick vaguely nauseous.

      Now that the painkillers were wearing off, he was having to work harder to keep his mind off the hole in his leg.

      He sipped a glass of soda, trying to settle his stomach, when Straven’s voice boomed a second time, making Nick jump nearly a foot. That time, he half-stood up, knocking his hurt leg into the barstool hard enough to grit his teeth.

      If Straven noticed, the androgynous vampire didn’t let on.

      They walked directly up to Nick, slinging an arm around his shoulder and back.

      “I am so glad you are here,” they said, grinning into Nick’s face. “Have you eaten yet, my brother? How are you feeling? Better, I hope?”

      The vampire’s breath smelled like hard alcohol, mook, and human blood.

      Thankfully, that blood smelled nothing like Wynter’s.

      If it had, Nick might have snapped the vampire’s neck by now.

      Nick glanced past the famous designer’s waving, spiked silver and pink hair, watching Wynter make her way towards them from the bar’s front door.

      Like Straven, she got a lot of looks as she passed, and not only from vampires.

      She wasn’t wearing the salsa dress from last night.

      Nick remembered, then—Straven had their people out at some fancy boutique, clothes shopping for her, picking out things for Wynter to wear while she showered at his place. This must be what they came up with, unless Wynter found this outfit herself, maybe inside one of the Isis building shops after they picked her up.

      In either case, Nick had definitely never seen the clothes Wynter had on now, nor had she gotten them out of his closet, nor from any of the stores Nick knew of in Washington Heights. He was no fashion-guy, but the dress she wore looked expensive, as did the cut-stone necklace around her neck, the matching earrings, and the matching, high-heeled shoes strapped around her feet, all of which shimmered with varying degrees of augmented effect.

      The shimmery white dress pulled his eyes first.

      It hugged her body, showing off her curves and rippling around her upper thighs like it was alive, even as it conformed to every muscle in Wynter’s legs as she walked. He blinked, staring at the fabric as it coiled sensually around her waist and ass, realizing that had to be another augmented-reality effect, if a disconcertingly real-looking one.

      He looked up at her face to find her eyes on him.

      She was assessing him with a faint frown on her lips, staring at his hurt leg.

      Her blue-green eyes flickered up, and he felt his chest clench.

      It hadn’t occurred to him that he hadn’t seen her since he’d left her in his bedroom, naked in his bed. She’d been laughing at him, sprawled out on his mattress.

      Remembering that now, his cock was instantly hard.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, staring at her.

      Somehow, he’d managed to forget everything that happened the night before—before Damon and Morley and this fucker, Straven, dragged him out of his apartment.

      Now, it was all he could think about.

      Forcing his eyes off hers, he looked down at the rest of the dress, frowning faintly when he saw the plunging neckline, and the gauzy, moonstone-colored gathering of fabric around her shoulders and bust, which also writhed around her as if made of feathers, or fur, or some other living material that was more like skin and body than clothing.

      The overall effect kept drawing the eyes to her bare shoulders, then to her neck, and upper breasts.

      That dress was pure vampire-bait.

      It was a vampire’s wet dream dress.

      That couldn’t be an accident.

      Nick glanced at Straven, lifting one eyebrow.

      “Your idea?” he said. “The dress?”

      Straven grinned at him, and it hit Nick only then that the other vampire really was high, and not just a little.

      From what Nick could tell, Straven was full-blown wasted on something.

      Vampires’ pupils didn’t dilate the way a human’s did when they were loaded up on narcotics, but their eyes had a tendency to go glassy, and flush red more quickly when they were fucked up… and Straven was definitely fucked up on something.

      More likely, a veritable cocktail of somethings.

      “Are you okay?” Straven said, looking down Nick’s body, even as they half leaned on him. “My people took good care of you? At the hospital?”

      Nick frowned, again exchanging looks with Wynter.

      “I’m good, my friend,” he said, patting Straven on the arm in return, and smiling stiffly. “How about you? You okay?”

      “Fan-fucking-tastic…” the other slurred, laughing as they leaned in closer, kissing Nick wetly on the mouth.

      When Nick turned his head at Straven’s second attempt to kiss him, the older vampire burst out in a laugh.

      “I feel great. Fucking unbelievable, brother. Like a komodo dragon…”

      Still grinning into Nick’s face, they leaned down, trying to kiss him a third time.

      “God, you are beautiful. You and your lovely mate—”

      “Okay, okay. Good to see you too, friend.” Nick turned his head more quickly that time, stepping back, but not before he felt a flare of annoyance off Wynter. “Hey. Did you want to go somewhere, Straven? Somewhere quieter? So we can all talk? Maybe eat some solid food?”

      “Yes!” the older vampire said, leaning more of their weight on Nick.

      They might have been trying to rub up against Nick’s groin, but they hit into Nick’s hurt thigh instead, making him bite his tongue against the pain, then grind his teeth.

      Again, Straven didn’t seem to notice.

      “Yes!” they slurred, still hanging on him. “Yes, yes, yes… I very much want to talk to you, Detective Naoko Tanaka… very much! We must all talk! All of us! Get to know one another… na? Move past these terrible, terrible events…”

      Before Nick could answer, Straven threw back their head, letting out a disturbingly loud and high-pitched laugh.

      Nick flinched involuntarily at the sound, glancing at Wynter in alarm.

      Straven’s laugh sounded like razor blades attacking glassware.

      Or like a donkey in physical pain.

      One thing was certain, whatever it sounded like exactly, absolutely nothing about it conveyed even the barest hint of real humor.

      Nick glanced back towards Wynter and that time noticed the two human lawyers, rat-face and Teddy, standing just behind her and to her right, closer to the door. Both of them clutched briefcases in their hands, holding them in front of their bodies as if using them as genital shields.

      Nick scowled as he looked between their faces.

      He truthfully couldn’t remember meeting two bigger assholes in a long time.

      And he was a cop.

      Theodore, or “Teddy,” the one with the reddish-blond hair and the sweaty face and possible toupee, was staring at Wynter’s ass and tits again, just like he had that first night. Also like that first night, the older, rat-faced one—Reginald, or “Reg,” as Straven called him—focused only on Nick, staring at him like he was a particularly disgusting bug he wanted to step on, but not badly enough to get close to it.

      Nick wondered how Straven could stand to be around either of these fuckers for any amount of time, much less every day. If they really were part of Straven’s regular entourage, no wonder the androgynous vamp was a drug addict.

      Both men, despite their separate preoccupations with him and Wynter, glanced around the bar nervously, like they were afraid they might be physically attacked… or possibly afraid they might catch a disease just from breathing so much other-people air.

      Nick didn’t bother greeting either of them.

      Given their last meeting, he barely spared them a glance.

      For the same reason, however, he did a double-take when Theodore caught his stare and grinned at him like a giant puppy, giving him a dorky, friendly sort of wave and thumb’s up.

      “Hello, Detective Tanaka,” he shouted, still grinning as he raised his voice over the noise of the crowd. “Good to see you again!”

      Nick gave him a brief, perplexed look, lips pursed.

      He considered saying something back… then didn’t.

      He looked at Straven, instead.

      “Have any of the humans eaten yet?” he said, glancing at Wynter.

      Straven smiled, eyes glassy.

      “No,” they said. “Let us feed them now together, shall we?”

      “Sure,” Nick said agreeably. “Whatever.”

      He glanced around the crowded space, watching a virtual wave splash up over a small cocktail table, making the group sitting there shriek with laughter. Nick saw a tentacled arm ripple up out of the dark water, coiling around the railing of the virtual ship, then disappear back into the foam.

      “Maybe not in here, though?” he added, looking back at Straven. “Do you know of another place nearby? Someplace quieter? Less conspicuous? Where we could…”

      He trailed when he saw the tall, white-haired vampire already walking away from him.

      Straven sashayed alongside the bar, head held high, straightening the long, bright red, 18th Century coat they wore, which Nick noticed only then. The coat, decorated in fine gold embroidery and with giant golden buttons down the front, fit disturbingly well with the virtual show going on in the background, of the old-fashioned wooden boat in a storm, about to be attacked by some kind of primordial leviathan.

      Underneath the long jacket, the androgynous vampire wore short, cream-colored pants, shimmery gray stockings and what looked like shoes designed to mimic those of the same time period as Straven’s coat.

      The illusion might have worked, with the large gold buckles on each shoe, but for the augmented-reality fish swimming over each foot and up Straven’s calves and thighs.

      Straven had been noticed by then, so people made way for the architect as they strolled down the length of the virtual room.

      Bar patrons gazed up at Straven’s face in awe as they recognized the vamp, eyes round and worshipful as their voices dropped to murmurs as Straven passed.

      Clearly, in this part of town, the famous architect was far from anonymous.

      Pretending to ignore all the stares and shock their presence ignited, Straven made their way casually alongside the bar, clicking their fingers at the bartender as they passed.

      “Geri, my love,” they called out in a lazy drawl, waving over the tall woman with the black mohawk and jewel-colored tattoos. “Can we have one of the rooms in the back, darling? Do you have any free?”

      She looked up, did a double-take, and broke out in a wide grin.

      “For you? Of course, my love.” She jerked her chin to her left. “Second one on the right. I’ll turn everything on now.”

      “Thank you so much. You are such a love. And would you be kind enough to send someone back for a food and drink order?”

      Her smile grew even warmer.

      “Of course.” She blew Straven a kiss. “And don’t feel the need to stick to the menu, love. We’ll bring you anything you like. Live feeds. Blood bags of any type. Any type of food you require for your guests. Along with any other… whims. Ask, and you shall receive.”

      She waggled her eyebrows at the androgynous vampire, and Straven beamed at her, their eyes showing a glassy delight.

      “You are a doll. We’ll be needing some privacy, too, of course. That means no surveillance. We’ll need the I.S.F. feeds switched off… and anything private you might have in there, you naughty girl. Along with city surveillance, of course…”

      Nick’s eyebrows went up, but he didn’t comment.

      He didn’t comment even though the other vampire’s request was super, super illegal, and Nick was a cop, even if his branch of law enforcement had no real jurisdiction over city surveillance, not directly at least.

      He was still a cop.

      He still wasn’t supposed to turn a blind eye to blatant law-breaking when it happened right in front of him… jurisdiction or no… and what Straven just asked of the bartender was really, super illegal, not just in the New York Protected Area, but in any part of the globe that fell under the Human Racial Authority, or H.R.A.

      That was pretty much all of it.

      The request was particularly illegal given that it came from a vampire.

      A disgustingly rich and famous, much-beloved-by-humans vampire, yes.

      But still, a vampire.

      “No problem at all, sir,” the bartender called back cheerfully. She rolled her eyes even as she said it, as though Straven’s request was a given. “It’s already done.”

      “Mwah,” Straven said, blowing her a kiss. “I do love you so, Miss Geraldine. You are a doll.” They drawled the words theatrically, aiming a long finger at her in a graceful gesture. “And I adore the new tattoo. That is simply gorgeous work.”

      She glanced down at her bare arm, where a vampire’s face grinned from her upper bicep and shoulder. Looking back at Straven, she beamed in obvious pleasure.

      “Hey, thanks!” she said.

      From her expression, she obviously took the compliment to mean more, given the source. She was positively glowing as she finished making the drink she’d started before Straven spoke to her, smiling to herself as their group walked by.

      Wynter walked past Nick then, drawing his eyes.

      She followed Straven towards the back room, and Nick watched her walk, feeling more eyes on her than just his. The two lawyers followed her, along with three other humans and two vampires Nick hadn’t even noticed as part of their group.

      Only when the entire entourage was halfway to the corridor leading into the back rooms did Nick slide carefully off the stool, wincing as he put weight on his hurt leg.

      Doing his best to shed the limp as he stretched his muscles, he sped his steps to catch up with Straven’s group. They all walked behind the stage as he watched, disappearing through a narrow passage just as more octopus-like tentacles came out of the virtual water and coiled aggressively around the bow of the virtual ship.

      Nick walked under the tentacles as he reached the far wall, disappearing through the opening after the rest of them.

      As he did, he pinged Jordan briefly, sending him a brief message without waiting to see if the human picked up on the other end.

      “We’re with Straven,” Nick sent through his headset. “Wynter and me. In a bar across from the Isis building in Midtown.” Thinking, Nick let out a low grunt. “He’s blasted out of his gourd on something. I’ll do what I can, but don’t get your hopes up. That being said, if I find anything, I’ll send it to you as soon as I can.”

      Hesitating as light flashed in front of him, blinding him briefly as members of his group disappeared through a door up ahead, he added,

      “Take another look at that painting, Jordan. The one I showed you yesterday. From our future-seeing artist. I’ll do the same when I get a minute, but I thought you might as well do it now, since you’re probably sitting on your ass, watching shit programming on the television while I take one for the team.”

      Hesitating again, he added,

      “Don’t ask me why. Or what to look for. I’ve got no answers for you, brother. Just a feeling. A woo-woo, totally non-scientific, unsubstantiated feeling… based on nothing.”

      Despite what he’d just said, he fought briefly with how to explain that better, to quantify it in some way.

      In the end, he couldn’t.

      …so he just disconnected the line.
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      “I might have to bite him,” Nick said, speaking quietly through his headset. “You know that, right? I may have to bite him, Wynter.”

      He adjusted his body in the low, faux-leather, bright-green sofa.

      His hurt leg didn’t really like the angle, or the angle of the low table resting just above it, but he did his best to find a comfortable way to sit.

      Giving Wynter a bare glance, he looked past her, to where Straven sat on her other side, leaning into a human there, laughing at something the woman just said.

      Or, hell, maybe laughing at nothing at all.

      If anything, Straven seemed more fucked up since they’d come in here, not less.

      “I don’t think we have time to try and pull useable information off wasted Straven,” Nick added in a grim, sub-vocal mutter. “And we’re running out of options, honey… and time. That’s only a suspicion, of course, but I’m pretty sure I’m right—”

      “What did he tell you? Your errand?” Her voice soured through the headset speakers. “Your… you know… sire. Did he give you anything? Anything useful?”

      Nick glanced at her.

      That time, he was unable to keep his eyes from dropping to her neckline, or the wash of pale, soft skin visible above the shimmering, moonstone dress.

      “That dress is really fucking distracting,” he murmured in the headset.

      He took her hand, pulling it onto his thigh without thought. Raising it to his lips, he kissed her fingers, realizing only then how far extended his fangs were.

      “Are you okay?” he murmured. “Did you get enough to eat?”

      Something else occurred to him then, and he reached up tentatively, brushing his fingers lightly over the skin of her shoulder. Even with his vampire eyes, he couldn’t see them without feeling where they were; his fingers felt the slight difference in texture, but that was it.

      “You’re wearing bandages,” he said softly. “To cover the bites.”

      She glanced up, smiling at him more genuinely, maybe for the first time.

      “Well… duh,” she said back. “Did you expect me to come in here with your teeth marks all over me? That strikes me as… obscene.”

      Definitely obscene, his mind commented.

      Truthfully, the thought made his cock hurt, bringing his erection back without warning, along with a flood of emotion he didn’t even try to categorize.

      He didn’t answer her, though.

      Not out loud.

      He knew she was right. If she’d walked in here like that, wearing that dress, she would have caused a riot. For multiple reasons.

      He continued to caress her skin lightly, finding the slight changes in texture that indicated another organic bandage where it blended perfectly with her skin. He really wanted her to put her hand on him.

      Truthfully, he wanted more than her hand on him.

      Before the thought fully formed, he leaned down, kissing her lips, kissing the side of her face. He returned to her mouth, running his tongue over hers past his fangs, hearing her heart jackknife as her hands slid up his chest.

      “Nick,” she said softly, pulling away from his mouth, still using the headset. “We probably shouldn’t go there right now. Not if last night is any indication. Neither of us is exactly ‘all there’ when it comes to the other right now.”

      He nodded, letting her push him back.

      He knew she was right.

      He knew it.

      He knew it, if only for the fact that some part of him was on the verge of taking her out of here already, of fucking her on the floor of whatever locked, semi-enclosed space he could manage to find for them, whether another “private room” or a damned storage closet.

      He’d been there all day, he knew, fighting to think in straight lines, but it got a hell of a lot worse once he found himself sitting next to her, her thigh pressed against his where she sat in that dress, looking up at him.

      “I really want to fuck,” he confessed out loud. “I want to fuck really, really badly, Wynter.”

      She smiled, and that made it a lot worse.

      “I know.” Reaching up, she traced his jaw with her fingers. “You’re not exactly subtle right now, Nick. You’re looking at me like you’re ready to drag me out by my hair.”

      Hesitating, she switched back to her headset, glancing at Straven before adding,

      “…for the same reason, I know this is probably going to freak you out, but I really think you should let him bite me, Nick. Rather than biting him yourself, I mean. It’d be a lot faster. We’d also learn a lot more.”

      Nick stiffened, even before she’d finished speaking.

      “No,” he growled, saying it out loud.

      She answered him via the headset.

      “What did Brick tell you?” she said, calm, pulling his mind back to the case. “What did he say exactly, Nick, that’s got you thinking all of this is so urgent?”

      Nick fought to think.

      He only managed it marginally by looking away from her.

      He could smell the human-mimicking pheromones she’d sprayed on her skin. He could smell that the bandages had some kind of perfume on them as well, something that killed the smell of her blood, of the open wound.

      The problem was, it didn’t seem to matter anymore.

      It didn’t seem to matter at all… not for him.

      She still smelled like Wynter to him, even under all that.

      She smelled so much like herself, it was fucking maddening.

      “Russians,” he said finally, clenching his jaw as he looked past her, at where two humans who’d just joined their party were making out with another vampire, taking turns kissing him while he and a female vampire next to him took turns feeding on each of their wrists.

      Nick glanced at Wynter.

      “Brick called it ‘human business,’” he said. “He advised me to stay out of it, of course. The sense I got is, Brick thinks whatever this is, it will all go down soon… that the tech will change hands soon. He seemed to think Straven didn’t have a lot of time left. I got the impression he didn’t think Straven would get through this alive—”

      “Did you let him feed on you? Brick?”

      Feeling her anger, her jealousy, Nick turned, staring at her.

      Briefly, he was lost in those blue-green eyes.

      He wondered if he was getting a contact high with all of these wasted vampires and humans around them… then realized that was just another fucking excuse, a way to explain everything he’d been thinking and feeling the last two days.

      “He wants us to have dinner with him,” Nick said, blunt. “Brick. I had to tell him I was exclusive to get him to back off… and he said to bring you over, so he could meet you.”

      “Did you tell him yes?”

      Nick grunted, a humorless half-laugh.

      “No. Fuck no, I didn’t tell him yes. I didn’t say anything. I just got the hell out of there, before he started trying to screw with my head for real.”

      She nodded, frowning.

      He felt her thinking about that.

      He felt her jealousy worsen as she turned over his words.

      They’d been in the private room at the back of Le Chat Noir for over an hour now.

      Nick still hadn’t learned a damned thing.

      He’d watched Straven order them a bizarre assortment of food.

      Looking over the table again now, it hit Nick that they were the kind of food-choices only a vampire of Straven’s age could make… meaning one who forgot how human meals worked, and how they tended to combine and pair different types of flavors.

      The result was an odd mish-mash of ill-combined food.

      A giant kebob stood in one part of the table, complete with portable fire and a sharp, curved knife to carve off strips of the rotating, inverted pyramid of spiced meat.

      Caviar stood in an enormous koi-painted bowl next to the kebob, along with some kind of pie, maybe pumpkin or some other squash from the smell, and a giant bowl of salted edamame mixed with dried crabs and shrimp.

      Next to that stood a bowl of fresh whipped cream, and a box of half-used nitrogen whippets that several of the humans had been inhaling before laughing hysterically and doing shots of expensive tequila.

      Jellybeans filled another bowl, next to a pan of slightly-burnt baklava, a platter covered in miniature hamburgers and giant dill pickles… and another platter with waffles and bacon.

      Sugary, colored sprinkles covered the bacon and a large block of butter.

      Nick also saw a small heated bowl filled with chocolate fondue.

      Just looking at it all made him feel sick.

      He’d noticed Wynter hadn’t been eating any of it, either.

      She laughed, rubbing her hand over his thigh, sending a jolt of sensation up his hurt leg to his groin.

      “You fed me more food today than I normally eat in a week, Nick,” she said softly, leaning against his chest. “I probably won’t be hungry for another three days.”

      He grunted, trying to focus, trying to get his mind on anything but her hand massaging his thigh.

      Instead, he leaned down, kissing her again, fighting not to nip at her tongue with his fangs when she kissed him back.

      He lost track that time, of how long they were doing that.

      At some point, Straven noticed.

      “Awwwwwww….” the vampire said.

      Turning around on the faux-leather sofa, they wrapped their arm around Wynter, grabbing hold of Nick’s shoulder on the other side.

      “The two of you are just… darling,” Straven slurred. “Absolutely adorable in every way. I can barely contain myself, just watching the two of you.”

      Shaking Nick’s shoulder gently, they threw their head back in a half-groan.

      “Gaos. You are both just so endruk et dugra… well, cute. I’m hard as a rock right now, if you want the truth. You are like sex on a stick, both of you.”

      Nick tensed, unable to help it.

      The vampire’s use of seer language definitely didn’t help.

      Straven’s glassy eyes focused on Nick’s over Wynter’s head, seemingly oblivious to the half snarl that involuntarily curled Nick’s lips as soon as the other vampire touched her.

      Nick knew his reaction was absurd.

      He knew that, but he still had to bite his lip to remain silent. More than anything, he wanted to tell the other vampire to get their fucking hands off his goddamned girlfriend, and to do it now, before he bit Straven in an altogether not-friendly way…

      Girlfriend.

      There was that word again.

      Wynter’s hand massaged Nick’s thigh.

      The rhythm and motion confused him, both calming the worst of his paranoia and making everything in his brain exponentially less rational, and significantly more cloudy. Once he noticed her hand there, his mind, his thinking, his ability to concentrate on anything to do with the case, anything to do with Straven… really anything to do with anything apart from her… pretty much evaporated.

      He wanted to take her out of there.

      He wanted to take her home, and put his cock in her.

      Hell, he doubted he’d make it back to his apartment first.

      Some part of his mind was already fantasizing about fucking her in that moonstone dress, either over a table in an adjacent room, or in the back of a robo-taxi.

      “I am so jealous,” Straven added, their voice shifting back into that drawl, reminding Nick absurdly of his sire, despite how little similarity the two shared. “…Really I am. So insanely, irrationally jealous…”

      “You might want to curb that impulse, Straven—” Nick began in a growl.

      “Nick,” Wynter warned, soft.

      The white-haired vampire’s eyes shifted down when she spoke, meeting Wynter’s.

      Straven’s lips curled softly, smiling into Wynter’s face.

      “You are just so lovely, my dear,” he murmured. “So lovely.” He kissed her cheek, caressing it with the back of his fingers. “I cannot remember the last time I saw a creature so lovely…”

      Nick’s whole body was clenched by now, despite Wynter’s warning fingers and hands on him, fighting to calm him down.

      Creature.

      He’d just called her a fucking “creature” again.

      “…I don’t suppose either of you would be willing to let me watch.”

      Straven’s eyes rose to Nick’s.

      Studying Nick’s expression, Straven’s enhanced irises flushed visibly with scarlet.

      “…In the vampire sense of watching, that is,” the older vampire added. “I confess, I am tempted to offer you a bribe at this point… along with endless promises to behave. And I really would be a very good vampire, brother. I promise you that. I don’t need to touch her. I don’t even need to touch you. It’s just been so long. So very, very long, since I’ve seen one of her kind. I find myself quite delirious in her presence.”

      Nick’s frown deepened.

      He glanced down at Wynter, then back at Straven.

      “I’m not sure what you mean, brother-sister,” he said, his voice a flat warning.

      “A seer,” Straven clarified, smiling into her face. “Gaos. They are just such lovely creatures, aren’t they? Otherworldly. Ethereal. Endlessly charming… like living art. It really is such a shame we never managed to get along. I adore them so. I miss them so. I miss them so horribly, terribly, awfully. So when I saw you with this one, I confess, I about died of jealousy, brother. I don’t know how you’ve managed to hide her, but—”

      “Straven.” Nick reached over Wynter, gripping the other vampire’s wrist. He had to fight not to grab Straven by the throat. “Shut the fuck up. Now.”

      The vampire glanced up at him, blinking.

      They looked between Nick and Wynter, then smiled.

      “Oh, I am terribly sorry,” they apologized. “I have forgotten myself, I’m afraid. I have let myself become over-excited…”

      Nick glanced at Wynter, and saw her forehead pinched with worry, too.

      Nick leaned his mouth close to Straven’s ear, even though the other vampires with them were on the other side of the table, and clearly distracted with the now-four humans who sat with them, in various states of undress.

      “You can’t possibly tell me you’ve never had a hybrid,” Nick said, his voice a low threat. “Yes, we’re keeping her mixed blood a secret, but that doesn’t mean—”

      Straven burst out in a laugh, throwing back their head.

      When they looked back at Nick, Nick was scowling.

      “What?” Nick growled.

      “Is that what you’re telling yourself she is?” Straven smiled into Nick’s face, their expression bemused, even past the sheen of sweat from whatever drugs swirled around the famous vamp’s system. “You are the one with the imagination, brother. What an interesting fiction you are telling yourself. Truly, you should be the artist—”

      “Of course she’s a fucking hybrid,” Nick growled, low. “What the fuck else would she be? A peacock?”

      Straven laughed again, looking between him and Wynter.

      The white-haired vampire pointed at Wynter with one finger then, their enhanced eyes on Nick’s from only a few inches away.

      “That, my dear brother, is no hybrid,” they murmured, soft. “She is one hundred percent seer. She is so seer, I’m shocked everyone cannot see it, just by looking at her. I would pay millions just for a few nights in her company. Just for a few swallows of her blood, I would pay thousands… tens of thousands.”

      “No,” Nick growled. “You’re wrong.”

      Straven laughed again. “The hell I am. I would bet my cock on it.”

      “She’s not a fucking seer,” Nick growled through gritted teeth, his voice still a bare murmur. “What are you doing? Trying to get us both killed? Or just me?”

      When Nick leaned back, he found the vampire smiling at him knowingly.

      Straven looked at Wynter, then back at Nick…

      …and burst out in another laugh.

      “Gaos. It’s worse than I thought. You really believe it. You’ve really convinced yourself what you just said is true.”

      Smiling wanly, the vampire copied Nick’s soft voice, raising a glass of some colored, sickly-sweet smelling liqueur to their lips and taking a long swallow.

      “You are lying to yourself, brother,” Straven said, matter-of-fact. “Moreover… you know it. Your cock knows it. Everything about you knows it. I can see it in the way you hover over her, ready to die to keep me from her. I can see it in how you utterly lose all sense of rationality when you are with her. Some of that is love, yes… but that doesn’t fully explain it, now does it? It doesn’t explain the animalistic irrationality of it all. Does it?”

      Nick glanced around the table, fighting the impulse the other vampire was describing even as Straven spoke.

      He glared back at the wealthy artist, feeling his fangs extend.

      “Do you want me to kill you, Straven?” he said, soft.

      Straven threw their head back in another laugh.

      Leaning forward, they touched Nick that time, caressing Nick’s jaw and throat with their fingers, letting them linger around his lips and fangs.

      “Of course not, brother,” Straven said, amused. “I think I’m half in love with you. You really are such an unusual vampire, you know…”

      Straven murmured the words, speaking in barely a whisper, his fingers still caressing Nick’s skin.

      Glancing at Wynter, Nick frowned.

      He was still looking at her when he made up his mind.

      “Sorry, honey,” he said.

      Without waiting for her to react…

      …he sank his fangs into the androgynous vampire’s throat.
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      Nick didn’t wait, but injected venom into the other vampire, drinking hard on the vein as soon as his fangs punctured the chalk-white skin.

      He knew Wynter was right.

      Being a non-vampire—well, more to the point, being at least partly seer—she would likely get more off Straven than he would, if she let Straven feed off her. Vampires, as a general rule, were better at masking their thoughts from other vampires than they were from non-vampires who happened to have seer blood.

      That being said, he wasn’t about to give Straven proof as to Wynter’s race.

      Moreover, vampires couldn’t always be trusted with seers, or even hybrids.

      They had a tendency to get drunk off their blood.

      They also had a tendency to get psychotically possessive with them.

      Nick just had to hope Straven was wasted enough already that they wouldn’t be very effective at blocking or hiding thoughts they didn’t want Nick to see.

      For the same reason, Nick didn’t wait after he bit them.

      He immediately probed the other vampire’s mind.

      Tell me about the project you and Abe Silverton were working on, he sent through the blood. It’s time, Straven. We need to know. We need to know before you end up dead.

      “No,” Straven said, their voice a half-moan.

      The androgynous vampire tried half-heartedly to pull away from Nick’s fangs, but Nick clamped down with his fangs, growling softly, keeping Straven positioned so that their back faced the vampires at the other end of the table.

      “Hey!” one of the lawyers said, the one Straven called Theodore, or “Teddy.” “What are you doing? Don’t do that!”

      Nick heard the rat-faced one hiss at him, though.

      “Shut up. Leave him alone… someone has to get it out of him.”

      Nick looked over in time to see Teddy staring numbly at the older lawyer with the narrow, sharp-featured face, the one Straven called Reginald.

      Tell me, Nick sent, focusing back on Straven. Let me help you.

      The vampire’s mind swirled, but Nick honestly couldn’t tell if it was from drugs, or because the vampire was trying to keep Nick out of their thoughts.

      Then Nick’s vision slanted out.

      The room around him vanished.

      Behind his eyes, he saw a flat piece of organic-infused metal, about the size of a stick of gum, sitting on the palm of a hand. From the angle of the hand in front of him, as well as its rough size and shape, Nick guessed he was seeing Straven’s own hand.

      Straven was holding the piece of metal.

      “Is that it?” a voice, not Straven’s, called out through a loudspeaker.

      “Yes,” Straven said. “Remarkable, isn’t it? But they assure me it works perfectly.”

      The piece of metal shone a dark, forest green, shot through with streaks of paler green and silver. The way it shimmered in that unmarked white palm, it looked like a pure organic machine, with no dead metal or other parts in it at all.

      Nick watched through Straven’s blood as pale white fingers plucked the chip out of Straven’s palm, holding the chip briefly up to the light before inserting it into a port on a flat console. Nick realized then that Straven stood in some kind of lab, in front of a group of humans.

      The vantage changed as Straven turned their head.

      Abe Silverton, who Nick knew only from photos, stood on the other side of a glass wall. He was grinning ear to ear, watching excitedly as Straven hit keys into the console.

      “You sure this won’t hurt you, buddy?” the human called out through the intercom between the two rooms. “You won’t be hurt, right?”

      Straven looked up, giving the male human a thumb’s up.

      “Try it, then,” Abe said. “Turn it on!”

      Straven chuckled.

      The sound vibrated Nick’s chest, so close to him, it really felt like his own body. He watched those white fingers punch another couple of codes into the console.

      Then a sound rose.

      Nick could barely hear it.

      That meant Straven could barely hear it when it happened in that lab.

      “Can you hear that?” the vampire said, turning towards Silverton.

      Abe Silverton looked confused.

      He tilted his head, pursing his lips.

      “No,” he said after a pause. “You can hear something?”

      “Barely,” Straven admitted. “I’m not surprised you can’t.”

      “How will we know if it works?”

      Straven turned towards the row of humans, who stood on the other side of a protective shield. There were eight of them, Nick counted, and while they were closer to Straven than they were to Abe Silverton, there was still a good fifteen or so feet between the androgynous vampire and where they stood.

      “Try it,” Straven said with a shrug. “Issue them a command. Use the mindboard.”

      “Okay.”

      There was a silence.

      Straven continued to watch the humans, only glancing up at Silverton when nothing happened at first.

      Then, as Straven watched, all of the humans began undressing themselves, taking off first their shirts, then their shoes, then their socks—

      “Did you do that?” Straven said, delighted. “Did you tell them to do that?”

      Abe Silverton laughed.

      “Should I have them start blowing each other?”

      It hit Nick suddenly that they were both wasted. He’d barely noticed, since Straven was high as a kite now; it hadn’t felt any different being inside the vamp’s memory.

      Now it really hit him, though.

      These two assholes had been completely fucked up on drugs in some top-secret lab, conducting experiments on live humans.

      “What did you type in?” Straven said.

      “Just… get naked, basically.”

      Straven laughed that high-pitched cackle.

      “Do it!” they exclaimed. “I want to see the blond one suck off the guy with the tats. Have the other one fuck her in the ass!”

      Nick winced, grimacing…

      The image broke apart, bringing the room back into focus around him.

      The darkness of it, after the stark-white lab, was disorienting.

      Nick unhooked his fangs from the other vampire’s throat, still grimacing, still feeling sick from what he’d just seen.

      “You’re a piece of shit,” he told the other vampire.

      Straven looked at him, their enhanced eyes glassy from drugs, but now wider than they had been. “They volunteered,” they said, their voice half a whimper. “They volunteered. We paid them for those experiments.”

      Nick just looked at the famous vampire, feeling nothing but disgust.

      “Where is it now?” he growled. “Where’s the prototype, Straven?”

      “Nick,” Wynter murmured. She slid her hand over his chest, not quite inserting herself between him and Straven, but somehow pulling Nick more into her. “Calm down. Relax. Whatever it is, people are staring, and he’s still a celebrity—”

      “You didn’t see what I just saw,” Nick growled back, his voice low.

      His eyes never left the other vampire’s face.

      “…Where is it, Straven?” he said. “Tell me. Now. Or I’ll bite you in a way you won’t like nearly as much.”

      The androgynous vampire looked at him, blinking those wide, enhanced eyes.

      Fear lived there, but Nick also saw something else.

      Relief.

      Some part of the vampire wanted to tell him. Some part of Straven actually wanted Nick’s help, maybe because they knew they’d likely die without it.

      “I have it,” Straven said, soft.

      From across the table, Nick saw the two lawyers flinch, and turned his head.

      Both Theodore and Reginald were staring at Straven’s face, their expressions belying not only their interest, but their shock at Straven’s words.

      “Right now?” Reginald hissed in disbelief. “In here? Are you out of your damned—”

      “Shut up,” Nick said, silencing them both with a look. “Shut the fuck up. Now.”

      Both humans closed their mouths.

      Their instant obedience might have been comical, under different circumstances.

      Now all it did was annoy Nick more.

      He turned back to Straven, his jaw hard.

      “Where did you get it?” he said. “You didn’t have this ‘developed,’ did you? You stole it. You or your pal Silverton… or both of you.”

      Straven grew paler somehow, looking up at Nick, their lipsticked mouth slack.

      When Nick shook the androgynous vampire by the wrist where he still held them, the vampire blinked, grimacing in what almost looked like pain.

      “Yes,” they said with a gasp. “Yes… we stole it. Abe stole it.”

      “From who?” Nick growled. “The Russians?”

      There was a silence.

      Then Straven nodded, jerking their head up and down. Again, they looked like they might be on the verge of getting sick. If they’d been human, Nick would have thought they were getting ready to throw up.

      “Yes,” Straven said. “Yes. He had a contract with them… Abe. They showed him the device. Told him they’d developed it from studying vampire venom, that it emitted electromagnetic waves that mimicked the brain patterns that vampire venom caused in humans. It did the same thing to human minds, only worse. It was a lot stronger than venom—”

      “Why the fuck didn’t you just give it back to them?” Nick growled. “Why try to steal it from Silverton?”

      Straven paled more.

      They stared up at Nick’s face, unmoving, until Nick shook them again.

      “Abe wouldn’t,” Straven said, gasping. “He wouldn’t give it back.”

      “So you had him killed?” Nick growled.

      “No! No! That was an accident!” Straven protested. “I wanted his chip back! I promised the Russians I’d get it back for them. They said if I didn’t, I was dead. That they’d destroy me, destroy my career… kill everyone I knew, starting with all of my friends.”

      Tears came to the vampire’s eyes.

      “They said they’d keep me alive for years, if I didn’t do exactly what they said. They said they’d hack me apart, bit by bit. Experiment on me.”

      Nick scowled. “So you killed your best friend.”

      “It was an accident!” Straven wailed. “I was trying to keep him alive! I hired that extraction team to get the prototype, and Abe’s bio-scans so I could give the Russians access to his private lab. They wanted to make sure Abe hadn’t already started replicating the tech—”

      Nick scowled. “But you had your own copy. Of the prototype.”

      Hesitating, Straven nodded. “It was supposed to be insurance.”

      “Insurance.” Nick grunted. “You were going to sell it.”

      “Out of patriotism!” Straven protested, looking up with wide eyes.

      At Nick’s disbelieving laugh, Straven grabbed his arm.

      “They were going to use it against humans in our protected areas, Nick! They were going to use it against our humans! I simply wanted to give them some way to fight back!”

      “Were they military?” Nick said. “These Russians? Or dark market?”

      Straven hesitated, then closed their mouth, their expression reluctant.

      Reading the answer there, Nick grunted in disbelief.

      “So you and your pal Abe stole illegal, dark tech from the Russian mob.” Nick let out a disbelieving laugh. “Fucking geniuses.”

      “I was going to give it to someone in our human military here!”

      “You were going to sell it to them, you mean.”

      “Well… why shouldn’t I get something out of it? They threatened my life!”

      Nick’s jaw clenched as he looked away, shaking his head.

      Remembering the image of the humans undressing in that green and white lab, the blank looks on their faces, his anger worsened, making it hard not to strike the other vampire.

      Releasing Straven’s arm, he scowled.

      “Fuck,” he said, leaning back in his seat.

      “I don’t know how they figured it out,” Straven whimpered. “I don’t know how they learned I had my own copy. I was so careful. I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t tell a single—”

      “You tried to sell it, you moron,” Nick snapped.

      “Only to the military! Only to our people!”

      “You can’t possibly be this stupid,” Nick growled. “Did you really think it wouldn’t get out, what you had? The mob has people in our human government, Straven… just like we have people in theirs. Are you really that naïve? Of course they would find out. Do you have any idea what this tech could do, if either side had it? Much less if both sides had it?”

      Wynter was looking between the two of them now, a disbelieving look on her face.

      “Jesus,” she muttered.

      Nick scowled only at Straven.

      “You might have just started the next war, you asshole,” he growled. “I guess not enough people died in the last one for you? You had to make a few bucks, selling deadly tech to more humans?”

      When Straven only stared at him blankly, Nick sharpened his voice.

      “What do you think the Russians will do, now that they think the American humans might move against them, using similar tech?”

      “But they already had it,” Straven protested. “They already had it! It was only right that our side have it, too!”

      Nick glared at him, fighting the impulse to wring the other vampire’s neck. In the end, he forced himself to look away, folding his arms and sinking deeper into the low couch.

      “Fuck,” he said again. “I’m going to have to call someone.”

      “White Death,” Straven burst out, leaning towards him and clasping Nick’s arm.

      From the way the other vampire said it, a light bulb went off in Nick’s mind.

      Suddenly, he understood the real reason Straven had been so desperate to see him, why they wouldn’t take no for an answer in seeing him that very night.

      Straven was looking for a ticket out.

      They were looking for protection—protection they no longer believed humans could provide.

      They were looking to disappear.

      “Jesus Christ.” Nick stared at him in disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “You’re connected with them… right?” Straven’s voice turned wheedling once more. “You ran with them once. You wear their mark! I checked into it… that’s not only a gimmick for the fights. You were with them. You know their king—”

      “No,” Nick growled, glaring at them. “Absolutely not.”

      “I can pay you,” Straven offered, gripping Nick’s arm stubbornly when Nick tried to extricate it. “I can pay you a lot… millions. Millions, Detective Tanaka. Enough that you’d never have to work again. You’d never have to fight. Or work as a Midnight. You can keep your mate safe…”

      At Nick’s hard glare, Straven tried again.

      “I’ll give you one of my buildings! How’s that for a prize? I’ll sign one over to you. Tonight, if you want. Any one you like!”

      “No,” Nick said, still glaring at them.

      He looked at Wynter, watching her eyes study Straven’s face.

      It occurred to Nick that everyone else in the private room was staring at them now, too, including the two vampires on the other side of the table, their live feeds, the two human groupies, and the lawyers, who sat directly across from them.

      Guess the secret was out.

      “You’ll be lucky to get out of this building alive,” Nick growled, looking back at Straven. “If you do, jail will be the least of your problems, Straven—”

      “I’ll tell them,” the vampire said, their voice suddenly cold. “I’ll tell them, Detective. What we talked about earlier… I’ll tell them.”

      Nick turned his head.

      Seeing the androgynous vampire’s eyes give a bare flicker towards Wynter, seeing the meaningful look in those enhanced irises with the blue-green veins, Nick felt his whole body tense.

      His eyes met the other’s, and something in them caused Straven to flinch.

      “You do that,” Nick said, his voice cold. “You even think that again, Straven… and you’re definitely not leaving this building alive.”

      Straven opened their mouth, as if to protest.

      Then, when Nick’s eyes narrowed, they closed it again, nodding.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          

        

    

    







            What Are You Doing Here?

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      In the end, Nick called Jordan.

      He wavered between him, Morley, St. Maarten, Kit… Gertrude, the A.I.

      He even considered calling Brick for a handful of seconds, like Straven wanted.

      Not for the money.

      Nick didn’t give a shit about the money, and he certainly didn’t need to own a building in Midtown with some kind of Egyptian god squatting in the lobby. Even as a human, Nick never cared much about money in that way, and he certainly never would have left the White Death if money was a big motivator for him as a vampire.

      Anyway, he was fighting now.

      He already made good money.

      Truthfully, Nick made more money than he felt comfortable spending, so he likely didn’t need to worry about that much in his immediate future… not unless his tastes changed a lot in the coming years.

      No, he was tempted to call Brick mostly because of Straven themself.

      A part of Nick thought it would serve the fucker right if he gave Straven what they wanted, and sold them to the White Death.

      In the end, though, he called Jordan.

      Once he reached him, he told Jordan to put Morley on the line, too.

      Only when he had the two of them there, in the virtual space, did he launch into telling them everything that happened.

      He told them about visiting Brick.

      He told them about biting Straven.

      He told them more or less everything he’d learned, every word that had been exchanged… at least those that didn’t pertain to Wynter.

      When he finished talking, there was a silence.

      When neither of the human detectives spoke into that silence, Nick cleared his throat.

      When they still didn’t speak, he asked them what he should do.

      “Wait there,” Morley said after a beat, his voice stern. “Don’t go anywhere, Midnight… and don’t let that piece of shit go anywhere, either.”

      Nick nodded, relieved. “Okay—”

      “Unbelievable,” Jordan muttered, his virtual image glancing at Morley’s with a frown. “All this time, he knew exactly what this was about. He knew who was after him, and why. He knew exactly what they wanted—”

      “They,” Nick said.

      He didn’t know why he said it.

      Well, maybe he did.

      He really just said it to annoy Jordan.

      And maybe just to blow off some steam.

      He was rewarded with a scowl from the human detective, right before those dark eyes shifted in Nick’s direction. Nick grinned a little, in spite of himself, then turned to Morley in the virtual space.

      “Straven’s been in contact with someone in the military,” he reminded them, his voice back to businesslike. “I don’t have a name, but someone should contact Home-Sec, and let I.S.F. know. They likely have a mole in their department. Someone either from the Russian military, or their underground crime syndicate… or both. From what Straven said, the Russians knew within hours that Straven possessed another copy of the prototype. Right after Straven reached out to try and sell the tech to the U.S. military, the Russians accused them of lying and double-dealing—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Morley said, annoyed. “I know. I have a feeling every damned agency operating in the United States Protected Areas is going to want a piece of this asshole.”

      Nick nodded, glancing around the bar, scanning faces.

      Seeing one he recognized by the door, he flinched.

      Then he frowned.

      The tall figure saw him in the same instant, and immediately began walking in Nick’s direction.

      “I better go,” Nick said into the headset, watching the black-haired figure approach. “I want to keep an eye on Straven, in case they try to bolt.”

      “They’re not with you?” Morley said, alarmed. “Straven?”

      “They’re here,” Nick assured the detective. “I’m blocking the door, and I can see them right now. I just don’t trust them.”

      Muttering, he added,

      “They’re also high as a kite, scared out of their fucking mind, and keep begging me to call the White Death to disappear them before the Russians can find them. They’ve already offered me almost a billion credits, if I’ll just make the call—”

      Morley whistled, shaking his head.

      Then, the older human chuckled, shaking his salt-and-pepper-haired head.

      “What?” Nick grunted. “What’s funny now?”

      “You,” Morley said at once. “You really are a boy scout, Tanaka.”

      Thinking about that, about his sire, Brick, about everything that had happened over the past two days, Nick grunted.

      “Sure,” he said. “That’s me. Squeaky clean.”

      Morley didn’t laugh with him.

      “You think I’m kidding, but I’m not,” the human said. “It’s funny because it’s true.” Pausing, the senior detective added, “How the seven hells were you ever a part of the White Death? Seriously. One of these days I’m going to have to get you drunk enough to tell me the truth of that story. And I do mean the truth… not the bullshit that’s in your I.S.F. file.”

      “There isn’t enough alcohol in the world, sir,” Nick muttered.

      There was another silence.

      Then Morley burst out in another laugh.

      That time, Jordan laughed, too.

      Nick watched the two humans exchange knowing smiles and share incredulous looks, and wished he could laugh with them.

      Somehow, though, that time, he just couldn’t.

      Maybe seeing Brick that night made the prospect of describing his past to anyone—much less to his still relatively-new, two human friends, who were both a lot more boy scout-y than either of them seemed to realize—a lot less humorous than otherwise.

      Nick felt the air shift next to him and turned.

      The tall, black-haired male who Nick had seen enter through the bar’s front door a few seconds earlier now stood directly behind him, his long, angular face utterly expressionless. Nick glanced up at that face, noting the flat, indifferent look there, and frowned, right before he looked down at the long arms and hands that rested easily at the seer’s sides.

      “I have to go,” Nick said. “Hurry up. Before I end up in another bombing. My limit is one per day…” He checked the timepiece inside his headset, and saw it was almost midnight. “You’ve got four minutes. Or all bets are off.”

      Morley snorted a laugh.

      Before either of them could speak, Nick terminated the connection.

      As soon as he had, he found himself wishing he hadn’t joked about bombs… or about the four minutes.

      Nothing like jinxing himself and Wynter for no good goddamned reason.

      He stared up at the mismatched eyes of the tall seer who stood in front of him.

      Malek’s expression now reflected a barely-discernible patience.

      It hit Nick that he’d forgotten to ask Jordan about that painting.

      He’d also forgotten to look at the painting again himself.

      “Hey,” he said, gruff.

      Nick glanced over his shoulder, finding Straven with his eyes before looking back at Malek’s specter-like form.

      “What are you doing here?” he said.

      When Malek didn’t answer, Nick looked past the tall seer, scanning for other faces he might recognize in the crowded bar.

      “Did St. Maarten send you?” he said, looking back up at Malek’s different-colored eyes. “Is Archangel here?”

      Grunting a little, he added, “Knowing you guys, you sit around on police scanners to swoop in before the real cops can get here.”

      Malek blinked his mismatched eyes.

      The dark one of those irises always struck Nick as more intense, even borderline aggressive, compared to the other. The pale blue iris, the one so light it shone nearly an opaque white, struck Nick as the more otherworldly of the two—like that was the eye that watched the future happen on some distant television screen or canvas.

      Or perhaps projected onto a brick wall.

      “Is Archangel here?” Nick repeated, refocusing on Malek’s face when the seer didn’t answer him. “Are you about to tell me something that’s going to scare the shit out of me? Am I going to die? Is the building about to blow up?”

      “No,” Malek said simply.

      Nick waited for him to elaborate.

      He didn’t.

      After a few beats, Nick sighed.

      “Okay,” he said, exhaling again. “What are you doing here, big guy?”

      When the seer didn’t answer, Nick stared warily up at his face, trying to read the expression there. Glancing back over his shoulder, he met Wynter’s gaze and frowned, realizing she’d taken it upon herself to guard Straven.

      Straven knew about Wynter.

      That might be a problem.

      That might end up being a big fucking problem.

      “It’ll be okay,” Malek said.

      Nick turned sharply at that, staring up at the mismatched eyes, staring that long, angular-featured face. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it’ll be okay,” Malek said calmly. “You don’t need to worry about that, Nick.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Nick said, frowning. “If I’m not supposed to worry about that, what am I supposed to worry about?”

      When the other didn’t answer, Nick continued to think, his jaw hardening.

      “Is that why you’re here?” he said. “Is Archangel taking this over now? Are you going to disappear Straven into some hole under Phoenix Tower? Make him forget everything he ever knew about any of this?”

      Nick paused, waiting.

      Again, Malek didn’t answer.

      Nick’s frown deepened.

      “Were you the client?” Nick said, trying again. “Archangel? Is that who Straven tried to sell the device to?”

      Malek shook his head, once, seer-fashion.

      Apparently, the gesture didn’t mean “no,” however.

      “I don’t know,” Malek said simply.

      Nick’s lips pursed. He stared up at the tall seer, puzzled.

      “You don’t know?” he said. “Then what are you doing here?” Looking past the seer’s shadowed form a second time, scanning faces in the bar, Nick frowned. “Are you really here alone? Why? You come in for a drink?”

      Nick paused, waiting.

      Again, the seer didn’t answer him.

      He also didn’t smile.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Nick said, his voice a little sharper. “It’s not a good idea, Malek. The cops are coming. They shouldn’t see you hanging around.”

      When the seer didn’t move, didn’t speak, Nick added,

      “I showed them your painting, Mal. If they start seeing you in the same places where I am, they’re going to start putting two and two together. I told them you… meaning the unnamed you, the artist… came looking for me. I showed them the painting. Sooner or later, Jordan or Charlie will remember those old surveillance tapes from the Kellerman case. They’ll realize you look an awful lot like the artist from those tapes—”

      “It’s okay, Nick,” Malek said.

      His voice remained maddeningly calm.

      He patted Nick on the shoulder, his big hand heavy.

      “Don’t worry, brother. It’s going to be okay.”

      Nick stared up at him, frowning.

      Truthfully, he had no idea how to talk to the prescient seer.

      He still wasn’t sure the guy was playing with a full stack of pancakes.

      The “brother” shorthand threw Nick, too.

      Somehow, he got the impression the word was chosen deliberately.

      Glancing over his shoulder at Wynter, Nick bit his lip, fighting the impulse to call out to her, to tell her to walk to him, or at least to move away from Straven.

      “What will happen to them?” Nick muttered. “Straven?”

      He’d more been thinking aloud than speaking to the dark-haired seer hovering behind him. Malek answered him, anyway.

      “It doesn’t matter,” the seer said simply.

      Malek might have been talking about the weather.

      Or perhaps remarking on the décor inside the bar.

      Nick looked up at him, studying the angular face, his mouth hard.

      He thought about asking, probing what Malek meant.

      In the end, he decided he didn’t want to know.

      “I’d like to show you something,” Malek said next, offering the words in a near-friendly tone. “When you’ve finished here. When you’re done with everything you have to do… I’d like to show you something, Naoko. You and Ms. James… if she’d also like to see.”

      Nick stared up at him again.

      For a few seconds, he was tempted to tell the seer to fuck off.

      He was tempted to tell the seer he didn’t want to see any more paintings, that he’d gotten enough of a glimpse into the prescient seer’s mind, and into his horrible visions.

      He was tempted to tell him to stay the fuck away from Wynter, too.

      In the end, though, he didn’t.

      In the end, he couldn’t.

      …which is probably why Malek came to him.

      Exhaling, Nick nodded. Without thought, he reached out to clasp the tall seer’s arm, feeling a strange surge of sympathy for the stone-faced seer.

      It had to be a hard gig, seeing all of that.

      At least Nick had the option to tell the prescient to fuck off.

      “Okay,” he said, his voice as calm as the seer’s. “Okay, Malek. We’ll go after this. As soon as the cops get here. All right? Me and Wynter both.”

      The seer nodded.

      As he did, his broad shoulders relaxed, lowering as if in relief.

      Nick couldn’t help noticing that the faraway expression in the seer’s pale blue eye didn’t change; nor did the harder, more haunted expression of the nearly black one.
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      Morley got there quick.

      Quicker than Nick expected, honestly.

      Nick had Straven handcuffed by then, sitting on the faux-leather couch next to their two human lawyers, “Reg” and “Teddy.”

      Both humans were pale, and looked like they were in some state of shock.

      The rat-faced one still looked angry, though.

      Nick caught the older lawyer staring at him a few times, his eyes cold as metal. From his expression, the human held Nick personally responsible for every part of whatever this was, and was calculating how he could have him offed at the first opportunity.

      Teddy looked like someone had just told him his dog was dead.

      Wynter sat on a chair behind Nick near the door, her legs crossed easily in the moonstone dress as she sipped a glass of iced soda water Malek had gone to fetch for her at the bar.

      The tall, ghost-like seer stood behind Wynter even now.

      While that fact might have bothered Nick before—or even, let’s face it, threatened him—for some reason, Nick found Malek’s presence strangely comforting. While nothing about the seer indicated that he saw his role as anything other than spectator, Nick felt himself physically relax when he noticed where Malek had positioned himself, putting his long, leanly-muscular body directly between Wynter and the door.

      Malek didn’t move from that spot.

      He hovered over Wynter without speaking, without changing expression, watching everyone else in the room with a flat, empty expression on his face.

      Weirdly, though, Nick felt nothing but gratitude.

      He’d dismissed the rest of Straven’s entourage about ten minutes before, right after he fitted the cuffs around Straven’s wrists and read the androgynous vampire their rights.

      Therefore, when Morley walked in a few minutes later, six uniforms and Jordan trailing behind him, the whole thing felt strangely civilized.

      Morley read Straven their rights a second time.

      After he finished, the detective jerked his head towards Nick, catching hold of Straven’s left arm and yanking the famous vampire to their feet.

      Looking at Straven’s pale face, it hit Nick, suddenly, what an enormous loss this was.

      Whatever his drug addictions and borderline sociopathy… Straven truly was brilliant. They were the most famous artist of the post-war period for a reason. As much as Nick hated to admit it, their buildings were positively stunning, not to mention unique.

      “Take them out to the car, if you please,” Morley said to Nick, nodding towards the door.

      “What?” Nick frowned. “Why me?”

      “There’s press out there,” Morley said, unapologetic. “Leadership wants this to be your collar. Minimize any anti-vampire sentiment that might come of it.”

      At Nick’s scowl, the detective frowned back.

      “Go on, Tanaka. It’s part of the job. A lot of people died in those last two bombings. You want there to be riots in Washington Heights? Yokels driving into your neighborhood from Queens, carrying baseball bats and artificial sunlight bombs to fuck with you and your kind, all because of one bad apple?”

      Nick’s scowled deepened.

      That time, it was in understanding, though.

      When the human detective handed off Straven to him a second time, Nick took the vampire’s arm. Glancing over the 18th Century style coat, he sighed.

      “All right, asshole,” he grumbled. “Come on.”

      “Be nice,” Morley called after him. His voice grew openly warning. “This thing only works if you’re the face of civilized, law-abiding vampire, Tanaka… not surly, telling reporters to go fuck themselves vampire. Got it?”

      Nick’s jaw involuntarily clenched.

      Without bothering to answer his boss, Nick turned on his heel, wincing when he forgot about his hurt leg and, worse, hadn’t noticed how much it stiffened while he’d been waiting in the private room. Stretching the muscle carefully and straightening out his gait, he began limping through the bar with Straven in tow, aiming his feet for the front door.

      The bar’s patrons watched them silently, shock on their faces.

      Nick avoided making eye contact with any of them, although he nodded to a few as he passed. He couldn’t help feeling the panicked shame vibrating the vampire at his side, since the two of them still shared the vestiges of a blood connection.

      Nick figured that would be the worst of it, though, going through the bar itself.

      He seriously underestimated how many people would be waiting for them outside.

      From Morley’s words, he’d expected a few reporters. Maybe a few humans from nearby news stations, maybe a handful of drones from networks that got the tip, but didn’t have time to get anyone down there in person… maybe a few hungry freelancers who listened in on police scanners and did the equivalent of ambulance-chasing.

      Instead, he opened the door to find a full-blown crowd.

      There were so many of them, they spilled out into the street, causing self-driving cars and robo-taxis to honk and drive around them, even as their passengers rubbernecked out back windows, trying to figure out what was going on.

      More uniforms had the bar’s entrance cordoned off, presumably to keep anyone else, reporters included, from coming inside.

      When Nick appeared at the bar’s entrance, however, Straven held out in front of him, a shout went up. Without warning, reporters rushed forward, pushing and shoving against the cops standing there, and against the barricades.

      Seemingly as one, they began shouting questions at the two of them.

      “What are the charges, Detective?” a reporter shouted, angling her body between two barricades. “What is Straven being arrested for?”

      “No comment—” Nick began, doing his best to make his voice as non-hostile as possible.

      “What did you do, Straven?” another human shouted, a male that time. “Were you responsible for what happened at the Anubis Building? The Sphinx? The Osiris?”

      “Did you do it for the insurance?” another human screamed, jumping to see them past the two enormous uniform cops standing in front of her. “Are you a traitor, Straven?”

      “Was the motive political?” another male yelled at Nick. “Give us something, Detective. The public has a right to know—”

      A light from a drone clicked on over Nick’s head, shocking him with a too-bright, nearly violently bright light. Nick threw up his free hand and arm in instinct.

      As he did—

      Someone slammed into him from his right side.

      Nick grunted in pain.

      Whoever ran into him, they knocked him into a uniformed cop and a barricade as they crashed into his side. Nick slammed his hurt leg into the metal barricade so hard it felt like he’d snapped the bone in two.

      Briefly, the pain nearly blacked him out.

      When his vision cleared, he found himself lying on the asphalt, groaning in pain, holding his bandaged leg in both hands.

      Next to him, Straven lay face-down on the sidewalk.

      Blood pooled out of the vampire’s head, which had a hole in it nearly the size of a baseball. Nick stared at the blood, at the motionless form of the famous artist, and for a long moment, he couldn’t think past either thing.

      The image burned itself into his brain, even as everything around him—the crowd, the shouting, the echoing report of the single gunshot—all grew weirdly silent.

      Then he heard her.

      “NICK! Nick!” Her voice rose, panicked beyond reason. “OH MY GOD! NICK!”

      He tried to speak, to tell her to go away—

      He couldn’t. He had no breath. He didn’t need breath, or to breathe, but he couldn’t seem to make his tongue work, or his vocal chords.

      “NICK!”

      By then, he’d heard the echo of the gunshot.

      He honestly didn’t know yet, if he himself had been shot, for the second time that day, but he’d heard the report.

      He knew someone out here had a gun.

      “Get out of here,” he managed, his words barely a whisper. “Wynter… go back inside… go back inside… please, baby…”

      She was already next to him.

      He tried to push her away with his hands, but she only maneuvered around them and between them, kneeling next to him on the sidewalk. He felt her fingers and palms feeling over his body and limbs, looking for new wounds, looking for blood.

      “Were you hit?” she said, her voice frantic. “Where, Nick? Where did they get you?”

      But Nick’s brain seemed to be moving again.

      He could see her.

      He could even think… sort of.

      “No.” He shook his head, gasping, but only in pain, not because he needed the air. “No. It’s just my leg, honey. I’m okay. I fell—”

      “You fell?” She stared at him in utter disbelief. “You fell?”

      “Fell… got pushed…”

      A shadow blocked out more of the light.

      Nick looked up, and saw the tall, black-haired seer standing over him, his mismatched eyes staring down at him curiously.

      From Malek’s expression, the seer found it mildly puzzling that Nick was still lying on the sidewalk.

      Looking up at that blank, weirdly cheerful face…

      Nick found he understood.

      That time, he really understood.

      He’d been standing behind Straven.

      He and Straven were roughly the same height.

      A head shot to Straven likely would have meant a head shot to Nick—from a bullet traveling fast, a bullet that had already expanded and exploded inside the other vampire’s skull.

      It likely would have killed him instantly.

      Nick wouldn’t have felt a thing.

      “I got pushed,” Nick repeated. He was still staring up at those bi-colored eyes. “And it’s a good thing, too. I’d be fucking dead if I wasn’t.”

      Wynter froze.

      For a long beat, she only stared down at Nick’s face.

      Then she turned her head slowly, looking up and seeing Malek.

      Kneeling there, in that moonstone-colored dress under the inhumanly tall seer, she looked almost like a little girl next to the dark-haired seer.

      Before Nick could think to explain any of it to her, she leapt up to her feet…

      …and threw her arms around Malek’s neck.

      Nick watched them hug.

      Really, he watched Wynter hug him.

      Seeing the confused, touched look on the seer’s face as Malek awkwardly patted Wynter’s back, Nick couldn’t help himself.

      He burst out in a laugh.
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      Nick stepped over the crumbling brick wall, wincing as he dragged his hurt leg over the edge of the raised opening.

      He only glanced behind him, looking for Wynter, once he was inside the church, and back on more or less level ground.

      He definitely wasn’t complaining, but after being shoved to the ground by the prescient seer, Nick’s leg hurt like a son of a bitch.

      Even after the second handful of painkillers he’d gotten off the paramedics and swallowed in the wake of the shooting, when the ambulances showed up and insisted on giving him a once-over… Nick could barely think past the throbbing of the torn up muscle and flesh.

      He really wanted to go home.

      He really, really wanted to go home.

      Still, he wasn’t about to tell the seer that.

      Coming here was the absolute least he could fucking do, given everything.

      He’d done his best to catch Wynter up on everything on the taxi ride up here.

      He’d told her about everything he’d seen in Straven’s head, about the mind-control tech developed in some illegal Russian lab, about Straven and Abe Silverton gleefully using it to sexually assault the human volunteers they’d hired to test it, about Straven trying to sell that tech to the American military, about Straven hiring Janice and Tig Gorman to try and get the prototype back from Silverton to keep the Russians from murdering them both.

      Wynter didn’t say much while he told her all of it.

      When he finished talking though, she sighed, combing her fingers through her long, nearly-black hair with the green and turquoise streaks of color.

      “What a moron,” she said, blunt.

      Looking at her, Nick laughed.

      He took her hand, kissing her knuckles and wincing as he leaned back into the taxi’s seat.

      “Basically,” he agreed. “Yeah. A damned talented one, though.”

      “What a waste,” she murmured, annoyed.

      Nick nodded. “What a waste,” he agreed.

      Still frowning, she glanced up at him, then at Malek, then back at Nick.

      “What will happen now?” she said. “The Russians still have the device, right?”

      Nick nodded. “Presumably our humans have it now, too.”

      “Mutually assured destruction?” she muttered. “Because that’s worked so well before.”

      Nick frowned.

      Then, thinking about her words, he shrugged.

      “It’s not not worked,” he said, his voice apologetic. “At least not always. I mean, sometimes it’s worked better than the alternative… at least we were always told it did, back before the wars.”

      Hesitating, Nick added,

      “Right now, it might be the best scenario we could hope for. After all, they’d already made the damned thing. Really, stupid as it was, Straven and Silverton might have actually done what Straven claimed. They may have saved us from a much worse fate.”

      “What about Brick?” she said, looking up at him with another delicate frown. “He knows about this, right? What if the vampire mob gets their own copy? Or makes their own prototype?”

      Nick felt his jaw clench.

      He wasn’t sure how to answer that, so he only shrugged.

      “I told them,” he said. “Morley and Jordan. They’ll tell I.S.F. And Home-Sec. And Archangel will know… and the military. Really, that’s why the Human Racial Authority was created. I’ve got to assume they’ll be on high alert for that very thing.”

      “That won’t stop him,” Wynter said, matter-of-fact. “Brick.”

      “No,” Nick agreed, shaking his head. “It won’t.”

      “Is he going to expect more from you again?” she said, sharper. “Now that you reached out to him, is he going to expect you to be back in his life again, Nick?”

      Nick wasn’t sure how to answer that, either.

      In the end, he didn’t.

      He picked up her hand, kissing her fingers.

      “I want to go home,” he told her, soft.

      She glanced at Malek, that scrutiny still in her eyes, and nodded.

      “We will,” she said absently. “After we do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Now they were inside a bombed-out church, a relic from the last civilization, and a relic from that civilization’s end.

      Nick clicked on his headset lamp, panning it out over the church’s brick walls, stopping when his eyes and the beam of light found the painting Malek had brought him out here to show him, just two short days before this one.

      It felt like weeks ago now… months.

      It was bizarre that it had essentially been hours.

      Nick felt Wynter react next to him when she saw the painting, right before she released his fingers, walking directly up to the eight- or nine-foot high image. He watched her face as her eyes flickered over the details.

      Then he followed her gaze to stare at the painting himself.

      It was almost annoying how much more sense the image made now… after it really wasn’t much use to any of them.

      Nick saw the image of Straven’s face, and that time, he could see the fear in the depiction’s expression, the reflection of fire from the bombings in the vampire’s faintly-tinted eyes, what Nick had previously mistaken for the scarlet of an aroused or feeding vampire.

      He saw the Sphinx building, as he had the first time.

      This time, however, Nick also saw the Osiris Building painted in the background, burning after the lower part of it collapsed. He also saw an image of Anubis painted in the foreground, on the side of the mural closer to where he stood.

      Squinting and stepping closer, he saw Silverton’s face reflected in the glass of the untouched building behind Anubis. In the building behind the Sphinx, he saw reflections of the two thieves—the feral-faced woman with the silver dreadlocks and her doting husband.

      Looking down towards the ground, Nick flinched.

      About a foot off the ground, he saw the green and white tile of Silverton’s lab, and the humans who were taking off their clothes in front of what looked like a long, one-way window.

      He also saw a face that could have been Brick’s.

      “Fuck,” Nick said, not sure if he was disturbed or impressed. “It’s all here.”

      Wynter pointed at an image he hadn’t seen, of a rifle muzzle coming out of a window of a tall, blue and white building Nick realized in some shock was the Isis Tower, across the street from Le Chat Noir, where Straven had met their end.

      “Would that help them find the shooter?” Wynter said.

      Nick snapped a few close ups of that part of the painting, so he’d remember where it was. Glancing at Wynter, he reached over and caressed her perfect jaw.

      “It can’t hurt,” he said, shrugging as he lowered his hand.

      He forgot Malek wasn’t standing with them until the seer spoke.

      Wynter and he both turned at once, staring at his dark form outlined in moonlight near an opening in the opposite church wall.

      “This way,” the seer said, his voice patient. “It’s out here.”

      Nick exchanged looks with Wynter, then caught her hand again, twining his fingers in hers. He wasn’t cold, but shivered anyway as he limped towards yet another hole in the crumbling wall, ducking his head to get through the opening and out into the night air.

      He found himself standing in a small walled yard, what might have been part of a garden when the church still stood, or even a small chapel for contemplative prayer.

      “Up here,” the male seer urged.

      Nick looked up, scowling when he saw where the seer was, in spite of himself.

      He didn’t argue, though.

      Exchanging another look with Wynter, he limped over to the crumbling stone stairs, and began making his way slowly up them.

      He didn’t get winded anymore, not as a vampire, but his leg throbbed like hell by the time he reached the top. When Wynter sidled up next to him, wrapping her arm around his waist and pulling him into her, he leaned against her gratefully, putting his hand out to balance some of his weight on the stone rampart above a long field that stretched out before them.

      “This used to be a cemetery,” Malek’s calm voice explained.

      Nick turned his head, seeing the black-haired seer sitting on the edge of the wall, his long legs dangling down.

      Malek kicked his heels lightly against the stone wall, his expression serene.

      “Tai and I used to come up here a lot,” Malek added. “No one bothered us here.”

      He gestured gracefully out over the grounds of the cemetery below.

      “That’s a minefield now,” Malek added, still gazing out over the moonlit grounds. “They are afraid. Many of the mines are still there… kids died, not long after the Cauldron was opened to refugees… so now no one comes here. No one but me and Tai.”

      Wynter and Nick exchanged glances.

      Then Nick cleared his throat, looking out over the barren ground, what seemed to stretch for miles in front of them.

      He saw holes here and there, ragged craters that must be what remained of mines that had been set off… possibly by kids playing tag in the grass, or scrounging for food. The thought made him wince, shivering slightly as he pressed into Wynter.

      “Is this what you wanted to show us?” Nick said after another beat.

      Unsure what to say about it, if so, and not wanting to offend the seer since Malek had just saved his life, Nick cleared his throat.

      “It’s nice up here,” he said, somewhat lamely. “Peaceful.”

      He felt a ripple of nervous humor on Wynter and glanced down.

      He looked away when he saw her holding a hand over her mouth, trying not to laugh.

      If Malek noticed, he was too polite to mention it.

      “Not exactly, no,” the seer said calmly. “Not the field. Not the cemetery.”

      Raising an arm and hand, he pointed, and Nick squinted, trying to follow the direction with his eyes.

      “What?” he said, when the seer didn’t go on.

      Nick still saw nothing but dirt and crabgrass, with the occasional broken headstone reflecting moonlight.

      “What am I looking at? Help me out here, Mal.”

      The seer looked at him, his expression puzzled.

      “The wall,” he said simply. “I wanted to show you the wall.”

      Frowning, Nick looked back towards the moonlit field.

      That time, refocusing his eyes, he saw it.

      Once he had, he went utterly still.

      Next to him, he felt the precise instant Wynter saw it, as well. She sucked in a breath, shock bleeding over her light as she pressed into his side.

      Nick continued to stare.

      He tried to count them.

      Then, realizing there were too many for that, that even his vampire vision wouldn’t stretch that far, he gave up.

      Reluctantly, he looked at Malek.

      “Have any of those happened yet?” he asked the seer.

      The black-haired male shook his head cheerfully, back to lightly kicking the stone wall with his moccasin-clad feet.

      “Nope,” he said, smiling at Nick. “Not yet.”

      Nick swallowed, nodding.

      He looked back at the cemetery.

      He hadn’t really looked at the wall when they first got up here, in part because so much of it was in shadow. Now that he was focused there, however, the images were unmistakable.

      Every panel of that wall contained a painting.

      Some contained a few.

      Every single painting near enough for Nick to see in any amount of detail appeared to be totally different from the painting next to it.

      “No repeats?” Nick clarified. “Each one is different?”

      “All different,” Malek confirmed with a nod. He frowned then, his brow scrunching as he continued to kick his heels lightly into the stone.

      “I think they’re connected, though,” he said.

      “Connected?” Nick turned, frowning.

      The seer nodded. “Yes. I think so.”

      “How?” Wynter said. “How are they all connected, Malek?”

      The seer stared out at the wall, at all of his hours and days and weeks and months… and likely years and decades of work.

      Then he shrugged, looking back at Wynter with a faint smile.

      “No idea, Ms. James,” he said politely. “None whatsoever.”

      She nodded back, letting out a strangled kind of laugh.

      There wasn’t much humor in it.

      “Gotcha,” she said, glancing up at Nick.

      Nick didn’t return her gaze.

      He stared out over the moonlit cemetery, at the dozens, perhaps hundreds of paintings, and his mind went totally blank.

      Then, when a bird made a sound somewhere overhead—or perhaps a bat, picking up insects brought out by the full moon—Nick’s mind returned to the present.

      Looking at Wynter, he squeezed her up against his side, noting her frown with a faint frown of his own. He could see the question there, too.

      He could see it, but he had no idea in the world how to answer it.

      “I want to go home,” he announced. “It’s time to go home. All of us.”

      There was a silence.

      Then Malek nodded, climbing down off the wall, and landing lightly on the balls of his feet.

      “I agree,” he said.

      Before Nick could react to that—even to let out a breath of relief—the tall, ghostlike seer turned away from them both. Moving rapidly, almost silently, he began descending the stairs they’d taken to reach the top of the wall.

      Within seconds, Nick couldn’t hear him at all.

      He glanced at Wynter.

      His girlfriend …mate, his mind interjected, annoyed… was watching Nick’s face, her eyes worried now, borderline cautious.

      Reading the look there, he hugged her tighter, leaning down to kiss her mouth.

      He knew what she was worried about.

      He knew, but now wasn’t the time.

      Now was the time to go home.

      Without another word, without a single thought left in his head, Nick sighed, wincing as he hopped on his good leg to turn his body around, using the stone wall and Wynter for balance.

      Once he had himself oriented and facing in the right direction, he leaned on Wynter’s shoulder, wrapping his arm around her and stepping carefully on his hurt leg as she began guiding him down the stone stairs after the black-haired seer.

      The cemetery remained behind them.

      Silent, covered in moonlight.

      Only the bats could be heard, and from what Nick could tell, they were having a great time, chasing clouds of bugs that clustered over the minefield.

      The bats were having a good night.

      For now, at least.

      For now, that was good enough for Nick, too.
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        WANT TO READ MORE?

        Check out the first book in the Quentin Black Mystery series, staring seer P.I., Quentin Black, who lives  and works on a different version of Earth - a version very similar to our own.
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        BLACK IN WHITE

        (Quentin Black Mystery #1)

      

        

      
        "My name is Black. Quentin Black."

      

        

      
        Gifted with an uncanny sense about people, psychologist Miri Fox works as an off and on profiler for the police. So when they think they finally nailed the "Wedding Killer," she agrees to check him out, using her gift to discover the truth.

      

        

      
        But the suspect, Quentin Black, isn't anything like Miri expects.

      

        

      
        He claims to be hunting the killer too, and the longer Miri talks to him, the more determined she becomes to uncover his secrets.

      

        

      
        When he confronts her about the nature of her peculiar "insight," Miri gets pulled into Black's bizarre world, and embroiled in a game of cat and mouse with a deadly killer--who might just be Black himself.

      

        

      
        Worse, she finds herself irresistibly drawn to Black, a complication she doesn't need with a best friend who's a homicide cop and a boyfriend in intelligence.

      

        

      
        Can Miriam see a way out or is her future covered in Black?

      

        

      
        THE QUENTIN BLACK MYSTERY SERIES encompasses a number of dark, gritty paranormal mystery arcs with science fiction elements, starring brilliant and mysterious Quentin Black and forensic psychologist Miriam Fox. For fans of realistic paranormal mysteries with romantic elements, the series spans continents and dimensions as Black solves crimes, takes on other races and tries to keep his and Miri's true identities secret to keep them both alive.
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        For new releases, invitations to review advanced copies of books, exclusive content and giveaways.Your email will be kept private, you will never be spammed and you can unsubscribe at any time.
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        JOIN MY READING GROUP!

        THE REBEL BASE

        Join my Facebook group to talk books, meet other readers and book lovers, and be the first to see cover reveals, hear about new projects, special deals and other bookish news!
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        PLEASE CONSIDER LEAVING A REVIEW!

        A short review is fine and greatly appreciated.

        Word of mouth is essential for any author to succeed!
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      FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD Janine Rico was having a good night.

      Scratch that.

      She was having a great night.

      An epically awesome night, by pretty much any standard.

      First of all, getting alcohol was easy, for a change. She and her pals Hannah and Keeley managed to shoulder-tap some epically challenged, can-I-come-party-with-you-kids loser on their very first try, outside a seedy liquor store on Fillmore. The owner, an older Indian man, didn’t care—so loser boy emerged five minutes later with one of the big bottles of peppermint schnapps and another of cheap rum. They ditched him in the park minutes later, running off with two guys from their school and laughing their asses off.

      That was like, hours ago now.

      The boys had gone home.

      They’d been wandering the city most of the night since, determined to make the most of Keeley’s mom being out of town and letting them stay in her condo in the Marina District. They’d stopped at a few parks to pass the bottles around and talk and snap pictures with their smart phones, watching the orange-tinted fog billow in odd, smoke-like exhales across the wet grass. They’d already discussed their plans for the next day...which mostly involved sleeping in, along with ordering pizza and movies with Keeley’s mom’s credit card.

      An epic weekend, all in all. Awesomely flawless.

      Janine was tired now, though. The cold wind cut her too, even through the down jacket she wore over her hoodie sweatshirt and multicolored knit tights.

      It was Keeley’s idea to stop at the Palace of Fine Arts before they headed back.

      “Nooooo,” Janine whined, flopping her arms dramatically. “I’m ready to pass out. I’m cold. I have to pee...this is stupid!”

      “Come on,” Keeley cajoled. “It’s totally cool! Look...it’s all lit up!”

      “It’s lit up every night,” Janine grumbled.

      Hannah hooked Janine’s arm, but sided with Keeley. “We can take pictures...send them to Kristi in Tahoe and make her crazy jealous!”

      Hannah always wanted to dig at Kristi. Maybe because Kristi’s family was rich, or maybe because Hannah was jealous that Kristi and Janine were best friends.

      Either way, Janine couldn’t fight both of them.

      Her eyes shifted to the orange-lit, fifty-foot-tall, Roman-esque columns. They stood on the other side of a man-made lake covered in sleeping ducks and swans, making a disjointed crescent like ancient ruins from an old amphitheater. The fountain in the lake was turned off, so the columns reflected a near-perfect mirror on the glass surface of the water.

      As they tromped over slippery grass, Janine found herself thinking it did look pretty cool, with the robe-draped stone ladies resting their arms on top of each column, showing their stone backs to the world. Broken by deep black shadows, the stone faces looked otherworldly. Willow trees hung over the lake, rustling over the water as the wind lifted their pale leaves.

      “All right,” she mumbled, rolling her eyes to let them know they owed her.

      Hannah broke out the last of the peppermint schnapps, handing around the bottle by the neck. Shivering and pulling her down jacket tighter against the wind, Janine took a long drink, choking a bit. The warmth of the burn was welcome.

      She thought about school on Monday, and telling the other kids about their night.

      Hannah was right. This was so going to blow Kristi’s mind.

      Cheered at the thought, Janine grinned, taking another slug of the schnapps and shuddering when it wanted to come back up her throat.

      “I think I’m done,” she said, handing the bottle to Keeley and wiping her mouth.

      “I soooo want to get married here!” Keeley said, after taking her own drink.

      “Me too!” Hannah seconded.

      The three of them wandered the asphalt path between orange-lit columns. The path led to the rotunda, but would also spit them out through the row of columns on the other side, and back to the lawn that would eventually let them off at the edge of the Marina District.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a bad short cut after all.

      The columns looked way bigger and taller up close, like something really and truly old. Janine gawked up with her two friends, despite the dozens of times she’d walked here with her parents or during school trips or whatever.

      Pulling out her smart phone, she took a few pictures, first just of the columns themselves, then of Keeley and Hannah as they posed, hanging on the base of pillars and stone urn.

      “We should send these to Kristi now!” Hannah squealed, laughing with her arm slung around Keeley’s neck. “She will be sooo pissed!”

      “No, her mom checks her phone, like, every day,” Janine warned. “She would totally bust us if she saw what time we’d sent these.”

      Hannah’s expression sobered.

      Before she could answer, they all came to an abrupt stop.

      Keeley saw it first.

      She smacked Janine, who came to a dead stop, right before Janine grabbed Hannah, gripping her friend’s peacoat jacket in a tightly-clenched fist.

      Hannah froze.

      Before them, a woman wearing a white, flowing dress lay in a strangely elegant pose on the ground. Something about the way her legs and arms were positioned struck Janine as broken-looking, despite the precision...like a store mannequin that had been accidentally knocked over and lay facing the wrong direction.

      The woman’s legs were almost in a running or leaping pose. Her arms curved up over her head, the wrists and fingers positioned inward like a ballerina’s. Her chin and face tilted up, towards the lake, as if to look between her delicately positioned hands.

      Whatever caused the position, it didn’t look right.

      The woman’s face didn’t look right, either.

      It belonged to a porcelain doll. Someone had slathered so much make-up on her cheeks and eyes that they appeared bruised.

      Those details, however, Janine remembered only later.

      In those few seconds, all she could see was the blood.

      The woman’s dress from waist to bust-line was soaked a dark red that looked purple in the orange light under the dome. That same splash of red covered her all the way to her thighs, past where the dress bunched up and flared out like the dress of a princess in fairytale.

      It was a wedding dress.

      The teenagers just stood there, all three of them breathing hard now, like they’d been running. They stared at the woman under the Palace of Fine Arts rotunda as if the sight put them in a trance. Janine found herself unable to look away.

      Then she realized they weren’t alone.

      Next to the woman in white, a man crouched, staring down at her.

      Janine must have seen him there.

      She must have been staring right at him, along with the woman. Even so, his form seemed to jump out at her all at once.

      Her first, irrational thought was: He must be the groom.

      Then Janine saw his hands reach for the mid-section of the woman on the ground.

      He was touching her.

      His face remained in shadow. Black hair hung down over his eyes. He straightened in a single, fluid motion and like the woman in white, blood streaked his skin like glistening paint, all the way past his elbows to the edges of his black T-shirt.

      His face and neck wore dark and shining splotches of the same.

      He turned his head, staring at the three girls.

      For the first time, the angles of his face caught the light, displaying high cheekbones and a distinct lack of expression in the sunset-colored flood lamps aimed at the dome. Those almond-shaped eyes looked oddly yellow—almost gold—under that glow of the rotunda.

      Janine saw those feral-looking eyes focus on Hannah, then Keeley.

      Right before they aimed directly at her.

      Her trance finally broke.

      A loud, familiar-sounding voice let out a piercing scream. The scream echoed inside the hollow chamber of the dome, replicating there.

      It occurred to Janine only later that the scream came from her.

      That was her screaming, Janine Rico.

      In the same instant, a voice rose in her mind.

      This one didn’t sound like her at all.

      Run away, little girl, the voice whispered. Run away now, little one, all the way home, before the big bad wolf decides to eat you, too...

      Janine didn’t have to be told twice.
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      “YOU’VE GOT TO get a load of this guy, Miriam,” Nick told me that morning, leaning against the jamb of my office door and grinning. “You really do. He’s a serious piece of work...like...” He made a motion by the side of his head with his fingers, expanding them out sharply, like his own brain just exploded. “...Total head job. Right up your alley.”

      I scowled.

      It was seven in the morning.

      I hadn’t even managed to finish my first cup of coffee yet.

      Inspector Naoko “Nick” Tanaka hadn’t bothered with a hello first, when he showed up at the door of my inner office. He was also there an hour before reception opened, not like that ever stopped him. I knew Gomey was out there too, as in Gomez Ramirez, my so-called administrative assistant and personal pain in my ass. And yeah, I knew Nick was a pushy bastard who never knocked, never asked permission, but it still bugged me that Gomey hadn’t even tried to stop him. He could have warned me at least.

      I combed my fingers through my long black hair and sighed, looking up at Nick with what I hoped was a flat-eyed stare. I hadn’t even put on make-up yet, telling myself I’d do it in the office bathroom before my first client. I could pull off the no make-up thing better than most, I knew—thanks to inheriting my mom’s Native American skin tone and good bone structure and dark eyelashes—but I still felt a little naked without it. I’d left my hair down too, and for some reason, that always made me feel a bit too visibly female at work.

      Truthfully, I felt unprepared to deal with anyone this early, even Nick, who I’d known forever. I hadn’t donned my professional armor yet.

      Nick took his weight off the doorjamb, all five-foot-eleven of him, most of it solid muscle.

      He looked tired, I couldn’t help noticing.

      I assessed his overall mental state out of rote, more occupational hazard than because I meant to do it. Tired, and more stressed out than usual, even if he was doing his usual and hiding it under a grin and his own professional armor, that of the swaggering, b.s.-talking cop. I knew that armor was partly calculated. I also knew it worked, in that people who didn’t know him constantly underestimated him.

      Nick knew I saw through it of course, but he couldn’t help himself.

      He lingered in my doorway for a few seconds more before entering all the way.

      I don’t know if he’d been waiting for an invitation or just letting me get used to the fact he was there. Nick, being a homicide cop, wasn’t dumb about psychology either.

      Technically, that was my bailiwick, though.

      I’m not a forensic psychologist by training, but somehow I ended up one—a de facto one at least—and most of that was Nick’s fault, too. Technically I’m a clinical and research psychologist, and honestly, I tried my damnedest to stick to the research side of that as much as humanly possible.

      Nick and I had history, though.

      He’d even introduced me to my current boyfriend (now fiancé, I reminded myself)...Ian. Ian was another old military buddy of Nick’s. They met in Iraq, though—not Afghanistan like me and Nick. I’d gone in later than Nick, being over a decade younger.

      Since Ian was British and worked in intelligence, not the regular armed forces, he and I never crossed paths over there. We met after Ian moved to San Francisco over a year ago and Nick took us all out for drinks, thinking me and Ian might hit it off.

      Well, that was Nick’s story, anyway.

      Ian told me that the drinks had been his idea. He claimed he’d pushed Nick for an introduction after seeing a picture of me on Nick’s mantle in his crappy apartment in South San Francisco.

      Either way, Nick and I had history.

      And Nick might be a cop now, but he still thought like a guy in a firefight.

      I watched Nick do his cop-walk into my personal space, wearing a rumpled black suit with a dark blue shirt underneath. Only then did I notice the splattering of stains on the front of his suit, visible under the heavier motorcycle jacket he wore over it.

      I frowned, trying to identify the exact stains.

      They didn’t look like coffee. Even so, the more conscious part of my mind refused to acknowledge the “blood” categorization that popped into my head.

      So yeah, Nick was tired, wound up, and he had blood on him.

      He put his hands on his hips, which rumpled both jackets enough that I saw the handle of his Glock poke out from where he had it in a shoulder holster on his right side. I noticed he’d cut his midnight-black hair shorter than usual on the back and sides, but left it longer in front.

      Even exhausted, he still looked good, did Nick Tanaka. Even at this ungodly hour.

      Unfortunately, he knew it.

      So did the women he burned through on a monthly or sometimes weekly basis.

      Not me, though.

      I’d become part of Nick’s inner circle, one of his go-to people when he was working a case, like an oddly-shaped tool in his tool box that he pulled out when he found the right-sized bolt that needed unscrewing.

      I’d already known something was going on at the station.

      Whatever it was, it had a lot of people excited. I’d heard smatterings on my way into the office, mostly via low-voiced conversations while I stood in line for my daily dose of high-octane coffee from The Royale Blend, the gourmet coffee shop that lived in the storefront directly below my office. Since my office is located just a few blocks from the Northern District police station, I share the same coffee shop with a lot of the cops that work out of there.

      Well, the cops willing to fork over four bucks for a decent cup of coffee.

      Still, even though I knew something was up, I was surprised to see Nick here already.

      Usually he didn’t need me this early.

      “Seriously,” Nick said, grinning at me as he assessed me with his dark brown eyes. “I can’t wait to get your diagnosis, doc.” He gave his head a theatrical shake. The smile didn’t entirely mask the tenser look I glimpsed underneath. “This guy...wow. You’re going to get a kick out of him, Miri. Assuming you can get him to talk to you at all.”

      I arched an eyebrow, giving him my best clinical stare.

      “You think he’s mentally unfit?” I said. “On what diagnosis?”

      As per usual, he totally blew past my sarcasm.

      “On the diagnosis that I think he’s a total nutcase,” Nick said, grinning at me. He pulled a toothpick out the back row of his white teeth, a habit I’d told him more than once was disgusting. I grimaced now as he tossed the frayed piece of wood into my trash can. “...That’s my expert opinion, doc. No charge. But I still want you to talk to him. If I could nail this guy without him dropping down into an insanity plea, I’d sleep better at night.”

      Given that I was still nursing my first cup of coffee, I wasn’t sharp enough yet to get anything but annoyed at the glint of denser meaning in his dark eyes.

      Then again, I’ve always hated cagey, hinting crap.

      It even annoyed me coming from Nick.

      Despite the tiredness I could see around his eyes and the blood on his shirt and suit jacket, Nick looked amped up and almost on edge, even for him. I knew Nick ran every day before work. He left his apartment like clockwork at four a.m.—unless he happened to be working, like today. He also surfed, at least on the mornings he didn’t get called in, and was a member of the same martial arts club as me.

      Unlike me, Nick also lifted weights, went mountain biking, played basketball.

      He was one of those cops.

      He also lived almost entirely for his job. Nick was in his early forties at least, but he’d never been married, which probably helped with the near-singular focus. He was just one of those intense, burn-the-candle-at-both-ends kind of guys.

      Driven, I guess would be the non-clinical word.

      I continued to cradle my coffee cup for a few seconds more, not moving in the half-broken down, leather office chair I still hadn’t managed to get Gomey to either fix or declare dead and replace. Glancing around at the papers strewn across my desk and the filled-to-overflowing in-box with its beat up manilla and dark green folders, I could only sigh.

      My one and only office plant looked like it was screaming silently at me, possibly in its death throes since it had been so long since I’d remembered to water it.

      I knew Gomey hadn’t been doing that, either.

      “Why?” I said finally, when all Nick did was grin at me. “What’s his deal?”

      “Oh, don’t let me spoil it...”

      “Seriously?” I said. “What are we, twelve?”

      “Trust me,” Nick said. “You’ll want to talk to this one in person, Miri. I don’t want to say anything until you see him. I don’t want to...bias anything.”

      Realizing he wasn’t going to let me off the hook, and further, that he was actually waiting for me, expecting me to just drop everything I hadn’t yet started for the day and follow him to whatever piss-smelling interrogation room where they were holding this clown, I sighed again.

      “You can’t give me a few minutes?” I said.

      “No.”

      “I have an appointment coming in at nine, Nick.”

      Frowning, Nick looked at his watch, as if a ticking bomb were counting down somewhere in another part of the building.

      “Any chance you could cancel it?” he said apologetically, shifting his feet. “We’re pretty sure he’s the guy on the thing last week. That mess at Grace Cathedral.”

      I glanced up sharper at that.

      He meant the wedding guy.

      Once more glimpsing the more serious look behind the humor in Nick’s eyes, I nodded my defeat and rose to standing from behind the broken chair.

      Sadly, I guess there’s a reason Nick counts on me.

      I’m a sucker.
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        * * *

      

      THERE WASN’T A lot of pre-work on this one.

      Well, not yet.

      No one wanted to debrief me on much in the way of details, presumably because Nick told them not to. So I didn’t get handed the usual cobbled-together file of scribbled notes and photos and whatever else from the preliminary interrogations, or much in the way of details of what they’d found at the actual scene.

      Nick gave me the bare bones story only.

      Three fifteen-year-old girls stumbled upon the suspect at the scene of the crime. According to them, he’d been covered in blood. He also looked like he’d just finished—or maybe remained deep in the process of—doing “something” to a woman’s dead body. Their testimony was pretty vague on details, according to Nick.

      He admitted to me that he couldn’t really get a sense if they’d seen anything concrete, apart from the suspect himself...as well as the victim, a white dress, a lot of make-up and a lot of blood...all of which were damning enough, under the circumstances.

      Well, that and what had been done to the victim herself.

      I only got the bare bones on that, too, and didn’t ask for more. Truthfully, I’ve never gotten used to seeing that kind of thing, not even in pictures.

      The three girls ran like hell once the suspect spotted them.

      Even so, more than an hour passed before they called in what they’d seen, although they freely admitted they all had smart phones with them at the time. The latter had been confirmed by the presence of photos they’d taken on the walkway leading up to the Palace before they reached the dome where the body had been displayed.

      From what Nick told me, the delay on calling had more to do with the girls’ fears of getting caught by their parents than fear of the suspect himself, who hadn’t bothered to chase them. Something about being out all night and drunk while crashing at the home of an out-of-town parent. Nick said they admitted to arguing amongst themselves about what to do after they arrived back at a Marina residence.

      They finally called it in around five o’clock.

      A black and white had already picked up the suspect by then, as it turned out.

      They saw him crossing Marina Boulevard towards the promenade, presumably to reach the coast. Bad luck on his part, Nick said with a wry grin. He figured the guy had been heading for the yacht harbor north of the Palace of Fine Arts, either to hop a boat or to wash off the blood, or maybe both. If he’d succeeded in either, they might never have got him.

      As it was, they pulled guns on him to get him to comply.

      From what I could tell, they pretty much lifted this guy off the street and parked him in an interrogation room while they called the coroner and forensics to the scene of the murder. I knew someone must have talked to him...and likely cleaned him up...probably Nick and whatever officer arrived first on the scene. But they couldn’t have gone through the whole range of the usual song and dance, either.

      Which meant Nick was bending the rules a little, bringing me in now.

      I knew Nick had a tendency to pull me in when he had a gut feeling, so I figured that must be the case with this guy, too. Despite the overwhelming evidence, at least in terms of the Palace of Fine Arts murder, Nick probably wanted me to help him crawl into the guy’s head, maybe so he could get a sense of his connection to the Grace Cathedral killings, or maybe to build evidence against an insanity plea, like he said.

      Maybe he liked him for other, possibly-related crimes.

      They’d do the DNA testing thing and everything else, of course, but Nick tended to be thorough. He probably wanted me to confirm or deny his working profile on the guy before he started running up blind alleys.

      I peered through the one-way glass of the interrogation room, sipping my now lukewarm coffee and trying to assess the scene before me objectively.

      “So you like this guy for the Grace Cathedral murders?” I said, as much to myself as Nick, who stood right at my arm.

      “I like this guy for Jimmy Hoffa,” Nick said, glancing at his partner, Glen Frakes, who snorted from the other side of him. “I like him for the Zodiac killings...and the death of my Aunt Lanai in Tokyo, God rest her soul.”

      Rolling my eyes, I nodded, getting the gist.

      I continued to look through the one-way glass, trying to get a sense of what I might be in for when I went in there.

      The guy just sat there, not moving.

      I don’t think I’d ever seen anyone sit so still in an interrogation room before. His eyes didn’t dart to either the door or the cameras, which just about everyone looked at, seemingly without being able to help themselves.

      No one liked being watched.

      No one liked being trapped inside a featureless room, either.

      This guy wasn’t trying to be clever, either, staring at us through the one-way glass, which a lot of them did to show us they knew they were being watched.

      Nick’s suspect didn’t seem to care.

      I got nothing. A blank wall.

      That didn’t happen to me very often, truthfully.

      Maybe thirty, thirty-five years old.

      Muscular. Obviously in good shape, but not bulky like Nick with his weight-lifting and kung fu and judo and whatever else. This guy had the lean musculature of a runner or a fighter, not an ounce of excess flesh on him anywhere. I’d seen criminals and even addicts with that kind of body type of course, but I wasn’t getting any of the other signs of career criminal or addiction or living on the street on Nick’s new favorite perp.

      His eyes were clear, as was his skin, which was on the tanned side, but still light enough to be ethnically ambiguous. He looked healthy. He was handsome, actually, if in a feral kind of way. He had black hair, high cheekbones, a well-formed mouth, and some of the lightest, strangest-colored eyes I’d ever seen...so light they looked gold, and strangely flecked.

      Those eyes reminded me of a tiger. Or maybe a mountain lion...or an actual lion...although I couldn’t remember what color eyes either of those had in real life.

      Even those oddly riveting eyes weren’t the most noticeable thing about Nick’s new friend. Not at that precise moment, anyway.

      No, the most noticeable thing about him now was that he was covered in blood.

      Unlike with Nick, I couldn’t even pretend to not know what it was.

      A good portion of his visible bare skin wore a mostly-dry layer of reddish-brown smears and spots. It covered his hands and arms from his fingertips up to his rock-hard biceps, just below the cuffs of the stretchy black T-shirt he wore, which also accentuated the size of his chest. More smears and splatters of the same covered his neck and one side of his face. I could see it on the rings he wore, where his wrists were cuffed together and resting on the metal table.

      I also saw blood smearing the face of his military-style watch.

      I wasn’t an expert of course, but even if Nick hadn’t already told me how they’d found him on the street, I would have known just by looking at him. It was definitely blood.

      He’d practically been bathing in it, this guy.

      It explained how Nick came to have it on his own shirt, too.

      The suspect’s clothes, which included that form-fitting black T-shirt, black pants and black leather shoes, the last of which I could just see under the table, absorbed most of the color and texture of what decorated his bare skin. I’d already been assured by Nick and Glen that blood covered a good portion of his clothes, too, visible or not.

      I was kind of surprised they hadn’t stripped him yet, to pull evidence.

      They’d even left his shoes, rings and watch, which was unusual when they had a suspect cuffed like this and chained to the floor.

      As if he’d read my mind, Nick said, “We’ve got forensics coming up here in an hour. They’re at the scene now. We thought we’d give you a look first...while we wait.”

      I gave Nick a skeptical stare.

      That time, he had the grace to blush.

      “Okay,” he said, holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I wanted you to look at him, Miriam. He won’t talk to us. I thought you might be able to give me some suggestions. Before we go all Guantanamo on his ass.”

      Frowning, I pursed my lips.

      Then I looked back at Nick’s blood-covered suspect.

      That time, I tried to push aside the emotional impact of the blood and assess the man himself. I still couldn’t get anything off him in the usual way. Even so, his war-paint aside, he had something about him, this guy. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, not in those first few seconds, but I found it difficult to look away from his face. He looked surprisingly calm, and those odd-colored eyes shone with intelligence.

      If anything, he looked alert.

      Not quite waiting, but expectant...even as he seemed to be using the time in some more complex mental exercise I couldn’t see. That sharpness he wore had a calculating quality, as if he were otherwise occupied in some further reach of his mind.

      I also distinctly got military.

      Only after I’d been looking at him for a few seconds more did I realize that the alertness told me more about his demeanor than the calm he wore over it. Something about that calm of his was deceptive, in fact. Behind it, he looked high-strung.

      Like, really high-strung.

      Like he was remaining where he sat through sheer force of will.

      I reassessed my “not a drug addict” summation briefly, but then went back to my original conclusion a few seconds later. What I was seeing didn’t come from drugs. He looked like he wanted to be elsewhere, without looking the slightest bit afraid, or nervous, or even angry. He didn’t look smug, either, like most psychopaths I’d seen.

      Instead, he seemed to view his being here as a colossal waste of his time.

      Once I’d seen that, I couldn’t un-see it. Further, it occurred to me that he didn’t even seem to be hiding his impatience particularly well.

      I might have noticed it before if I hadn’t been trying so hard to read him in other ways.

      “What’s his name?” I said.

      Again, Nick and Glen exchanged a look.

      “What?” I said. “What’s the joke now?”

      “If you can get a name out of that guy, I’ll buy you dinner,” Nick said. Grinning, he gave me a teasing once-over. “Of course, I’d do that for free, doc...just name the day.”

      Glen snorted again, folding his thick arms over his chest.

      Raising my left hand to Nick in what had recently become a running joke with us, I tapped my engagement ring with my thumb. Nick grinned, feigning disappointment, then motioned with his head towards the man sitting in the other room. My eyes followed his stare back to the guy with the flecked, gold-colored eyes, even as Nick’s voice grew more openly cop-like.

      “He won’t give us a name. No ID on him. His prints aren’t in the system.”

      “Mystery guy, huh?” I said.

      I said it casually, even with a lilt of humor. Still, I was puzzled. Television aside, that almost never happened, not anymore.

      You couldn’t get anywhere anymore without some kind of ID.

      “We’re running facial rec on him now,” Nick said, almost like he heard me. “We’ll give him to Interpol if we don’t find him here. He’s got to have at least an alias...somewhere.”

      “No military record?” I said.

      “Nothing on the books.”

      I nodded, only half-hearing him as I frowned at the suspect.

      Nothing. He really was a blank wall.

      That was pretty rare for me, like I said.

      Not unheard of, but yeah...rare.

      “What makes you think he’ll talk to me?” I said finally, looking back at Nick.

      Nick just smiled, shifting his weight on his feet.

      “He probably won’t,” Glen volunteered from Nick’s other side. “But Nicky here seems to think you walk on water, doc, so he wanted to give it a shot.”

      Shrugging, even as I gave Nick an annoyed look, I tossed my paper cup of coffee in the plastic-lined bin under the desk and made a somewhat overdone motion towards the other room.

      “Well?” I said. “We might as well kill time until forensics shows up, right? I canceled my morning’s slate for this dog and pony show.”

      I added that last part with more bite, giving Nick a harder stare.

      Grinning at me, Glen, who was a good five inches taller than Nick and built like a linebacker, or maybe some kind of throwback to his Viking roots, nodded. Motioning for me to follow, he aimed his feet for the door so he could let me inside the interrogation room.

      As I walked past him, though, Nick caught hold of my upper arm.

      “Don’t fool around with this guy,” he warned.

      The smile vanished from Nick’s face, leaving my friend, the guy I knew behind his schtick.

      I remembered that look from Afghanistan, too.

      “...I mean it, Miri. He’s probably a serial killer. At the very least, he likes dead bodies a little too much. We’ll be right outside that door. If you want out, get out. Right away. Don’t play tough for the cop crowd...hear me?”

      Normally I would have chewed him out for the whole damsel-needing-protection crap, which I thought we were well past, given everything we’d been through together. Normally I also would have thrown in a few cutting reminders about just how many murderers, rapists, child molesters and other pillars of society I’d interviewed for him already.

      Something about the way he said it diffused my anger though.

      “I hear you,” I said, giving him a mock salute.

      As I did, I glanced at the guy on the other side of the one-way glass.

      The suspect just sat there, a faint frown touching the edges of his dark lips.

      For the first time however, he was staring at the one-way mirror.

      It looked like he was staring directly at me.

      Seeing the speckle of blood to the right of where that sharp mouth ended, I felt my pulse rise, in spite of myself.

      Nick might just be right about this guy.

      He usually was.

      Pushing the thought out of my mind, I looked away from the glass, following Glen out into the corridor. As I did, I let my face slide into a blank, professional mask and hoped that this time it would protect me.
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      HE LOOKED ME over when I walked in.

      Unlike a lot of people I’d interviewed in this room, suspects and witnesses alike, he didn’t hide his appraisal. He also didn’t do anything to try and get me on his side—like smile, or make his body language more accommodating or submissive.

      He didn’t try to intimidate me either, at least not that I noticed.

      Again, the predominant emotion I saw in his assessment remained impatience.

      He seemed, more than anything, to assume I was here to waste his time, too.

      At the same time, I got the sense there was more there—more in relation to me specifically, I mean. Nothing sexual, at least I didn’t think so.

      What that “more” was exactly, I had absolutely no theories at that point.

      Maybe I simply wasn’t what—or who—he’d expected.

      Maybe my appearance threw him.

      I’m used to that, to a degree. I’m tall for a woman, almost five-nine. My mom was Native American, like I said, and from one of the plains tribes that actually had some real height on them. I’m not sure what our dad was, since I’d been young when our parents died and hadn’t stayed in touch with any of his family... but he was tall too. I’d gotten hints of his bone structure, along with my mom’s. I also got his light-hazel eyes, which people tell me are striking on me but were positively riveting on my father. My mom joked once she could have fallen in love with my father from his eyes alone.

      The rest of me was my mother, according to my aunts. Straight black hair, full mouth, my sense of humor, even my curves, which were slightly less curvy from the martial arts classes, but not fully absent either.

      In other words, even under all of my professional armor, I’m definitely female.

      I can’t exactly hide it, even in suits and with my hair tied tightly back.

      For my part, I didn’t bother to smile at him either, or do any of the usual heavy-handed shrink things to try and convince him I was “on his side” or even particularly friendly towards him. Right off, I got the feeling that those kinds of tactics wouldn’t work on this guy.

      He would see right through them.

      Worse, trying it would probably cause him to dismiss me, too.

      So yeah, I approached him assuming he was a psychopath.

      Of course, the technical term these days, at least according to the latest Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, (or “DSM” as we shrink-types called it) is “Anti-Social Personality Disorder” or ASPD. Those of us who work in forensic psych know a lot of the specific signs that go with this diagnosis—as well as ways to pick out the truly dangerous ones—but generally, there’s a longer sussing-out period involved.

      The most dangerous types were harder to spot.

      Often highly intelligent, deeply manipulative, glibly charming, uninterested in other people and totally unwilling to acknowledge the individual rights of anyone apart from themselves, the more dangerous individuals with anti-social personality disorder were masters at evading detection by psychs who couldn’t see past the veneer.

      Narcissistic bordering on grandiose. Inflated sense of their own entitlement. Zero compunction about manipulating others. Generally lacking the capacity for love. Generally lacking the ability to feel shame or remorse. They either experienced only shallow emotions or feigned emotion altogether. They had a constant need for stimulation...

      Well, you get the idea.

      Truthfully, I doubted this guy would talk to me any more than he would talk to the cops.

      Well, unless he decided I could help him in some way, or perhaps entertain him...since “short attention span” was often a big issue for the average psychopath. Or perhaps he would treat me differently because he wanted a female audience instead of a male one; I was reasonably certain that only male cops had been tried on him so far.

      Either way, I strongly suspected I wouldn’t win him over by trying to play him for a fool, at least not right out of the gate.

      I seated myself in the metal folding chair across the table from him.

      I did my own quick once-over of the room, even though I’d been in here a few dozen times already—reminding myself of the location of the cameras, looking at the four corners out of habit. My eyes glanced down to where the suspect’s ankles had been cuffed, not only to one another but to metal rings in the floor. His wrist cuffs were also chained to his waist, as well as to those same rings in the floor.

      Glen already assured me that the range of the chains wouldn’t allow him to reach me as long as I stayed in the chair.

      Still, he’d warned me not to get any closer.

      I didn’t need to be told twice. The guy looked a lot bigger from in here.

      He also looked significantly more muscular.

      Leaning back in the hard, metal seat, I watched those gold, cat-like eyes flicker over me. They didn’t pause anywhere for long, much less conduct one of those lecherous, lingering appraisals some convicts did in an attempt to unsettle me.

      I sensed a methodicalness to his stare, instead.

      That unnerved me a little, truthfully, maybe because it surprised me.

      Even for a psychopath, that kind of focus was rare. Usually other people just weren’t that interesting to them.

      Then again, captivity may have changed that for him, too.

      My eyes took in his appearance for the second time that day, lingering on the strangely high cheekbones still colored with smears of dried blood. I saw flakes of that blood on the surface of the table too, from where it had been rubbed off by his metal cuffs.

      Wincing, I glanced up to find him staring at me once more, his gold eyes bordering on thoughtful as they took in my face.

      When he didn’t break the silence after a few seconds more, I leaned back more deliberately, crossing my legs in the dark-blue pantsuit I wore.

      “So,” I said, sighing. “You don’t want to talk to anyone.”

      I didn’t bother to state it as a question.

      The man’s eyes flickered back to my face, specifically to my eyes.

      After a pause, I saw a faint smile tease the edges of his lips.

      “I doubt my words would be very convincing,” he said.

      I must have jumped a little in my chair, but he pretended not to notice.

      “...Covered in blood,” he continued, motioning with one cuffed hand, likely as much as he could, given the restraints. Still, something in the odd grace of the gesture struck me, causing me to follow it with my eyes. “...Picked up near the scene of the crime. And you have witnesses, too, I suspect? Or did those three little girls decide it wasn’t worth getting in trouble with their parents by calling the police in the wee hours of dawn?”

      His words surprised me.

      More, the longer he spoke.

      Not only because he said them, but because they came out with a clipped, sharp accuracy and cadence. They wore the barest trace of an accent too, although it was one I couldn’t identify. His manner of speech certainly implied a greater than average amount of education.

      “In any case,” the man said, leaning back so that the chains clanked at his ankles and on the table. “...I imagine I lack credibility, wouldn’t you say, doc?”

      I heard murmurings of surprise through my earpiece, too.

      Apparently, I’d already gotten more out of him than any of them had.

      I smoothed my expression without trying to hide my own surprise. Instead, I watched him openly, letting him see me do it.

      “Doc,” I said.

      At his widening smile, I returned it, adding a touch of wry humor and raising an eyebrow.

      “You think I am a doctor?”

      “Aren’t you?” he said at once. “Military, too, I suspect. Once upon a time. I saw you checking the corners. You’ve carried a gun...haven’t you, doc? Maybe you even carry one now.” He glanced around him ruefully. “Not in here, of course.”

      I shifted in my chair, not answering him.

      “Aren’t you a doctor?” he prompted.

      “Depends on who you ask,” I said drily, sighing a little.

      Without taking my eyes off his, I leaned to the side somewhat, resting my arm on the back of the folding chair.

      “Psychiatrist then,” he said, adjusting his posture as well, a perhaps intentional replication of the old psychology trick of imitating the poses of those you want to confide in you. “Or psychologist...only a real one, with a PhD. So perhaps it was a criminal psych ward where you honed your paranoia, not the military. You could be a social worker too, I suppose...although I have my doubts. You have too much of a clinical air about you, not enough of that needy, do-gooder type of saccharin that the softer arts tend to attract.” His smile sharpened. “I would say dentist, but under the circumstances...”

      Again that eloquent gesture of his fingers, this time indicating the room.

      “...I am thinking that is not likely.”

      “I’m a psychologist,” I told him easily. “Right in one.”

      “So you are here to assess me, then?” he said. “Or are they hoping the presence of an attractive female would send me frothing and panting? Get me to show my true colors? Shall I start screaming ‘Die Bitch!’ to satisfy those watching through the glass?”

      I smiled again, unintentionally that time.

      “If you want,” I told him, muting the smile. “Do you want me to die?”

      “Not particularly,” he said.

      “Really? Why not?” I said.

      “I think you’re the first person I’ve seen here with an IQ above that of a balding ape. Although that one inspector...he’s got a bit of that base, instinctive kind of intellect. Only a bit, mind you. You know who I mean. Joe Handsome.”

      “It’s Nick, actually,” I said, smiling in spite of myself.

      “Ah, he’s a friend of yours, then?”

      “Not a special friend, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I didn’t, but it’s interesting information to have. Clearly the topic has come up between you, or you wouldn’t have bothered to qualify it.”

      I shook my head, unimpressed with this last, and letting him see that, too.

      “Really?” I said. “You’re going there?”

      “Going where?”

      “Discredit the female by making some disparaging reference to her sexuality? Dismiss her as an equal by highlighting her value or lack thereof as a sexual object?”

      “I profoundly apologize,” he said, giving me a startled look. The surprise I could see in those almond eyes may have been mocking me, but it looked genuine. “...My comments certainly weren’t meant to be disparaging. I have no intention of resorting to such cheap tricks, doctor, simply to feel I’ve ‘outwitted’ you. Sadly, my ego won’t permit it.” Pausing, he added, “Would it help you to know I get sex on a regular basis too? I don’t know that it would demean me in your eyes or if it would come off as bragging...in any case, I did not bring up your own sexuality as anything other than a personal curiosity.”

      I tilted my head, still smiling, but letting my puzzlement show.

      “Why are you talking to me at all?” I asked finally.

      “Why shouldn’t I talk to you?” he said. “I’ve already told you that you’re the first person to walk in here that I thought might be worth my attempting to communicate.”

      “Because I’m female?” I said.

      “Because you seem to be less of a fool than the rest of them,” he corrected me at once.

      “But you said Nick had a mind?”

      “I said he had a mind of sorts. Not the same thing at all. Although, given the nature of his intellect, he has undoubtedly chosen the right profession for himself.”

      I smiled again. “I’m sure that will be quite a relief for him.”

      I heard laughter in the earpiece that time, right before Nick spoke up.

      “See if he’ll tell you his name,” he said to me.

      “Certainly, if you really want to know,” the suspect said, before I could voice the question aloud. “My name is Black. Quentin Black. Middle initial, R.”

      I stared at him, still recovering from the fact that he’d seemingly heard Nick give me an instruction through the earpiece.

      Clearly, he wanted me to know he’d heard it, too.

      “You heard that?” I said to him.

      “Good ear, yes?” he said. Smiling, he gave me a more cryptic, yet borderline predatory look. “Less good with you, however. Significantly less good.”

      He paused, studying my face with eyes full of meaning.

      I almost got the sense he was waiting for me to reply...or maybe just to react. When I didn’t, he leaned back in the chair, making another of those graceful, flowing gestures with his hand.

      “I find that...fascinating, doc. Quite intriguing. Perhaps that is crossing a boundary with you again, however? To mention that?”

      I paused on his words, then decided to dismiss them.

      “Is that a real name?” I said. “Quentin Black. That doesn’t sound real. It sounds fake.”

      “Real is all subjective, is it not?”

      “So it’s not real, then?”

      “Depends on what you mean.”

      “Is it your legal name?”

      “Again, depends on what you mean.”

      “I mean, could you look it up in a database and actually get a hit somewhere?”

      “How would I know that?” he said, making an innocent gesture with his hands, again within the limits of the metal cuffs.

      Realizing I wasn’t going to get any more from him on that line of questioning, I changed direction. “What does the ‘R’ stand for?” I said.

      “Rayne.”

      “Quentin Rayne Black?” I repeated back to him, still not hiding my disbelief.

      “Would you believe me if I said my parents had a sense of whimsy?” he asked me.

      “No,” I said.

      “Would you believe that I do, then?”

      I snorted a laugh, in spite of myself. I heard it echoed through the earpiece, although I heard a few curses coming from that direction, too.

      I shook my head at the suspect himself, but less in a “no” that time.

      “Yes,” I conceded finally. “So it is a made-up name, then?”

      The man calling himself Quentin Black only returned my smile. His eyes once again looked shrewd, less thoughtful and more openly calculating.

      Even so, his weird comment about “listening” came back to me.

      Truthfully, he was looking at me as if he were listening very hard.

      The thought made me slightly nervous.

      Especially since I’d been doing the same to him from inside the observation booth.

      Seeing the intelligence there, I found myself regrouping mentally as the silence stretched, reminding myself who and what I was dealing with. The fact that he’d nearly made me forget that in our back and forth of the last few moments was unnerving on its own.

      I found myself looking him over deliberately, for the second time since I’d left the glass-enclosed booth behind the one-way mirror. I fought to reconcile his physical presence with the words I’d heard come out of that well-formed mouth.  The two things, his physicality and his manner of speaking, didn’t really fit at all, at least not from my previous experience in these kinds of interviews.

      The all-black clothing, the dense, rock-like muscles I could see under that blood-soaked shirt, the expensive leather shoes, the expensive watch, the ethnically-ambiguous but somehow feral-looking face...nothing about him really fit, from his made-up name to his wryly humorous quipping with me.

      I found myself staring at that strange, somehow animal-evoking face with its abnormally high cheekbones and almond eyes, and wondered who in the hell this guy really was.

      “Where are you from, Quentin?” I asked, voicing at least part of my puzzlement.

      He shook his head though, that smile back to playing with the edges of his lips.

      “You don’t want to tell me that?” I said.

      “No,” he said. “...Clearly, I don’t.”

      “What do you do for a living?” I said, trying again. “Do you have a job of some kind, Quentin? Some area of expertise you’d like to share?”

      That time, he rolled his eyes openly.

      Before I could respond to his obvious disdain, he let out an audible and impatient sigh.

      “You’re not going to resort to shrink games on me now, are you, doc?” he said, giving me another of those more penetrating stares. “...Not so soon in our new friendship? I haven’t intimidated you already, have I?” At my silence, his voice grew bored. “The constant repetition of my given name. The clinical yet polite peppering of questions in an attempt to quietly undermine my sense of autonomy here...”

      “Fine.” I held up both of my palms in a gesture of surrender. “What do you want to talk about, Mr. Black? Do you want to tell me what you were doing at the Palace of Fine Arts earlier this morning?”

      “Not here,” he said cryptically, smiling at me again.

      I frowned, glancing around the gunmetal gray room.

      “Somewhere else, then?” I said.

      “Yes,” he said. “For all of your questions, doc. Including the ones I wouldn’t answer before.”

      I gave him another puzzled smile. “I hate to tell you, Mr. Black, but you’re not likely to be anyplace that is significantly different from this room anytime soon. Not in terms of a non-institutional setting...if that’s what you’re driving at.”

      “It must certainly appear that way to you, yes,” he said, raising his chained wrists for emphasis and glancing around the room with those gold eyes. “...But perhaps you are mistaken in that, doc. Perhaps you’ll find that we can speak in a much more comfortable setting, just the two of us...and in not too long a time.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him.

      It didn’t sound like a threat, at least not coming from him. But the words themselves could definitely have been construed as one.

      I gave him a wry smile. “You think so, huh?”

      I do, a voice said clearly in my mind. I do think so, doc.

      I jumped, violently.

      Truthfully, I almost lost my balance in the chair.

      “Miri?” Nick asked in my ear. “Miri? Are you okay?”

      For a long-feeling few seconds I only stared at Black, breathing harder.

      I could feel as much as see him watching me react. He smiled, lifting the bare corners of that sculpted mouth. Then he shrugged, his expression smoothing.

      “Perhaps you’ll accept a raincheck on that particular discussion, doc?” he said. “...After I’ve finished my business here?”

      It unnerved me, hearing him use the nickname yet again. I knew it wasn’t exactly an original thing to call someone in my line of work, but it still struck me as deliberate.

      I fought the other thing out of my mind, sure I must have imagined it.

      Even so, the smile on my face grew strained.

      “Okay,” I said. “You pick the topic, then. For today I mean...pre-raincheck.”

      Quentin Black smiled, leaning back deliberately in the bolted, metal chair.

      “No,” he said, after assessing me again with those strangely animal eyes. “No, I think we’re done for now, doc. It was my very great pleasure to meet you, however.”

      I pursed my lips. “You don’t want to talk to me anymore?” I said.

      I want to talk to you so badly I can fucking taste it, that same voice said in my mind, making me jump again, but less violently that time. My breath stopped, locking in my chest as the voice rose even more clearly. But not here, doc. Not here. Patience. And believe me when I say I am speaking to myself in this, even more than I am to you...

      I could only sit there, breathing, staring at him.

      Those gold eyes never wavered.

      When I didn’t move after a few more seconds, or speak, he smiled.

      Do they know what you are, doc? Does that handsome cop in the next room have any idea why it is that you are so very, very good at your job? Or how you managed to keep him alive that time in Afghanistan...?

      My chest clenched more.

      It hurt now, like a fist had reached inside me, squeezing my heart.

      The voice fell silent.

      The man in front of me looked at me, his expression close to expectant. Then he gazed pointedly down at my engagement ring.

      Does anyone know about you, doc? Anyone at all?

      My throat closed as he raised his eyes back to mine.

      Those gold flecked irises studied my face, watching my reaction.

      I can’t hear you, the voice said next, flickering with a tinge of frustration. I cannot hear you at all...but I know from your face that you hear me, doc. That shield of yours is damned strong. I confess, it’s positively turning me on at this point...but it also makes me very curious. Were you ever ranked, sister? If so, I would love to know at what level...

      Another smile ghosted his lips, even as a curl of heat slid through my lower abdomen, one that didn’t feel like it originated from me, at least not entirely.

      It made my face flush hot, even as my thighs clenched together in reflex.

      I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours... the voice said, softer.

      My throat tightened, choking me with a caught swallow.

      Still, he didn’t say anything aloud.

      We’ll talk more later, doc, I heard in my mind, softer still. I have so many, many questions. So many things I’d like to discuss. But I really do not wish to do any of that here...not with them watching us. They are wondering at this silence as it is. You must try to speak to me again, doc, before your handsome cop decides there is a problem. Before he and his meat-headed partner make an issue of it...

      I blinked again, my heart now slamming against my ribs.

      But he wasn’t looking at me now.

      As I watched, Quentin Rayne Black lapsed back into the bored, stone-faced man I’d glimpsed through the window before I’d entered the room.

      I’d finally managed to clear my throat.

      Clenching my hands together in my lap, conscious of how clammy they felt, I kept my voice carefully polite.

      “Do you want to tell me about the body in the park, Mr. Black?” I said.

      Nothing. Silence.

      “Mr. Black?” I said, hearing the slight tremble in my voice. “Did you kill that woman? Did you pose her in that wedding dress?”

      He didn’t look up from where he stared down between his cuffed hands.

      I tried again, asking the same thing a few different ways.

      But nothing I said in those next fifteen or so minutes appeared to reach him. I tried being friendly, annoying, disdainful, mocking. I belittled his intellect...even threw out a few offers to deal, along with some not-so-veiled threats. Nothing.

      I got nothing.

      In fact, I doubt I penetrated the veneer of that thoughtful, somehow puzzle-solving stare he aimed at the empty surface of the metal table.

      Clearly, I’d been dismissed.
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