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    1 
 
      
 
    The Ingraham Institute 
 
    Queens, NY 
 
      
 
    Five Years Ago 
 
      
 
    For a moment, clutching the address tight in his left hand – his bad hand, his bad side – staring up at the clean, white façade of the building, he had allowed himself a rare sense of hope.  
 
    The ad he’d torn out of the paper with painstaking care, left hand shaking the whole time, had promised hope for wounded veterans, and that’s what he was, wasn’t he? He wasn’t the sort who put stock in hope, not anymore, but he’d been half-drunk and not thinking with his usual dire cynicism when the paper came tumbling down the sidewalk and snagged on the toe of his combat boot. He’d picked the paper up with the intent to throw it away, when a half-page ad caught his eye. Soothing blue font on the heading. Words had jumped out at him: new drug trial, looking for participants, $250 per person.  
 
    Two-hundred-and-fifty bucks would buy a lot of cheap bourbon.  
 
    But more tantalizing than that, even to his alcoholic mind, was the idea of a trial. A radical new treatment, it said, believed to be incredibly effective.  
 
    He couldn’t see well, vision blurred from drinking, and not enough sleep. 
 
    He made his way into the closest Starbucks, plugged his phone into a wall outlet, and turned a blind eye to the uncomfortable glances shot his way by the student crowd. He Googled the Ingraham Institute from the ad, and lost half an hour down the rabbit hole, scrolling through article after article praising the Institute’s breakthroughs in trauma research and medical advancement. The VA spoke about the place in glowing terms. Smiling photos of vets were posted next to quotes talking about changed lives, a return to normal thought processes, an increase in mobility and quality of life.  
 
    Rooster finally set his phone down on the table, stared at the cardboard sleeve of his small black coffee, and asked himself some hard questions. Was he capable of getting better? Of thinking normally again? Was normal qualitative anyway? And, most importantly, did he deserve the chance to get better? 
 
    That was something his therapist had told him, when he first got out. You deserve to get better, Corporal Palmer. Yeah. Sure. He hadn’t been a person to that quack, just another rank, name, and serial number. (That was what he told himself, in the moments when his guilt for turning away from her kind eyes and helpful smile stabbed him in the gut.)  
 
    But there were kids with cancer languishing in hospital beds, mothers dying in childbirth, innocent teens T-boned by drunk drivers. Why, of all the wretches of the world, did he deserve to get better? Because he’d served his country? That’s what his therapist had said. Before he stopped showing up. 
 
    He sat leaning against the steam-fogged window of a Starbucks, ignoring the whispers and glances of a group of kids in NYU sweatshirts at the next table, and he realized, for purely selfish reasons, that he did want to get better. Deserving it had nothing to do with it…he just wanted to be whole again.  
 
    So he’d called the toll free number, and set up an appointment. And for a moment, on the sidewalk, a brisk afternoon in Queens, leaves tumbling in the gutters, he’d allowed himself to feel hope.  
 
    He’d been one of five in the waiting room. All men. All clean cut and well-groomed, in clothes that fit well. One man with a prosthetic lower leg had his wife with him, and the two of them talked in low tones. Rooster had become uncomfortably aware of his own scruffiness. The way his boot soles were starting to peel off, the dirt crusted into the wrinkles of his jeans and jacket. He looked homeless, which wasn’t far from the truth.  
 
    Then had come the examination. First a physical, to test his limitations. His body had been so badly damaged by the bomb, had been hacked and pieced back together by so many doctors, first in Germany and then in the US, that he no longer felt shame when he stripped naked and allowed someone to pass gloved hands down the pocked, scarred skin of his arm, and side, and leg.  
 
    Then came the psych eval. That’s not what the bright-voiced doctor called it, but Rooster had endured enough to know that’s what it was. Question after question, designed to catch him off his game, tough ones that could shake loose his fragile framework of lies.  
 
    When it was over, all hope had bled out of his system, and it was his old friend resolution who took up the hollow space in his chest.  
 
    “Alright, Mr. Palmer,” the doctor said, straightening the paperwork in his lap and shooting Rooster a perfunctory smile. “You’ve given us a lot to consider today.” 
 
    Rooster took a deep breath and let it out slow. “That means no, right?” 
 
    The doctor, a soft-in-in-the-middle man with glasses and a premature bald spot, glanced up with obvious surprise, maybe even a little affront. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    The scar tissue on his left hand – mottled, and lumpy, and tight – made simple, everyday tasks obscenely difficult. Rooster fumbled with his shirt buttons and tried to keep his tone civil. He didn’t know why he was angry; he’d expected it to go this way, after all. Holding onto hope was about as useful as trying to catch soap bubbles.  
 
    “You said you need to consider,” he said, flatly. “That means you won’t take me.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. Um. Of course not,” the doctor said, flustered. “We receive a wealth of applicants every day, and we consider each one carefully before we make our selection.” 
 
    Which meant jack shit. Rooster snorted and managed to get the rest of his buttons secured. He wished he’d worn a pullover instead. He wished he gave enough of a damn to be polite, but he just didn’t, not anymore.  
 
    The doctor adopted an annoyed expression. “As with any intensive medical procedure,” he continued, lifting his head to a lofty angle. “A prospective patient’s circumstances must be taken into consideration. Eligibility is key.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rooster said, sliding down off the paper-covered exam table with only minimal wincing. The pins in his left knee had preserved his ability to walk, the VA docs had told him, but when his foot hit the floor, bright sparks of pain moved down his entire leg. Hot as fire in his knee, bringing tears to his eyes that he quickly blinked away. “I bet.” 
 
    The doctor exhaled through his nose and fixed Rooster with the sort of look every doctor and therapist had fixed him with over the past year. “Corporal Palmer, it’s very important that–” 
 
    “Thanks, doc. I’ll see myself out.” 
 
    The doctor didn’t protest.  
 
    Rooster didn’t expect him to.  
 
    He limped back through the mazelike hallways, following the laminated signs that steered patients back to the waiting room.  
 
    If he’d cared about aesthetics, he would have said it was a beautiful building, in the way that a medical facility can be eye-catching. The walls had been painted a warm taupe, the terrazzo floors looking more like those of an upscale hotel lobby. Rather than harsh overhead tubes, glowing wall sconces provided the light. The air held a subtle floral smell. The effect was miles from the glaringly-bright, bleach-scented hospitals he’d cycled through after he was blown up.  
 
    Not just a place of healing, but a well-funded one. A place not intended for the likes of him, with his unwashed hair and grungy jacket.  
 
    In the waiting room, a new group of hopefuls occupied the chairs. All of them still with buzzed hair and immaculate dress. Several guys had spouses. An athletically-built woman in head-to-toe Nike sat upright, right arm cradled in her lap in a way Rooster knew too well – it was the same way he held his own bad arm in public, holding it close, guarding it.  
 
    She glanced up as he walked past, eyes flashing dark and guarded. Stay away from me, her expression said. 
 
    That was fine; he figured his own face said something similar.  
 
    He was in the air lock when the alarm sounded.  
 
    As it did every time something like this happened, his brain split in two. A clean, metaphorical cleaving that left him of two minds.  
 
    Part of him – the half that had been pierced and pitted by shrapnel, burned and beat up, fractured and pinned back together again – wanted to curl and cower. But the other part of him, the dutiful Marine, the well-trained military killer, picked up the limp, frightened half of his psyche and kicked into action.  
 
    He turned back to the lobby, was in the process of tugging open the door when a uniformed security guard loomed on the other side of the glass, waving him away.  
 
    Rooster opened the door anyway, and the alarm was louder then. Not an air raid siren, not the fire alarm wailing he remembered from drills at school, but something softer and politer. An unobtrusive sort of siren, meant to catch your attention, but not to send you into a panic.  
 
    The guard, face set in a scowl, held up a flat palm. “You can’t come back in here, sir. Please make your way out of the building.” 
 
    Behind him, two other guards were herding the waiting patients up out of their chairs and toward the door. The door that Rooster was blocking. 
 
    “Sir,” the guard said, firmly.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Rooster asked. He felt a hard tug in his gut, that sense of responsibility he couldn’t shake off or drink away. There was no such thing as an ex-Marine, and all his training and instinct was kicking in now. Something was wrong, therefore he needed to act. 
 
    But the guard was having none of it. “Sir,” he said, edging forward, openly hostile now. “You need to leave. Now.” 
 
    The other potentials were closing in, peering at him curiously…and suspiciously. They were all vets, they would assume a man blocking the door was up to no good.  
 
    The alarm continued to ring, on and on. Something wrong, something amiss. A fire? A gas leak?  
 
    Not his business, really.  
 
    Rooster nodded and turned away. 
 
    The hopefuls followed him out onto the sidewalk, murmuring questions to one another, wondering aloud what might be happening. Evening was fast approaching, bringing a cold breeze with it, fat gray clouds piling up on the horizon.  
 
    Rooster zipped his jacket with stiff fingers, shoved his hands – one smooth, one ruined – into his pockets and walked to the bus station.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He’d just brought his third glass of bourbon to his lips when he heard the front door open and then shut above him. He was in that good space, where the buzz was fresh, floating but not flying, deliciously warm, his pain fuzzed at the edges so he felt almost human. His muscles, the ones that hadn’t been shredded and harvested to try to repair his broken body, had relaxed, and he was melting slowly down into his secondhand sofa.  
 
    Drinking helped with the anxiety, too. When he was buzzed, he stopped listening for footfalls, waiting for disaster. When he was buzzed, he didn’t worry about the rest of his life, the disaster it was becoming. Sure, he’d wake up sweating and nauseas at two a.m., heart pounding out of his chest, blood in his mouth because he’d bitten his tongue in the midst of a nightmare. 
 
    But for now, he drank.  
 
    Overhead, high heels rapped across the hardwood floors. From the foyer to the kitchen, followed by the hurried thumps of a child’s sneakers. Two voices – one young and high, one grown and patient – conversed. Slap of the fridge door. Scrape of a chair’s legs.  
 
    He was sitting forward to pour his fourth drink when the door at the top of the basement steps opened and the high heels clicked down into his lair.  
 
    Ashley stepped around the corner wearing what had become her patented you-can-do-better expression. She folded her arms and propped a shoulder against the wall, fixing him with a look. “Number three?” she asked, nodding toward the glass in his hand. 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    She nodded, because she’d expected to find him like this, but her jaw tightened, because she hated it. “How’d your appointment go?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was a waste. I didn’t make the cut.” 
 
    She sighed deeply. It was the same sound that followed her six-year-old daughter’s worst transgressions: jumping off the back of the sofa, and playing with the makeup. Serious stuff. “Rooster,” she said, in that voice that made grown men – her husband among them – run for cover. “You’re fucking up.” 
 
    He let his head flop back so he didn’t have to look at her anymore. “I know, I know.” 
 
    “So do better,” she said, like it was simple as that.  
 
    She knew it wasn’t, though, and so Rooster heard the note of sadness in her voice.  
 
    He recalled something her husband, Deshawn, had said to him once, reaching up to tap the photo of Ashley he’d taped above his bed. “She’ll chew your ass out,” he’d said, his smile broad, “but it’s only ‘cause she loves you. When she stops fussing, that’s when it’s time to get scared – that’s when she’s decided she’s done with you.” 
 
    She clearly hadn’t given up on Rooster yet, so that was something.  
 
    She pushed off the wall and came into the central room of the basement, going to the coffee table and collecting empty glasses and greasy paper plates, consolidating everything so she could take it to the kitchenette in one trip. 
 
    “Ash, you don’t,” he started, half-rising. His knee, and his back, and his neck grabbed, lightning flashes of pain that forced the air out of his lungs in a low hiss. 
 
    “Sit your ass back down,” she said, her sigh fond and worried now. “Have you eaten anything? You can’t drink like that on an empty stomach.” 
 
    Slowly, sweat popping out on his temples as he fought the pain, he eased back down to the couch. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, you look fine.” She carried the plates to the trash and dropped the glasses into the little shallow sink that he only used once he’d dirtied all his glasses and was forced to at least rinse them out before he filled them again. “I’m making spaghetti for Desiree. Come upstairs and have dinner with is.” It wasn’t a suggestion.  
 
    “Ash–” 
 
    “Twenty minutes,” she said, firmly, leaving no room for argument, and shot him her best drill sergeant glare on her way out. 
 
    Rooster listened to the gunshot sounds of her high heels going back up the stairs and knew that, somehow in the next twenty minutes, he’d get himself upright and drag his carcass upstairs for spaghetti and Desiree’s exuberant eight-year-old brand of conversation. He might drink himself to sleep every night, take too many painkillers, and be a walking disaster in general, but there were some lines he wasn’t willing to cross, and displeasing Ashley Spencer was one of them.  
 
    A year ago, Deshawn had been taking point when they infiltrated the house where they’d finally pinned down the al-Qaeda boss they’d been hunting for weeks. Rooster had heard the faint click echo off the stone walls. Had thought of the photos of Ashley and Desiree taped over his friend’s bed. And he’d grabbed Deshawn by his pack and dragged him back, thrown him around the corner, behind the wall. Had shielded him with his own body.  
 
    Deshawn had walked away with minimal scrapes and bruises.  
 
    Even now, Rooster could only remember the pain burning through his body like fire, the blurred view of faces crowding over him, shouts and curses. The thump of the rotors and the wind on his face as he was strapped down and loaded on the helo.  
 
    He’d known he was dying, and really, he was glad. He was tired of the sand box, of the death, and the blood, and the gore, and being terrified all the time. He was getting out, finally, and he’d saved his friend, had kept a good man alive to go home to his wife and daughter, and that was a sacrifice he was happy to have made. 
 
    But then he’d woken up in a hospital in Germany, the pain a restless, living thing inside him, tubes in his nose and his elbows, machines beeping all around him.  
 
    “At least your face still looks handsome,” a kindly older nurse who reminded him of his mother had said, and patted his scarred arm. Like being pretty was his biggest worry. 
 
    His home, before the Marines, had been Virginia, but his folks were both dead, and he had no other family to return to. He’d wished, for a little while, that he hadn’t survived, because he walked with a limp, was covered in scar tissue, had no support system, and no idea what to do with himself now. Deshawn had stepped in, had insisted he could live with them in Queens, in their finished basement. 
 
    “It’s not much,” he’d said, “but it’s comfy.” 
 
    It had been offered as a gift, but Rooster had insisted on paying rent. “Just ‘til I get on my feet,” he’d said, and meant it literally and figuratively.  
 
    And now here he was, dreading the effort it would take to get upright again. Deshawn was on another deployment, and Rooster was cluttering up the poor man’s basement. 
 
    Something had to change, but he didn’t know what, or how.  
 
    He leaned forward and gritted his teeth, pulled himself along by the coffee table, and got to his feet with minimal cursing and only a little swaying; Ashley was right that he needed to eat, unfortunately.  
 
    His knee got looser as he moved, and so by the time he got to the top of the basement stairs he was only puffing a little, and he forced a smile across his face when Desiree spotted him and shouted with delight.  
 
    Ashley stood at the stove and shot him a smile over her shoulder. 
 
    He definitely didn’t deserve these people, but he was glad he had them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He woke with the phantom tastes of blood and sand in his mouth, choking on them, gasping into his pillow. He propped himself up on his good elbow and scanned what little he could of the dark room, trying to get his breath back.  
 
    The nightmares were always shapeless, an indistinct collage of light, and sound, and sensation. He woke aching all over, sore thanks to the clenching of all his ruined muscles as panic worked on him while he was defenseless. He was getting better at coming back from them. Bourbon helped. 
 
    He sat up with a groan and swung his legs over the side of the bed, wriggled his toes against the smooth, industrial carpet squares underfoot. The digital clock on his nightstand said it was just after two in the morning. 
 
    He was raking his fingers through his too-long hair, gathering the strength to stand, when he heard it: a faint tapping. Four soft raps, and then it stopped. 
 
    “What?” he asked the dark room around him.  
 
    Probably he’d just imagined it. His brain didn’t work quite right anymore. Probably–  
 
    There it was again. And it wasn’t coming from the stairs, which would have been the most logical place, but from the narrow window set just beneath the ceiling. Technically, it was a legal point of egress, one which let out onto the front yard, but you had to stand on a chair to access it. Sometimes, Ashley came down when he was out and cranked it open to let in some much-needed fresh air, but Rooster always closed it again, unable to sleep with the rumble of traffic wafting in.  
 
    It was shut tonight, and when he glanced toward it, he nearly leapt out of his skin. There was a face peering in at him, pale in the wash of the porch light, eyes huge and bright and flashing.  
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    The tap repeated, and a small hand waved at him from the other side of the glass.  
 
    It was a girl. Staring in the window at him. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, panic washing through him in familiar waves. “Sure. Why not.” 
 
    For a moment, Rooster convinced himself that it was Desiree, that she’d snuck out of bed, somehow gotten out the front door, and… 
 
    But no, she wouldn’t do that. She was a freakishly obedient child, the kind that made single people want children of their own someday. And besides, this kid’s skin was too pale to belong to his goddaughter.  
 
    “Hello?” her voice called, muffled by the window. “Sir?” 
 
    He heaved himself upright with a groan and a crackle of protesting joints, tugged on the t-shirt that lay across the foot of his bed, and made his way to the window.  
 
    He did the maintenance work around the house – when he was mostly sober and when Ashley would let his half-crippled ass do it – so the window was well-oiled and opened easily. The girl moved back out of the way as he did so, and then popped her face into the opening. There was a cool breeze coming in off the street, bringing with it the scents of early autumn…and of a hospital: industrial strength cleaner, the harsh detergent they used to wash the sheets and gowns.  
 
    She had a cherub face, rosy-cheeked and sweet, and her hair, when the porch light hit it, sparkled like a tumble of flames. It was red. Not carrot-orange, but the deep russet of an Irish Setter, shot through with the copper of new pennies.  
 
    “What are you doing out there?” he asked, for lack of anything more intelligent to say.  
 
    Her eyes – pale green – widened. “I followed you,” she said, without beating around the bush. Her expression was guileless as a baby deer. “From the Institute.”  
 
    He stared at her a moment, stupefied. He would have loved to blame this on a bourbon hallucination, but his head was pounding and his joints were throbbing, and he knew he was sober.  
 
    “You mean…the Ingraham Institute?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why did you follow me?” 
 
    “I ran away.” 
 
    “Oh.” Like that was a normal thing to hear. 
 
    “You looked like you were running away, too.” 
 
    “I…wait. You ran away from the hospital? Why?” She didn’t look like a wounded vet to him, not at all. No way was she old enough, for starters. And she was too perky to be someone who’d been turned away from an experimental study that was attempting to correct significant battle injuries. 
 
    No, not turned away. She’d run away, she said.  
 
    “Look, kid,” he said, willing himself to be patient. She was just a little thing, and Ashley had been on his case about being kinder to the people around him. “I dunno why you ran away, but your mom’s probably real worried.” 
 
    If it was possible, her eyes got even wider. “Oh. I don’t have a mom.” 
 
    Shit. “Your dad, then. Your grandma. Whoever took you to that place.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nobody took me. I was born there.” 
 
    “Born?” 
 
    “At the Institute.” 
 
    “You were…born at the Institute.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m one of the LCs.” 
 
    Something ugly was churning in his belly, the same dark premonition that had accompanied him into that room on his last deployment, on the day he’d saved Deshawn’s life and lost most of his own.  
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked her. “I can call somebody. Or you can use my phone.” 
 
    Her expression grew almost comically solemn. “I don’t want to go back.” 
 
    He had no idea what so say. So he said, “Okay.” Like an idiot.  
 
    They stared at one another. At another point in his life, when he’d actually had his shit together, he might have done the right thing. Or, at least, the Responsible Thing. Called some sort of authority; offered to take her somewhere. 
 
    But he was tired, and confused. So fuck it. 
 
    “Uh,” he said. “You wanna come in?” He pointed toward the stairs, intending to go up to the front door and let her in. 
 
    But, quick as a little mouse, she chirped, “Yes, please,” and dropped down through the window to land on the floor.  
 
    Rooster reacted badly.  
 
    That was a nice way of putting it. 
 
    He startled back, tripped over his own feet, and landed on his ass on the thin, industrial carpet of the basement floor.  
 
    As quickly as it happened, he berated himself, which sent him into one of his now-normal shame spirals. He’d been strong once. Physically; mentally. Fit, tan, hardened, deadly. He’d been a model Marine – for so long that he no longer knew how to be anything else. 
 
    But then he’d gotten blown up, and he was a ghost of his former self. Weak, stiff, staggering. Vulnerable. And so he flinched, when he’d never flinched before, and he drank, and he worried, and was a piece of shit in general.  
 
    Oh. He’d gotten stuck in his head again. The girl stood over him now, her lips moving. She was talking to him. 
 
    “What?” he asked, and his voice faded from a strange echo to something that sounded halfway normal – given his situation on the floor.  
 
    Now that she was standing, he could see that the girl did indeed wear hospital scrubs, white and too thin for the weather outside. She held her hands clasped together in front of her; her hair fell in two thick curtains on either side of her narrow, freckled face.  
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Um. Yeah.” He got laboriously to his feet, wincing, cursing internally. He grabbed for a handhold that wasn’t there, felt his core muscles crunch and strain. 
 
    The girl stepped in close, too close. “Oh,” she said. “You’re hurt.” And before he could react, she reached out and laid a hand on his bad arm.  
 
    In Iraq, when the IED went off, he hadn’t felt any pain. That was one of the things that had always struck him as odd: he hadn’t felt his body break. Instead, he’d felt the rush of heat, and he’d felt the force of the blast, a surge of energy. He imagined that was what it felt like to be hit by a truck: that tremendous shove moving through his skin and bones.  
 
    When the girl touched his arm, he first felt the heat, and then the force. A whip-crack of electricity that shot up his arm, burst like ordnance in the depths of his shoulder, and showered through his nervous system, bright chasing sparks.  
 
    He knew that he pitched forward, that he gasped, but these were helpless physical reactions, and nothing conscious. The sparks bloomed inside his head, in his eyes, clouding all thought and vision and fear. It must have been only moments, but it seemed to take hours for the starbursts to unfold. In their wake, a pleasant heat stole through him; filled him head to toe, even all the numb parts of him where doctors had harvested tissue and left him disfigured.  
 
    For the first time since the explosion, he felt present in the left side of his body. Like a whole man, and not a partial one dragging around a dead half.  
 
    The acute sensations faded, leaving him warm and in less pain than he could remember. His vision cleared, and when he blinked away the last flashes, he saw that the girl stood in front of him, her hand still on his arm, her pupils wide black pools, no sign of the bright green irises he’d seen before. Her skin shone, pale like the moon.  
 
    Rooster shuddered. “Hey.” He reached to cover her small hand with his own. 
 
    She gasped and jerked away from him, staggering back, swaying like she might fall.  
 
    Rooster stood up and caught her by the elbows. “You okay? Hey, don’t pass out.” 
 
    And then it hit him: he’d stood up from the floor without any of his usual grunting, swearing, and grabbing for handholds. His bum knee had held; his muscles had worked; his re-stitched tendons and ligaments hadn’t brought tears to his eyes.  
 
    A different kind of panic flooded his system. “What was that?” he asked. “What did you do?” 
 
    She tipped her head back, exposing her throat, the movement slow, almost like she was drugged. She blinked, and her pupils began to recede. “I…I…” Her eyes rolled back in her head and she went limp in his arms.  
 
    Rooster caught her, and marveled that he had the strength to do so.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Ashley stood in her pajamas and silk robe, one hand propped on her hip, the fingertips of the other massaging a spot of tension between her brows. She breathed a sigh that Rooster knew well. “Explain it to me again, but make it make sense this time. Why is there a little girl on my couch?” 
 
    Rooster could deliver a sitrep that would make any gunny proud, so he knew Ashley – like him – wasn’t so much misunderstanding him as she was dumbfounded. The whole thing sounded ludicrous. 
 
    “She knocked on the window,” he said. “Woke me up. Said she ran away from the Institute – you know, where I went today? And that she didn’t want to go back. She touched my arm…” He curled his left hand into a fist and felt it flex almost normally, the pain a faint echo in the joints. His breath hitched in his chest, and for once it had nothing to do with discomfort. “Something happened.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d carried the girl up here – he’d carried her, holy shit – Ashley looked away from her unconscious form and turned a sharp look on Rooster. “What do you mean ‘something happened’?” Her gaze moved down his body, sharp and assessing, down to where his weight was distributed evenly between both feet. Her eyes widened. “Shit. You’re–” 
 
    “Yeah. Something happened.” 
 
    She cocked a single brow. “Did this chick pop you with a steroid shot or something?” 
 
    “What? No. Come on, she’s just a kid.” A very small one, who breathed shallowly, like a little unconscious rabbit. She was probably cold. Ashely kept extra blankets in the closet down the hall–  
 
    “Roger.” Oh, she’d been trying to get his attention. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need to call the police.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    But she’d touched him, and the pain had gone away. She had run away from that awful, brightly-lit place with the smiling staff who’d been too cowardly to outright reject him to his face when they had no intention of helping him.  
 
    The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stood up on end because something was wrong. Just as he had the day of the IED, he felt the low vibrations of danger.  
 
    “Ash, something’s not right.” 
 
    “No shit,” she said with a snort, but then sighed. Shook her head. “Yeah. Okay. I know what you mean.” She contemplated the girl, lips pursed, arms folded. “Who is she?” 
 
    “She didn’t say.” 
 
    “Well.” She squared her shoulders, and again Rooster felt like the Corps has missed out on the perfect recruit when she’d decided to go for her law degree instead of joining her then-boyfriend, now-husband in the Marines. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    She leaned in and laid her hand on the girl’s forehead. Frowned.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “She’s cold.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, she was outside in nothing but those.” He gestured toward her thin, short-sleeved scrubs.  
 
    “No, she–” Ashley started, and the rest of her sentence turned into a bitten-off curse when the girl’s eyes flipped open. No slow fluttering back to awareness; no, they snapped wide like one of those dolls you tipped back and forth.  
 
    Ashley stepped back and took a deep breath. “Okay. Um. Okay. Hi,” she said to the girl, who was currently sitting up and swinging her legs over the side of the couch, red hair falling around her face. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    The girl looked up, and Rooster watched the awareness return to her eyes, the blankness fading to confusion, to fear, to panic. Her mouth opened and she sucked in a breath through it, rattling on the exhale. A shiver stole over her, jacking her thin shoulders up around her ears. 
 
    Ashley softened. “Hey, it’s okay,” she said soothingly, sinking to her haunches in front of the couch. “You’re safe here.” She lifted both hands and then froze, palms suspended over the girl’s knees. Something happened, Rooster had said, and he saw now that Ash was afraid to touch the girl. She did, though, after a moment’s hesitation, resting her hands on the small, bony kneecaps. “My name’s Ashley.” Even softer now, the maternal voice she used with Desiree. “And that’s Rooster. Can you tell us your name?” 
 
    “I…” She breathed rapidly through her mouth, quick breaths that ruffled her hair. Like a frightened animal. “I don’t…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ashley said. “Take your time.” 
 
    The girl swallowed with an audible gulp. “I don’t have a name. They call me LC-5.” 
 
    Ashley sat back, brows scaling her forehead, but didn’t break contact with the girl. “Who is ‘they’?” 
 
    Something cold and ugly turned over in Rooster’s gut. He crouched down beside Ashley, and the girl glanced at him; he suppressed a sudden, protective urge to reach up and tuck her hair behind her ears. “Hey, kid. Who called you that?” He felt Ashley staring at him, but he stayed fixed on the girl, noting the way her lower lip trembled.  
 
    She said, “Doctor Talbot. And Doctor Fowler. And all the nurses. Everyone.” 
 
    He and Ashley traded a look. 
 
    “Are they doctors at the Institute?” Ashley asked, voice going careful. 
 
    The girl nodded.  
 
    Ashley said, “Honey, where are your parents?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never met them.” She took another unsteady breath, blinking against the gathering tears in her eyes. “Please don’t make me go back.” 
 
    Ashley patted her leg. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We won’t.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Either this kid is yanking our chain and happens to be a really good actress,” Ashley started. 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Which means some weird shit is going on.” 
 
    Ashley had found some clothes for the poor girl, some sweats of her own that swallowed the little redhead whole, but were warmer than the scrubs. She already wore a pair of white, soft-soled shoes without laces, the kind prisoners might wear. That was the dark conclusion Rooster was beginning to come to: she was a prisoner of some sort. Someone who, without a name or parents, had been held captive at the very place that was offering assistance to wounded vets. The idea made him sick.  
 
    They stood in the kitchen, both of them taking turns to peek into the living room where they’d set the girl up with a blanket and a mug of hot cocoa. Ashely held her phone in her hands, thumbs flying over the screen.  
 
    “Okay, here,” she said, and Rooster glanced away from the girl – she stared down into the cocoa and its bobbing raft of mini marshmallows like someone seeing the face of God – and turned back to his landlady. “I’m on the Ingraham Institute website, right? Well, once you get past all the shiny front page stuff, miracle drugs and all that, there’s a page dedicated to the weapons technology they’re developing for all the branches of the military.” 
 
    “’Cept the Corps,” he said with a snort.  
 
    She tipped her head in acknowledgement. “Y’all will get it in fifteen years, I’m sure. But listen to this. There’s a list of their projects. Project Royal. Project Kashnikov – I don’t know about you, but that sounds super Russian to me – and some others. Then, down at the bottom: The LC-W Initiative.” She looked up from her phone, face illuminated by the screen. “Didn’t she say she was called LC-5?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Yeah.” 
 
    Ashely sighed and slipped the phone into the pocket of her robe. “What the hell’s going on over at that place?” 
 
    “I don’t–” 
 
    The back door flew open with a shower of splinters and the muted thud of a police-issue battering ram busting the lock to pieces.  
 
    Years of training honed to instinct compelled him to move, and for the first time in over a year, his body actually responded. He picked Ashely up around the waist, tucked her in tight to his chest, and launched into a tuck-and-roll that carried them up over the breakfast bar and down to the floor on the other side. Through it all, Ash didn’t make a sound, so he heard the thump of the door landing on the kitchen floor, the bark of angry male voices, the treads of a dozen pairs of boots crunching over debris, and the particular click of riot gear shifting on the human body as suited-up men poured into the house.  
 
    He took a moment to get his bearings, kneeling on the tile with Ashley caged in by his arms. She’d dropped her phone, and had one hand clapped over her mouth, breath whistling through the gaps in her fingers.  
 
    “I need a gun,” he whispered in her ear.  
 
    She pulled her hand away enough to say, “Upstairs.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “You two behind the wall, get up,” one of the intruders commanded. “Nice and slow. Hands behind your heads.” 
 
    Weaponless, and probably harboring a fugitive, there was nothing to do but comply.  
 
    Rooster stood up first, slow as ordered, hands clenched together behind his head. He kept himself between the men and Ashley, a barrier they didn’t like. 
 
    Facing off from them was a knot of guys in helmets and all-black tac gear, armed with a combination of rifles, handguns, clear riot shields, and batons. Facial details were lost behind the clear face shields of their helmets. Too many for the small kitchen to hold, they spilled out into the hallway and the attached living room – where the redheaded girl had been only moments before. She wasn’t there now, and Rooster was strangely glad.  
 
    “Separate,” the closest guy, the leader, said, motioning to Rooster and Ashley with the end of his baton.  
 
    Rooster didn’t move; he’d shielded Deshawn before, and he would shield his wife now. 
 
    But Ash hedged away a few steps, palms facing the cops, and said, in her calmest, most commanding voice, “Problem, officers?” 
 
    “Where’s the girl?” the leader asked. He motioned over his shoulder and three of his boys broke off and headed down the hall, toward the front of the house, floorboards popping under their boots.  
 
    Rooster wasn’t a cop, so he would admit that he didn’t know the ins and outs of raid protocol, but several things stood out to him:  
 
    For starters, the girl was just that: a girl. Young and slender as a reed, and so obviously not a threat, and these guys were tricked out like they were busting up Taliban spider holes. An unarmed teenager in white pajamas shouldn’t have brought out the big guns. 
 
    Then there were the cops themselves: there was no lettering on their vests. Whether Homeland, or FBI, CIA, DEA, or even just NYPD, they should have had their agency printed in bright white across their backs.  
 
    Then there was all that stuff Ash had found about the Ingraham Institute on her phone. 
 
    Throw in the fact that Rooster’s internal alarms were going off like air raid sirens, and none of this sat right with him.  
 
    “Are you people deaf?” the leader asked. “Where’s the girl?” 
 
    “What girl?” Ashely asked, smooth as silk. “It’s just us, and my daughter. You’re the ones who broke down my door, so maybe you’d like to show me a warrant, or the next time we speak, we’ll be in court.” 
 
    Desiree! Rooster remembered with a jolt. Shit, those three guys were at the foot of the stairs. Surely they wouldn’t… 
 
    The leader took an exaggerated, aggressive step forward, baton just a handspan from Ashley’s face. “Shut up,” he said, calm, expecting to be obeyed, and all the more threatening for it.  
 
    More of his men branched off. In the living room, Rooster heard a chair overturn.  
 
    He said, “Which agency are you with?” 
 
    The baton came to his face, and hung there, a silent warning.  
 
    This wasn’t right.  
 
    “Found her!” someone called, and a moment later two men came back down the hall into the kitchen, dragging the girl between them. She resisted like a little wild cat, thrashing and struggling, kicking at them with her socked feet. They overpowered her easily.  
 
    She lifted her face and looked right at Rooster through a screen of tousled red hair, her green eyes huge and terrified. Help me.  
 
    “Be careful with her,” the leader said, turning to look over his shoulder at his men. “She burned Simmons back at the lab.” 
 
    Rooster felt Ashley step on his foot.  
 
    This wasn’t right.  
 
    He was going to do something about it. 
 
    He nodded his head, one slow, careful movement, and the girl’s brows lifted: she understood.  
 
    “Get down,” Rooster whispered to Ashley, and grabbed the baton that still wavered in front of his face. He snatched it loose, flipped it around, and the man who’d been holding it didn’t turn around fast enough.  
 
    Rooster caught him with it at the vulnerable place where the corner of his jaw met his throat, and the leader fell sideways into his own men, sending four of them down in a tangle.  
 
    The redheaded girl went up in a blaze of fire.  
 
    Fire. 
 
    Shouts. Flailing arms. Clap of riot gear crashing together.  
 
    If she was on fire, Rooster would get the extinguisher from under the kitchen counter. After he dealt with these idiots.  
 
    He slid into the old dance of hand-to-hand with the ease of long practice, and a freshly painless body. He cracked another in the shoulder with the baton, hard enough to send him staggering, and ripped the man’s gun from its holster in the process.  
 
    Another took a swing that he ducked, and he heard the crack of a gunshot that he prayed didn’t find a mark. He didn’t know where Ash was, but didn’t have time to check. He grabbed a man by the wrist, tugged him close, and pressed the muzzle of his stolen gun under his arm, fired off a shot that sent a jolt up his own arm. The man screamed and went down.  
 
    Rooster couldn’t risk a wild shot. He moved in close, and tight, baton in one hand, gun in the other. Muzzle to skin, to fabric, close shots that burned.  
 
    There were more screams than he could account for, and always fire, leaping and dancing at his periphery. Was the house burning? Why weren’t the smoke alarms going off?  
 
    Rooster dropped a body to the floor and suddenly, they were all bodies. No one was left standing but him… 
 
    And the girl, fire rippling around her like a shroud.  
 
    Slowly, she turned to face him, and the fire winked out. He expected her to be a blackened and ruined version of herself, but not even her clothes or hair were singed. Her skin glowed a faint pink, almost like a sunburn, but she appeared otherwise whole.  
 
    Rooster cast a glance around the room, the bodies slumped on the floor, and, in one case, across the breakfast bar. They all bore that particular limpness that comes with death. Some of them were burned, skin red, and black, and blistered.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Ashley said behind him, creeping back in on tiptoes.  
 
    Rooster shot a look to the girl that he couldn’t manage to make stern.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes rolled up in her head and she fainted for the second time that night. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They had to call someone. Mike Cartwright, Ashley suggested, an old service buddy long-since retired and now working as a vice detective.  
 
    “You can’t stay,” Ashley told him, voice heavy with sadness, and he knew she was right. The house was full of his fingerprints and DNA, and there would be no choice for her but to tell the cops what had happened. It was the only way to keep her and Desiree safe.  
 
    “I can’t leave you,” he protested, though, gesturing to the bodies.  
 
    “What about her?” They stood over the redheaded girl, again laid out on the couch. “I can look after myself, but what about her?” 
 
    Because turning her over to someone, after what had just happened, wasn’t an option, not for either of them. So Rooster stuffed his meager belongings in his duffle bag, crammed a hat down on top of his head, and told Ashley how sorry he was. 
 
    She shook her head, firm. “What woulda happened if you hadn’t been here?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have shown up at all.” 
 
    She tilted her head to a stubborn angle. “That poor girl needs someone looking out for her.” 
 
    So. 
 
    Here he sat, the sunrise molted beyond the fogged-up glass of a diner window on the way to Connecticut. He sipped his coffee slowly, enjoying the warmth of the mug against both his hands, watching the girl seated across from him. 
 
    Ashley had tucked her bright hair beneath one of Deshawn’s old winter stocking caps, but little pieces kept working their way free, bold as flame down her neck and shoulders. She wore dark smudges beneath both eyes, signs of exhaustion, but she shoveled pancakes into her mouth with almost frantic energy, hand unsteady on the fork.  
 
    “Not too fast, kid, or you’ll be sick,” he cautioned.  
 
    She grunted a response, but did slow the movement of her fork, actually swallowing before she brought the next bite to her lips.  
 
    Rooster let her eat – he knew well the look of someone who’d gone hungry for a long time – and planned a route in his head. They needed to get out of the state and lay low, probably for a long time. Ashley could work miracles, but Rooster knew it would take nothing short to clear him of multiple murder charges. He had no idea which branch of law enforcement those guys had answered to, but someone would want retribution.  
 
    Worse, someone would want the girl back. Their pursuit proved that she was valuable. Her little fire routine proved she was dangerous.  
 
    Rooster entertained ideas of dropping her off at a hospital, or a children’s home. Even a school. Putting some cash in her palm, spinning her around in the parking lot, and telling her to go find someone else to look after her until she was old enough to go be homeless on her own.  
 
    But she acted like she’d never tasted pancakes before. 
 
    And she was just a little thing. 
 
    And she’d touched him, and suddenly he was sitting in a booth and his hip wasn’t caught in a bind; blinding pain wasn’t shooting down his leg, and arm, and spine.  
 
    The waitress stopped by and topped up his coffee, asked if they needed anything else.  
 
    “Two breakfast plates to go,” he requested, because he didn’t know when they’d have another chance to stop for food. 
 
    When she was gone, the girl finally pushed her plate away, wiped her sticky mouth with the too-long sleeve of her borrowed sweatshirt, and met his gaze with a level one of her own.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, solemnly.  
 
    “That’s alright.” He set his coffee down. Kept his voice low, so the old man two booths over couldn’t hear them. “Who were those guys?” 
 
    She took a big, shuddery breath. “They’re from the Institute, they…I’m sorry.” She blinked hard.  
 
    “What were they gonna do if they took you back there?” 
 
    “They…Dr. Fowler said…” Her narrow shoulders jerked up and down as she breathed. Color bloomed in her pale cheeks, and not in a good way. “It was time…I was ready…for breeding.” 
 
    Rooster’s breakfast turned to lead in his stomach. “Breeding?” 
 
    “I started bleeding, which means I’m a woman now, and they need more of us, and the best way is to…” She babbled, twisting her napkin between her hands until her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “Hey,” Rooster said, and she looked at him gratefully. “That’s not gonna happen, okay?” Inwardly, his heart pounded. Breeding? What in the ever-loving shit were those people doing over there? “We’ll figure something else out.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She blinked some more, but the tears were determined, and a few slipped down her cheeks. She brushed them away with her sleeve. “I know it’s my – my responsibility.” They sounded like repeated words, something an adult had told her that had never set right; a little line appeared between her brows as she frowned. “I was made for this, and I should be grateful for the chance to help, and–” 
 
    “Hey,” he said again, and this time, reached across the table to cover her little hand with his own.  
 
    She jumped at first, and then settled, her expression a miserable blend of guilt and exhaustion.  
 
    He decided on a different line of questioning. “Do you know how old you are?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    Older than he’d thought. “Okay, so, you’re fifteen. And I think it’s fair to say you like pancakes.” 
 
    A shy little smile touched one corner of her mouth. 
 
    “And you don’t have a name.” 
 
    She shook her head, and another ribbon of red hair slid from beneath the cap, unraveling down the length of her throat.  
 
    “How about Red? At least until we figure out something better.” He’d never been good at naming things, and really, Red was stupid. Red was what kids named dogs. 
 
    But her smile stretched, wide and sweet. He heard the heels of her borrowed sneakers thump the booth as she swung her legs in a little circle. “I like that.” 
 
    “Okay. Red it is.” He held his hand out to her across the table. A formal introduction. “Hi, Red. I’m Roger, but all my friends call me Rooster.” 
 
    She slid her little hand against his, her skin warmer than it should have been. “Hi.” 
 
    “So,” he said, reaching for his coffee again. “You can set stuff on fire, huh? What’s that like?” 
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    Manhattan, New York 
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    A phone was ringing. The gentle chiming of the iPhone’s alert was far preferable to the shrill call of the landline it had replaced, but it was still an unwanted disturbance at – Nikita cracked his eyes open a crusty millimeter and read the dial on the bedside clock – four-thirty in the morning. As Sasha would say: ugh.  
 
    Speaking of Sasha.  
 
    Nikita could feel his warmth and weight down near the foot of the bed, curled up like a puppy on top of the covers. That happened often; he had his own bed – his own room, even, small though it was – but he didn’t like to sleep by himself. He snored soundly now, comforted by proximity and the safety of pack.  
 
    The phone stopped, and was silent a moment. Then started up again. 
 
    Nikita nudged Sasha with his toes. “Sashka.”  
 
    He got an unhappy whine in protest.  
 
    “I know you can hear that. It’s yours.” 
 
    Sasha huffed, and snorted, but sat up and fished his phone from his hoodie pocket. “Yes, hello?” he mumbled sleepily without checking the screen. And then his eyes popped open and he straightened his spine.  
 
    Nikita felt a thrill of nerves go down his back and sat up too, swiping the sleep from his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “It’s Trina,” Sasha said. “You better talk to her.” He passed the phone over like it was a bomb about to go off.  
 
    Nikita took the phone with no small amount of trepidation. “Hello?” he asked when he put it to his ear.  
 
    Trina breathed raggedly through her mouth, suppressed panic clear in her voice. “I can’t find Lanny.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina wasn’t an alarmist – she was Russian, for God’s sakes – so when she woke and found that Lanny was no longer in bed beside her, she didn’t panic. When she didn’t find him in the bathroom, or in the kitchen, though, and he didn’t come back after an hour and didn’t return any of her calls…then she started to fret. When she’d showered, nibbled on some toast, and checked in at the precinct, and there was still no sign of him? Then she panicked. A little.  
 
    And she called Nikita. Well, Sasha, really.  
 
    Her great-grandfather, it appeared, was not a morning person. (Though if myth and legend was to be believed, no vampire was.) He stood with one shoulder propped against the façade of his building, in rumpled clothes and unlaced combat boots, sporting bedhead and mirror-lensed shades, a Starbucks cup in one hand.  
 
    By contrast, Sasha looked bright-eyed, his own sunglasses nestled in his shiny, freshly-washed hair, his boots laced tight and his iced coffee down to the dregs.  
 
    “He came to you?” Trina asked, and felt her brows scale her forehead. “He asked you to” – a woman laden with shopping bags and two yelling children passed them on the sidewalk and she dropped her voice to a whisper – “turn him?” 
 
    Nikita shrugged, and the gesture struck her as so completely Russian – and so completely familiar. It was the same one-shoulder shrug her grandfather used when he wanted to be evasive. Not just her grandfather, she reminded herself – Kolya Baskin was Nikita’s son. Maybe one day that would stop sounding strange.  
 
    “He asked,” he said, voice gravelly as it had been on the phone a half hour ago. “I said ‘no.’” 
 
    “You said no?” 
 
    “Don’t shout.” 
 
    She took an aggressive step forward, figurative hackles lifting. “He’s dying, Nik. Why the hell would you tell him no?” 
 
    His mouth set in a way that suggested he was glaring at her. “I’ve never turned anyone, not for any reason. Why would I turn him?” 
 
    “Because I’m your family!” 
 
    “Guys.” Sasha wedged between them with a wriggle of his shoulders; it wasn’t quite a human gesture. “Don’t fight. Please. Let’s just find him, and then we can talk. Yes?” 
 
    Trina stared at Nikita a long moment, wanting him to know that she was pissed, that they would talk about this later, while her heart pounded and sweat gathered between her shoulder blades. If she let it, the fear would choke her, so she focused on the anger instead.  
 
    “Fine,” she bit out. She forced her expression to soften as she turned to Sasha. “Can you do the old nose trick again?” 
 
    He smiled. “It’s what I’m best at.” 
 
    With Sasha in the lead – his head up, nose lifted fractionally as he tested the air – they headed down the sidewalk, following the trail of scent Lanny had left behind. Trina wondered what her partner smelled like to a werewolf’s senses; was it the same sweat-bourbon-cologne cocktail she smelled when she pressed her face into his neck? Or were those superficial things swamped with the specific, biological scent of age, gender, and health?  
 
    Nikita walked beside her, and when she glanced down at her feet, she noticed that their strides were evenly matched. They both walked like people who didn’t have the patience for slow pedestrians. A purposeful, out-of-my-way kind of walk.  
 
    And it wasn’t a coincidence – it was genetic. She’d inherited the walk of a Chekist.  
 
    It was hard to stay angry with him in any real way when she thought about who he’d once been, and all that he’d lived through and seen. “Did you explain it to him?” she asked, in a more neutral tone this time. “Why you wouldn’t turn him?” 
 
    He snorted. “I might be a monster, but I can express myself, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Fair enough.” She sighed, and some of the tension in her chest eased. Worrying about Lanny was taking up all her energy; it was nice not to have to hold a grudge, too. “So?” 
 
    “Immortality is not a gift,” Nikita said. “No matter what spoiled Russian princes might think.” 
 
    “That sounds like a story.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I told your Lanny that it’s not a decision he should make lightly – living forever.” 
 
    Ahead of them, Sasha cocked his head a fraction, and Trina thought he must be listening to them. 
 
    Nikita took a breath and continued, lighter. “But I told him I could make him healthier. Help fight the cancer. Better, and surer, and not painful, like the chemo.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “I gave him a few sips of my blood.” He reached with the hand holding the coffee and tugged up his opposite sleeve, revealing a faint, silver-pink scar on his wrist. “It’s not permanent, I don’t think. But it will help.” 
 
    Trina ground to a halt, twisting her head so she could really see him.  
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted in a little facial shrug. It was hard to tell, with the glaring morning sun, but she thought he blushed. “You love him. I couldn’t just let him die.” 
 
    She wanted to hug him, but didn’t think that would be a good idea. 
 
    Sasha turned around, beaming. “We’re getting along again? Good!” 
 
    Nikita sighed. “Sasha.” 
 
    “Right. Yes. Tracking.” He went back to work and they followed him again.  
 
    It was a gorgeous, albeit sticky-hot day. One of those last hoorahs of summer, when the asphalt sizzled, but the air held the first faint whiff of September. A day when the kids ran and whooped and swung around lampposts, trying to wring that last precious drops of freedom out of each day before the new school year started. The air smelled of hot dogs, soft pretzels, and warm garbage.  
 
    All of this was lost on Trina, whose worry ratcheted up another notch with each step. Every moment they didn’t find Lanny was another moment he could be in danger, lost, hurt, or in lock-up. 
 
    That was the most-likely possibility: that he’d gotten drunk and passed out and been dragged into a holding cell until he sobered up. That was the least-frightening option, to be honest. At least then he’d be safe, and in the company of their own. 
 
    She’d just decided that must be it when Sasha didn’t just halt, but froze. All that moved were the ends of his hair, tossing gently in the breeze, and his nostrils as they flexed and tested the air.  
 
    “What?” Nikita said, and then he took a deep, audible breath and said, “Oh shit.” 
 
    “Vampire,” Sasha said, and shivered like a dog shaking water off its fur. Then, low and angry: “Alexei.” 
 
    “He was here?” Trina asked, trying to ignore the way her pulse tripped.  
 
    “With Lanny,” Sasha said. 
 
    Nikita said, “There was blood.” 
 
    “But…” An image of Chase Edwards’s drained and lifeless body popped into her mind and her breath caught hard and sharp in her lungs. “But we talked to him. He wouldn’t hurt Lanny. Would he?” 
 
    Nikita turned to give her an unreadable look through the lenses of his shades. “A vampire would do anything.” 
 
    Sasha took off at a run down the sidewalk.  
 
    They could only follow. 
 
    Trina kept in good shape, but Sasha was an unnatural kind of quick. He looked like he was only jogging, but no matter how fast she accelerated – dodging pedestrians with a muttered “excuse me” – he continued to pull away from her, nothing but a bobbing patch of bright hair.  
 
    Nikita kept pace with her, though. Steadied her arm when she tripped. Steered her around a newsstand with a few deft movements.  
 
    She was a cop, and not an optimistic one, so she knew what they were going to find. Still, it was a shock.   
 
    Sasha ducked into an alley. Trina skidded and nearly fell when she did the same, catching herself against the side of the building.  
 
    In the alley stood a dumpster. 
 
    And behind it, boots sticking out, lay Lanny.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It hurt when Alexei bit him. Sharp like a bee sting, like the needle teeth of his grandmother’s old Pomeranian who liked to nip ankles. But the pain seemed unimportant, distant, like a memory. It was something he couldn’t flinch away from.  
 
    The night around him tilted, a warm blur of light and dark, all its varied scents peeling back from the spicy cologne that filled his sinuses. The heat of the night paled beside the wet heat of Alexei’s mouth on his throat. The warmth of his body where their chests were pressed together. Hot touch of skin where Alexei’s palm cupped the back of his neck.  
 
    It should have disturbed him, this closeness with a stranger, being held by a man who was neither brother, nor friend. But Lanny knew only peace. A fuzzy, welcome sort of contentment. He felt a pull at his throat, and his eyes slipped shut, and the black velvet of the void welcomed him with open arms.  
 
    He slept. Dreamless and endless, as his cells broke apart and knitted back together in stronger, healthier shapes. Somewhere deep inside his body, a low hum started, like the purring of an expensive imported car. Blood coursed thick, and red, and glossy through his veins, bathing the tumors, eating them away like acid. The legends and the novels had gotten it wrong, over and over, every time: he did not die. No. He transformed. The vampire cells made room for what they needed, and dug deep. Made him their home. Altered his DNA.  
 
    He slept. 
 
    And when he woke, it happened slowly, and in stages. He became aware of the heaviness of his limbs, the pounding in his head. He felt a shakiness steal through him, like the jitters from too much coffee. Felt his lungs work, and his stomach clench, empty and hungry.  
 
    He lay on something soft and he twisted onto his side, blindly seeking the light that he could sense but not see. He opened his mouth and it tasted like he’d been sucking on car keys; traced his teeth with his tongue and got snagged on something sharp – on his fang. The copper heat of fresh blood bloomed on his tongue, filled his mouth, and two things happened.  
 
    His stomach growled, and something that hadn’t been there before in his throat answered. A jungle-cat roar that startled him fully awake.  
 
    The sound tapered off into “…holt shit!” as he bolted upright.  
 
    The light was too bright, and he squinted against it, just making out his surroundings. He was in Trina’s apartment, on her sofa. And the place…smelled. Not bad, but very much like her, and coffee, and the clean laundry in the bedroom, and his own sweat on the sheets, the musk of sex, soap and shampoo in the drains in the bathroom and… 
 
    Oh. The smells. So many of them, and so intense. He shut his eyes like that could somehow block them up, brought his hands to his tender head. He could smell the bowl of apples sitting on the kitchen counter, the bits of tuna clinging to a paper plate in the garbage that she’d fed to the neighbor’s cat.  
 
    He leaned forward and dropped his head between his knees, and that was when another scent hit him, the most overwhelming of all. Trina. Alive and vibrant in a way he’d never understood before. He could hear her heart beating. And faint, beneath her skin, he smelled her blood, and something inside him clenched.  
 
    Slowly, he opened his eyes and lifted his head. There she stood, leaning against the opposite wall, Nikita and Sasha flanking her. He’d smelled them too, he realized, but their scents had kicked off very different sensations. Whereas Trina stirred something like longing…and hunger…Nikita left him bristling. And he had the strange urge to pat Sasha on top of the head. 
 
    “Try it,” Nikita hissed through his teeth, “and I’ll take your arm off.” 
 
    He’d been staring at Sasha, and dragged his gaze away, over to the vampire – the other vampire. Shit. “What?” His own voice held the low rumblings of a growl.  
 
    Nikita lifted his lip and flashed his fangs. “You may be a vamp now, but he’s not your wolf. Don’t look at him like that.” 
 
    “I’m not.” But he had been. Something instinctual in him knew that wolves were meant to serve and help vampires. Combine that with his human history of fighting, and he wanted to challenge Nikita, throw down right here and battle it out for supremacy the old-fashioned way.  
 
    He realized his mouth was open, that he was panting, fangs showing.  
 
    Nikita lowered his head, eyes hooded and aggressive. “You’d lose,” he said, dark and certain. “Sit down, boy, before you get hurt.” 
 
    Was he standing? When had that happened? 
 
    “Lanny,” Trina said, and stepped forward. Tried to, anyway; Nikita grabbed her arm and held her in place. She sighed, but didn’t shake him off. “Lanny,” she started again, “sit back down, okay? Take a deep breath.” 
 
    He sat.  
 
    He didn’t take a deep breath, because the sensory overload was making him both sick and hungrier.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “We were hoping you could tell us,” Trina said. She was giving him the sort of bland-but-guarded look that she used on suspects during interrogation: not picking sides, but listening; concerned, but not actually caring. He didn’t like having that look directed at him…but he did like watching her pulse beat in the soft skin just under her jaw, that little hollow in her throat where her flesh was thin enough he imagined he could see the faint blue trails of veins. Imagined he could smell the blood, hot and salty and–  
 
    “Lanny,” she snapped, brow furrowing. “We know Alexei turned you. But how?” 
 
    He shook himself – mentally and physically – and tried to focus.  
 
    Nikita gave him a sharp glare that said he knew exactly what Lanny had been thinking.  
 
    “I left,” he started, frowning. The memories were fractured, sharp at the edges and painful to grab hold of. “I left you guys’ place, and I was walking back…and I felt great. I mean, like I was twenty again. And then all of a sudden Alexei was there. Right in front of me. He said…he said he could help me. If I wanted.” He could feel his frown deepen, digging grooves in his forehead. “And I just…shit, I just walked up to him. And he bit me.” 
 
    “He enchanted you,” Nikita said grimly. “Rasputin was a master at that, and he was Alexei’s sire.”  
 
    Trina’s face paled. “You mean – Lanny, you didn’t ask him to turn you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I didn’t need him to. Not after I had the–” He mimed knocking back a drink. “So no.” 
 
    Sasha gave a small, unsettled ruff. “He shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Nikita wore the weary, but unsurprised expression of someone who’d long since given up on the small moments of decency in the world. “I shouldn’t have left him alive.” 
 
    Trina turned toward him sharply. “You can’t kill him.” 
 
    “He can’t control himself. Of course I can.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s not just some random vampire. He’s a Romanov.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” 
 
    “Um, guys?” Lanny said. “What’s gonna happen to me?” 
 
    All three of them looked at him, then, all worried to an extent.  
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” Trina said at last, but she was a beat too slow, and her smile was a bit too forced.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sasha,” Nikita said, like a command, then grabbed Trina’s arm and dragged her around the corner and into her bedroom.  
 
    “Hey!” It was a token protest. Lanny’s eyes were all pupil right now, and it was freaking her out. And she couldn’t have pulled loose if she wanted to. Nikita didn’t crush her wrist, but his hand was locked more securely than any cuff.  
 
    He heeled the door shut when they were inside and then let her go.  
 
    Trina lifted her wrist to examine it: no marks; he’d been careful.  
 
    “You don’t need to be alone with him right now,” he said, matter-of-fact.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of Lanny,” she said, and it was only half a lie.  
 
    Nikita sighed and tilted his head, not buying it. “You saw him in there. He’s not in control.” 
 
    “He’s fine.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that.” 
 
    No, she didn’t, but she didn’t know what to believe right now.  
 
    Well, almost. 
 
    She turned away from him, massaging her temples and the headache gathering there. “Shit, this is all my fault.” 
 
    “Why? Because you sent him to me?” 
 
    She whirled back around, doing her best to shield her expression…probably failing. “Yeah, because I sent him to you. So you could–” She was hyperventilating. Chest heaving, pulse pounding. She made a gasping sound and bent double, hands on her knees. Shit. 
 
    Nikita stepped in closer, his shadow falling across hers on the rug. When he spoke, his voice was uncharacteristically soft. “He needs some time to adjust. It will be fine, Ekaterina. Don’t fret.” 
 
    She tipped her head back and caught something vulnerable in his gaze. “I didn’t want him to die,” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” he said, his hand landing on her back, light and soothing. “And he won’t. We’ve just got to see him through this.” 
 
    “You’re not going to…put him down?” 
 
    He flashed her a crooked half-smile. “He’s your mate. Even if he’s an asshole.” 
 
    A laugh bubbled up in her throat, surprising and welcome.  
 
    His smile widened, a little strained; she’d only ever seen him smile naturally and easily when he was looking at Sasha. He patted her shoulder and stepped back, growing serious again. “This isn’t going to be easy for him, though,” he warned. “Whoever you are before you’re turned, that’s who you are after. Only everything’s more intense.” 
 
    She straightened and nodded. “You were all about denying yourself before,” she said, and he made a face. “And you still are. But Lanny’s always had a bit of an impulse control problem.” She pushed back against a sudden onslaught of fear, but little cold rivulets trickled through, like dead fingers walking down her spine. “Can we…” How strange, in this moment, that she trusted this man – this vampire – more than she trusted her own partner and lover.  
 
    “We can help him, yes. But he has to want to behave.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes, sudden and hot, and she blinked them away. Her laugh was humorless this time, more of a cough. “That’s what I told him about chemo: he had to want to get better. And Jesus, Nik, I have no idea what he wants anymore.” 
 
    He waited a beat. “Well. He came to see me. So I think that means he wants to be alive for you.” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    He studied her a moment, then his expression firmed, like he’d decided something. “Come. I’ll take him back to our place with me. Sasha can stay and watch you.” 
 
    “I don’t need watching.” 
 
    “Then he can help you track criminals. I don’t know. But I’m not leaving Lanny alone with you.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he said, “Get over it.” 
 
    “God, you’re a dictatorial asshole.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, and opened the bedroom door. 
 
    On the sofa, Lanny was in the process of devouring a plate of runny scrambled eggs like a starving man.  
 
    Sasha stood at the stove, a fork in one hand, tending to a skillet full of bacon. “Who wants breakfast?” he called, and it was officially the strangest morning of her life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
    A few blocks west, morning sunlight fell through the gaps in the curtains and woke Jamie Anderson from the deepest, most restful sleep of his life. He turned onto his side and took a deep, unrestricted, pain-free breath; he smiled. His lungs worked beautifully, in a way they never had, and the sun touched his face with warmth and gentleness. The mattress cradled him like a cloud. Comfortable and content, he basked a moment, untroubled by any of the daily worries that gave him chronic indigestion.  
 
    And then he remembered last night.  
 
    He sat up with a gasp, eyes flipping wide, heart slamming against his ribs. “Oh my God, oh my God,” he said to the empty room that wasn’t his.  
 
    All of it came flooding back: the shadow following him home, the knock on the door, the stranger who’d invited himself in, the fogginess of his own thoughts and resistance. He remembered a kiss that had turned to a bite on his neck, and clapped his hand to the spot now, feeling only the sensitive, slightly-raised flesh of a new scar. He recalled waking up, the faces hovering over him, the chill of the morgue. 
 
    The morgue. Oh shit, he’d died. Hadn’t he? But then those people…the two cops, Lanny and Trina, and the other guy, with the pale hair. Sasha. Who could growl like a freaking dog.  
 
    They’d told him he was a vampire, and brought him here, to this apartment, and somehow, he’d managed to convince himself that he’d imagined the whole thing. 
 
    But here he was, and he could breathe.  
 
    He’d been born with asthma; had almost died when he was two, and then again at six. At twelve, the one and only time his mother had let him go away to a boys’ summer camp upstate, when a bee sting had triggered a panic attack, which had triggered the worst asthma attack of his life. According to his then-best friend Evan, he’d been dead a whole thirty seconds in the ambulance before the paramedics revived him. It was normal for him: the diminished lung capacity, taking hits off his inhaler, staying indoors when it was too cold, or too hot, or too smoggy.  
 
    But this was a completely foreign sensation: breathing deep and free and easy. He wasn’t dizzy, or shaky, or achy. Air moved through his open throat into lungs that worked like bellows, and it took him a long, stupid moment to recognize the euphoria in his blood for what it was: oxygen. For the first time in his life, he was getting enough oxygen.  
 
    A mirror sat positioned across from the bed and he looked up into it, reaching out of habit for his glasses on the nightstand. His hand froze. He didn’t need the glasses; he could see clearly. He stared at his reflection, his own familiar, narrow face made new by the lack of wire frames, and he saw color in his cheeks and lips. No longer waxy and china-white, his face glowed with the subtle pinkness of health.  
 
    He smiled, and then startled hard when he saw the fangs. Carefully, watching himself in the mirror, he probed the point of one canine with the tip of his tongue and watched as both fangs descended a fraction; he could feel it in his jaw, some new muscle that forced those new, wicked teeth longer, more dangerous. More useful. When he pulled his tongue back, and relaxed his mouth, they retracted again, so they were proportionate. They didn’t push at his lip like the fake fangs in movies. No, these were designed by nature, sophisticated predator camouflage.  
 
    “So that’s that,” he said aloud, and took a deep breath just for the joyous novelty of it. “Now what?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita didn’t drag Lanny out of the apartment, but it was a near thing. “Go with him. It’ll be fine,” Trina said with an encouraging smile she didn’t feel. Much to her shame, when they were gone, and she’d heard their footfalls go down the stairs, she was flooded with relief. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered, sinking down onto the couch.  
 
    Sasha made a low sound in his throat that she found strangely comforting and came to sit in the overstuffed chair across from her. He didn’t sit like a human would, she noted with a touch of amusement, but pulled his legs up in the seat and flopped across the armrest like a dog getting comfy. He settled his chin on the back of his hand and looked at her with a blend of sympathy and lupine attentiveness.  
 
    “Why would Alexei do this?” she asked. There were so many other things she’d meant to ask, but Sasha’s presence had a way of inviting honesty. She didn’t want platitudes right now, only answers.  
 
    “Maybe he wanted to help.” 
 
    She sent him a look. “You really believe that?” 
 
    He made an apologetic face. “Not really, no. I mean – I think he knew he was helping, but I don’t think he did it out of the goodness of his heart. Sorry.” 
 
    “No.” She waved off the apology. “It’s what I figured. Got any magical Russian insight?” 
 
    “Maybe.” He shifted, curling up tighter in the chair. “Vampires – the ones I’ve met – are really territorial. They have families, sometimes, people who are close to them. But they don’t get along with each other all that well. Nik killed Alexei’s sire. So.” His nose scrunched up. “There is bad blood there.” 
 
    “In more ways that one,” she said with a halfhearted smile. “What are we going to do about him?” 
 
    “Alexei? I don’t know. Maybe we can reason with him.” 
 
    It was a lie and they both knew it.  
 
    Her phone pinged, and it was a text from her captain. 
 
    “Boss wants to see Lanny and me about the, quote, ‘missing goddamn body problem.’” She blew out a breath. “Feel like taking a walk?” 
 
    Sasha picked his head up, grinning. “Always.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Based on his apartment, Lanny Webb was not the sort of person who would have wanted to befriend Jamie.  
 
    The décor consisted of Ikea pieces and a few bachelor pad staples. All the latest electronics, but no art of any kind. Jamie spotted a few framed family photos on top of the bookshelf in the living room…a bookshelf filled with CDs and stacks of magazines, predominantly Men’s Health and Shooting Times. The spare bedroom had been set up as a home gym, and the fridge was a blend of takeout containers and protein shakes, bags of dried apricots and domestic beer.  
 
    A portrait emerged in Jamie’s mind of a gym rat turned cop with no hobbies or interests aside from working out and paging through the occasional magazine. On his cursory walk-through, he didn’t spot so much as one real book.  
 
    How boring. 
 
    How normal.  
 
    His own room, in all the apartments he’d ever lived in, had always been a menagerie of art and half-strung canvasses. Coffee table books and computer printouts, museum-bought prints of his favorite inspirations to keep him fueled. Christmas lights and paint-streaked jeans and stacks of library paperbacks. He’d always kept orchids in the windowsill, usually a beta fish in a glass bowl. He’d surrounded himself with color and chaos and all the things that made him feel artistic.  
 
    And yet he’d never had much of a personal life. No steady girlfriend. No late nights out at bars, uproarious stories to tell after the fact. His life was small, closely-held, and unremarkable.  
 
    Lanny Webb, by contrast, was the sort of man who started bar fights, fucked women in public restrooms, and inspired the envy and aspiration of the men around him. His apartment was dull, but his life was not.  
 
    He’d never been able to decide which was the more pathetic existence.  
 
    Jamie sat down on the black leather couch and wondered what the hell he was supposed to do now.  
 
    His stomach growled, but nothing in Lanny’s fridge sounded appealing. Since the bastard creep who’d bitten him – Chad, the others had said his name was – hadn’t robbed him of his money, only his life as he knew it, he still had about fifty bucks cash in his wallet and all his credit cards.  
 
    New York was a big city. What were the odds someone would recognize him? Besides, no one other than his roomie and a handful of classmates even knew him. And Trina hadn’t told him to stay inside, only to lay low.  
 
    A takeout menu was taped up by the microwave, but he dismissed the idea immediately. He wanted to go out, breathe in city air, see the day without his glasses for the very first time. He wouldn’t stay out long, just enough to grab a late breakfast and stretch his legs a little. He’d come right back after. 
 
    Nodding to himself, he went to shower.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny had met Trina’s dad a year ago. He’d been down from Buffalo, where he and his brother owned a moderately successful furniture business, and he’d swung by the precinct to take Trina out to lunch. Plenty of silver in his dark hair, sun and laugh lines on his face, but still trim and healthy-looking, Steven Baskin had spoken with a flawless upstate accent, but maintained an air of other all the same. He had Trina’s vivid blue eyes – Nikita’s eyes, Lanny now knew – gunmetal in some lights, oceanic in others. Something about the Slavic tilt of his brows, in the crooked, secretive smile hinted at bitter winters and the indominable spirit of a people whose oppressors had never managed to crush them. Steve Baskin had been born in America, but he was Russian through-and-through, and Lanny had decided he wholeheartedly approved of it, that day they’d shaken hands in the detective bullpen and Steve had invited him to come grab meatball subs with them.  
 
    But if Nikita Baskin was the real Russian of the bunch…well, Lanny wanted to change his opinion on record. Trina’s family sucked.  
 
    “I’m not gonna fucking just attack somebody,” Lanny griped. “I don’t need a babysitter.” 
 
    Nikita just hummed and signaled the bartender for another round. Since they were the only ones at the long mahogany bar at the Lion’s Den, the man stepped right over and refilled their tumblers with vodka.  
 
    “Okay, two things,” Lanny said when the guy was gone. “One: I fucking hate vodka. Especially at ten a.m. And two: if you’re so worried I might go nuts and bite somebody, do you really think getting me drunk is the best strategy?” 
 
    “You won’t get drunk,” Nikita said, downing his own shot. “At least not for a while. And it takes the edge off.” 
 
    “I don’t have an edge.” 
 
    Nikita turned to him slowly, gaze hooded and unimpressed. “You’re all edge, my friend.” 
 
    “I’m not your friend.” 
 
    “On that we are agreed.” He made another little motion and the bartender returned. “Drink your vodka.” 
 
    Lanny did, if only so Nikita would shut up about it. It warmed him, like all good liquor, but this was his third shot and he didn’t feel the usual rush of lightheaded giddiness that normally accompanied drinking.  
 
    “So what? We’re just gonna do shots all day?” His phone vibrated inside his jacket pocket, reminding him that he had an unread text. “’Cause I’m supposed to go to work.” 
 
    “Not today you’re not.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you.” Lanny started to push back from the bar–  
 
    And Nikita reached out too fast for comprehension and locked his hand around Lanny’s wrist.  
 
    Lanny was strong, but Nikita was something else entirely.  
 
    “One more shot,” the Russian said, calmly, “and then we go.” 
 
    Lanny started to protest and the hand tightened a fraction; he felt the bones in his forearm shift under the force of that grip, and he nodded. “Yeah. Alright.”  
 
    The bartender came to pour him another round.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your partner?” Captain Abbot asked.  
 
    Trina managed to keep her expression casual when she said, “He’s sick.” 
 
    “Yeah. Bourbon’ll do that to you.” 
 
    “He has food poisoning, I think.” 
 
    “Sure.” The captain gave a dismissive head shake and opened the file that sat before him on his desk blotter. “As soon as he sobers up, he needs to get his ass in here. This disappearing body shit?” He lifted his head and glanced first at Trina, then at Dr. Harvey, who sat in the visitor chair beside her. “It’s a fucking PR nightmare.” 
 
    “Sir,” Trina said. 
 
    Harvey cleared her throat delicately. “Actually, sir, I’m not sure ‘bodies’ is the right way of putting it.” When he stared at her, she continued: “Both of them got up off the slab and walked out of the morgue. The corpses weren’t stolen – they weren’t even corpses.”  
 
    “But you pronounced them both dead at the scene.” 
 
    “I did,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “And why did you do that?” 
 
    “No pulse, no respiration, no response to stimuli. Liver temps.” 
 
    Trina winced when she thought about the thermometer piercing flesh that wasn’t, in fact, dead.  
 
    “So explain to me how they got up and walked,” the captain said. 
 
    “We have it on camera, sir,” Trina chimed in, drawing his jowly glare. “We’re thinking that there must have been some sort of drug involved. Something that lowered their heartrates and their body temperatures and made them seem dead.” 
 
    He grunted. “You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Do you have any better theories?” she countered. Respectfully – she hoped.  
 
    His brows dropped low over his eyes and he exhaled in an unhappy rush. He didn’t reprimand her, though; swiveled his chair back toward the computer and sighed. “Fuck it. Whatever it is, we need it cleared up before the press conference.” 
 
    “Press conference?” Trina and Harvey asked at the same time. Trina glanced over and saw her own mounting panic reflected in the ME’s eyes.  
 
    “Yeah,” Captain Abbot said with another angry grunt. When he got worked up, the man sounded like a water buffalo. “The commissioner wants to ‘get in front of the panic.’ Whatever the fuck that means. Goddamn mayor’s gonna be there and everything.” 
 
    “The mayor?” Trina asked. “Really?” 
 
    “The asshole himself.” 
 
    Trina swapped another look with Harvey. 
 
    “Will you need us there?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “Nah.” The captain waved at them, his usual dismissal. “But figure this shit out, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they chorused, and escaped out into the bullpen.  
 
    Where Trina saw that a bright-haired visitor awaited her at her desk, spinning slow circles in her swivel chair, pale eyes tracking across the crowded, chaotic room.  
 
    Damn it. She’d told Sasha to wait outside.  
 
    “Trina,” Harvey started, voice tired, and then she caught sight of Sasha. “Hey, isn’t that the guy you and Webb brought to the morgue last night?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Right,” Harvey said, her calm deliberate. “And he is?” 
 
    “It’s a very long story.” 
 
    “Cliff’s Notes, then.” 
 
    On his next spin, Sasha spotted Trina standing outside the captain’s door and smiled wide enough to show the too-sharp points of his canines. Beside her, Harvey jerked a little; just a quick movement that she immediately smoothed away. Whether she’d reacted to seeing his fangs, or was simply struck by the combination of almost-glowing blue eyes and his completely guileless face, Trina didn’t know. It was all rather shocking. 
 
    She said, “Let’s just say that he’s a very close friend of the family I’ve just met recently.” 
 
    “Right,” Harvey said flatly.  
 
    “On my Russian side.” 
 
    And when Harvey said, “Ah,” she sounded like that made at least a little sense. No one ever questioned anything that happened on Trina’s Russian side.  
 
    Trina took a shallow, bracing breath and walked toward her desk, not surprised, but dismayed, when Harvey stayed glued to her side.  
 
    When they reached him, Sasha turned his smile on the doctor and said, “Good morning, Doctor Harvey.” 
 
    Harvey blinked, face blanking over with surprise. “Oh. Um. Good morning.” 
 
    “Harvey, this is Sasha.” 
 
    “Yes, we met last night,” Sasha said, with all the brightness of the irrepressible little sunbeam he was.  
 
    His cheer was the reason Trina managed to keep her tone light when she said, “Sasha, I thought we talked about you waiting outside.” 
 
    “We did, yes,” he said, his attention coming back to her. “But Nik said I was supposed to stay with you.” 
 
    “And what Nik says trumps whatever I say?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, yes,” he said, and didn’t sound sorry in the least.  
 
    She sighed. “Fine. I could use your help anyway.” 
 
    He looked delighted by the prospect. 
 
    Harvey, caught between an admirable state of composure and a full-on freakout, said, “Trina, where is Lanny? Really?” 
 
    “It’s actually part of that whole long story.” 
 
    Harvey looked a little hurt, but nodded. “You know I’m gonna want a real explanation at some point, right?” 
 
    “Christine,” Trina started, and the doctor stopped her with a raised hand. 
 
    “A man walked out of my morgue. A dead guy got up off my table. I think I’m owed the truth.” 
 
    Trina opened her mouth…but then nodded. Harvey was right. If their roles had been reversed, she would have been demanding answers. “You’ll get one, I promise.” She gave Sasha a little wave and he sprang to his feet, hair bouncing. “Let’s just say the truth is a lot more X-Files than you probably think.” 
 
    Harvey’s eyes popped wide. 
 
    Trina gave her an apologetic smile and headed for the door, Sasha trailing after her.  
 
    He caught up to her easily out on the sidewalk, falling into step alongside. “Are you going to tell her about Lanny?” he asked, curious rather than judgmental. She had a feeling Nikita would already be lecturing her. 
 
    “That wasn’t my original plan, no. But she’s one of the good ones. I don’t like lying to her.” 
 
    Sasha nodded sagely. “That’s what made Nikita such a terrible Chekist. The lying ate him up from the inside out.” 
 
    “Does it still?” She thought about a life spent more or less on the run, just the two of them keeping to themselves, forming no outside attachments, keeping their powers hidden away like contraband so as not to draw attention. In that scenario, the lying never really stopped – even if killing wasn’t in the job description anymore. 
 
    Sasha sent her a quick, sad smile. “That’s the problem, though. If you pretend to be something for long enough, it usually sticks.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was easier being indoors, Lanny realized as he and Nikita walked down the street. His senses were no less finely-tuned, but in a bar, or the apartment, he could sit still and catalogue the sights, the scents, the sounds; could ground himself and take the time to pick apart all the subtle differences and scent markers he’d never noticed before. When he was human. 
 
    (Thinking of himself as not human wasn’t going to start feeling normal anytime soon.) 
 
    But outside, moving, the hypersensitivity felt like an assault. He tried breathing through his mouth, but he could taste scents too. And a blaring, air raid siren part of his brain was telling him he was surrounded by threats…and by prey. His body wanted blood, and it was all around him.  
 
    Sweat gathered at his temples, under his arms, in the small of his back. He could hear his breath rasping in and out of his mouth and knew he had to look like a drunk or a psycho; he swore he could feel his eyes pinging side to side as he scanned the sidewalk, the street, the windows up above.  
 
    “It gets easier,” Nikita said calmly beside him. “It’s normal after a while, and you can control yourself.” 
 
    “I can control myself,” Lanny said, without much heat because he was breathing too hard.  
 
    “Alright. What are you thinking about right now? What do you want to do?” 
 
    A simple question in theory. But he wanted so much.  
 
    He wanted to go across the street and pick a fight with the douchebag in the ugly hat over there because aggression was like a living thing inside him, and that guy needed a good ass-beating, it looked like. He wanted to turn and deck Nikita just for being an asshole.  
 
    Wanted to find Trina and tell her that he was whole now, healed, that he wasn’t going to die, and then lay her out on the bed and shred her clothes with his teeth.  
 
    And deeper, more primal than those things, throbbing relentlessly inside him like a fresh bruise, was a hunger that had nothing to do with a full belly. 
 
    When he didn’t respond, Nikita said, almost kindly, “We’ll get some blood. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Lanny didn’t pay much attention to where they walked, simply juggling his own impulses and allowing Nikita to lead, so he was surprised when they turned down into a narrow alley which turned the corner into another. The smell hit him like a physical shove: blood. And lots of it. 
 
    Before, he might have said that blood had a faint tang to it, especially at those crime scenes where it had clotted and dried and begun to stink like death. But now it hung on the air like his mother’s marinara sauce. Copper and salt and meat and life, rich and fresh. It smelled cold – and he marveled that he could tell such a thing. 
 
    “Here,” Nikita said, catching him by the arm and pulling him to a halt in front of a door with peeling yellow paint and a rusty metal sign over the door that read Chop-Chop. The sign, Lanny noted, was shaped like a pig.  
 
    Nikita pressed the bell, and knocked three times, and a moment later the door opened to reveal a gigantic man in a flannel shirt and a white apron, sporting a massive ginger beard. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” the guy said, grinning, wiping his hands down his apron and leaving greasy streaks behind. His sleeves were rolled up to reveal intricate sequences of tattoos on both arms; Lanny spotted rings and spacers in his ears. Not a lumberjack, then, but a hipster. 
 
    His hackles immediately lowered.  
 
    “Hello, David,” Nikita said in a voice that was probably supposed to be pleasant. “We’d like to buy two quarts, please.” 
 
    Lanny stared at him. 
 
    The man, David, nodded, grin widening, like Nikita’s request made perfect sense. “Aw yeah, man, perfect timing, the truck just came by this morning. Hold on and I’ll grab it. You need a bag?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Be right back.” 
 
    The door shut and he disappeared.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Lanny asked.  
 
    Nikita pointed at the sign over the door. “This is one of those old-fashioned butcher shops. Farm-to-table like the kids like these days, you know? Lots of specialty cuts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lanny drawled. “And we’re gonna get some nice steaks or something?” 
 
    Nikita shot him a look like he was stupid – he was getting damn sick of that look. “David makes his own blood sausage.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh.  
 
    “So he sells you blood?” 
 
    “When I need it. Fresh from the farm.” Nikita made a face that was almost a smile. 
 
    “But I thought you and Sasha…” Lanny motioned to his own throat.  
 
    Nikita’s expression closed off completely and he faced forward again. “I spare Sasha as much as I can.” 
 
    “Hmm. You guys are real close, huh?” 
 
    No response, save the quick glint of Nikita’s gaze; he didn’t turn his head.  
 
    Just to be a shit, Lanny said, “Is it a best friend kinda situation, or is it more like–” 
 
    “Finish the sentence and I will introduce your face to the pavement,” he said, tonelessly. 
 
    Lanny snorted. “Uh-huh. Real tough guy you are.” 
 
    The door opened again, sparing Lanny another monotone Russian rebuttal, and David filled the threshold, still smiling, straining plastic shopping bag in his hands.  
 
    “Is that all?” he asked. “Can I interest you guys in this fantastic bit of skirt steak?” 
 
    “Just the blood, please,” Nikita said, pulling bills out of his wallet.  
 
    “Alrighty. Well, be sure to let me know if you need more; I can place a larger order next time.” 
 
    “Thank you, David.” 
 
    “Thanks a bunch!” He tucked the money into his pocket and shut the door on them with a resounding thump. 
 
    “Who the hell says ‘alrighty’?” Lanny muttered.  
 
    Nikita knotted the handles of the bag together and set off back the way they’d come. “The man who’s going to help keep your cravings under control.” 
 
    God, this guy was dull as shit. “Does he know that you’re a - you know,” Lanny said, floundering lamely for the word. He actually hated the word vampire. It made him feel like a teenage girl. 
 
    “His girlfriend’s a vampire,” Nikita said, “so yes, he knows.” 
 
    “His girlfriend?” Lanny felt his brows shoot up. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “She’s one of the responsible ones. And David provides her, and those who want it, with blood. It keeps everyone safe that way.” 
 
    “Damn,” Lanny said, feeling a little dazed. Then another thought struck. “Hey, if there are others like you, why don’t you hang out with them? Aren’t you lonely?” 
 
    Nikita shot him a quick, hard sideways look. “I don’t need company.” 
 
    “’Cept for Sasha, huh?” 
 
    Nikita’s mouth set into a hard, grim line. “We’ll take this back to your apartment. Being hungry is making you extra stupid.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Lanny said, frowning. 
 
    But he was. He was starving. And the refrigerated pig’s blood in the bag Nikita carried called to him in a way that alcohol never had.  
 
    “You’re right,” Nikita said as they emerged on the sidewalk again. “You’re not. You’re thirsty.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jamie was beginning to think that leaving the apartment had been a bad idea.  
 
    At first, the novelty of seeing and hearing and, God, tasting everything around him had been the stuff of his wildest imaginings. It was better than Disneyland, being healthy and feeling good as he walked down the street, head held up, lungs working correctly, gaze drinking in everything about a city that was usually just white noise and blurry lights.  
 
    But then he’d stepped into his favorite indie coffeeshop and things had begun to go downhill from there.  
 
    The exposed brick walls and dark-stained hardwood floors that he’d always found so charming did nothing to muffle the din of voices, clacking laptop keys, and hissing machinery. He heard all of it as a wall of sound, and then the individual notes as well in a layered sensation unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He started to clap his hands over his ears, and then realized that would make him look weird at best, insane at worst. So he crammed his hands in his jeans pockets and tried not to grind his teeth. 
 
    And then there were the smells. Coffee, of course, sharper and more potent than was normal, but then the competing perfumes of all sorts of humans. And some salty undertone that made him salivate. 
 
    Blood, something ancient and unknowable whispered in the back of his mind. That smell is blood.  
 
    As the line inched forward, his nerves wound tighter and tighter, a thread pulling tight. It wouldn’t take much to snap it.  
 
    His stomach growled, loud enough for the guy in front of him to hear it and turn around with a frowning glance. Jamie clapped his hand over his belly and gave an apologetic smile. He wished now that he’d choked down one of Lanny’s protein shakes, because he was starving suddenly, lightheaded and frantic. He’d order two sandwiches, he decided, even though he’d never eaten more than half of one at a time. Whatever he couldn’t finish he would carry back with him – and he would go back, that he knew. Being out in public was too much. He definitely should have called Lanny or Trina this morning. Or Sasha – could have used the blond werewolf’s soothing demeanor right about now. 
 
    That’s how hungry he was: he could think the word werewolf without batting an eye.  
 
    He finally reached the counter and, voice trembling, ordered two bacon-egg-and-cheese sandwiches and a tall cappuccino. When he stepped to the side to wait, he had to hold himself up against the counter, hands, and then arms shaking. He didn’t know if it was hunger, nerves, some new vampire ailment, or a combination of all three. God knew. He was so far out of his depth.  
 
    When the barista passed over his travel cup and greasy bag of sandwiches, he thanked her frantically, spun around, and ran right into the person waiting behind him.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he started, juggling his things. And then he saw who it was.  
 
    His roommate, Jessica.  
 
    She wasn’t wearing her usual makeup, her eyes red and puffy from crying, ringed in dark circles of exhaustion. Her usually sleek hair tried to slip loose from her sloppy ponytail and she wore the stretched-out sweatshirt she usually saved for laundry day or movies on the couch. She was grieving him; or was at least shaken to have had death get so close to her.  
 
    They stared blankly at one another a long moment, and then she really saw him.  
 
    She dropped her sunglasses and they hit the floor with a clatter. Her mouth opened, and a tiny, strangled sound moved from the depths of her throat.  
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “J-j-jaime?” she stuttered. “Oh my God, but you’re–” 
 
    He bolted.  
 
    Someone stood just inside the door of the shop, and Jamie elbowed him out of the way, heard alarmed shouts and a crash of a table. He kept going, didn’t look back.  
 
    The exhaust-soaked air of the sidewalk felt fresh by comparison to the shop, but the panic switch had been flipped and he kept going, breaking into a jog and legging it back toward Lanny’s apartment.  
 
    Trying to explain that he was live and well would have been difficult. But the impossible thing? The way he’d looked at her, caught her scent, and wanted to press his face into her throat. Wanted to sink his fangs and drink.  
 
    More than he’d ever wanted food, or drink, or sleep, or sex, he’d wanted to bite his roommate and draw her blood into his mouth, down his throat. Had imagined its heat and velvet texture.  
 
    He couldn’t handle that urge. He couldn’t.  
 
    So he ran. Bumping into people, drawing outraged shouts, elbowing and squeezing and cutting across traffic to the blare of horns and squeal of brakes.  
 
    He didn’t stop until he reached the lobby of Lanny’s building, and then he collapsed against the mailboxes, breathing raggedly through his mouth.  
 
    He still held his coffee, though some of it had slopped out through the drinking hole in the lid and scalded his hand; the skin gleamed pink and angry, though the pain was already receding. He’d crushed the sandwiches in his other fist, the bag crumpled up and starting to tear beneath his fingertips.  
 
    He sank down slow, until his butt hit the tile, and sat with his heart racing and his mind struggling to process something that felt like instinct, though it was a completely foreign sensation. Tears blurred his vision, and he pressed his forehead to his knee, blinking furiously.  
 
    “I’m not a monster,” he whispered. “I’m not, I’m not, I’m not…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what I’m going to do,” Trina admitted. “I can’t tell my captain what’s really happening, but I have to actually pretend to be following body-snatching leads. Shit.” 
 
    Sasha made a sympathetic noise in the passenger seat and took another bite of his hamburger.  
 
    “I’m half-tempted to track down Alexei and arrest his ass. He is the culprit, after all.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Sasha said, swallowing. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    She glanced across the interior of the unmarked car toward him, brows lifted in question as she took a bite of her own burger. They were parked in front of Burger King, partly because they’d both been hungry, but mostly because she was at a big fat dead end in her investigation. She’d never had this problem before: she knew exactly who’d committed the crime, but couldn’t do anything about it.  
 
    “The police wouldn’t believe you,” Sasha explained, “and if they did, you couldn’t keep Alexei in a cell anyway. You have to have silver to keep a vampire locked up.” 
 
    She slumped down deeper in her seat. “How helpful.” 
 
    “And Alexei,” Sasha said, frowning out through the windshield. “Nik is very angry. If Alexei is smart, he’ll be hiding.” 
 
    “Yeah, well–” 
 
    Sasha sat bolt upright suddenly, burger falling out of his hands and landing on the floorboards.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    He growled, a low, deep, threatening sound.  
 
    “Sasha–” Trina started. 
 
    And Alexei Romanov stepped in front of the cruiser and waved at them through the windshield.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny detected it the moment they stepped into his building’s lobby: a presence. Not just the hum of awareness that signaled someone standing behind you, not any sort of ambient noise. He could smell someone – pick up his individual scent, know it was a him, one with a faint whiff of blood about his person – and knew that whoever it was had passed through recently and only once; knew that whoever it was was still in the building.  
 
    “Did you forget about Jamie?” Nikita asked, and then it all slotted into place. 
 
    “Shit, yeah.” Lanny stood in front of the mailboxes, nose full of scent, and matched the name and the face to what he was detecting. Jamie Anderson. Little guy. Artist. Newly a vampire.  
 
    “Damn,” he muttered, rubbing at his nose with the back of his hand, trying to block some of the relentless odor of another vampire – a male, a rival his brain said. “This is really fucking weird.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Nikita hummed, and led the way up the stairs. Over his shoulder, he said, “Try to control yourself. You’re a lot bigger than he is.” 
 
    Lanny refused to make any promises. By the time he fitted his key in the lock, the back of his neck felt tight, his upper lip twitching against his fangs.  
 
    But then he got the door open, and there was Jamie curled up on the sofa in a miserable little ball, hugging his knees to his chest, and the fight bled right back out of Lanny. Not a rival at all; just a kid.  
 
    Jamie’s head snapped around when they entered, and for one moment he seemed to relax, sagging back into the couch cushions. He opened his mouth to speak – and then froze, eyes widening. He took a deep breath in through his nose, sniffing. Stared at Lanny. “Oh my God, you’re one too, now.” He snapped his mouth shut, gulping audibly. “And I don’t even know how I know that, but I do. I can smell it.” With a groan, he pressed his face into his knees.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Nikita said. He shut the door and went to set the bag of blood on the counter. “Come here both of you. Yes, Lanny is a vampire now,” he said to Jamie. And to Lanny: “Where’s your microwave?” 
 
    Five minutes later, Lanny sat beside Jamie on a barstool at his kitchen island drinking a mug of animal blood. And liking it. The Catholic in him wondered how many Hail Marys and Our Fathers he’d have to say to get over this. The vampire in him wished the contents of his cup were a little stronger.  
 
    Jamie seemed to be having a similar inner war if his expression was anything to go by.  
 
    “Is everybody gonna turn into one?” he asked, licking blood off his upper lip. “Is this like the plague or something? Shit – is this I Am Legend? Fuck, I knew it.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t a plague,” Nikita said sternly. He stood on the opposite side of the island, hands braced on the counter, looking like the world’s grumpiest guidance counselor. “This is all because of one vampire.” He looked grim. “We’ve got to put a stop to it. I do. It’s my fault.” 
 
    “Pretty sure you weren’t there when he was making out with people’s necks,” Lanny said.  
 
    “No, but I had the chance to kill him, and didn’t take it.” 
 
    Jamie choked on his next sip.     
 
    Lanny said, “Damn. You’re gonna kill him?” 
 
    “Do you want him out there loose turning other people?” 
 
    “No, but, I mean…didn’t you used to be the president of his dad’s fan club or something?” 
 
    Nikita snorted. “Or something.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha kept up a steady, rolling growl, words full of gravel. “Lock your door. Stay in the car.” He popped his own door and slid out of the cruiser with the graceful, threatening movements of a predator. She’d seen it last night and marveled at it still: the way he went from looking like a slender nineteen-year-old to something poised and dangerous. Even without shifting, Sasha turned into the sort of thing you didn’t want to run into in an alley.  
 
    He approached Alexei with his head down – shielding his throat – lips skinned back off his teeth, snarling now. The sound sent a shiver down Trina’s spine.  
 
    Alexei held up both hands, palms out; his expression remained mild. “I didn’t come to fight, Sasha. I wanted to check on Lanny.” 
 
    Sasha’s head dropped even lower, shoulders bunching up. He looked ready to spring. “How do you think he is after you turned him? Why would you do that? You know better!” 
 
    In her mirror, Trina spotted a handful of customers that had come to a standstill in the parking lot, watching what looked like a major beatdown about to unfold. And Sasha was growling. Shit. 
 
    She opened her door, climbed out, and said, “Boys, let’s not make a big scene in broad daylight, okay?” 
 
    They both turned to her. 
 
    Sasha’s growl cut off and he looked dismayed. “You got out of the car.” 
 
    “And both of you should get in it, right now, before this ends up on YouTube.” When they stared at her, she clapped her hands together once, sharply. “Right now.” 
 
    Which was how she ended up with Russian royalty in the backseat of her unmarked cruiser.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4 
 
      
 
    This was a bad idea.  
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Nikita said, because he wanted it on record that Trina’s plan wasn’t likely to go the way she wanted it to.  
 
    She nodded. “Maybe so, but it’s the best I got, and I want everything out in the open. No secrets, no more rooftop chases in the dark. New York isn’t gonna lie down and keep quiet while we sort our shit out. Lanny and I need to go back to work and handle the real criminals in this city.” 
 
    She squared up her shoulders and sent him a brave smile that, for a moment, reminded him of her great-grandmother’s heartbreaking play at confidence.  
 
    Nikita reached, quick but soft, and cupped her cheek in one hand. Her eyes widened, startled. He pulled back. “Alright. Let’s do it then.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment, confused, searching his face, then nodded again and turned. “Sasha!” she called.  
 
    They stood on the hot, cracked pavement of a rundown self-storage complex, surrounded by roll-top doors and concrete walls stained by years of polluted rain. Trina’s car sat at a slant in one corner; Sasha opened its rear door and reached inside, dragging out an unresisting Alexei by the shirt collar. Doubtless Rasputin’s spawn could get away if he wanted, but was choosing to play along for the moment.  
 
    Nikita saw him there with Sasha, close enough to hurt him, and a growl bubbled to life in his chest.  
 
    “Okay, you can’t get all territorial,” Trina said. “I need somebody to be the other adult in this situation.” 
 
    He let his growl swell – a deep, dark jaguar pulse of sound – and then nodded and pulled it back. Took a deep breath, the stink of a rival in his nose.  
 
    Sasha sent him one of his pack looks as he marched Alexei up to them, meant to be concerned and comforting and loving.  
 
    “Lanny,” Nikita called.  
 
    He’d left his charges around the corner, and they walked around it now, Lanny and Jamie, both full of blood and, hopefully, in good control of themselves.  
 
    Nikita grabbed hold of Trina’s elbow, ready to tug her away, and beckoned to Sasha with a flick of his fingers. His wolf came, coming close on his opposite side, rubbing their shoulders together and whining softly.  
 
    “Shh,” Nikita murmured, leaning into the pressure of his shoulder.  
 
    Then Lanny caught sight of his sire.  
 
    His eyes flashed. A growl exploded out of him, half a roar, and when he opened his mouth, Nikita saw that his fangs had extended.  
 
    “Hello, Lanny,” Alexei said. 
 
    Lanny attacked, fingers curled into claws.  
 
    Nikita put an arm around his great-granddaughter and his wolf each, and towed them neatly to the side.  
 
    “Shit,” Trina said.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Nikita said, but didn’t know if he believed that. He hoped it would be, but in any event, he had hold of the only two people in this scenario he cared about. So. 
 
    Alexei seemed to have been taken by surprised, but recovered quickly. He was the older, stronger, more experienced of the two; he knew his own strength and speed and weaknesses.  
 
    But Lanny was a cop used to handling high, drunk, and volatile suspects. And he’d been a boxer before that; one on his way to televised matches, if Trina was correct.  
 
    Alexei braced his feet on the tarmac and caught Lanny’s headlong rush with both hands clamped around the other man’s wrists. Lanny roared again, muscled through, and laid Alexei out flat on his back. He hit hard, head landing on the pavement with a crack. And then Lanny straddled him and started throwing punches.  
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” Sasha said, and made a little involuntary move toward the brawl.  
 
    Nikita held him fast, hand pressed tight to his sternum, and gave a quiet warning growl. No.  
 
    Sasha huffed in annoyance, but subsided.  
 
    The meaty sounds of fists meeting a face echoed off the storage lockers around them. Something crunched.  
 
    “He’s going to kill him,” Trina breathed.  
 
    “Not that way he isn’t.” 
 
    She turned to glare at him. “My plan was for us to talk all of this through. What was your plan: let them fight to the death?” 
 
    “Should we be…um, helping somebody?” Jamie asked. 
 
    Nikita sighed and turned loose of his charges. “Fine. All of you stay here.” He gave them an admonishing wag of his finger for emphasis.  
 
    Sasha grumbled under his breath. 
 
    Trina said, “Fucking do something already.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.”  
 
    Neither combatant noticed him as he approached, and why would they? Lanny kept hitting, and hitting, his knuckles shiny red with blood, spraying droplets of it across the pavement. Alexei had both hands fisted in the front of Lanny’s shirt, but was otherwise incapable of resisting the attack, his face a lumpy, bloody, pulpy mess. It was hard to look at, and Nikita had looked at his share of awful things in his century of life.  
 
    He put his thumb and forefinger in his mouth and whistled. The sound went off in the enclosed space like the whistle of a steam engine, loud enough that he knew Sasha had to have flinched behind him. 
 
    Lanny grunted and paused, bloody fist hovering in midair, twisting around to search out the source of the noise. He panted, breathing through his open mouth, fangs showing, pupils wide and black: the bloodlust had hit him, more potent than any paltry human drug.  
 
    “Get up,” Nikita ordered.  
 
    Lanny regarded him a moment with flat shark’s eyes, unseeing. He stood slowly, movements deliberate, but tense. Ready to pounce. He stared flatly at Nikita a moment, then snarled and attacked. 
 
    Lanny might have been a cop and a boxer who’d carried his strength and ferocity with him into immortality.  
 
    But Nikita was Cheka. It wasn’t a contest, really.  
 
    He side-stepped at the last moment, darted out his hand, and caught Lanny by the throat. He squeezed just hard enough to cut off his air and draw little pearls of blood with his nails, but not hard enough to snap vertebrae or pierce the jugular.  
 
    “Stop,” he said. “That’s enough.” 
 
    Lanny struggled a moment, coughing and sputtering, and then he returned to himself, blinking, his pupils receding to a normal diameter.  
 
    “You back?” Nikita asked. 
 
    Lanny kept coughing, but managed to nod. 
 
    “Don’t do that again,” Nikita said, and opened his hand.  
 
    Lanny dropped to his feet, and then his knees gave and he went down on all fours, coughing wetly and dragging big gulps of air through his bruised throat.  
 
    A pained groan drew Nikita’s attention and he glanced over to see Alexei sitting up, slow and unsteady, cradling his ruined face in both hands. He would heal, of course he would, but it would take ungodly long unless he fed. 
 
    With a sigh, Nikita brought his own wrist to his mouth and made a surgical-precise cut with one fang. “Here,” he said tersely, closing the gap between them and offering his hand to the former tsarevich. “If you can even work your mouth.” 
 
    Through the bloody wreck of his face, Alexei’s eyes shone bright and hurt. 
 
    “Drink,” Nikita said. “I don’t have all afternoon.” 
 
    Alexei took his hand in his own, leaving smears of blood, his touch eliciting unpleasant shivers – and memories of snow, and smoke, and the cawing ravens of Moscow. Nikita almost jerked away when Alexei’s mouth closed over the oozing wound on his wrist. Then came the pull and the draw, his blood going to nourish another. A completely foreign sensation. He’d never, Nikita realized with a little shock, allowed anyone to feed from him. He’d never been close with another vampire and had never had a reason to. In his life, he’d only ever taken. 
 
    Unable to watch, he turned his face away and saw that Lanny was on his feet again, massaging at his throat with one bloody hand. His knuckles were split to the bone, but already starting to repair themselves.  
 
    Trina hovered an arm’s length away, expression guarded, arms folded across her chest. She was afraid of her lover now, and even if that was for the best, Nikita ached for her. And for Lanny, too – he knew what that felt like: to look into the eyes of the person you loved, and find only fear. But that’s what happened when you became a monster. 
 
    A familiar body crowded in against his back, and Sasha’s warm hand landed on his arm, just above the place where Alexei gripped him with white-knuckled desperation. An understated warning growl stirred in his chest; Nikita could feel it move through his back where they touched.  
 
    “That’s enough,” Sasha said, snapping his teeth with a threatening click for emphasis.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Nikita soothed, but Sasha was having none of it. 
 
    “No, it’s too much. Stop.” He reached down and took a fistful of Alexei’s hair, and yanked his head back. It was a disturbing sight: slack mouth dripping blood, dilated eyes, the dreamy haze of bloodlust satisfied.  
 
    Was this what Nikita looked like when he drank? When he took from his poor wolf again and again? He shuddered. 
 
    Sasha pushed himself between him and Alexei, shooing the tsarevich back on his heels with a stream of irate Russian, herding Nikita back behind him, shielding him.  
 
    Nikita elevated his injured wrist and clapped his other hand to it; he could feel it starting to knit beneath his palm. Blood trickled out from between his fingers, but then the accelerated clotting factor kicked in. Too late though, maybe, as a rush of static filled his head and he swayed dangerously to the side. Oh. Yes, it had been too much.  
 
    Sasha’s arm caught him around the shoulders and steadied him. “Let’s go sit down.” 
 
    “No.” Nikita shook his head, and some of the static cleared. He would have to feed, and soon, but he could soldier through for the moment. No different than all his dizzy spells back during the war. “I need to do this.” 
 
    Sasha snorted in clear disapproval, but stayed where he was. “I’ll hold you up, then.” 
 
    Nikita smiled. “Don’t you always?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There really wasn’t anywhere to sit, so they stood in a rough circle on the pavement. Sasha refused to take his arm away, and though Nikita rolled his eyes, he was secretly grateful; he wasn’t sure his knees would hold at this point, as the underfed shivers started moving up and down his limbs.  
 
    Trina had had a water bottle in the car and with it they’d cleaned most of the blood from Lanny’s knuckles and Alexei’s face. Alexei wore a fading black eye, and the wide split in his lip was in the process of disappearing, but he seemed otherwise alright, boosted by a healthy dose of Nikita’s blood. Lanny kept stealing glimpses of the tsarevich, outwardly shocked as he watched his face stitch itself back together; then he would look down at his own hands and see the same thing, clearly marveling.  
 
    Poor Jamie Anderson looked like he wanted to run as far and as fast away from all of them as possible. He stayed, though, shifting his weight from foot-to-foot, chewing at his lower lip. Nikita had learned a long time ago that there was bravery in the simple act of staying, no matter how badly it frightened you.  
 
    Alright. Down to business. 
 
    Nikita fixed Alexei with a look. “If you don’t stop turning people, I’m going to put you down.” No frills, no pleading. “I will snap your neck like I did Chad Edwards’, and I’ll drag you up to that warehouse, cut the heart from your body and burn it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Shit,” Lanny muttered.  
 
    Alexei cocked his head, attempting a bored air. Fear caught the light like new pennies in his eyes, though. “Do you think you could?” 
 
    “I know I could, you pampered little shit.” Nikita heard the coldness in his words, each falling like a stone. He didn’t sound angry, he knew; he sounded heartless. “You and your summer dachas, and your nannies, your little sailor suits. I’m one of Stalin’s killers, and I’ll kill you without breaking a sweat.”  
 
    “I left the nursery a long time ago,” Alexei shot back. “You don’t know what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “I know Lanny just put you on your ass.” 
 
    “Boys,” Trina said, quietly.  
 
    Right. Focus.  
 
    Nikita took a deep breath. “You will not terrorize this city,” Nikita said.  
 
    “Lanny was dying,” Alexei said, indicating him with a wave. “He was sick – I know you could smell it, too. I didn’t terrorize him; I saved his life.” 
 
    “Without his consent,” Sasha said.  
 
    “You might think immortality is a gift,” Nikita said, “but you can’t go around handing it out like it’s Christmastime. And you can’t turn someone just to cover up the mistake of drinking too much.” Nikita felt his face harden into a scowl. “I can’t decide if you have no self-control, or if you like it. All the chaos. Changing people.” 
 
    “I don’t…” Alexei’s frown dissolved, revealing the panic and anguish underneath. Maybe he was a good actor. Maybe. “I don’t like hurting anyone,” he said, sad but fierce. “I don’t. Sometimes I get too hungry. Or I get hurt, and I bleed too much. And sometimes, I just…” He gusted out a breath. “I’ve been alone a very long time,” he whispered.  
 
    And Nikita understood a little better. He sighed. “You can’t make yourself a family, Alexei.” 
 
    Alexei’s lips twitched upward in an unhappy smile. “Well, it hasn’t worked so far, has it?” 
 
    Sasha’s hand tightened on Nikita’s shoulder, a silent question. 
 
    One Nikita didn’t have an answer for.  
 
    He was saved by the bell, as it were. Trina and Lanny’s phones both started ringing.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I told Captain Abbot you were sick. You didn’t have to come,” Trina offered, in what she hoped was a diplomatic tone.  
 
    Dispatch had been as close to worked up as she’d ever heard on the phone: three DBs, an unimaginable amount of blood, and a hysterical witness blubbering about animals ripping her neighbors apart. And the address? Lanny’s building. The apartment next door to his.  
 
    It was their case, and they had to go; there had been a tumble of voices and some flailing of arms, and now here they were in the car, Lanny a fucking vampire who couldn’t control himself, and they’d left all the other vampires looking shiftily at one another.  
 
    This whole thing was officially a bad idea.  
 
    Lanny snorted. “Tell him I made a miraculous recovery. ‘Cause. You know. I kinda did.”  
 
    “Yeah. Well.” She swallowed hard and told herself she wasn’t nervous about being alone in the car with him. She wasn’t. “This place is gonna look like an abattoir, apparently. Isn’t that gonna trigger…something?”  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said, too forcefully. That same voice he used when he insisted he didn’t miss fighting that much.  
 
    She cast a quick glance from the corner of her eye and saw that his jaw was clenched tight, tendons standing out stark in his throat. The bruises from Nikita’s fingers had already faded. “Lanny, I’m serious–” 
 
    “So am I. I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Don’t pull any kind of chivalry bullshit on me,” she warned. “I’m about sick of Nikita doing it.” 
 
    “When have I ever been chivalrous?” But he was. His daddy had raised him to be, and even if he was an ass, he was the sort of person who used his body as a human shield and opened doors for ladies, even ladies who were his grouchy partner.  
 
    “Are you afraid to be around me?” he asked, and her hand tightened involuntarily on the wheel. 
 
    “No,” she said, fast. “Nik was worried, but I’m – I’m not.” 
 
    He sighed. “You know I’d never hurt you, right?” 
 
    “Lanny, please,” she scoffed. “Did you really just ask that?” 
 
    But it was a valid question, and they both knew it.  
 
    She turned right at the next corner and there was Lanny’s building, ambulances and patrol cars parked out front, yellow tape fluttering between two signs.  
 
    Her stomach somersaulted as she wedged the cruiser into a spot about twenty yards down the sidewalk and killed the engine. Every vampire she knew – and how crazy that she knew more than one – had been with her when this call had come in. So if an animal really had ripped three people apart, it was a new animal, some as-of-yet-uncatalogued threat.  
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Yeah.” 
 
    It seemed a lifetime had passed since that first bizarre case: Chad Edwards dead in an alley, an ugly bite mark marring his pale throat. Today, they flashed their badges, ducked the tape, and Trina walked up the stairs with a partner who was also an immortal creature of myth.  
 
    The second they crossed the threshold, Lanny ground to a halt, head thrown back, nostrils flared. “Wolf,” he said, voice a low, big-cat growl, his eyes flashing. 
 
    Trina suppressed a shiver. “How do you know?” But she didn’t doubt him, not really. Only marveled at the change in him.  
 
    He shook his head, eyes closing, face taut with concentration. “I…I dunno. I just.” Another deep inhale. “It’s wolves, I can tell.” His eyes popped open, coming to her, pupils huge. “Like Sasha, but not him.” He showed his teeth in a grimace. “These are…these are nasty. Sasha smells like pine needles. These smell like…something bad.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I believe you.” She pointed to the staircase. “You okay to go up?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He led, in fact, which was probably a bad idea, but she was tired of arguing. Halfway up, she heard him growl. 
 
    “Lanny,” she warned. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    When they reached his floor, even she was hit in the face with the stink. God knew what it smelled like to him.  
 
    Thompkins met them in the hall, pale-faced and sweating. His hand shook as he reached to resettle his patrol cap. “Guys,” he greeted. “It’s bad in there.” 
 
    “What happened?” Trina asked, because Lanny had brought his arm up over his nose and mouth to block out the smell.  
 
    “The three vics are Angela, Ben, and Rebecca Meyers.” He shook his head. “A mom and her two kids. The neighbor across the hall called it in; said it was the time when Angela normally gets the kids home from school, and she heard the screaming.” Another headshake, expression caught between grief-stricken and sickened.  
 
    Trina patted his arm as she passed. “We’ll just take a look. Harvey’s on the way.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he murmured, dazed.  
 
    Even holding his arm up over his face like Dracula – and no, the irony was not lost on her – Lanny led the way the last few steps to the threshold of the apartment next to his, and crossed it first.  
 
    Trina had seen some nasty scenes in her career in law enforcement, particularly the Satanist cult slayings, but none of them had prepared her for what awaited them in that apartment. This was no human mutilation, no carving of organs in a fit of Hannibal Lector lust. Lanny’s poor neighbors had been set upon by wild animals. The carnage was unimaginable. Trina found she couldn’t look directly at any of it.  
 
    A battle-hardened veteran of the force, Davis, walked them through the scene. Cause of death was safe to call, even without Harvey there yet: exsanguination due to evisceration.  Trina breathed through her mouth, and they were in and out in under five minutes. 
 
    Ten minutes later, she stood on the sidewalk in front of the building, gulping down hot summer air and willing her stomach to quiet. “How you holding up?” she asked Lanny. 
 
    He leaned forward and braced his hands on his knees, breathing in loud gasps. “There were two of them,” he said, quiet enough that only she could hear. “Two wolves, and two humans. And the wolves smelled…dirty.” 
 
    She gathered her hair back and snapped an elastic off her wrist, tied it up off her hot neck, giving him a chance to elaborate. 
 
    And he did. “Like sweat, and BO. Like they hadn’t had showers in a long time, you know?” 
 
    “What do you think that means?” 
 
    “Dunno. We need to get Nik and Sasha in there.” 
 
    In the midst of her shock and disgust, Trina managed to scrounge up a smile.  
 
    He tipped his head back. “What?” 
 
    “You called him Nik.” 
 
    He frowned. “That’s his fucking name. So?” 
 
    “So I’ll call them.” She wiped her smile away, grateful to have found it at all, given the situation.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina was incredibly grateful that she didn’t have to attend the press conference, and was already dreading her next interaction with Captain Abbot. Pair their lack of decent leads on the disappearing bodies – there was just no explaining the truth to the man – with the new massacre, and she didn’t envy the captain’s job of fending off questions in front of the press.  
 
    She couldn’t do anything about Chad Edwards and Jamie Anderson, but she could figure out who – or what – had killed the Meyers family.  
 
    Harvey came and went, grim-faced, pale. “Parts are missing,” she told them. “The bodies looked like they were chewed on.” 
 
    The neighbor across the hall, stuttering and whimpering, claimed to have heard snarling and barking; she’d seen two huge, shaggy dogs leave the apartment, but no one on the street had seen such a thing.  
 
    “They shifted,” Nikita said when he joined them after nightfall. All the CSIs and uniforms had gone home save the token duo left to guard the scene. Trina and Lanny stood propped against the building, tired and sore from being on their feet. Nikita had walked up with the unconscious swagger of a gangster from an old movie, Sasha at his side, Jamie and Alexei trailing behind. He wore all black, and his denim jacket with the Romanov patch sewn on the collar. He finished the last quarter inch of a cigarette, dropped the butt, and ground it out beneath his boot, smoke mingling with his words when he spoke. “They shifted on the stairs and left the building as humans. As human as they’re capable of being, anyway.” 
 
    “Can you scent them?” Lanny asked.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” He tipped his head back and to the side, expression faraway. “Two. Ferals. Human handlers; one of them was bleeding – one of the wolves, I mean.” 
 
    Beside him, Sasha bared his teeth and growled unhappily.  
 
    “Ferals?” Trina asked.  
 
    “Not all turnings go well,” Nikita said, and she remembered, through the visions he’d shared with her, Monsieur Philippe talking about a Russian wolf named Mitya who’d been a drooling idiot. “Some minds can’t last it. They’re wild.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s terrifying. But that begs the question: did you know there were other wolves in the city?” 
 
    “There weren’t,” Sasha said, sounding strangled. “I would have found them by now.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina walked them up. Nikita smelled wolf on the stairs, against the walls, the musk of dirty, mud-clumped fur and unwashed human skin caked with filth. Madness, he’d long ago learned, smelled of dirt, saliva, and noxious fear sweat. He smelled it here, thicker as they climbed; and he smelled traces of Jamie and Lanny, even himself, where they’d walked only hours before.  
 
    They’d just missed these animals.  
 
    Nikita wished they hadn’t; unlike the family who’d opened their door and stepped into a nightmare, he could have put a couple of rabid ferals down. 
 
    In the apartment, the bodies had long since been taken away, but he could still smell blood, and shit, and the hot meat of ripped-out organs. Blood had soaked the rugs, the floorboards; splattered across the walls and furniture.  
 
    Sasha stood in the center of the room, revolving slowly, mouth tight and brows drawn low. He whined, and said, “Why would they do this? Why?” 
 
    Trina stood against a patch of miraculously clean wall, arms folded. “You said they had human handlers, which means they weren’t here on their own.” 
 
    “No,” Nikita agreed. “They were used as hunting dogs.” 
 
    “What – or who – were they tracking?” 
 
    He sighed. “I think they were tracking us.” 
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    Ingraham Institute 
 
    Blackmere Manor 
 
    Undisclosed Location near Richmond, Virginia 
 
      
 
    He’d been alone for so many decades that he’d long since bypassed the disbelief, the rage, the grief. The madness. 1550 had been a particularly bad year; if he tilted his arm just so under the light he could still make out the faint, white tracks of scars down the inside of his forearm where he’d clawed himself. But, like all long-term prisoners, Valerian had settled. There had always been guards, some more sadistic than others; some terrified; and there had always been those who would use him. A few mages, another vampire, once. And then, beginning in the seventeen-hundreds, an endless string of doctors who wanted to poke and prod him like one of their lab specimens. Some he’d cooperated with; one he’d decapitated. The guards had thrown boiling oil on him, then; it had taken two years for his hair to grow back.  
 
    He’d projected his consciousness often, with varying degrees of success. It was easier now that the Institute had taken over his care; they kept him well-fed and he was stronger, could reach farther, stay for longer. He’d made some exceedingly interesting friends that way, as of late.  
 
    But he hadn’t had real, in-person company in so long. In centuries. So long that he’d begun to think that he wasn’t lonely at all, and that in his lifetime of captivity and confinement, this might be as close to decent as he could get.  
 
    And then the wolves had come.  
 
    The Baron Strange was a legend, arguably the most notorious wolf in existence, certainly the oldest still living. Valerian had smelled him the moment he entered the basement, the unmistakable musk of wolf filtering through the air vents and into Val’s shitty little cell. He’d sat up so suddenly that he’d yanked his chains, their silver-lined titanium cuffs biting into his wrists.  
 
    Truth told, he’d been disappointed when he finally met the man – wolf – himself and saw that the great Fulk le Strange had become soft and hesitant in his old age. He’d given up, Val supposed, just as he had. Grown weary of expending so much energy on ruthlessness.  
 
    But that wasn’t it at all. Le Strange had found a mate, and he would behave like a housepet so long as he thought his cooperation would keep her safe.  
 
    Fulk was entertaining, but it was Annabel le Strange who had reminded Valerian that he was, in fact, lonely.  
 
    He heard her now, the faint scrape of her boot soles across the concrete floor, and sat up from his listless slouch in the corner, pushed his hands through his ratty, knotted hair – for what little good it would do. He’d been beautiful once; he supposed he still was, but he could feel the dirt caked into every crease, taste the foulness of his own breath. He tried gamely to pick the tangles from his hair with his fingers, but it did little good. Beyond a mouthful of fresh blood, his greatest fantasy was of a steaming bathtub.  
 
    The first door in the sequence unlocked with a low, deep thud and a hiss of air releasing. Then he could smell her sharply, wolf and pine needles and warm late-summer air. The hinges of the barred door creaked when she pushed through it, and her footsteps came down the hallway to the end, to his dim cell. She appeared on the other side of the bars in cutoff shorts, harness boots, and a faded old long-sleeved Zeppelin shirt.  
 
    She smiled and held up a little glass bottle. “Look what I brought you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    She turned it on its side and slid it through the meal slot; it just barely fit. “Mocha Frappuccino. It’ll change your life.” 
 
    He shifted forward – chains slithering over the floor – and plucked the offering from the shelf. “To be fair, it doesn’t take much to change my life.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” She dropped gracefully to the floor and settled cross-legged, casual and relaxed in a way that no one ever was around him.      
 
    The bottle was sealed with a bit of plastic – a marvelous invention – and Val smiled inwardly as he peeled it off and listened to the satisfying pop of the top when he twisted it.  Whenever Annabel brought him gifts, they were always still enclosed in their original packaging: a silent assurance that they hadn’t been tampered with. He could still remember the cramping of his abdominals after those cretins in 1976 had slipped him poisoned milk. They’d laughed when he’d started to vomit up his own stomach lining. That was alright; he’d clawed their larynxes out with his fingernails a few days later, gotten his first taste of human blood in a decade. So. It all worked out in the end.  
 
    Annabel laughed when he took an experimental sniff of the drink. It smelled like milk, and coffee, and chocolate, and the faint tang of chemical preservatives and sweeteners.  
 
    “It’s good,” she said. “I swear.” 
 
    He took a sip, and found she was right. Not homemade, but sweet, and thick, and better than the slop they brought him on his dinner tray every night.  
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, “thank you.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together once, satisfied. “I brought you something else, too.” Her smile turned sly before she glanced back the way she’d come, held out her hand, and made a kissing sound with her lips.  
 
    A cat trotted up to her, butted her palm with its tiny striped head. It was small, probably young, only a year or so. A female orange tabby with big golden eyes that it turned on Val with curiosity, and not a touch of fear.  
 
    Animals had always liked him. 
 
    “I thought you might like to have a friend down here,” Annabel explained, and something shifted in the dark confines of Val’s heart, pushed at old rusty padlocks and rotted hinges.  
 
    “Oh,” he said, and took another sip of his drink. “Well. I suppose that was thoughtful.” 
 
    She chuckled, the sparkle in her eyes indicating she could see right through him. “She doesn’t have a name yet. I thought you could give her one.” 
 
    Val capped the bottle and set it down slowly, the cat watching him the whole time. He wiggled his fingers and she came to him, slipping right through the narrow bars and padding up to him with her tail aloft, expression bright and eager. He folded his legs and she climbed up into his lap, purring and butting his chin with her head.  
 
    Oh, dear. That was lovely.  
 
    “Hello, beautiful,” he murmured, reaching to scratch behind her ears. 
 
    Her purring intensified and she leaned into the touch, happily kneading his leg.  
 
    “Ooh, she loves you,” Annabel said.  
 
    “Yes.” He ran his hand down her back, watching her spine lift into the motion. “Unfortunately for her.” 
 
    When he glanced up, he found Annabel watching him with sympathy.  
 
    “Don’t pity me. It makes me feel pathetic.” 
 
    She snorted. “We wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    The little cat circled and then laid down in a tidy coil, warm and purring.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Annabel said. 
 
    “Ah.” He smiled. “I knew you didn’t come to bring me a cat.” 
 
    “Hey now, I did! Don’t make me out like one of them.” She was of course referring to his captors – whom he guessed were her captors as well, in a way. “But you said some things to Fulk the other day, and I’ve been curious.” 
 
    “About what, my dear?” 
 
    “You said Alexei Romanov is still alive.” 
 
    “He is. Have you much interest in Russian nobility?” 
 
    “Don’t get cute.” She tried to look stern, but was smiling. “That whole story – the whole family getting killed? The Bolsheviks? – that’s crazy. Who isn’t interested? But you know what I mean.” 
 
    They studied one another a moment, and Annabel’s eyes narrowed, some of her true steel peeking through the youthful veneer. “They left Fulk and me alone for a long time,” she finally said. “And then they called. Things are in motion, Fulk says, and he’s right. Something big is coming. He’s always wanted it to be us against the world, but just the two of us can’t fight off something this big. It’d be nice to know if there’s any friendlies out there.” 
 
    “Friendlies,” he mused aloud, stroking the cat. “I’ve never known any in my own life.” 
 
    “Not any?” she asked, teasing at first. And then her face fell. “Oh no. Val.” 
 
    “Your sympathy is charming, but unnecessary, I assure you. As to your question: I don’t know if they’d be friendly toward you, per se, but there are others. Ones who won’t want any part of any foolish war my relatives see fit to stir up. And who certainly wouldn’t approve of the things they do here in this house.” 
 
    Annabel nodded. 
 
    “What do you think of my brother? Now that’s he awake.” 
 
    She blinked, clearly surprised by the question. But didn’t answer right away; chewed at her lip a moment. Finally, she said, tone careful, “He calls you Radu when he talks about you.” 
 
    A burning sensation blossomed in the pit of his stomach, hot and furious. Pain like a wound. He sucked a quick breath through his teeth and lifted his head, stiffened his neck, shoved uselessly at the old waves of rage that lapped and frothed inside him. “Well,” he said, aiming for crisp, coming off tense. “He would. Valerian was my mother’s chosen name for me. It’s the name my father wanted that always turns up in the history books.” 
 
    The cat rolled over onto its back and reached up with her ginger paws to bat at his fingertips. Her little claws hooked in his skin, sharp enough to make him smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Annabel said. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he snapped, and regretted letting his composure slip. He tickled the cat’s soft belly with his fingers and tried to regain his bored, lofty tone. “So what goes on upstairs? With all you aboveground dwellers.” 
 
    He thought that would earn an eye roll, or at least one of her snorting little laughs. But instead, she frowned.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, “but that awful old Dr. Talbot is up to something.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The first cold prick of the needle was a relief unto itself. Jake had never tried recreational drugs in his life – had never taken a single hit off a joint, no matter how much the other boys had teased and prodded – so he didn’t know for sure that this was what a junkie felt like, but he suspected it probably was. The prep alone was enough to have his muscles unclenching, his jaw slowly relaxing. Rolling up his sleeve. The cool touch of the nurse’s fingertips on his arm. Pressure of the tourniquet. The tap, tap, tap of her nail on the syringe brought all the tiny hairs on the back of his neck to attention. And then the sharp, bee-sting bite of the needle going in. 
 
    He breathed out, slow and deep, relaxing each limb, willing the constant tension in his stomach away. The serum, the pale, translucent pink of blood plasma, hit his veins with its usual warm fizz. Like champagne moving through his blood, effervescent and invigorating, bringing with it a sense of calm, and a surge of strength, that he suspected must be the work of strong opiates.  
 
    He supposed he’d broken his clean streak, then. 
 
    Not that it mattered.   
 
    “Alright,” the nurse said, cheerful but soothing. “Great job.” The plunger depressed the last of the serum and she withdrew the needle with a practiced movement, pressing a cotton ball to the pinprick with her other hand. “Bend your arm,” she said, but didn’t have to; he was old hat at this by now.  
 
    He bent his arm, putting pressure on the cotton ball, and allowed himself to enjoy the pleasant buzzing in his head while she trashed the syringe and set about finding him a Band-Aid in one of the drawers by the sink.  
 
    Jake had joined the program six months ago, and by now, the novelty of his surroundings had dulled to normalcy. It was amazing, he thought, how quickly humans adapted and then grew complacent; nothing stayed fascinating for long. 
 
    Although Blackmere Manor worked hard to do so.  
 
    The exam room, where he now sat on a paper-covered, padded table, was one of several in the basement of the manor house. Three white sheetrock walls encircled a standard box-shaped space, sink and bank of cabinets in one corner, exam table, biohazard disposal box. But the far wall was composed of old, worn-smooth stone, patches of lichen and damp crawling across its surface. Overhead, the fluorescent tube fixtures hung suspended from long chains hooked into a vaulted stone ceiling laced with modern pipes and wires that clung like poison ivy vines.  
 
    “Here we go,” the nurse – he thought her name was June – said, bustling back up to him. “Let’s see the war wound.” She chuckled at her own joke. 
 
    Jake extended his arm without cracking a smile and watched her smooth a bandage over the injection site. He’d seen war wounds. This wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “Okay, major,” she said, and he didn’t correct her. He’d told her, and all the other nurses, that he’d been discharged and shouldn’t be addressed by his rank anymore. None of them had listened. “Hop down and I’ll take you to see Dr. Talbot.” 
 
    Jake unrolled his sleeve and slid off the table, following obediently behind June as she opened the door and led him out into a bright white hallway lined with heavy wooden doors. That was the thing that always stuck out from the rest of the manufactured hospital environment in the basement of Blackmere Manor: the reinforced, medieval-style doors, silly-looking in their modern frames. He’d always wondered if they were original to the mansion, a stab at blending the old aesthetic into the utilitarian blandness of the lab; but then he’d heard the screams, and he’d begun to think they were practical doors, designed to keep people out…or in. 
 
    The hallway where he received his regular injections opened into a wider hall, this one lined with labs, full of techs and scientists in white coats hurrying back and forth, eyes glued to the tablets they carried. They swiped their way in and out of doors with key cards, never sparing so much as a glance at Jake or his nurse escort.  
 
    That hall led to a massive room with soaring cathedral ceilings, and no windows, the heavy dark stone giving the place the air of an underground sanctuary…or a massive tomb. Jake had no idea what happened here, only that there were more scientists, and lots of tables heaped with expensive-looking equipment, voices echoing off the walls.  
 
    A banded and studded wooden door set along one wall led to a narrow, cramped, lamplit room that looked like it had once been a storage area of some sort, and which now served as Dr. Talbot’s office. One of them, at least. On his first visit here, his eyes bandaged, Jake had been led into a room that felt wide and airy, and smelled of lilies, and whose floor had been slick hardwood that clicked beneath his shoes when he walked. This was definitely not that room. 
 
    The nurse gave a cursory knock, then heaved the door open and announced, “Major Treadwell is here for his appointment, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, good, send him in,” the doctor replied, voice lifting in that eager way Jake had come to expect as normal. 
 
    It set his teeth on edge.  
 
    Nurse June motioned Jake in and then closed him in with Dr. Talbot – and the man in a black suit seated off to the side of Dr. Talbot’s desk, lenses of his glasses catching the lamplight, legs crossed at the knee, tidy white hands clasped together in his lap.  
 
    Jake pegged him as a suit right away, some alphabet agency type with friends in high places; the sort of man who’d never broken one of his manicured nails, never served his country, nor his city, nor his community in the capacity of a warrior.  
 
    “Good evening, Major Treadwell,” Dr. Talbot greeted, sitting forward eagerly and folding his hands together on the desk. “I trust your treatment went well?” 
 
    Jake halted in front of the desk and fell into parade rest out of old habit. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You’re feeling well?” 
 
    “Very well, sir.” And he was. Fit, and vital, energy coursing through his veins in a way it hadn’t since Basic.  
 
    “Excellent.” The doctor beamed at him a moment, and then reached for the thick manila file folder that waited on the corner of the desk, one out of a stack of others just like it. It landed on the blotter with a slap. “Have a seat, Major Treadwell.” 
 
    He didn’t want to – he wanted to get out of this room as fast as possible – but he did so, settling on the edge of a dusty leather wingback that looked as if it had been dragged down from the upstairs part of the house.  
 
    “Major,” Talbot said, “I’d like to introduce you to Special Agent West.” He gestured to the suit, and dread began to gather in the pit of Jake’s gut, a stone gaining momentum as it rolled downhill, heavier and heavier.  
 
    One side of Agent West’s mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. “Dr. Talbot’s been telling me all about you, Major,” he said. He had the sort of unremarkable, unobtrusive voice that nevertheless raised goosebumps down your arms. Or at least did on Jake’s. “He says the serum trial has worked better than the doctors could even hope. And that you have a spotless record to justify its use.” 
 
    “Had,” Jake said. “I was discharged.” 
 
    Agent West’s mouth stretched a little wider. “A minor hurdle.” 
 
    His pulse kicked up a notch, and he knew it wasn’t the result of the adrenaline rush that usually followed an injection. “Hurdle to what?” 
 
    “Perhaps I should explain,” Dr. Talbot said with a little sigh, and a falling-away of his bright and open smile. He looked older, then, small and tired. He adopted a serious expression, more in keeping with his status as a doctor, and somehow it eased some of the mounting dread in Jake’s gut.  
 
    “Here at the Institute,” the doctor said, “we’ve been working for decades on medical technology that is only just now enabling us to make incredible breakthroughs in the healing of combat trauma – as you of course know.” Yes, he knew. “For me, personally, I’d like to see this technology integrated into civilian medicine, but the work has attracted many curious eyes – including those at the Pentagon. They have a valid interest. It’s our belief that, with prompt and proper application of our VT-1431 serum, the men and women of the armed forces could not only be saved and healed, but allowed to return to combat.” 
 
    Return… 
 
    Return to… 
 
    Combat. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Jake opened his mouth to speak, and made a tiny, undignified gasping sound instead. “Are…are you serious?” 
 
    “Quite,” the doctor said, hint of a warm smile returning. 
 
    “In the future,” Agent West interjected, “there would be no reason for an officer in your position to be discharged. But seeing as how that’s already happened, there will of course be all sorts of red tape to cut through.” 
 
    “There’s no precedent for this sort of thing, you understand,” Dr. Talbot said. “It will take time.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” West said. “We think a show of tactical and physical competence could really help your case.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jake’s voice came out a strangled, hope-choked whisper. “I mean, yes, sir, absolutely.” 
 
    Dr. Talbot brought out the beaming smile again. “It just so happens,” he said, “that we’ve got a mission in need of a man like you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6 
 
      
 
    Evanston City, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Rooster leaned a shoulder against a stack of folding chairs at the tent’s exit, and to the casual observer, he might have looked bored with the proceedings. The casual observer might not have seen that the fingertips of his right hand rested on the butt of a Colt M1911 in his waistband. They for sure wouldn’t have seen the shoulder holster he wore under his battered denim jacket, nor the Beretta M9 within it. There was no way they could have guessed that the shaft of one boot contained a slender, wicked boning knife inside a sheath, and that the other housed a snub-nosed Smith & Wesson .38. The casual observer wouldn’t know that Rooster Palmer carried an entire arsenal in the back of his pickup truck. Right now, he was just a grungy guy with too-long hair who didn’t seem properly enthralled with the spectacle taking place in the center of the tent.  
 
    That was the way he wanted to be seen. 
 
    Right now, all eyes were on Red.  
 
    She stood on a little stage made of pallets and plywood, wearing the flowy white dress with the long, fluttery sleeves they’d bought in a thrift store in Pasadena to serve as her costume. Red had ripped and re-stitched it over and over so that it had a pieced-together, but pleasing look, like something a Bohemian princess would wear. Her mane of red hair fell in waves and curls down her back, gleaming beneath the Christmas lights strung up on poles around the tent. She had her back to Rooster, and he watched her hair shift and glow like superheated copper as she moved. She held both hands up above her head, tilted back at the wrists, fingers splayed in an elegant gesture. And in each palm, she cupped fire.  
 
    The Wyoming families who filled the tent watched with open-mouthed, rapt attention as the two points of flame swelled, crackling audibly. Rooster knew they were searching for matches, for oiled cloths, for propane gas lines snaking up Red’s arms, madly wondering how she was doing it, and delighting in it anyway.  
 
    Red held her pose a moment, the fire getting larger, brighter, and then she swept her arms out and down, the flames streaking around her in a circle. 
 
    Gasps. Exclamations. A few scattered claps.  
 
    Red executed a tight spin, fire twining in ribbons around her, grinning with her whole pixie face, wild and exuberant.  
 
    A casual observer would have thought she liked performing.  
 
    Rooster knew that, for thirty minutes at a time, in a grubby carnival tent, Red got to feel exactly like herself, and not a science experiment.  
 
    They’d seen the flyer for this particular carnival – one of those nameless, knockoff brand fairs with Ferris wheels that got stuck and especially sketchy corndogs that usually set up in empty parking lots for a day or two without much warning – two towns over yesterday, a bit of blue paper tacked to a corkboard outside a diner. They’d just spent their last five bucks on two Cokes and a piece of cherry pie, and Red had sent him one of her pretty please, Roo looks. And. Well. Here they were. The manager had promised them cash if they could pull in a crowd, and people were still coming into the tent, one after the next; Rooster could hear a swelling chatter of voices on the other side of the dirty plastic walls. The fire girl was real – or at least looked it – and everyone wanted to see her with their own eyes.  
 
    On her makeshift stage, Red danced with a dreamy, fairy garden sort of slowness, artful movements of her arms, deep spins that fanned her hair around her shoulders. The audience didn’t watch her – they watched the fire, twisting and writhing and leaping from hand to hand, spinning into elaborate streamers and bursting like overripe tomatoes – but Rooster did. One of those rare moments when he didn’t have to play the guardian. The protector, the chauffer, the decision-maker. The one with the burden of living, and running, and hiding. For the half hour that she danced, he could just watch her use her gift, marveling at the way she’d somehow, right under his nose, grown into a woman.  
 
    Red dropped her hands low, and began the grand finale, a circle of fire springing to life around her on the stage, leaping up waist-high. Women in the audience shouted in mixed delight and fear. Red shot both arms up, straight overhead, and the fire soared to meet around her, enclosing her in a column of flame so powerful Rooster felt its heat against his face. The crowd felt it, too, shrinking back, shielding their eyes with upraised hands.  
 
    And then the fire began to lift up from the floor. There was a gap now; first Red’s bare feet, then her shins, then her knees visible. The fire lifted, impossibly, shrank down, rushed to land in her palms. Down, down, down, until it was nothing more than two handfuls again.  
 
    Red closed her hands into fists, and the flames went out.  
 
    Total silence reigned for the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    And then the applause.  
 
    Red’s arms shook visibly as she lowered them to her sides. When she curtsied for her clapping audience, she wobbled.  
 
    Rooster stepped up to the stage and caught her around the waist when she turned to him. The second she was no longer facing the crowd, the smile dropped away, eyelids flagging and mouth going slack with exhaustion. It was always this way after she used her power; she was always weak, and shaky, hardly able to walk.  
 
    “Come on, Little Red,” he murmured, setting her back into her boots, right where she’d left them on the spongy grass. “Let’s get you something to drink.” 
 
    “Did I do okay?” she asked, leaning into his chest, letting him hold her weight.  
 
    “You always do.” 
 
    He felt the shape of the smile she pressed into his shoulder, happy and sweet, warm as the hood of a running car.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rooster bought a bottle of Coke from one of the concession stands and found an out-of-the-way spot behind a tent, where Red could sit down on a plastic crate and catch her breath. The day had been warm, but it was cool now, after dark, the wind toying with her hair. She shivered, and Rooster immediately shrugged off his jacket.  
 
    “I’m alright,” she said, but tucked her nose gratefully into the Sherpa collar when he draped the jacket around her shoulders.  
 
    “Drink your Coke.” 
 
    “Bossy,” she accused, but smiled, and took a few more sips.  
 
    “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    “Fine.” But she tugged the jacket tighter around her.  
 
    Don’t be stubborn, he started to tell her, but a man’s voice intruded on their moment of calm. “There you are,” the manager said, appearing around the corner of the tent, moving toward them as quickly as his stubby legs could carry him. In the ambient light of the fair, Rooster could see that the man had sweated completely through his shirt, despite the chill of the evening. “Thought you’d skipped out without your money,” he said in a way that signaled he wished they would have.  
 
    Rooster shifted a fraction, sliding neatly into place between Red and the manager as he – his name was Bailey, Rooster remembered – drew up in front of them, red-faced and puffing.  
 
    “Jesus, I’ve been looking all over,” he muttered, fishing into his breast pocket and thrusting a square of white paper toward Rooster. “Here. I made it out to cash. The BoA on the corner should take care of it for ya.” 
 
    Rooster folded his arms in a way that he knew jacked his shoulders up and emphasized the span of his chest. “I asked for cash. Not a check made out to it.” 
 
    “I don’t have cash.” 
 
    “It’s a carnival. That’s all anyone pays with.” 
 
    Bailey sneered. “Take it or leave it. It’s all I got.” 
 
    At another time, Rooster might have told the guy to fuck off, grabbed Red, and stalked off without the money. But he thought about the three quarters in the bottom of his wallet, and common sense won out over pride. A check meant they’d have to stay the night here in Evanston City, wait until the bank opened at nine the next morning. Staying meant sitting still in a city in which Red had been spotted using her powers. It meant a risk he wasn’t sure they could afford to take. 
 
    But they couldn’t run any farther on a quarter tank and Red’s magical hand fire.  
 
    With a resigned glare, he reached for the check. 
 
    And Bailey tugged it back. “We’ve got a gig in Cody next,” he said, a professional gleam in his eyes. “Bozeman after that. Your girl’s got some kinda talent. You two could come with us and there’s more where this came from.” He waggled his brows like the sleaziest used car salesman in the world.  
 
    “Gonna have to pass,” Rooster said flatly.  
 
    Bailey sighed. “That’s a shame. How’s she do it anyway? Propane lines in her sleeves, right?” But he squinted, like he doubted that. Where would the tank go, after all? 
 
    “A magician never reveals her secrets,” Rooster said, and snatched the check before it could be pulled back again. The paper was damp from Bailey’s hand.  
 
    The manager snorted. “Suit yourself.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but Rooster glared at him until he shrugged and retreated, waddling back around the side of the tent again.  
 
    Out on the midway, fair-goers laughed and shouted, their voices tangling with one another until it was an indistinguishable murmur, the flow of a river over rocks. The air smelled like fried foods, stomach-turning and greasy. The breeze picked up paper scraps – dropped ticket stubs and candy wrappers – and rustled them around their feet, here in their pocket of relative quiet.  
 
    Same story, different night.  
 
    It wasn’t so bad. 
 
    But it wasn’t what he wanted for Red. 
 
    Rooster stared down at the smudged ink on the check – two-hundred dollars – and wondered if they’d be able to bum some corn dogs and funnel cake on their way out.  
 
    Behind him, Red said, “We’re staying the night?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “Guess so.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He called her Red.  
 
    He gave her a life, one that was worth sharing, worth protecting. Taught her how to drive. How to shoot a gun. Shared his cigarettes, his bourbon bottles wrapped in brown paper, the glass sticky and him-flavored at the mouth. He taught her the words to every Bad Company song. How to make a bacon-and-grilled-cheese sandwich on a hotel hot plate. Helped her come up with names for all the constellations, because they didn’t know the real ones.  
 
    He gave her the world...and then stood against it with her. But it started with a name.  
 
    She was his Red. 
 
    And he was her Rooster.  
 
    She had a real name, if that’s what you wanted to call it. An official name on the driver’s license and passport he’d bought her. On those documents she was listed as Ruby Jane Russell. It was a nice name, she thought; she liked the way the Rs rolled off her tongue; like a character in a comic book. Which, given her talents, seemed pretty appropriate. Whenever they encountered strangers – which was every day – she introduced herself as Ruby. Red was just for Rooster, who’d saved her, given her a home, even if at the moment it was just a four-door Dodge truck coated in road dust. They’d settle somewhere eventually, he always said, but then someone somewhere would look at her just a little too long, and he’d get twitchy, start throwing duffel bags in the truck. Every time they started to think the Institute had stopped looking for her, there was another team of helmeted, black-clad specialists waiting around the corner.  
 
    Rooster hadn’t killed all of them. 
 
    In the middle of the night, curled up on a lumpy hotel bed, Red wished that he had. She could handle the running just fine, but it was hard on Rooster.  
 
    Like tonight: as they left through the portable corral gates that served as the main entrance to the carnival, she could see the little hitch in his stride that meant he was working very hard not to limp.  
 
    His hand rested steady on her shoulder, though, keeping her tight to his side – his bad one, leaving his right hand free to wield a gun, if he needed to. “Almost there,” he said as they crossed the field that served as a parking lot, and she knew he was talking more to himself than to her.  
 
    Red put her small arm around his waist as they walked to the truck, for all the good that it would do. Sometimes, she thought holding someone up was more about the gesture than anything else.   
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a cute and kitschy motel in the heart of downtown, one of those places that boasted authentic western flair, with leather everything and wagon wheel chandeliers.  But that was too obvious. Rooster drove out to the Holiday Inn by the Interstate ramp, asked for a room on the third floor with two beds, and then prayed to any god listening that his Visa card still had a little juice in it. It did. He exhaled slowly through his mouth and felt the entire left side of his body tremble. Anxiety had burned through Red’s cure faster than normal. 
 
    The woman at the front desk smiled and said, “Have a wonderful stay,” passing back his card printed with the name Joel Rutledge.  
 
    Bless him, Deshawn was really good at cooking up these fake IDs.  
 
    “Thanks,” Rooster said, slipped the card back in his wallet and limped back out to the truck to collect Red. He never liked for her to interact with front desk people: the red hair was too memorable. If goons in riot gear kicked in the door tonight, he didn’t want it to be because the receptionist had ratted them out.  
 
    When he got back to the truck – parked away from the cameras, of course – he could see through the passenger window that Red had kicked off her boots, reclined her seat all the way back, and lay with her socked feet propped up on the dash, eyes shut, hands folded over her stomach. She looked like Sleeping Beauty. If Sleeping Beauty had a hole in her left sock big enough for her whole toe to peek through. Poor tired kid. 
 
    He rapped softly on the glass and she opened her eyes slow, blinking a minute, fighting the exhaustion of her earlier display.  
 
    “Got us a room,” he said. 
 
    She gave him a tired smile and raised the seat, unlocked the doors for him.  
 
    Another night, he would have carried her. But tonight, their bags were almost too much for him. He told her to go first up the staircase that ran along the outside of the building. Partly so he could keep an eye out, but also so she couldn’t see the way sweat popped out on his brow and he had to grit his teeth against the pain. It never really went away, even when Red was at her strongest and freshest, her hands hitting his skin like God’s own heating pads. But her power could push it back, drive it out of his nerves and into his bones where it lay dormant, buzzing quietly to itself, waiting until it found the chance to slip back to the surface and cripple him again. They tried to keep on top of it, but sometimes, like tonight, he fought it alone, playing the martyr, he guessed, until it came roaring back and got out of control. 
 
    On the second to last step, his left leg buckled, and he caught himself hard against the railing, one of the duffel bags thumping to the ground. The pain was so fierce he could feel it in his teeth, and his muscles had gone watery weak.  
 
    Red turned around, worry notching her brows, hands already reaching out. 
 
    “Nah,” he huffed, and knew his smile was more of a grimace. It hurt so fucking bad. “Just tripped.” 
 
    “Liar,” she said, and made it sound like an endearment.  
 
    Rooster bit down on the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood, bent at the waist, and snagged the fallen duffel. Almost there, almost there, almost there. His mantra for the last five years. Almost to the truck, almost to the room, almost to the next town. Almost done running.  
 
    When he fumbled the key card with shaking fingers, Red picked it up and unlocked the door to their room. From behind, he watched her shoulders relax as they stepped into the room and he managed to elbow the door shut behind them. Safe for now, away from eyes. She felt all those almosts, too.  
 
    Rooster secured the safety bar, and let their bags drop to the peach carpet. For a moment there, on that last step, he’d thought he might go down in the stairwell and not make it this far. But he had, and a standard double room with vertical blinds, an Ikea TV cabinet, and awful floral bedspreads had never looked so wonderful.  
 
    Red started fussing with the bedspreads right away, folding them down and peeling back the blankets. She’d watched a 60 Minutes special about the microscopic dangers found in hotel rooms, and the black light demonstration had left an impression on her, needless to say. “Alright, come lie down,” she said. “And we’ll get you fixed up.” When she smiled at him over her shoulder, he saw the dark circles under her eyes.  
 
    He shook his head. “I’m fine. Watch some TV or something. Rest. I’m gonna take a shower.” 
 
    She’d let him deflect her up ‘til this point, but had now had enough of the game. She turned around fully to face him, fists settling on her hips. “Rooster.” 
 
    “Red,” he shot back. It took every last scrap of self-composure he possessed not to wince as he crouched down and dug a mostly clean shirt and sweats from the bag at his feet.  “I wanna clean up first.” 
 
    When he stood – with another monumental effort, and an embarrassing grab for the edge of the nearest bed – he found her glaring at him. It was about as threatening as being glared at by a Disney character, but voicing that might get his hair singed.  
 
    “You’re hurting,” she accused. 
 
    “Five minutes to wash the stink off me, yeah?” And five minutes for her to lie still and recover a little, as best she could.  
 
    She held his gaze a long moment, clearly unhappy, then jerked a single nod and sat down on one of the beds. “But if I hear you fall down,” she said, reaching for the remote.  
 
    “You’ll set me on fire?” 
 
    She heaved a dramatic, put-upon sigh, and Rooster managed to smile through the pain.  
 
    When he was shut inside the bathroom, he sagged back against the door a moment, letting the cheap wood hold his weight. Pretending he didn’t hurt too badly was exhausting, and now, away from her wounded, woodland creature eyes, he felt the last of his energy give out.  
 
    His strength bled out from the top down, and the shakes came rushing in to fill the gap. His hands shook, but so did the big muscles in his legs, and arms, and chest. His breath hitched in his lungs and his eyelashes fluttered. His teeth chattered, and his thoughts flickered, on and off, an old radio station at the county line.  
 
    Five years ago – almost six, now – he’d lived with the agony of his screaming nerves day to day, moment to moment, the only relief the few hours he managed to find in the bottom of a bottle. Constant pain was the sort of awfulness the human body could adapt to.  
 
    But after Red, after she’d been able to turn the dial down and take the pain from a roar to a faint whisper, managing it during the breakthroughs rendered him helpless.  
 
    He estimated he had about ten minutes before he was reduced to the fetal position, so he turned on the shower, cranked the knob to hot, and stripped with clumsy movements.  
 
    He didn’t intentionally seek out his reflection in the mirror above the sink, but the scars grabbed his attention, the way they always did. In the last five years, he’d managed to regain the muscle he’d lost after his discharge and then some. Lowered pain levels meant he could run, and lift, and push his body in a way he hadn’t thought he’d ever be able to again. His shoulders and arms and chest looked huge in the dinky hotel bathroom, shadows defining the sharp cuts of muscle, veins standing out in his wrists and forearms.  
 
    But Red hadn’t been able to erase the scars, all the pink patches and craters down the left side of his body that marked the places where shrapnel had carved away little slivers and chunks. The muscle tone in his left leg looked off, his body compensating for the places where tissue had simply been lost, unable to be replaced.  
 
    He was still square-jawed, and tanned, hair still wheat-colored where it fell nearly to his chin. But he wasn’t sure anyone from his old life would have recognized him. He looked like a fugitive, and maybe that’s what he was.  
 
    Slowly, gripping the handrail mounted to the tile, Rooster stepped over the lip of the tub and into the shower, hissing as the hot water hit his oversensitive skin like needles. The pervasiveness of the pain never ceased to amaze him, the way it could make every inch of his body ache and throb. He shut his eyes and bowed his head, breathing slow and uneven as the heat slowly began to soak into him, the jets easing some of the tension in the back of his neck, the steam loosening his lungs.  
 
    He was weak as a newborn foal when he finally shut the water off. Almost there, he thought, toweling clumsily. Almost there. He tripped putting on his sweats and nearly bashed his head on the counter. Almost there. Shirt, socks, token scrub at his wet hair with the towel.  
 
    He walked like a gnarled old man, tiny shuffling steps, through the door and into the room.  
 
    Red sat against the headboard of the nearest bed – the one he always took so he could be closest to the door, a shield between her and whoever might try to come after her. A silent way of her acknowledging that he was a dirty liar who did in fact need her to work her magic. The brat.  
 
    She turned around when he approached, expression pinched with worry. “Oh Rooster, why did you wait so long?” 
 
    “It’s not…that bad,” he lied. Lied badly, voice jumping and catching.  
 
    She scooted to the edge of the bed, positioned so she’d be on his bad side when he lied down. She patted the stacked pillows. “Come on.” 
 
    Getting onto the bed was a process, one that left tears standing in his eyes. He blinked them away and breathed shallowly through his mouth, teeth clenched against the litany of curses that waited on his tongue.  
 
    When he was reclined against the pillows, Red knelt by his hip and reached to very gently push his sleeve up. Her own sleeves were singed at the edges, the delicate lace detailing charred and crumbling.  
 
    “You ruined your dress,” he said, sad for her. She’d spent hours bent over the thing with thread and needle, humming an old Bee Gees song to herself.  
 
    Her smile was warm. “Worth it. Now hold still. Where does it hurt the worst?” 
 
    “Everywhere.” 
 
    She nodded. “Thanks for not lying that time.” And put her hands on his arm.  
 
    It was the same every time, but he always managed to forget; it always shocked the air out of his lungs, bowed his back off the mattress. Her power hit him like a train. The forceful shove that pushed the pain back into his marrow where it belonged; that chased agony back to the root of all his nerves and pinned it there.  
 
    He closed his eyes and thought, like always, that he must be on the floor, all the way across the room. Must have gone through a wall. But when he opened his eyes again, he was lying on the bed, his body warm and humming, brimming with energy.  
 
    And Red knelt over him, red hair falling in tangled curtains around her face, her skin pale and her mouth slack, eyes vacant with exhaustion.  
 
    Shit, he shouldn’t have let her do this. She was still worn out from the show, and she’d pushed herself too far. Was now drained. He should have waited, should have put his foot down. Damn it. 
 
    Rooster reached with arms that no longer shook and caught her around the shoulders, eased her down to lie beside him, her head on his shoulder.  
 
    Her hand settled, limp, on his chest, right over the steady thump of his heart. She let out a quiet little sigh. “I’m alright.” But it was just a thready whisper, sleep pulling her under.  
 
    Rooster cradled the back of her head, the small, fragile shape of her skull. “It’s alright. You go on to sleep.” 
 
    “’Kay.” 
 
    The last of the tension left her as she drifted off, her body relaxed against his. 
 
    He stared mindlessly at the TV screen, listening to the normal hotel sounds around them, straining for the barest whisper of a threat.  
 
    One didn’t come – not tonight – and he eventually fell asleep, lulled by the gentle rhythm of Red’s breathing, the press of her slender rib bones against his own.  
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    Turned out the bank opened at eight-thirty, and by nine they were seated across from one another in a window booth at Mosby’s Diner, steaming plates of ham and eggs in front of them, two-hundred dollars richer. Rooster had awakened starving that morning, and shoveled his food in with only a token stab at table manners. By contrast, Red only picked at hers, tired eyes downcast, hand limp on her fork.  
 
    “Eat,” he prodded, nudging her plate toward her.  
 
    One corner of her mouth lifted, a sad attempt at a smile. “I feel kinda sick.” 
 
    “That’s ‘cause you need to eat.” 
 
    She speared a wiggly clump of egg with her fork and looked at it dubiously. Her gaze slid to the laminated menu cards in their rack behind the salt and pepper shakers. “They have chocolate chip waffles,” she said, voice all innocence, and bit down on her lower lip in that way that meant she was trying, badly, to contain a smile.  
 
    Unlike her, Rooster had gotten very good at holding back smiles in these sorts of situations, content to enjoy the little blossom of warmth in his chest. “That shit’s just sugar.” He tried to sound stern. Which was a waste, because she’d never once been put off by that.  
 
    She looked up pleadingly through her lashes, green eyes catching light from the window, dazzling as gemstones. “I’ll eat the eggs, too. Promise.” 
 
    Rooster feigned a deep sigh and flagged down the waitress.  
 
    Red beamed at him, and it was the kind of smile that toppled kingdoms. God knew it had toppled him a long time ago.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Red loved diners. The blended smells of savory and sweet, thick curls of steam licking off the massive flat-tops behind the counter. She loved the clink of plates and cutlery, the outdated country music on the radio, the rustle of newspapers and controlled shouts of the kitchen staff as they worked at a lightning pace to get everyone’s food out. She loved the gleam of morning sunlight on the chrome of the stools, the glass of the bakery cases, the fake-maple syrup pouring down onto her waffles. She especially loved diners in the morning, when the world was waking up, when sitting in a booth felt like being a part of something bigger, like being involved in the mundane dramas of some small town where everyone’s biggest worry was finding a seat for the Friday night football games.  
 
    Across from her, Rooster choked down the last bite of his breakfast, pushed his plate away, and turned his gaze to the window and the street beyond, little line sprouting between his brows. On guard, as ever. Gone was the sleepy, pain-free man who’d tucked her into his side last night, and back was the Marine in the middle of a warzone, at least three guns on his person.  
 
    Red loved diners, but she hated what they did to Rooster.  
 
    “These are really good,” she said, chiming the tines of her fork against her plate. “You want some?” 
 
    “Nah, you eat them.” His gaze slid to her, briefly, sparking warm a moment, giving that divot in his brow a second’s respite, before he returned to his vigil. “I know how much you like your chocolate.” 
 
    And what do you like? she wanted to ask. He took scrupulous care of his guns. He drank bourbon – sometimes enough to get maudlin. He always ordered his Whoppers with cheese, and sometimes, through closed hotel bathroom doors, she heard him groan in a grateful way when he stepped into a hot shower.  
 
    But unless he was smiling, his mouth was tight with stress, even in sleep sometimes. He didn’t ever seem to enjoy anything, not the way people did in movies and TV shows, laughing and playing and spending “guys’ nights” in front of football games with all their friends. Rooster had friends – he had Deshawn, anyway – but they never saw each other, only talked on prepaid cellphones sometimes.  
 
    Rooster didn’t have a wife, or even a girlfriend, a woman to kiss, and hold, and take to bed, and make gasp. She thought he probably needed that. Didn’t everyone? She didn’t know for sure, but was starting to be curious. Sometimes she felt… 
 
    Well, she didn’t know. But she wondered, sometimes.  
 
    A vanload of children in soccer uniforms and knee socks came bursting into the diner, all talking excitedly, blocking the door and drawing eyes.  
 
    Red grabbed her coffee mug and slid out of the booth. 
 
    Rooster’s gaze snapped around immediately, watchful frown deepening into an expression a lot like panic.  
 
    Before he could ask, she smiled and waved her mug at him. “Just gonna get a refill.” 
 
    He scowled. “She’ll come around and do that.” 
 
    Red gestured to the counter. “It’s two steps. Be right back. Promise.” 
 
    It took an effort not to laugh at his face – the awful, overdramatic, twisted-up frown – and she turned, took the as-promised two steps to the counter, and climbed onto an empty stool.  
 
    The waitress on the other side spotted her empty mug and held up a finger. “Just a sec, hon.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Red sent her a smile and settled in to wait. The sugar of waffles and chocolate was helping, but truth be told she wasn’t back to full strength yet. She didn’t normally perform and then ease Rooster’s pain in the same night; it had sapped her, truly.  
 
    She took note of the men seated on either side of her: one was young and blond, her age, maybe, having an omelet and a Coke, paging through a hefty textbook and smearing the pages with grease. The other, on her left, was someone who reminded her, at least a little, of Rooster. Mid-thirties, powerful build that wasn’t well hidden under his windbreaker and busted jeans. He wore a ballcap, but what she could see of his hair was dark and clipped military short. A little scar curled down from the corner of his near eye, pink and shiny, still almost fresh. Military, his bearing screamed, and she’d know – she’d spent the last five years sharing Slim-Jims and hotel beds with a Marine.  
 
    Tired as she was, something in her tightened. Not fear, exactly – she had enough juice to raze someone to ashes, if she needed to – but a disquieted sort of feeling.  
 
    She swore she could feel the heat of Rooster’s scowl behind her. Damn. Always so protective. Like the world’s biggest brother…who thought she was totally helpless. The self-sacrificing idiot.  
 
    Then the blond boy turned toward her and choked on his next bite of omelet. “Oh shit. Um. Hey. You’re that girl. From last night.” 
 
    Red turned to him with a wide, pretend smile in place. Smiles always set people off their guard, helped them forget details. It was Rooster’s fierce scowls that the Institute people always remembered. That and her red hair… 
 
    “You’re her, right?” the boy asked. “With the fire?” He lifted one greasy hand and spread the fingers in a little exploding gesture. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me,” she said. “Did you like the show?” 
 
    “Dude,” he exclaimed, grinning wide. “That was badass. How’d you do that?” 
 
    “Magic,” she said, with an answering smile of her own that she hoped was coy. She’d never actually seen a coy smile, or been shown how to execute one, but in the paperbacks she picked up in grocery stores – “What the hell is going on in this book?” Rooster had demanded once, scandalized, when she got out of the shower and found him sprawled back on one of the hotel beds, paging through her current romance novel. “This is,” he’d spluttered, face going red along the high ridges of his cheekbones, “this is – you’re not old enough to read this.” But of course he hadn’t forbidden it, only gave her pained, sidelong glances when she read in the truck. – women were always smiling coyly at men. If the books were to be believed, it was a means of getting your way – or, in her case, pulling off a deception.  
 
    He laughed, half-delighted, half-frustrated by her evasion. “No, but seriously. How do you do that? Is it, like, Roman candles or something–” 
 
    “Here you go, hon.” The waitress topped off her coffee.  
 
    Red gave the a woman a quick smile. “Thank you.” And slid off her stool. 
 
    Started to, and the boy darted a hand out like he meant to touch her.  
 
    She wasn’t a jumpy person, all things considered, but no one touched her. No one but Rooster. And before that –  
 
    “…shows promising development…” 
 
    “…experiment had little to no effect…” 
 
    “…weaponize its abilities…” 
 
    She shied away from the enthusiastic blond boy, a hard leap off her stool, and collided with the man on her other side. Her hand bumped his shoulder, and hot coffee slopped all down his arm, and onto his bare hand.  
 
    Red froze a moment, horrified. The man hissed through his teeth, but otherwise remained admirably still. Unlike her, he wasn’t panicking, even though he had to be in pain. She could already see the bright pink of a terrible burn coming up on his skin. 
 
    The waitress gasped. “Oh, let me – here, hold on–”  
 
    The blond boy knocked his own stool over as he scrambled to his feet, saying, “Whoa, whoa.” 
 
    Red didn’t think. Her awareness shrank down to the sight of an injury – an injury that she’d caused – and she reacted. She laid her hand on the stranger’s forearm and funneled a burst of energy into him. 
 
    “Ah–” He made a short, sharp, aborted sound, and then went still, the way Rooster did, when–  
 
    Oh no, Rooster!  
 
    It was his arm, she knew, that went around her waist from behind. He grunted as he was hit with a bit of castoff energy, but didn’t let go, dragging her back from the man, breaking the contact. The second her hand left his arm, the power surge drained out of her, like a bathtub with the drain pulled. She sagged back against Rooster’s chest, panting, and for a moment, the entire diner was dead silent, save the slow spinning of George Strait on the radio.  
 
    It was just the chaos, she told herself: the fallen stool, the leaping boy, the gasping waitress, the man’s cry of pain. Rooster, looking big and threatening, lifting her up off her feet. There was no way anyone could know what she’d just done, that she’d used her powers – that she even had any. 
 
    Then one of the little soccer players went goggle-eyed and said, “That’s the fire girl.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Rooster growled, “come on.” He bulled his way to the door, shoulder first, carrying her, and everyone scrambled to get out of his way.  
 
    Red tossed a look behind her as they fled, and saw the stranger she’d healed staring down at his hand in open-mouthed shock. His skin steamed, a little, still hot from the coffee, but there was no burn. 
 
    Oh no, she thought. 
 
    A carnival act could be explained away, but not a miracle.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jake stood in the alley that ran alongside Mosby’s Diner, slowly opening and closing his hand – his unburned hand. He could still feel the heat of the coffee, and a tingling, bright warmth that he suspected was part of- of whatever the target had done to him. But there was no pain. No side effects – he didn’t think. 
 
    He realized he was panting – stress, rather than exertion – and closed his mouth, pressed it tight.  
 
    Dr. Talbot had told him that their target had undergone experimental treatment not unlike that used on Jake himself and the rest of his team. They’d given him a team, Dr. Talbot and Agent West, other ex-military serum recipients. They seemed competent, so far, though he hadn’t really bothered to get to know them. This mission was a means to an end, a chance to prove that he was perfectly capable of serving again.  
 
    A video posted to Facebook, mined by one of the nerdy techs back at the Manor, had indicated that the target was in Evanston, Wyoming, and Jake’s team had left right away, flying through the night. He’d followed the target and her bodyguard-partner-boyfriend-creepy uncle-whatever he was from the Holiday Inn to the diner, told his team to take up a holding position and wait. This was just recon, really. He hadn’t expected to contain the two of them. According to their briefing packet, the target was highly dangerous and great care would need to be taken to subdue her somewhere where risk of civilian casualties was minimal.  
 
    He’d known she was only a girl, a little redhead with a  sprinkling of freckles over her nose, but he hadn’t realized, until he’d seen her eating chocolate chip waffles, just how small she seemed. How fragile.  
 
    He’d had a moment, hiding under his ballcap and listening to the target and her companion – Corporal Rooster Palmer, Marine Corps, medical discharge, Purple Heart – talking about a TV show, one of those obnoxious singing contests.  
 
    She was barely twenty, and she put too much syrup on her waffles, and thought someone named Devon deserved a record deal, and her laugh sounded like the quiet flutter of bird wings. 
 
    What the hell was he doing? How was this kid a threat? 
 
    But then she’d spilled her coffee on him, and touched him, and- and… 
 
    He didn’t know what. 
 
    “Hey,” a female voice said, right in front of him, and he jerked, hand going for the gun concealed at his hip. He hadn’t heard anyone approach, lost in his own thoughts, and his heart leapt up his throat. He didn’t use to startle so easy.  
 
    One of his teammates – Ramirez, he remembered – stood in front of him, windbreaker pushed back at one hip, hand resting on the butt of her own weapon. She stared at him with admirable blandness, only the arch of her dark brows and the tilt of her head saying really? “You alright?” she asked, like she’d already decided he wasn’t.  
 
    He cleared his throat and forced his churning doubts away. “Yeah. We need to get going. They’re on the move. Spence disabled their truck?” 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t know how – I’m not a mechanic. But yeah, he said they shouldn’t get far.” 
 
    “Good. Call ahead to the garage.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You’re mad,” Red said, about an hour later, empty Wyoming lowlands stretching brown and stubbly on either side of the road.  
 
    Rooster took a deep breath in through his nose and ignored the way his hand tightened on the wheel until his knuckles went white. “I’m not mad,” he said in a carefully measured voice.  
 
    And he wasn’t. He was petrified.  
 
    “I know,” Red continued, voice tired. When he snuck another look at her – he hadn’t been able to stop since they’d pulled out of Evanston City – he saw that her eyelids were at half mast, fighting off yet another power drain. Goddamn it. “That I’m not supposed to attract attention. But I couldn’t let him be injured because of me. I…” She trailed off, tone upset.  
 
    “You got a real guilt complex, you know that?” he bit out. 
 
    “Mad, see?” 
 
    “No.” He was running scenarios through his head, trying to figure out an escape plan. And berating himself. He should have never let her do the show; should never have let their money get so tight that he needed to. He’d done odd jobs before: loading hay into trucks, putting up fence; he’d washed dishes, and harvested corn, and driven tractors. There was always work and a little cash for a strong back, and he should have found work before Red saw that flier, so that he could have told her no. Between last night’s show and today’s display at the diner, whatever that man would go out and say on social media…their cover was blown.  
 
    “We’re gonna go up toward Jackson,” he said, deciding it, “and before we get there we’re gonna make two stops. Gotta get a box of hair dye at one of ‘em.” 
 
    She made an unhappy sound. 
 
    “I know, I know, but–” 
 
    He registered the whine coming from underneath the truck the same moment he realized that it had been going on for several miles, too soft for him to pay proper attention to it. But it spiked, suddenly, loud and droning, and he had just a moment to think oh fuck, the transmission, before there was a crunch, a lurch, a growl, and the truck started to slow, slow, slow, the RPM needle surging.  
 
    “Fuck,” he said, and managed not to sound as panicked as he felt. 
 
    Red pulled her feet down off the dash and sat up straight beside him. “What is it?” 
 
    “Transmission.” He pressed the gas pedal to more revving, and yet more slowing. 
 
    The truck cruised to a halt on the shoulder and then just sat there, idling. Useless.  
 
    Rooster killed the engine and braced both hands on the wheel. Listened to the hissing and popping under the hood and counted to ten silently in his head.  
 
    When that didn’t do a damn thing to alleviate the awful, dark swell of panic building in the back of his head like a tidal wave, he said, “Shit,” with great feeling. That didn’t work either, but it was like a valve opening, steam pouring out. “Shit, shit, shit, shit–” 
 
    Red laid her hand on the bare skin of his forearm. No power this time, only the cool press of her palm. “It’ll be okay,” she said, aiming for brave, voice shaking just a fraction beneath the façade. “We’ll call a tow truck. Maybe someone will come by.” 
 
    That was exactly what he was worried about. An hour out from Evanston City was too close for comfort; close enough to be overtaken by anyone who might be following.  
 
    A part of him acknowledged that he was super paranoid.  
 
    A part of him knew that no government on earth would let someone with Red’s power slip through the cracks and eventually give up on chasing her down.  
 
    He shut his eyes a moment and shoved the exhausted, emotional, runaway side of himself down into its little box, letting the Marine side take over. When he opened his eyes, he felt alert and industrious.  
 
    He peeled his fingers off the wheel and handed Red his phone. It was prepaid, but still a smartphone, and had basic Internet capabilities. “Here. Google a tow company we can call. I’m gonna check the truck.” 
 
    She flicked him a quick, knowing look and took the phone with a nod.  
 
    “Lock the doors behind me.” 
 
    Another nod, this one distracted as she scrolled through the phone’s offerings.  
 
    Rooster climbed out, shut the door, and waited for the thump of the locks engaging before he moved. Good girl.  
 
    The truck was, close as he could tell, totally fucked. From what he could see crouching in the dirt, the transmission was leaking fluid, slick with more of it.  
 
    He dropped the tailgate, opened the camper shell, and climbed up into the dark, hot interior of the bed. He’d built the three gun racks there himself, in a borrowed workshop in Tulsa. Crafted boxes and their sliding drawers, glued diamond plate to the exteriors. They would look like toolboxes to the untrained eye, but when he opened the one on the left he was greeted by a third of his arsenal, drawer, after drawer, after drawer of it.  
 
    One drawer housed collapsed duffel bags, and he started filling them with all that he could carry: all his handguns, a shotgun, even a broken-down M4. Box, after box, after box of ammo. And a handful of tactical knives.  
 
    Satisfied – as close to it as he could get – he zipped the final duffel and climbed out of the truck, dragging the heavy bags with him. 
 
    Just in time to see a flatbed pulling up behind them.  
 
    Panic rose like bile in the back of his throat. His hands twitched on the handles of the bags, and his first, knee-jerk urge was to pull the twelve-gauge from the bag in his right hand and shoot right through the windshield, turning the driver’s face to hamburger.  
 
    No, he thought, wildly, savagely. You can’t have her.  
 
    But then he forced himself to take a breath and read the details. It was a white flatbed rather than a panel van or unmarked Suburban, mud-spattered wheel wells and a layer of reddish dust on the hood. The tag on the front labeled the truck’s owner as an Oklahoma fan. And the driver, clearly visible through the untinted windshield, was a lone man with a baseball cap and no sunglasses, squinting at Rooster from under the brim of his hat.  
 
    Probably not a team of paramilitary, government-funded kidnappers.  
 
    Probably. 
 
    The driver gave a little wave and cut his engine, opened the door and got out slow, like he could read the tension in Rooster’s body. “Hey,” he called, stepping around his door, but hanging back. Hands in view, posture non-threatening, no visible weapons. He wore battered Wranglers, a plaid shirt, and a windbreaker; his hat was stitched with OU, a match to the truck’s front plate. “Engine trouble?” 
 
    Rooster set the bags carefully on the ground, and reached inside his own jacket as he straightened, heart pounding. Because the man in front of him was the man from the diner, the one Red had healed.  
 
    “Nah,” he drawled, “transmission.” And drew his Colt in one smooth motion, muzzle pointed at the man’s heart. “On your knees,” he said, toneless and calm. “Hands behind your head. I won’t ask twice.” 
 
    To his credit, the man didn’t react the way most people did in this situation. No gasping or flailing or insisting that he didn’t mean any harm. No reaching for his own gun – which would have gone badly for him. No, instead, he lifted both hands, nice and slow, to press them to his hat and then sank down to his knees in the dirt, expression careful, but not hostile.  
 
    Surprise stayed Rooster’s hand a moment.  
 
    A gust of wind sent loose dirt and handfuls of dry grass scuttling across the road between them. Carried with it the faint, but unmistakable lowing of cows from somewhere out of sight.  
 
    “What branch were you with?” the man asked. 
 
    Rooster blinked. “What?” he asked through his teeth. 
 
    The man shrugged without moving his hands from his head. “I’m just saying. A civilian breaks down in the middle of nowhere and a truck pulls up, his first reaction is usually to say, ‘Thank God.’ Not to pull a gun on somebody.” 
 
    Rooster flashed his teeth in an approximation of a smile. “And all vets are crazy, huh?” 
 
    “No. Necessarily cautious, I’d say.” 
 
    Rooster studied him a moment, waiting for the inevitable wince, for the begging, the show of nerves.  
 
    It never came. 
 
    Gun still trained, he walked toward the guy, swung wide, got behind him. “Don’t move.” 
 
    “Wasn’t going to.” 
 
    A quick glance in the truck proved that it was nothing special: battered vinyl seats, some crumpled McDonald’s wrappers, a water bottle and a Coke in the cup holders. Rooster checked the near door pockets for weapons and found none.  
 
    “You didn’t answer the question,” the guy on the ground said.  
 
    “You’re so smart, why don’t you guess?” Rooster said as he did a quick, one-handed pat down of the man. No weapons there, either.  
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I’m gonna say Marine Corps.” 
 
    “Yeah? What about you?” Rooster circled around in front of him again. “National Guard?” he asked with contempt. 
 
    The man tipped his head back so he could maintain eye contact. “Army,” he said, unabashed. 
 
    Rooster snorted.  
 
    “I’m Jake,” he offered. “There’s a garage twelve miles up the road that can take a look at your truck, and I’ll be happy to take it there for you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’ll be my way of saying thanks. That’s some hell of a trick your girl’s got.” 
 
    And there it was: the real reason for this unasked-for kindness.  
 
    Rooster lifted his gun a fraction, so the muzzle was aimed at the guy’s face, finger sliding inside the trigger guard. He felt a grim smile tug at this mouth. This just got so old. The same shit, over and over. “I give you credit: you played the game longer than most of them ever do.” 
 
    Jake – if that was even his name – looked scared for the first time now, eyes wide and white-rimmed. His mouth opened on a small, gasping breath. “Now wait, just wait, I don’t know–” 
 
    A truck door slammed behind him, and Red said, “Rooster, don’t.” 
 
    No. No, no, no, no–  
 
    Jake’s gaze flicked away from the gun, toward Red.  
 
    “Don’t look at her,” Rooster said through his teeth. To Red: “Get back in the truck. Now.” 
 
    She didn’t listen. Of course she didn’t. Her boots scuffed quietly over the short grass as she walked toward them. “You can’t shoot him,” she said, reasonably. “He–” 
 
    Rooster flung out his left arm and blocked her from coming nearer. “I swear to God, if you don’t get back in the truck–” 
 
    “There were witnesses,” she said. “All those people back at the diner saw us and saw him. Saw what I did. If they find him dead on the road–” 
 
    “Then they won’t find him! I’ll dig a fucking hole!” 
 
    She rested her hand on his arm, like he was some wild animal she could soothe with a touch. “You’re always telling me to be smart. Right? We have to be smart here. And I don’t think he’s one of them.” 
 
    “It’s not worth the risk.” But she was right, to a point. He’d killed people these past five years, but all those dead agents – or whatever they were – never made the news. This guy, if he was telling the truth, and was a civilian…that would hit the media. Even if he just disappeared, someone who loved him would file a missing person’s report and the cops would get involved. They could run from shadow organizations all day, but local cops and a murder of a citizen…that would be the thing that caught them, finally. And then Rooster would go to jail, and the Institute would take Red back, and… 
 
    He was hyperventilating. The gun shook in his hand.  
 
    His hostage stared up at him, frightened, but not backing down. “You haven’t done anything you can’t take back yet,” he said. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Red rubbed the arm that he held in front of her like a barrier, small fingers gentle. “Rooster.” A request, a balm.  
 
    Rooster swallowed, and his throat was so tight it hurt. “Who do you work for?” 
 
    “I own my own wrecker company. I work out of a garage in Farley. Just twelve miles up, like I said.” He wet his lips and added. “Look, I don’t know who you’re running from” – his eyes made a fast dart toward Red, like he knew the why of it – “and it’s none of my business. I’d just really like to not get shot and I’ll give you a tow if you want. I might be Army, but I’m not stupid.” 
 
    Rooster was…trapped. Caught in a place from which he couldn’t shoot his way out – not without putting them at greater risk. And he…was tired. So tired. All the good Red’s healing had done last night seemed to bleed out of him now, carried away on a tide of soul-deep exhaustion.  
 
    Like he sensed that Rooster’s resolve was wavering, Jake said, “You can even hold a gun on me the whole time if you want. But your arsenal will have to ride in the back.” He nodded toward the duffels that still lay on the ground. 
 
    Red’s hand touched his shoulder, a silent please.  
 
    Rooster exhaled in a rush. “Fine.” 
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    Farley was the sort of town that Rooster always described as Bum Fuck, Egypt. The kind of town they hurried through, because small places bred tight-knit social circles, places where strangers were noticed.  
 
    An aptly-named Main Street took them past a water tower and a tidy row of brick two-story shops, American and Wyoming flags flying at the center of the small, green square. Jake – who’d done a remarkable job of keeping calm during their silent, tense twelve-mile truck ride – finally turned left down a side stride cluttered with small, clapboard houses, chain link fences, and industrial buildings with crumbling facades. He piloted them into the lot of a gas station/garage combo, where several old trucks waited on blocks and a man in a white cowboy hat sat smoking a cigarette and reading a paper beneath the convenience store’s front awning.  
 
    “Fucking Mayberry,” Rooster muttered.  
 
    “Yep,” Jake said. He backed the flatbed up to one of the garage doors and put it in park. Then he turned a flat, almost bored look on Rooster – who was crammed in the middle seat because he was too protective, and stubborn, and Red loved him for it anyway. “Try not to shoot any of my employees, okay?” 
 
    Rooster made a face.  
 
    “He didn’t say ‘no,’ so that’s something,” Red offered.  
 
    Jake twitched a smile and climbed out of the cab.  
 
    When they were alone, Rooster turned to her and said, “Stick by me.” Then, low and frightened, “Please.” 
 
    Oh, Rooster. She wanted to stroke his hair, put her arms around his neck and breathe in the scent of road dirt off his throat and tell him it would be fine. Instead, she smiled and said, “Okay.” 
 
    He nodded and his gaze flicked out through the windshield, toward Jake who now stood in front of the truck, talking to a scruffy-faced young man with holey jeans and a garage smock. He took a quick, unsteady breath. “Transmission work takes time. Depending on how bad it is – shit, we could be here. I don’t–” He pressed his lips together into a thin, white line. “I dunno,” he murmured. “I just–” 
 
    “Hey,” she said, softly, and his gaze came back to her. “What is it you always tell me? This is all we can do, so it’s what we will do.” 
 
    He’d told her that time and time again, on rain slick roads, the wipers beating across the windshield; in eighties-era hotel rooms while every set of headlights that skimmed across the wall made her jump; in small towns, and in big cities. He pressed onward, again and again, killing when he had to, always keeping her safe. He’d been a Marine for so long, much longer than the war had actually lasted, and she could see the cracks at his edges. Could feel the way the gaps between healings were getting shorter and shorter. He would break – her unbendable, implacable, too-brave Rooster – and she thought he could sense it, too, the way his hand had shook on the gun before, the way he was willing to put at least a little trust in a stranger.  
 
    He gave her a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “Yeah. Okay.” 
 
    He slid over to climb out of the driver’s side and reached back into the cab to help her out with the hand that wasn’t hovering near his gun.  
 
    Red stepped down onto the cracked asphalt and was greeted by the smell of motor oil and hot pavement, boiled peanuts and fresh-cut grass. 
 
    Fucking Mayberry indeed.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    If it hadn’t been the transmission… 
 
    A spark plug, a fan belt, a battery, a fuel pump – there were any number of things that could have gone wrong with the truck that could have been fixed in a few hours – or a few minutes – and allowed them to get back on the road. Put that much needed distance between themselves and Evanston City.  
 
    But no. It was the transmission. Because that’s how life went.  
 
    Rooster cursed softly to himself, clicked off the flashlight, and climbed out from under the truck. Fucking Dodge, he thought, ready to take on the whole damn Chrysler company for letting him down like this. “Fluid everywhere,” he said in response to Red’s questioning look.  
 
    The kid who worked for Jake – his name tag declared him Spence – stood with his hands on his hips, expression somewhere in the neighborhood of regretful and told-you-so. “We won’t know what’s going until we open ‘er up, but–” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rooster said, grim.  
 
    “I’m guessing I’m gonna have to order some parts.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He allowed himself a moment – just one – to wallow in his absolute fury. He couldn’t ever decide, in moments like these, if he was angriest at himself, at the Ingraham Institute, or the world at large.  
 
    A very dark, very deeply buried part of himself liked to play the what-if game. What if he hadn’t been blown up? What if he’d finished his tour? He wouldn’t have been living in Deshawn and Ashley’s basement; would never have gone to the Institute hoping to get put on a drug trial; wouldn’t have been there for Red to follow home. 
 
    But would she have followed someone else? Someone who wouldn’t, or couldn’t, keep her safe? 
 
    She sent him a crooked little smile, now, and he hoped she hadn’t developed the ability to read minds. Not that it would surprise him. He took a deep breath and bundled all his dangerous doubts back up, shoved them into the mental closets where they belonged.  
 
    He turned to Spence, shame heating his face. “I’m – I’m not much good with transmissions.” 
 
    Spence nodded. “Lucky for you, I’m the best. Gimme a couple hours and I’ll know what we need to order.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He locked up his gun cases with the key, not caring if Spence wondered what was in them, then hooked his arm around Red’s shoulders and steered her around to the front of the building.  
 
    Jake was in the process of pressure washing his flatbed, and Rooster paused, hanging back a moment. “What’s your read on this guy?” 
 
    Red made a surprised sound, and said, “My read?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve trained you well.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze and she breathed a quiet laugh.  
 
    “Okay, well.” Her brows stitched together in thought as she studied their rescuer with Marine-worthy scrutiny. “I don’t think he’s lying. Not really. I believe he was Army. And I don’t think he wants to hurt us.” 
 
    “I’m sensing a ‘but.’” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just paranoid…” 
 
    “You and me both, kiddo.” 
 
    “…but I think…I think it’s okay. For now.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    She sent him a doubtful look.  
 
    “We’ll just be careful.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Jake glanced up and noticed them, and shut off the pressure washer. “Spence get you sorted?” 
 
    With the exception of brief interactions with clerks and waitstaff, Rooster didn’t really interact with people anymore; his social skills were rusty. Still, he knew he ought to be polite – if he couldn’t force himself to be outright pleasant.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, aiming for a neutral tone. “He’s gonna take a look. Probably have to order some parts.” A flutter of panic surged in his belly at the thought. Shit, they were stuck here. He cleared his throat. “Thanks – for your help.” The words felt dragged out of him. He didn’t like having to thank people – owing them.  
 
    Jake nodded. “Shouldn’t be more than a few days, then. There’s a decent motel here in town. Nothing fancy, but it’s clean.” 
 
    Motel. Waiting. Sitting ducks. Rooster nodded and swallowed with difficulty. “Yeah, maybe…where can I get the classifieds? I’ll just buy another truck.” 
 
    Jake frowned. “You won’t find anything worth a damn around here. Not with a full back seat and all the mods on your truck.” 
 
    Yeah, but it would get us the hell away from here, Rooster thought. “Still.” 
 
    Jake looked doubtful. “I’m sure Marty can hook you up with a paper inside.” He jerked a thumb toward the convenience store. “Can’t promise you’ll have any luck.” 
 
    Rooster turned that way, towing Red with him. He had to try, at least. The only thing more unforgivable than failing to protect Red would be to stop trying – even if he failed all the same.  
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    New York City 
 
      
 
    The bodies lay beneath white sheets. Harvey made no move to walk her over there and lift up the covers, and Trina didn’t insist. Frankly, just the shapes of them under the drapes was enough to give her the cold chills. The silhouettes weren’t quite…right. Pieces missing. Pieces in the wrong place. 
 
    Harvey, drawn and tired, flipped through her notes and stared down at them as she said, “Webb’s not joining us?” 
 
    “No,” Trina said, and left it at that. She could have pretended he was still hungover and his stomach too jumpy for the post-mortem, but she didn’t feel like lying to Harvey any more than necessary. 
 
    The ME looked up, finally, expression pinched. “You were at the scene. You saw. Cause of death was exsanguination. The victims were hacked apart. Eviscerated. Parts are missing – fingers, mostly, like they were trying to fend off their attackers.” She paused a moment, allowing Trina a brief shudder. “They looked like they were killed by a bear, Trina.” 
 
    Not far off. “I–” 
 
    “Now look,” Harvey continued, voice hardening. “I know it’s a leap to go from missing bodies to chewed on bodies – oh yeah, there are teeth marks, animal teeth marks – but lots of weird shit is going on around here and you? You’re not even questioning it. Just standing there looking like you’ve got a stomach ache. So this is me asking, unofficially, off the record – as a friend – what you know about all this.” 
 
    For a moment, Trina almost caved. In part because Harvey was a competent ally in her day-to-day job, who worked tirelessly to help them catch criminals. And also in part because she was starting to feel like a shaken soda, and wouldn’t it be wonderful to confide in someone? My great-grandfather’s not only alive, but ageless, and also a vampire, and the former tsarevich of Russia turned Lanny into one, too.  
 
    ‘Cause that would go over well.  
 
    Trina waited a beat too long. Swallowed. “Christine–” 
 
    “Forget it.” Harvey turned away, disgusted. “Get out of my morgue.” 
 
    And yeah. That was fair.  
 
    She found Lanny outside, sitting on a low concrete retaining wall that had been backfilled with dirt and planted with St. John’s wort. He looked almost serene, with his shirtsleeves pushed up and his head tipped back, eyes closed. The sun fell full on his face – that rich, hot, baking late summer sun that always felt so good when you’d been trapped in air-conditioned buildings all day – and Trina was struck by the difference in him. Gone were the bruise-dark circles around his eyes, the grayish pallor of his skin. His face seemed fuller, too; the face of a man with healthy eating habits and a regular workout routine. It was only now, when faced with the stark contrast, that she realized that he’d been sliding down for a long time; she should have noticed. She hated herself for not.  
 
    His eyes cracked open a slit. “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Better that you weren’t in there trying to lick the dried blood off the bodies.” 
 
    “That’s fucking disgusting,” he said, and shut his eyes again.  
 
    Trina sat down next to him on the wall, forcing herself to push past the prickling unease that told her not to sit too close, getting in tight enough that their shoulders brushed. His arm felt warm through both their sleeves, and she wondered why she’d expected it to feel any different.  
 
    Lanny hummed a little sound that was mostly content. “Who’d’ve thought vampires could sit in the sun, huh? Betcha I can eat garlic, too, which is a damn good thing, ‘cause my ma wouldn’t understand if I suddenly stopped coming by for pasta night.” 
 
    “Guess most of the old myths were wrong,” Trina said, hearing a hollowness in her voice.  
 
    “Hey, do you think I can walk into a church without lighting on fire? Maybe I can still go to Mass.” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away, turned to glance at him, and found that he was smiling at her, the expression more than a little bitter.  
 
    “These are the kinda questions I gotta ask myself, you know?” he said, voice bitter, too. “Can I still pray? Can I see my reflection to shave in the mornings? Can I still” – his breath hitched – “be with you without wanting to drink your damn blood?” 
 
    She sucked in a breath.  
 
    His smile twitched, fell, and he glanced away. 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered. “It’s hard for you to even wanna sit here with me, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her pulse throbbed in her temples, caught painfully in her ears, like they needed to pop. They were valid questions, all of them. But she thought of Nikita, of how he was nothing like Rasputin. Thought of Alexei, the entitled prince. And poor sweet Jamie, who hadn’t asked for any of this.  
 
    She took another breath, this one deep and measured. “I can see your reflection in the grill of that car right there,” she said, pointing to the Cadillac parked in front of them, “so that answers that question. And for the rest of it. Lanny, the thing that happened to you was physical. It changed the way your body works – maybe even what your body needs – but it didn’t change your mind. Or your heart. You’re still you. Just…healthy.” 
 
    “And required to drink blood.” 
 
    “Think of it as medicine. Like insulin for a diabetic.” 
 
    He barked a short, startled laugh. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s even something you can inject. We can ask Nikita. Then you wouldn’t have to feel like it was actually blood.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it’s fucking weird,” he said, frustration bleeding through.  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s your life now.” 
 
    He sighed.  
 
    “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    He gave her a sideways look from the corner of his eye, expression hard to read. He shook his head and glanced out toward the parking lot – and bumped her shoulder with his. “So feral werewolves are a thing and they’re in New York eating people.” 
 
    It was a relief to change the subject. “Apparently.” 
 
    “What’re we gonna tell the captain?” 
 
    Trina glanced over, startled. “We.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You said I was still me, right? So I’m still a cop. Just, maybe…” He curled his hand into a fist in his lap, turning it over, examining it with sudden, intense focus, brows tucking low. “Maybe a cop who’s a lot stronger.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jamie was an only child, but he thought this must be what it felt like to be someone’s younger brother, tagging along for the ride, no one asking for his opinion about anything. It was annoying, sure, but he wasn’t the sort of person who liked to make a fuss. He was generally content to go with the flow and deviate when he had the chance. 
 
    Except right now he was a brand-new vampire with a lot of fucking questions, and was apparently sitting next to a member of the long-dead Russian royal family. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    “They’re hunting us,” Nikita said, grimly, on the other side of the booth.  
 
    “Who is?” Jamie asked.  
 
    Alexei scoffed. “Coincidence.” But when Jamie glanced over at him, he looked pale. His lower lip trembled, fractionally, as he took a breath.  
 
    “No,” Nikita said, voice hard. “It’s not. Your little protégé” – he spat the word – “decided to go on a turning binge.” He gestured to Jamie, and Jamie felt his stomach grab unpleasantly. He wanted to be offended, but he certainly hadn’t asked to be turned. 
 
    As if sensing his distress – and didn’t dogs, wolves, sense that sort of thing? – Sasha sent Jamie a fleeting smile.  
 
    “The video of Chad walking out of the morgue is all over the Internet,” Nikita went on, scowling. “And then feral wolves try to find Lanny? That’s not a coincidence, and you know it.” 
 
    Alexei shrugged and sipped his coffee, eyes a little wild.  
 
    Around them, the restaurant hosted a modest afternoon crowd, a mix of students and businesspeople eating craft burgers. (Sasha had picked the place, saying it was one of his favorites.) There was local art on the walls, and James Brown playing softly over the sound system, and Jamie might have enjoyed it if they weren’t discussing being hunted by werewolves who ate people.  
 
    It was all too much, suddenly. The absurd turn his quiet life had taken.  
 
    “Okay.” He slapped his hand down on the table, harder then he’d ever been able; all their water glasses jumped. Whatever. He wasn’t sorry. “What are we going to do? What am I–” He broke off, throat tightening. “What am I going to do?” 
 
    Sasha looked sympathetic. 
 
    Nikita looked like an asshole – because he was one.  
 
    “We’ll find somewhere for you to lay low,” he said, dismissive. “Until we figure out–” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said, through his teeth this time. “What am I going to do? With my life? I’m legally dead, and I…” Oh shit, he was breathing too hard, loud and rough enough to attract a concerned glance from the next table. “I…” 
 
    Alexei laid his hand over top of Jamie’s, and Jamie jerked out from under it, almost dumping his plate in his lap. 
 
    Alexei sighed. “You should calm down.” 
 
    “I can’t. My roommate saw me getting coffee this morning, and she screamed. And I can never go home…” 
 
    When he was thirteen, and weighed no more than a wet cat, according to his grandmother, Brent Hardman had taken a box cutter to the oil painting he’d spent three months painstakingly perfecting in hopes of entering it into a local youth art show. He’d left it in the art room at school, and went in early one morning, flipped on the lights. The canvas in tatters. The yellow-handled box cutter – the same one Brent had been flipping over and over on the bus yesterday, the one he’d tucked in his pocket before the driver could see – on the table beside it. No painting; no entry for the contest; no chance to get into the exclusive May-Thorough summer program for gifted young artists… 
 
    He’d tilted the box cutter under the harsh lights, watched the light catch its blade. And he’d wondered. He’d almost…thought about the way his blood would look, welling against his too-white skin. Running off his wrist, dripping onto the tile. An art piece all its own.  
 
    He’d wondered, as a kid, what it would like to no longer be alive. Simpler, he’d always thought. Being dead wasn’t complicated. 
 
    Except now he was dead, on paper, and blood was something he had to drink, and everything, everything was complicated and awful.  
 
    He put his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands. “I don’t want this,” he whispered. “None of it. And I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Alexei laid a consoling hand in the middle of his back, and this time he didn’t try to avoid the touch. It was a measure of small comfort, if nothing else, genuine or not.  
 
    “Jamie,” Nikita said. “Look at me.” 
 
    He did, through the gaps in his fingers, hating him.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you want this. It happened.” His voice lowered a fraction; a tiny note of sympathy crept in. “It won’t be easy, learning to live this way. But you can’t collapse. If your life before was worth something, then this one has to be as well.” 
 
    Sasha turned to smile at his friend, expression almost proud.  
 
    Nikita ignored him, staring steadily at Jamie. “We can help you. And right now, we need your help, too. Someone’s abusing immortality in this city, and I’m not going to let that happen.” 
 
    Jamie let his hands fall slowly down to the table. “But – but I’m an artist.” And it sounded like Nikita was asking something of him he’d never contemplated before. 
 
    He nodded. “Not just. Not anymore.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know what to think anymore,” Captain Abbot fumed. “Something ate them? Ate them?” 
 
    Lanny tossed his stress ball from one hand to the other and said, “Wouldn’t be the first time a dealer had a buncha riled up pits.” 
 
    Abbot stopped his pacing, spun, and pinned his glare on Lanny. “And you. The vics were your neighbors.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lanny said, blandly. They’d all learned it was best not to respond in kind when the captain got like this. 
 
    “We’re working on some possible leads,” Trina said.  
 
    He swung his glare to her – long enough to make her want to wriggle down into her shirt collar – then muttered something unintelligible and stormed toward his office.  
 
    “That went well,” Lanny said.  
 
    She sighed. “Speaking of leads…” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking.” 
 
    “Jesus, don’t pull a muscle.” 
 
    “What if we go back to the scene, and I” – he tapped the end of his nose – “tried to follow them?” 
 
    Something about the gesture, and the offer, struck her as unbearably cute, so she hated to burst his bubble. “Sasha already sniffed it out, though. Said the trail ends. They must have gotten in a car.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. I knew that.” He covered his disappointment poorly. “Well–” 
 
    “Trina,” someone said, and she glanced up to find one of the young patrols walking toward her desk, a man in an expensive suit following along behind. “You’ve got a visitor.” 
 
    She hitched up straighter in her chair. “I can see that.” 
 
    The man in the suit – iron-haired, but well-preserved, upright and fit for this age – stepped forward and offered a large, tan hand for her to shake. “Detective Baskin? I’m Dr. Fowler with the Ingraham Institute of Medical Technology.” 
 
    She broke out in goosebumps. If she closed her eyes, she could see Dr. Charles Ingraham’s smiling face, hear his stumbling Russian.  
 
    She swallowed and pulled her hand back, hoping Dr. Fowler didn’t notice that it had gone suddenly clammy. “Hello.” 
 
    Lanny gave her a sharp look from behind his desk.  
 
    “May I sit?” Dr. Fowler asked, motioning to the chair angled toward their pushed-together desks. 
 
    Trina had to clear her throat. “Sure.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, doc,” Lanny drawled, his running-interference voice. “But we weren’t expecting a house call.” 
 
    The doctor arranged himself in the chair and favored Lanny with a smile that was polite, but cold. “My apologies. I’m sure you’re both very busy, and I hate to disturb” – his gaze returned to Trina – “but I think we might be able to help each other.” 
 
    Trina lifted her brows. “That doesn’t exactly sound cop-kosher, Dr. Fowler.” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, I guess it doesn’t. I’m sorry, let me try again.” He settled deeper into his chair, hands clasped together on his knee. “At the Ingraham Institute, we’re working on improving health in a number of areas,–” 
 
    Sales pitch, Lanny mouthed.  
 
    “–working on breakthrough drug studies that would treat both physical ailments…and mental ones. I’m afraid that’s why I’m here.” He looked troubled, regretful. “Several murder cases have made the news recently, all fielded by this precinct – by you and your partner – and, well – I believe I may know who’s responsible for these horrible crimes.” 
 
    Lanny held up a piece of paper where the doctor couldn’t see it, holy fucking shit scrawled across it in the blue ink of his favorite pen.  
 
    “Friends of yours?” Trina asked. 
 
    “Patients,” he said firmly. “Patients who are, to put it bluntly, not in their right minds. They’ve been undergoing extensive psychological evaluation and treatment at our facility in Queens.” 
 
    “Treatment?” Lanny said. “What’s that like? Electroshock?”  
 
    Dr. Fowler grimaced. “No, Detective Webb. We’ve come a long way since the days of sanatoriums. The patients I’m referring to are in the midst of a drug trial for a new antipsychotic medication. They’re staying at the facility – a safety measure for them and those around them. And, regretfully, they slipped out.” 
 
    “So they escaped,” Trina said, voice flat. It was taking every ounce of composure not to betray her mounting panic.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have photos?” 
 
    “Well,” he hedged. “I’d hoped you’d allow me and my people to try to apprehend them so that they can return to the Institute and get the treatment they need.” 
 
    She took a quick, constricted breath. “Doctor Fowler, if this is the work of your patients, this is murder. Whether they’re sent to jail or remanded to your custody is up to a judge, maybe a jury. But it’s not up to me. It’s my job to arrest them and take them into custody.” 
 
    “Of course.” He dipped his head. “I understand. Only…” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I hope you’ll be careful.” Something dark flashed in his eyes, there and gone, that left her stomach clenching. “These men are very dangerous. Especially when cornered.” He pulled a white business card from his breast pocket and set it on the edge of her desk. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything. I’d like us to work together to rectify this situation.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. 
 
    He stood. “Pleasure meeting you. I wish it had been under different circumstances.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    When he was gone, Lanny said, “Why do you look like you wanna throw up?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “Because I do. The Ingraham Institute? That was founded in 1942, by a doctor who was studying Sasha.” 
 
    He blinked. “Let me say it out loud this time. Holy fucking shit.” 
 
    “The people who sent feral werewolves to track you,” she said, gasping a little, “are fucking government funded.” 
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    Trina slid the small, white card across the table and a superstitious, silly part of Nikita didn’t want to touch the thing. He pushed through the urge to flick it away and instead picked it up between thumb and forefinger, bringing it to his face so he could read it in the dim light. 
 
      
 
    Dr. John H. Fowler, M.D; Ph.D. 
 
    Ingraham Institute of Medical Technology 
 
    “Treatment for a once-distant horizon of health.” 
 
      
 
    They were seated at two pushed-together tables in the Lion’s Den, the quiet murmuring of the evening crowd of patrons providing a wall of privacy around their odd little group. He would have preferred to be at home, but he didn’t trust privacy now; they had been tracked to Lanny’s home, and not while they were out on the street. That meant the Institute didn’t want to make a scene – not a public one, anyway. He could handle two feral wolves no problem, but if he got the others hurt, the ones who depended on him…well, he’d done that more than enough for all the lifetimes he was going to be forced to live.  
 
    So here they sat, letting humanity serve as a shield of sorts.  
 
    He flipped the card over and read the number and email address on the back. “He knows who you are,” he said, passing the card to Sasha, who, rather than read it, brought it to his nose and sniffed at it, growl rumbling deep in his chest.  
 
    “He knows I’m Lanny’s partner, at least. Because I’m assuming he knows Lanny’s a vampire,” she said. She looked exhausted, elbows braced on the table, hair frizzing at the temples.  
 
    Nikita cocked a brow. “Is that it? Or, in some archive deep in their institute, does the name ‘Baskin’ mean something?” 
 
    “I…” she trailed off, eyes widening. She clearly hadn’t thought of that.  
 
    “How did they know to look for me?” Lanny asked. He’d had just enough whiskey to forget how much he seemed to dislike all of them, leaning forward onto the table. “Because I get that they were trying to track me this morning, sure, but why? They shouldn’t have known I was a vampire” – he winced after he said it, voice dropping – “or that I even knew any.” 
 
    “Because of Chad?” Trina suggested.  
 
    “But how did they know to look for me?” 
 
    “Scent markers,” Sasha said, tossing the card onto the table with a look of disgust.  
 
    Nikita prodded him with a little nudge of his elbow. 
 
    Sasha took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “Everyone has a scent, yes? No two people are the same. But I can smell relation. I can smell when people are mates, or mother and children. There are…I don’t know. Markers there. Like threads. Lanny smells like himself, but there’s a thread of his sire – of Alexei.” He flashed his teeth, briefly, at the vampire in question.  
 
    “They heard about Chad on the news and when they tracked him, they found all of our scents. Found Alexei’s…and the vampire Alexei spawned.” 
 
    “What do they want with us?” Jamie asked, face ashen. He rubbed at the condensation on his beer glass with nervous fingers.  
 
    “To study us,” Nikita said. “To draw our blood, and cut us open, run tests, and use our bodies to make human medicine.” 
 
    “Nice,” Lanny muttered. 
 
    Jamie drained half his beer in one gulp. 
 
    Trina said, “You can’t know that.” But her voice wavered.  
 
    “It’s what they were trying to do in the forties in Russia,” he said, giving her a level look. “Only now technology’s caught up with what they want to do. So. Worse, I’d imagine.” 
 
    “You’re not serious,” Alexei said, face betraying his worry. 
 
    “I told you what they did with Rasputin. What they did with Sasha. These people – they want to live forever, but they don’t want to be monsters.” He downed his vodka; when he set the glass down, Trina was giving him a sad look. Pitying.  
 
    “If that’s true” – and he knew she believed him, could see it in her eyes – “then what are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “We?” He snorted. “You’re human.” 
 
    “And closely linked to all of you. Has it been that long since you were a cop? What’s the first thing you do when you can’t track someone down? Haul in their known associates and grill them.” 
 
    “Shit,” he said, because yes, she was right. But he didn’t want her to be. In seventy-five years what he was had never touched the family he’d left behind; never hurt his blood. This wasn’t fair.  
 
    “These people are doctors,” Alexei said, “they can’t arrest us.” 
 
    “Try telling that to Mulder and Scully when they show up with handcuffs,” Trina said wearily. “Or whatever you’d need to catch a vampire.” 
 
    “One of those dinosaur nets from Jurassic Park,” Lanny suggested.  
 
    Idiot, Nikita thought savagely. An idiot he was likely going to have to put up with for the rest of eternity…however long that turned out to be.  
 
    “Jesus,” Trina said, pushing her hands through her hair. “I need some sleep.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement, and Nikita realized they were all looking at him.  
 
    For a moment, he had a terrible sense of déjà vu. Up to his ankles in melting snow, scent of pine forest heavy in his lungs, a group of men in black, and one ferocious sniper in army greens, all turning to him for guidance. 
 
    As he had back then, Sasha looked at him now with unwavering faith, wagging his figurative tail.  
 
    “I don’t guess I can talk you into running away?” he asked. 
 
    Trina gave him a flat look that squeezed his heart. So like Katya.  
 
    “Fine. Then I think I might know where we could go.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “What is this place?” Trina asked.  
 
    “Somewhere safe,” Nikita said. The I hope was present in the silence after.  
 
    They stood on the sidewalk in front of a three-story brick walkup that was just dilapidated enough to be charming without being scary. Lights glowed in the upper windows, and a beautiful, hand-lettered sign beside the turquoise front door said that the Mysterious Miss Colette’s hours of operation were ten-to-four on weekdays, noon-to-six on weekends. A closer look revealed heavy drapes in the first-floor windows, and an assortment of turned-off neon signs – one of which looked like a crescent moon. The flower boxes overflowed with pink and white and lavender flowers that seemed to glow in the moonlight; Trina could smell strong herbs in them, too.  
 
    “Miss Colette,” Jamie said. “I’ve heard of her. Someone in my class used to have her palm read here.” 
 
    “You brought us to see a psychic?” Lanny asked with obvious disapproval. 
 
    “No.” Nikita finished composing a text and slid his phone into his pocket. “I brought you to see a vampire.” 
 
    A light came on downstairs, and a moment later the turquoise door opened. A woman stood framed in silhouette at the top of the stairs, tall and slender, in a skirt that skimmed the ground. “Don’t you know we’re closed?” she called down in an accent Trina couldn’t place: something warm and rich and flavored with the Caribbean.  
 
    Nikita gave her a very small smile. “Hello, Colette.” 
 
    The woman sighed, and the accent fell away, voice nothing but New York – but still warm. “You don’t ever come around here unless something’s wrong. What is it this time, Nik?” 
 
    “I’ll explain. Can we come up?” 
 
    She stepped forward, into the pool of illumination provided by the security light over the door, and Trina saw dark skin and high cheekbones, big tip-tilted eyes and elaborate caramel dreads that fell past her shoulders. A hunk of crystal hung on a cord around her neck, catching and refracting the light. “I smell three vamps, and only one of them’s you.” 
 
    “They’re friends,” Nikita said, sighing. “Just…please?” 
 
    She stared at them a long, heavy moment. “Alright, fine. But if you break anything you buy it.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Lanny stepped up to Trina’s side as they moved toward the door, hand settling at the small of her back. She flinched – didn’t want to, or mean to, and settled again right away, but he pulled back, and the silence between them bristled, suddenly.  
 
    Nikita led them up the stairs and into a wide entryway that was. Well. It was dazzling. A heavy round wooden table dominated the space, its surface dotted with vases of all shapes, sizes, and colors, all of them bursting with flowers and succulents, fern fronds and ivy. White candles lay scattered between, and in the front, propped up on a wire rack, were brochures. Over it all hung a massive antique chandelier dripping with crystal, threaded with Christmas lights. Framed photos lined the red-papered walls; Trina caught glimpses of old black and white portraits. Under them sat two neat rows of cushioned chairs.  
 
    To their right, heavy, fringed velvet drapes were pulled back to expose a parlor done up in a similar fashion, this one with a wide, draped table with chairs around it.  
 
    The air smelled of growing green things, flowers and herbs, an undernote of peppermint. It was both everything and nothing like Trina had always envisioned a psychic’s residence.  
 
     Their hostess, Colette, moved with a quiet swish of her skirt to stand on the other side of the flower-heaped table from them, arms folded, gaze assessing. “Introduce your friends, Nikita.” Softer, smile tugging at her mouth: “Hello, Sasha.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Hi.” 
 
    Nikita rattled them off. “This is Roland Webb, Jamie Anderson, Alexei Romanov – yes, that Alexei Romanov – and Trina Baskin.” 
 
    Many people would have gotten stuck on the tsarevich, and with good reason. Colette looked right at Trina, eyes widening. “Baskin?” 
 
    “My great-granddaughter.” 
 
    She whistled. “Damn.” Then her gaze narrowed and slid over to Alexei. “You one of Rasputin’s, too?” 
 
    Alexei nodded, and his features looked unmistakably royal at the moment, accentuated by the haughty tilt of his head. “What if I am?” 
 
    Collette grinned and her fangs showed. “Oh, child, don’t bother goading anyone three centuries older than you.” She glanced away from him, dismissive. “Disrespect my hospitality and you won’t like what happens.” 
 
    Nikita smirked.  
 
    “And you two,” she said, looking now at Lanny and Jamie. “You’re just young ones.” 
 
    “Cancer,” Lanny said. 
 
    “Wrong place wrong time,” Jamie said. 
 
    Colette sighed. “What is happening to this city?” She tsked. “Well, I supposed there’s a story. Anyone want any tea?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The first floor was dedicated to her business, Colette explained as she led them up to the second, which boasted a toned-down version of the storefront style, as well as a chef’s kitchen and a sprawling living room that was clearly the work of thoughtful renovation. She sat them all down at a long plank table and made tea, which gave them a chance to decompress a little.  
 
    Trina didn’t realize how tightly her nerves were wound until she heard the creak of a step and a man appeared at the foot of the stairs that led to the third level. She jumped, and Nikita, on her left, laid a hand on her arm. “Colette’s boyfriend,” he explained in a whisper.  
 
    Trina relaxed a fraction, but silently thought Colette’s boyfriend – tall, broad, bearded, and wearing a flannel bathrobe – would look more at home felling trees in Wisconsin than in a psychic’s eclectic kitchen, with its herbs drying on string over the sink.  
 
    “We have company,” Colette said as she pulled tea mugs down from a shelf.  
 
    “I see that.” The boyfriend tightened the sash of his robe and shuffled into the room, took a seat at the end of the table next to Lanny. He grinned, then. “Oh hey, it’s you. And Nik! Hi. How’d the blood work out?” 
 
    “Fine, David, thank you,” Nikita said.  
 
    “This is your vampire girlfriend?” Lanny asked the lumberjack – David.  
 
    “Lanny,” Trina scolded. 
 
    He snorted in response. 
 
    Colette brought a wide tray with seven mugs, tea bags, and a steaming kettle to the table, setting it down in the middle. “It’s alright. I am a vampire, and I am a girlfriend.” She shot Trina a conspiratorial smile as she settled at the head of the table. “I learned long ago that you can’t make men tactful, no matter how you try.” 
 
    “Hey,” Lanny and David protested in unison.  
 
    Colette lifted her brows, but no one contradicted her. “Okay,” she said as she began pouring. “Tell us, Nikita.” 
 
    He did.  
 
    Listening to it like this, in an unemotional summary, somehow made the situation seem scarier than Trina had thought it was. By the time Nikita was finished, she felt every inch the helpless mortal. What options did she have? She couldn’t tell her captain what was really happening; couldn’t arrest werewolves who had eaten people; couldn’t hope to defend herself, really.  
 
    She was fucked.  
 
    When he was done, Colette stared at him a moment, then said, “And you decided to bring that threat to my doorstep.” 
 
    “Collie,” David said. 
 
    Trina nearly choked on her sip of tea. 
 
    Colette pursed her lips. “I want to know why,” she insisted.  
 
    “I didn’t want to put civilians at risk.” When Colette motioned toward David and opened her mouth to protest, Nikita said, “I know, I know. And I’m sorry. I didn’t want to come here. But we had nowhere else to turn. You have wards, Colette, strong ones. This is the safest place in the city right now and I just need to beg hospitality from you until I can take care of these fucking Institute people.” 
 
    “Until you can take care of?” Trina asked.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, not looking at her. Dismissing her. 
 
    “Hold up,” she said, before he could continue. “Time out, alright? Are you saying you want all of us to hole up here while you go ‘take care of’ things?” 
 
    He turned to her then, expression schooled to careful blankness. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well that’s not happening.” 
 
    “Trina–” 
 
    “I have work. This is my case, and–” 
 
    “A case is not worth your life!” he snapped, his façade crumbling. “I don’t want civilian casualties, but I especially don’t want yours! Do you understand that?” 
 
    Colette cleared her throat. 
 
    Trina glanced away, breath coming short and quick. She couldn’t decide if she was furious, or terrified. Maybe both.  
 
    “I can provide shelter,” Colette said. “For a short time. But you all need to get out of the city.” 
 
    “What, just run away?” Lanny asked. “Like a buncha shitheads?” 
 
    Colette’s expression might have been called amusement. “In my lifetime, I’ve learned sometimes running is the safest option.” 
 
    “What if we leave and the Institute comes after you?” Jamie asked. 
 
    “They won’t,” she said. Her gaze shifted to Nikita, growing hard. “Not unless you’ve led them here.” 
 
    “I…” Trina started, and it hit her, suddenly, that she was completely exhausted. She wanted to cry. Instead, she said, “If it’s alright with you, and we really can stay, I’d love to catch a few hours’ sleep.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They came for her in her dreams.  
 
    A snowy vista stretched before her, edged with pine groves and the jagged shapes of mountain ranges. The air smelled of her Russia dreams, like frost and blood. But this time, the wolves were not the poor fallen beasts of before, when she’d seen Sasha’s dead pack. Two wolves faced her now, jaws bloody, dripping long trails of pink saliva onto the snow. They were both dark gray, their coats dull, eyes glassy. They lowered their heads and growled at her.  
 
    She closed her eyes. “It’s a dream,” she said. “Just a dream.” 
 
    But when she opened her eyes, the wolves were still there, still growling. And then they lunged.  
 
    She ran. Floundering through the snow, slipping, windmilling her arms for balance. She could heard their ragged breathing behind her and she knew that she’d never get away.  
 
    Her toes clipped something hard, a rock or log buried beneath the snow, and she tumbled forward, falling, falling… She twisted at the last second, landed on her back, lifted her hands to shield her face. They would kill her now, sink their fangs in her flesh and tear her to ribbons like they had Lanny’s neighbors.  
 
    She took one last trembling breath and braced for the attack.  
 
    It didn’t come.  
 
    The diffuse, gray sunlight glinted along a length of steel as it swung through the air and bit into the neck of one wolf. There was a wet, meaty thunk. Flash of arterial spray. The wolf went limp, falling to the snow, dragging the sword down with it – it was caught on bone. A boot appeared, shiny black, to brace against the beast’s shoulder, and the sword was tugged free.  
 
    The second wolf, startled and outraged by his friend’s slaying, snarled and turned away from Trina, toward the swordsman. One powerful swing sent the wolf’s shaggy head rolling across the snow, neck of the corpse gushing blood in rhythmic pulses as it collapsed.  
 
    The whole thing had happened in a blink. Too fast for comprehension.  
 
    Trina struggled to her feet and stood across from a tall, slender figure in an embroidered coat and a billowing sable cloak, pale hair streaming in the wind. “Val.” 
 
    He smiled, fangs flashing, and sketched a quick bow. “A pleasure to see you again, Detective Baskin.” 
 
    “You have a sword,” she said, stupidly.  
 
    His grin widened, eyes crinkling, delighted. “I do. And I’m rather good with one, if I do say so.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Yes, well.” He gestured to the dead wolves as evidence. “I was brought up a good little Romanian prince. I’m a fair archer, incredibly good with languages; I know my history, and literature. Quite the dancer. But I did always love blades best. A preferred weapon, you could say.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “My brother likes shoving pikes up people’s asses, as you know.” He shrugged. “To each his own, I suppose.” 
 
    Trina took a deep breath, the exhalation a puff of white smoke. “Thank you,” she said, nodding toward the wolves. “I know it’s a dream, but…” 
 
    “Unpleasant nevertheless.” 
 
    “Yeah. How did you know to come?” 
 
    “Happenstance.” He produced a cloth from inside his cloak and began wiping down his sword; upon closer inspection, it was a big, unwieldy, two-handed affair. A broadsword, the kind that only the strongest and best-trained of knights could hope to wield. He lifted it as if it were no heavier than a hollow walking stick. “I went dream-walking, and there you were. Thought I’d drop in.” 
 
    Thank God he had. “Where are you when you’re not – um, dream-walking?” She was beginning to get her wits back, and with them, memories of what little Sasha and Nikita had shared with her about the prince. “You told Sasha you were locked up.” 
 
    His smile turned brittle. “Yes.” 
 
    “Can I ask who’s keeping you?” 
 
    “You may.” But he didn’t offer it freely, instead sliding his sword into a sheath on his back, the movement elegant and long-familiar.  
 
    The detective in her pricked its ears. She decided on a different tactic. “Have you ever heard of the Ingraham Institute?”  
 
    His eyes flashed up to hers, face going blank. Ah. There it was. 
 
    “You have.” 
 
    He tilted his head, mouth pressed into a flat line. She took it for silent, grudging acquiescence.  
 
    “Val.” Her pulse tripped; sympathetic fear. “Do they have you. Shit, are you in New York? Maybe we could–” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, my dear. I’m not here.” He let out a deep, frustrated sigh. “They’re holding me at the Virginia branch.” 
 
    “Where in Virginia?” Her hands curled into fists and she realized she was stunningly angry. “We can–” 
 
    He sent her a sad smile. “That’s very noble of you, but it would a wasted effort. You couldn’t get past the front door, I’m afraid. If they didn’t shoot you coming up the driveway, that is.” 
 
    She ground her teeth. “Okay, be a martyr if you want – maybe that’s part of your whole” – she gestured to his impossible, royal ensemble, the picture he made – “look – but these people are coming after us. Tracking us down. So if you could provide a little insight, that would be super helpful.” 
 
    His brows jumped, surprised, and he glanced down at the dead wolves. Toed at one with a curled lip. “Ah. That explains these mutts, then.” His voice was crisp, matter-of-fact, but his expression sympathetic when he lifted his head again. “They want your Nikita, I expect. The tsarevich, and your Lanny, and the young one, too, I suppose.” 
 
    “To study them?” she asked, heart pounding. 
 
    “To put their blood into their centrifuges and make more drugs. They want them for the program, my dear.” 
 
    “What program?” she snapped, panic making her impatient.  
 
    Val opened his mouth to respond– 
 
    And she woke up.  
 
    She lay curled up on her side, blanket balled up in one fist, breathing in a shallow, open-mouthed panting rhythm against the pillow. Her eyes sprang open, vision white and fuzzy, like she’d been squinting against the brightness of snow only seconds before. Which – she had.  
 
    “Damn it,” she breathed, pushing up on one elbow, the room spinning around her. “Shit, shit, shit.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Val? she thought. You there? 
 
    But the dream was gone, and after a few moments, it became apparent that the prince wasn’t going to project himself into her waking reality.  
 
    When she opened her eyes again, the room took shape around her. The wide, open-concept second floor with its kitchen and comfortable living room. Nikita and Sasha took up either end of a big L-shaped sectional. Colette had set up air mattresses for the rest of them, covered in lavender-scented sheets and blankets. There were only three, so it only made sense for Trina to share with Lanny…even if lying down beside him had stirred an unfamiliar awareness beneath her skin. He was still Lanny, yes, but he was different now. She hated that she saw him that way; was ashamed and frustrated with herself.  
 
    They’d fallen asleep on their backs, hands folded over their stomachs, a careful inch between their elbows under the blanket. Now, sitting upright in the dark, heart racing, Trina saw that she was alone on the air mattress. 
 
    A faint blue glow in the kitchen drew her gaze: Lanny sitting at the table, reading something on his phone, expression tight in the wash of light from the screen.  
 
    She stood up and picked her way silently to him. 
 
    He made a low sound of greeting when she slid into the chair next to his, something gruff and warm that was unmistakably Lanny, but colored with a vampire’s big cat purr. Strange and familiar at once.  
 
    “Can’t sleep?” he asked. 
 
    “Hmm. Had an interesting visitor in my nightmare, though.” 
 
    He turned a sharp look toward her, eyes shiny in the iPhone’s light.  
 
    “Val,” she explained. “He showed up and helped me out – maybe in more way than one. He’s being held captive at, get this, the ‘Virginia branch’ of the Institute.” 
 
    Lanny’s brows shot up. “No shit. What’d he say about it?” 
 
    She sighed. “Then I woke up. But I know he’s being held against his will, and Nikita’s right, apparently; they’re trying to use vampire blood to synthesize some sort of medicine.” 
 
    Lanny shrugged. “Not a bad idea.” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    “I’m not saying I want them to do it, but it makes sense. If there’s a cure for cancer out there – and there is – don’t you think someone would want to use it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She scooted in closer to him, eyes dropping to his phone. “What are you looking at?” 
 
    “The Ingraham Institute of Medical Technology’s website.” He scrolled with his thumb, revealing a row of thumbnail headshots. “Here’s Dr. Fowler. They’ve got all the docs listed. Apparently, the Queens facility is working with wounded vets. A ‘revolutionary drug trial,’ they say.” 
 
    “A drug made of vampire blood,” she said, leaning in closer, frowning. “And I bet it works.” 
 
    “Oh, and check this out.” He flicked to another open tab, this one also a part of the Institute site. He expanded the image. “These are the military contracts they have. No details, obviously, but–” He pointed to one. 
 
    Project Kashnikov.  
 
    “Shit,” Trina breathed. “They’re trying to make wolves.” 
 
    “Succeeded, more like,” Nikita said, sitting down across from them, and they both jumped.  
 
    Trina smoothed her hands across the table, willing her nerves to settle. “How? Do they have the book?” 
 
    “They probably don’t need it. I’m sure one of Ingraham’s underlings copied the invocation out of the book while we were there. The original facility burned, but I’m sure some of it survived.” 
 
    “Does that mean they have a mage, too?” 
 
    “They might.” He shrugged. “Or maybe that’s why the turning didn’t take well. We can’t know.” 
 
    He was getting on her nerves, and that, more than anything, was proof that he was family. “So what’s your big plan?” she asked. “Your solo plan to handle things.” 
 
    He drew upright in his chair, expression closed-off. But Trina could read a hint of doubt in his voice. “I’ll figure it out. It’s fine.” 
 
    “Wow. Convincing.” 
 
    He muttered something in Russian. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” Lanny said. “If the war didn’t kill the stubborn asshole, doctors with pet werewolves won’t.”  
 
    “I have to do some recon first,” Nikita said, grudgingly.  
 
    “Nik,” Trina said, with as much patience as possible, “they’re keeping Prince Valerian against his will–” 
 
    He tensed, eyes flashing. 
 
    “–and from what I can tell, he’s very old and powerful. What do you think you can do all by yourself?” 
 
    There was just enough glow from the phone for her to see a muscle in his jaw twitch. He said, “Valerian’s been locked up for a long time. You’ve seen his clothes – a long time. I’m younger. I’m smarter. I’m not worried.” But his voice wobbled. “When did you see him last?” he asked, growing suspicious. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Tonight. In my dream.” 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if I ought to be jealous of this guy,” Lanny said. 
 
    “No,” Trina and Nikita said together, and then stared at each other.  
 
    “You shouldn’t talk to him; he’s dangerous,” Nikita said. 
 
    “So are you,” she returned, “so is Lanny.” 
 
    “Ouch,” he muttered. 
 
    “I’m in a whole houseful of dangerous people right now. I’ve spent my career interrogating dangerous people. If Valerian can help us – and he helped me tonight – then we’d be stupid not to accept it.” 
 
    Nikita’s gaze dropped to the table, his blue-gray eyes glimmering like quicksilver in the gloom. He took a deep breath and looked, to her eyes, tired suddenly. The Great Patriotic War was long since over, but he still carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. He’d had only Sasha to worry about for a very long time, and in they’d blundered and given him a whole new pack to fret over.  
 
    “What is the address in Queens?” he asked, accent thicker, now. “I want to leave soon.” 
 
    There was no point arguing with him anymore. “Will you take Sasha?” Trina asked, as Lanny texted the address to him. 
 
    “No. I’ll leave him here to watch over all of you.” 
 
    “Then who’ll watch over you?”  
 
    His smile was tight. “Rasputin could talk his way into any room, and so can I.” 
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    Farley, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The first night in Farley, she dreamed of the Institute. Its white walls, and white floors, and white ceilings, and the white lab coats of the doctors. She dreamed of the heavy scent of bleach that always permeated the air, and the measured voices of the doctors and lab techs, one rising every so often in sudden excitement. Of the hard table beneath her back, the lights in her eyes, gloved hands pushing her thighs apart, and the cold air chilling her skin.  
 
    “Sir, this one’s ovulating.” 
 
    “The first one to do so?” Dr. Fowler’s steps clipped across the tile, hurried, thrilled. “Excellent.” 
 
    Men standing over her, smiling down not at her face, but at her body, at what it could offer them. Cold hands, cold implements, and it hurt.  
 
    A week later, she saw the first bright red drops of her own blood pattering onto the endless white stretch of tile. They’d taken something from her – the mask going over her face, gas filling her lungs, unnatural sleep taking hold of her – but hadn’t left anything behind. Not that time. They’d educated them all, tutored them with the finest materials – Dr. Talbot’s idea – and she’d seen the nature documentaries. Females ovulated, and they were bred, and they gave birth to offspring.  
 
    That was when she ran away. 
 
    Only, in her dream, she couldn’t run. In her dream, they put the cuffs around her wrists which sent electric shocks through her body, the pain arcing like lightning through her veins. And they dragged her up onto a table, and the lights blinded her, and the scalpel came down, and no, no, nononono–  
 
    She woke with a start.  
 
    The sheets were on fire.  
 
    Just two small places, right beneath her hands, but it would spread, she knew. “Oh no.” 
 
    Rooster stood by her bed, a damp towel in his hands. “Here, move,” he said, almost gently, and he patted out the flames, plunging the room in darkness once more.  
 
    It was the dark of the wee hours, a few wan stripes of yellow from the streetlamp falling in through the half-closed vertical blinds. The room smelled like a freshly-snuffed candle.  
 
    Red pushed her hair back off her face, found it damp with sweat at her temples. Her hands shook. “I’m sorry,” she said, and groaned. “Ugh, I ruined another hotel bed. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rooster sat down on the edge of his own bed, elbows braced on his knees, leaning toward her. “Hey, it’s not that bad. I bet we could find some sheets to buy here in town and replace them ourselves. No one will even know.” 
 
    She gave him a lopsided smile that he probably couldn’t see in the dark. She could only just make out the shagginess of his hair and the breadth of his shoulders.  
 
    Raw from the nightmare, she allowed herself a moment to feel really, truly guilty about what she’d done to Rooster. She’d followed him the night she escaped because she’d known he was a warrior – all the sad, shuffling people who came for treatment were – but also because, unlike the others, he had something angry and knife-sharp in his eyes. So many had looked hopeful; had been calm and composed, holding their partners’ hands and nodding along with the doctors, content to read magazines in the waiting room and wait their turn. But Rooster had bristled with anger, his gaze darting, assessing, looking for threats. Not frightened, but wary, like a cornered animal. And in all the nature documentaries she loved, it was the cornered animals who struck first.  
 
    But now his life was nothing but one long, strategic retreat. He could never rest, never settle. Never fall in love, or have children, or make friends. He distrusted everyone, and liked them even less. 
 
    That was her fault. And then she couldn’t even keep from scorching hotel sheets.  
 
    During the day, she wouldn’t have said it. But now, held close by the dark, shaking from another nightmare, she gave voice to a question she already knew the answer to, just to let some of the frustration out before it started to boil. “Why won’t they stop hunting me?” she asked. “They have all the others. Why can’t they just let me go?” 
 
    Rooster sighed and moved to sit beside her, his strong arm going around her shoulders and pulling her into his side. He gave her the same answer as always: “’Cause you’re just too special.” 
 
    She wiped at her eyes with unsteady knuckles. “You don’t have to keep doing this. You can let them have me.” 
 
    His arm tightened. “Maybe you should go back to sleep, ‘cause you sound delirious.” 
 
    “I’m serious–” 
 
    “So am I. They can’t have you. I won’t ever let that happen. Okay? Never.” 
 
    But what about you? she wondered. What about your life? 
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    New York City 
 
      
 
    Lanny eventually came back to bed just before dawn; she felt the air mattress give beneath his weight. But he made no attempt to speak or touch her, and she drifted off before she had too much time to lament this strange distance between them.  
 
    When she woke, daylight streamed through the windows, and Lanny was gone. In fact, everyone seemed to be gone. 
 
    She sat up, blinking, and saw that the other air mattresses had been neatly made up, blankets folded, couch cushions plumped back up. 
 
    Colette sat at the kitchen table, dreads pulled up into a topknot, sipping from a cereal bowl-sized mug. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning.” Trina got to her feet, self-consciously tugging at her rumpled clothes, and made her way to the kitchen. Colette had been kind enough to loan her some yoga pants and a silk robe to sleep in, but she didn’t relish the thought of putting yesterday’s outfit on again this morning.  
 
    “There’s tea,” Colette said, “and I started the coffee maker. I always got the impression cops lived off coffee.” She said it kindly, smiling.  
 
    “We do,” Trina said, and poured herself a massive cup. “Do you know where the guys went?” 
 
    Colette’s smile was small and pleased. “I’ve been meaning to reorganize and deep clean the basement for ages. It seemed like a good job for a bunch of restless hands.”  
 
    Trina snorted. “And they went willingly?” 
 
    “I let them know it would be in their best interest if they did.” 
 
    She smiled, and sat down across from her hostess. “Thank you for letting us stay. This is all happening really fast and I have no idea what I’m doing, and…” She shook her head. “Thank you.” 
 
    Colette’s smile slipped away, expression becoming more thoughtful, engaged. Trina wondered if this was the face she used when she was doing a reading for a customer. “How did Nikita find you? Was he looking?” 
 
    Was there any sense in lying? She didn’t think so. “I’m still not exactly sure. I was having these nightmares, and I think they were his nightmares. The snow, and the wolves, and Sasha howling like his heart was broken. And one night I was – well, for lack of a better term – I possessed him. I think. Not on purpose. But I was in his mind. And he showed me what happened in 1942. I don’t understand how it happened, and I’m not sure he does either. But…”  
 
    “But what?” 
 
    Here, she hesitated. “Sasha thinks someone helped connect us. Psychically. And I think he’s right. I think it might have been Val.” 
 
    Colette’s brows went up. “Prince Valerian? Hmm. Could be.” She stared down into her tea, troubled now. “He’s always liked to wander. I haven’t ever known him to provide a connection for two people like that, but it’s possible. If he’s stronger, now.” A barely noticeable shudder moved through her, and she sipped her tea.  
 
    “You’ve met him?” 
 
    “Oh yes, child. Briefly. Here and there. But it was enough.” 
 
    “Enough for…what?” 
 
    “Enough to know that it’s a good thing he’s locked up, and I hope he stays that way.” 
 
    “Huh. Nikita seems to think along the same lines.” 
 
    Colette nodded.  
 
    “Can I ask why?” She thought of the flash of the sword, of the mirth sparkling in the prince’s eyes. She’d honed her instincts as a detective, and she’d met a lot of people, men and women both, and she’d learned to spot evil hiding behind a smile and a show of fake tears. Val was unsettling, yes, but he didn’t stir the kind of certainty that had pushed her past decorum and straight into terrible confessions. He seemed genuine, somehow. She couldn’t put her finger on it.  
 
    Colette set her mug down on the table with a quit click. “You don’t know who he is, do you?” 
 
    She stiffened. “He said he was Vlad the Impaler’s brother.”  
 
    “Yes. That’s the short answer. The long answer is that Vlad Dracul, of the first convening of the Order of the Dragon, had three sons. The eldest was half-mortal, birthed by his human wife. The second and third sons were purebred vampires, their mother was Dracul’s beautiful and mysterious Nordic mistress. The young ones were taken hostage by the Turks as boys, raised up by the sultan with the hope that they would eventually become rulers sympathetic to the Ottoman Empire’s expansion into Romania. Vlad Dracula grew up to become the Impaler; he launched a new crusade and ruled Wallachia with an iron fist. His little brother, Radu, grew up to become a traitor, and a brother killer. 
 
    “Both are dangerous. Both are wicked in their own ways. I wouldn’t care to meet either of them in the flesh.” 
 
    “Radu?” Trina asked.  
 
    “He calls himself Valerian. I don’t know why. But I know that he shouldn’t be trusted. He was in chains long before the Institute bought him, and that’s where he should stay.” 
 
    “If he’s so terrible,” Trina said, and realized she was angry, “then why not execute him? Why keep him locked up and take his blood like some sort of lab rat? That’s inhumane – at the very least.” 
 
    “You lock human criminals up in prisons.” 
 
    “Not for centuries.” 
 
    Collette gave her a patronizing smile. “Don’t try to apply human morality to the things that happen to us. It won’t get you very far.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita took the train to Queens. He’d always found it soothing; there was no view, but something about the rattle and the sway sent him back home, to the trains of Russia. Perhaps not a fond time, but a familiar one. It seemed fitting, given his errand today.  
 
    The Ingraham Institute was, oddly, right out in the open. He’d envisioned an underground lair with caged lights and sinister service elevators. Instead, he faced a modern, five-story glass and concrete building with front planters full of tiny cypress trees. He stood on the sidewalk, looking at his reflection in the front doors. He probably should have dressed better, for the benefit of the security cameras, but he planned to take care of those right away. He tugged up the hood of his sweatshirt to cover his face, affected a limp, and entered through the airlock. He passed a bank of elevators, the restrooms, and vending machines, and another glass door let him into a waiting room where men and women with various braces, casts, and crutches flipped tensely through magazines.  
 
    These were the wounded vets searching for a miracle cure.  
 
    Several looked up when he entered. One even nodded in a commiserating way. You, too? his look said, like he saw something wounded in Nikita’s face.  
 
    He nodded back and limped to the reception desk. The girl stationed there wore purple scrubs that matched her nail polish; her blonde hair had been styled into careful barrel curls, her makeup flawless. He didn’t see a ring on her finger. 
 
    She glanced up. “Hi, how can I…” Her eyes widened, dilated. Caught.  
 
    “Hello,” he said, and turned his voice to velvet. Pushed his will out through the air between them, imagined it as a net draping over her, wrapping her up, cutting her off from any thoughts or wants or needs that were not his own. “I was wondering if you could help me.” Help me, do for me, give me what I want, and I’ll reward you. 
 
    She opened her mouth and half-smiled, a breathless, gasping sort of sound leaving her lips, almost like ecstasy. “Y-y-yes. I can help you.” 
 
    He corrupted people. That’s what he was best at. Before, as an agent of the oppressor in a black coat, he’d corrupted slowly, a little at a time. His boys, Sasha, Katya. And then he’d devoured Rasputin’s heart and he’d gained the ability to corrupt immediately. He could have laid this nurse back across the desk and had her any way he wanted. Could have drained her dry and she would have thanked him for it.  
 
    He corrupted, and he hated himself for that. 
 
    But sometimes it came in quite handy.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny picked up a chair – it was the plush, cozy kind that came with a matching footstool, dark brown with orange and green flowers – and, marveling at the ease of it, shifted it to one hand, balanced precariously by one leg in his palm, the arm of it resting against his head. “Shit,” he said, laughing. “This is never gonna get old.” 
 
    Colette had said her basement needed “some tidying,” which was so gross an understatement it was basically a lie. It wasn’t dirty; the concrete walls and copper pipes all seemed to be in excellent shape, no leaks or wet patches or mold. But it was a large basement, one with little root cellars and closets dug into the sides, and it was packed cheek-by-jowl with what looked to be centuries’ worth of furniture.  
 
    The job seemed like busy work, but Lanny hadn’t felt like he could argue with Colette. He didn’t think anyone could.  
 
    “Here, kid,” Lanny said, “catch.” And tossed the chair to Jamie.  
 
    Jamie scrambled to set down the painting he held and said, “Oh shit, no!” eyes wide and panicked. He lifted his arms, though, and caught the chair. Cringing the whole time, and then gasping in surprise when he saw that he’d done it. “Fuck you,” he muttered.  
 
    Lanny chuckled. “You’ve gotta lighten up a little. What good are super powers if we don’t use them?” 
 
    Jamie lifted his brows. “Is that what you’re doing when you’re moping around scowling at nothing? When you tried to beat Alexei to death? Lightening up?” 
 
    Lanny plucked up the chair’s footstool and chucked it across the room.  
 
    Jamie caught it with less theatrics this time, expression smug. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    It was quiet a moment as they picked through Tiffany lamps and elaborate chess boards, dusty rolled-up rugs and pottery that looked ready to crumble at a touch – Lanny let Jamie move those, not trusting his own indelicate hands.  
 
    When Jamie finally spoke, his tone was hushed, and Lanny was expecting it. The air had vibrated with hesitant silence, the kind that wanted to be broken. “Hey, um,” he said. “You and Trina – you’re dating, right?” 
 
    He snorted. “I dunno what you want to call it. We’re something.” Or at least they had been, before his turning. She twitched every time he touched her now, and he couldn’t blame her for that. She smelled nice – too nice – and he didn’t trust the wanting that built when he was around her, the need that was focused strongest in his mouth and throat and belly.  
 
    “Are you nervous about, you know, hurting her? Accidentally?” 
 
    “What do you think?” He hadn’t meant to snap, nor to growl. But.  
 
    “It should come in handy at work, though,” Jamie said, changing the subject. “Chasing down criminals, making arrests. You’re not wrong about the super powers.” 
 
    No, he wasn’t. Lanny opened his hand across the lid of an old steamer trunk, examined the fine, pale web of surgical scars that mapped the bones beneath the skin. His bad hand, the one that had been mangled in a bar fight years ago, the one that had lost him his preferred career, felt better than it ever had. He flexed his fingers and there was no stiffness, no catch in the joints. He made a fist and a thrill moved up his arm, down his spine. Healed; being turned had healed him.  
 
    He caught Trina’s scent before he heard her voice: the lavender soap in Colette’s bathroom, and Trina’s skin, its own unique smell. She paused in the other room to tell Alexei and Sasha that breakfast was ready.  
 
    His whole body was vibrating by the time she propped a shoulder in the doorway and said, “Bacon’s on if you guys are interested.” 
 
    Jamie set down the lamp he held and headed for the stairs with the glee of a kid who’d just heard the ice cream truck.  
 
    Lanny waited, until it was just the two of them.  
 
    Trina had borrowed clothes from Colette: slouchy jeans with patches of silk, and lace, and velvet; a blousy peasant top with flowers embroidered around the collar. It softened her edges, made her look more feminine and vulnerable than she ever wanted to seem.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “Hey.” She fiddled with the hem of her shirt and glanced across the room, toward the massive hanging lamp with its stained-glass grapes and leaves that Jamie had gone nuts over. “Damn, is that a real Tiffany?” 
 
    “That’s what the art major said.” 
 
    She whistled. “Damn. There’s probably all sorts of amazing stuff down here.” 
 
    “Probably.” He didn’t give a damn about rare furniture. “Maybe after breakfast you can come sort through it with us.” He was a little ashamed of the hopeful note in his voice, but unable to stem it.  
 
    “Maybe.” She frowned. “We need to go back to work. I called the precinct and said we were out chasing leads, but that won’t work as an excuse long-term. Shit.” She massaged the spot between her brows with a fingertip. “I don’t know what we’re going to do. I hate sitting around feeling helpless. Like some damsel.” She spat the word, lip curling in disgust.  
 
    “I seriously doubt there’s ever been a damsel in your family.” 
 
    She smiled, faintly, looked up at him through her lashes. “Mom plays one, sometimes, when she wants something from Dad.” 
 
    “But not you.” 
 
    “Nah. I’m all Baskin.” 
 
    Just like her great-grandfather.  
 
    And he was all Webb – which sometimes meant he was as contemplative as his father, but most of the time meant he was blunt and fiery as his mother.  
 
    “Is it going to get better?” he asked. 
 
    “Is what going to get better?” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    She stared at him a long moment, and he felt the push-pull of one step forward, two steps back. She had leaned into him outside the hospital yesterday, but then she’d flinched away walking up to Colette’s door last night.  
 
    “You’re the one who said I was the same person,” he said, bitter now.  
 
    “I know,” she said, softly. “You are. It’s just…instinct, I guess. Fight or flight.” 
 
    “Because you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “Because it’s still early. You went through a major change, and I don’t think it’s fully sunk in yet. It’s going to take some time. You – we should both – be patient.” 
 
    He snorted.  
 
    “What do you want me to say?” She sounded like she was really asking, looking for him to shine a light on this situation that neither of them had ever expected.  
 
    He shrugged. “I dunno.” And he really didn’t.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Disabling the security cameras and destroying the footage of him entering the building was an easy enough task, with Mona the nurse guiding him straight to the security center and watching him adoringly as he charmed the guard on duty.  
 
    Figuring out what the hell the Institute was up to was more complicated.  
 
    He used the charmed guard’s ID badge to swipe his way into several labs, and sat at a desk in one now, unsuccessfully trying to hack his way into the computer system.  
 
    “Can I help you with anything?” Mona asked, voice spacey and drugged-sounding, as she hovered behind his chair.  
 
    “No, I need a doctor’s password, and I–” 
 
    “I’ll go get one.” 
 
    She was gone before he could turn around and order her to stay. 
 
    He sighed. Why did anyone enjoy enchanting people? They were so stupid and worshipful when they were under the influence.  
 
    When his phone rang, he kept one eye on the door as he answered it.  
 
    “It’s me,” Sasha said, voice low and urgent. “I can smell them.” Low, urgent, and angry.  
 
    Nikita didn’t need to ask who it was his wolf could smell, nor if he was sure. Sasha was never wrong. “Where?” he asked instead.  
 
    “A few blocks away.” On the other end of the line, Nikita could hear the rush of traffic, and a sharp sniff as Sasha scented the air. “I could catch up to them, easy.” 
 
    Mona the nurse reappeared, towing a confused, disgruntled doctor along behind her.  
 
    “What in the world?” he said. “Who is this.” 
 
    Nikita took a deep breath. “Sasha, listen to me. Colette has the house warded. When they get close enough, they won’t be able to follow the scent to the door, and whichever humans are with them are going to catch a bad case of amnesia. Go back in the house, keep the others safe, and wait for me to get back.” 
 
    Sasha’s answer was a growl. 
 
    “Sashka.”  
 
    “How did you get in here?” the doctor demanded, voice rising. “Who are – I’m calling security.” 
 
    “Please,” Nikita barked into the phone, ended the call, and got to his feet. “Hello,” he said, rich dark velvet and melting chocolate. Calm, he pushed into the air around him. Help me. You know you want to. 
 
    The doctor cut off mid-sentence, face slowly going blank, mouth hanging open as his pupils blew.  
 
    “Now,” Nikita said, “would you mind logging me into the system?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the doctor said, and moved languidly toward the keyboard.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t realize just how many hours a day he spent walking until he was forced to cool his heels for a while. He’d always liked Colette’s place, and goodness knew moving furniture was good exercise, but sitting around waiting for a threat to bypass them went against every instinct he possessed. Their little band was starting to feel very much like a pack – even if a pack with far too many vampires and only one wolf – and his lupine side wanted to be out on the streets, prowling, hunting, going on the offensive.  
 
    He stepped outside to get some air. That’s what he told himself. He was tired of looking at Alexei, of listening to him breathe, of smelling him. Ugh. No one understood – except for Nik. The scent of all vampires, that dark copper tang, made him want to bow up his back and show his teeth. He felt the urge around all of them, even little Jamie – all except for Nik. Nik was the exception to most things.  
 
    So after breakfast he went out on the front stoop, ignoring Colette’s raised-brow look that said, Is that wise? It was fine. He just needed to breathe some air that wasn’t tainted with vampires.  
 
    But then he scented the two wolves who’d killed that family, and the wolf that lived inside him had raised its hackles and pressed right up against his skin, growling and snapping his teeth.  
 
    When Nikita hung up on him, Sasha slipped his phone in his pocket, and went down the porch steps, following the trail.  
 
    It was a bright and warm morning, the sunlight angled, now, as summer slowly gave way to fall. In another month his breath would be a vaporous cloud, and scented with the first iron-filing notes of frost. Now the sidewalk boasted pedestrians in good measure, people out shopping on their lunch breaks, the proprietors of all the Boho-chic storefronts that neighbored Colette’s building.  
 
    Sasha knew that he didn’t look casual, the rolling, prowling gait he’d settled into, the set of his shoulders, his hands poised at his sides. He didn’t much care. These feral wolves smelled wrong. And now that he knew what they’d done…that they’d killed an innocent family… 
 
    To be a werewolf was to be an actual wolf: patient, cunning, territorial, and pack-oriented. It was nothing like the movies said: being overtaken by a creature that drove you to blindly attack and kill, rabid and unreasonable. Sasha had never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it, and these two deserved it.  
 
    They’d passed Colette’s building without lingering, so her wards must have worked; they’d tailed their little band and then, when they reached the steps, were sent off on a wild goose chase in the wrong direction. Their scents were fresh, though, only minutes old. They’d turned right at the red light, and so did Sasha, lengthening his stride as the scents grew closer, warmer. He started growling, and didn’t seem able to stop. A woman gave him a sharp look and side-stepped out of the way. He was too focused on the hunt to apologize.  
 
    The trail led him another block, and then veered down into an alley, the kind that was the perfect place to hide. Crammed with dumpsters and smaller trash cans, stacks of pallets and shipping boxes. The unwashed, dirt and urine stink of them was strongest here, burning in his nostrils, drawing a deep, rumbling growl out of his chest.  
 
    Sasha made it about three paces into the alley, had reached the first dumpster, when he felt a sharp pinch at his neck, like a bee sting. He slapped at it, and his fingers brushed the feathering of a dart. 
 
    Oh no.  
 
    Oh, Nik was going to kill him.  
 
    He spun. Tried to. His movements were already unsteady, his heart lurching and slowing. His vision swam and he had just a moment to make out the silhouettes of several men blocking the mouth of the alley before the drug swept over him like a tide, and everything went black.  
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    Nikita got within five feet of Colette’s front steps and froze. He smelled the feral wolves, and Sasha. Which he’d expected. Trina stood at the top of the steps, though, expression one of careful control; the face of a police officer about to deliver unfortunate news.  
 
    “What?” he asked, heart hammering. 
 
    Trina took a deep breath. “Okay. I need you to promise that you’re not going to do something incredibly stupid.” 
 
    He growled, and her brows shot up. 
 
    “Nikita.” 
 
    “Tell me.” He could already predict what she’d say, though. That was the beauty of being a chronic pessimist: you were so rarely proven wrong.  
 
    She was brave enough to look him in the eyes when she said, “Sasha wandered off about an hour again, and he hasn’t come back.” 
 
    Nikita let the words hit him, took them in, interpreted them. And spun away from her, following the fading scent trail on the sidewalk. Already an hour old; where was he now? How far had he gotten? Had he found the wolves? And had they–  
 
    “Nikita,” she snapped. “This counts as something stupid!” 
 
    He ground to a halt, almost staggering. It felt like someone was sitting on his shoulders, pressing down on his lungs, constricting his breathing, driving him right down through the sidewalk. He opened and closed his hands, fists so tight his nails scored his palms. The pain was good; it grounded him.  
 
    He half-turned, speaking over his shoulder, voice jagged and full of glass. “Why did you let him leave? You were all supposed to stay here.” 
 
    “Let him? I’m not his keeper, and he sure as shit didn’t ask for permission.” 
 
    It wasn’t her fault. He took a deep breath and tried to tell himself that. “Stay here. I have to go and find him.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” she said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Alexei said. When Nikita turned all the way around, he saw that the tsarevich had joined her on the porch. “I know you don’t care if anything happens to me.” He gave a small, rueful smile as he loped elegantly down the stairs and came to stand beside Nikita. “Two is always better than one, yes?” 
 
    Nikita sighed. “Yes. Thank you.” He glared at Trina and jabbed his finger toward the building. “Go back inside.” 
 
    “Don’t disappear,” she shot back, and, thankfully, slipped back through the door.  
 
    Nikita set off down the sidewalk, following Sasha’s scent, not caring if Alexei had any trouble keeping up.  
 
    “He seemed restless,” Alexei said, and though his voice was pleasant, comforting even, Nikita didn’t want to hear anything he had to say about Sasha. “I don’t think he likes being cooped up.” 
 
    Nikita growled at him, which startled a group of teenagers passing the other way. “Freak,” one of them accused.  
 
    “I didn’t chase him outside,” Alexei said in his own defense, snorting. “It was your order he disobeyed.” 
 
    “I don’t give him orders. He isn’t my pet.” 
 
    “He’s your Familiar.” 
 
    “No, he…” Nikita choked on another growl and it hurt to swallow. “We are friends. Brothers. Equals.” 
 
    Alexei murmured something disagreeing to himself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I hope that he’s alright, I said.” 
 
    Nikita hated him…but not in the cold, all-consuming way that he hated these feral wolves. Their scents lay like toxic waste beneath the fresh pine-and-earth scent of Sasha, unnatural and twisted.  
 
    “I wonder–” Alexei started.  
 
    “Shut up.” And he actually did.  
 
    Sasha hadn’t gone far. The scent trail turned right at the light, went a block, and took another right in an alley. Where the scent just stopped. Nikita smelled humans, lots of them. And chemicals. Sasha was gone. 
 
    But. 
 
    The afternoon sunlight glinted off something against the base of a dumpster, and he knelt to pick it up. It was a 10cc syringe. Empty. And it reeked of a drug that wasn’t the kind humans injected into their veins for fun.  
 
    “There’s another one over here,” Alexei said, bending for it. “Junkies, probably.” 
 
    “No.” Nikita brought the needle to his nose and inhaled: Sasha. And blood. “They injected him with this.” 
 
    He stood up slowly, shakily, his pulse thundering in his head. He thought he might faint, and for once it had nothing to do with his constant hunger.  
 
    Alexei looked at him, regal brows knitted together. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” Nikita curled his hand tight around the syringe. “It was a trap.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Next time, use a handkerchief,” Trina said, picking up the syringe with a bit of tissue.  
 
    “What,” Lanny said, “you’re gonna take this to the lab?” He snorted to show what he thought of that idea.  
 
    “Well, I…” She sighed. He was right. You couldn’t print a syringe your immortal great-grandfather found in conjunction with the unreportable kidnapping of his werewolf best friend. “Nikita,” she started, but he wasn’t listening to their exchange.  
 
    He paced the width of Colette’s second floor, hands knotted behind his back, head tipped down, face an expressionless mask. If he’d had his black coat, he would have looked like an enraged Chekist commander about to hand down a death sentence. He reached the couch and spun back, closed the distance to the kitchen table with a few long strides, and did the whole thing again.  
 
    “Nikita,” she said, louder this time, “we’re going to get him back.” 
 
    He started muttering in Russian, the harsh consonant sounds emphasizing his furious panic.  
 
    “What’s he saying?” she asked Alexei. 
 
    “Um. He’s very angry.” 
 
    He stopped then, and spun to face them. “I’m going to gut them with my bare hands,” he hissed – actually hissed, like an enraged puma, hands leaping up to shoulder-height, curled into claws.  
 
    “Dude, that’s kinda dramatic,” Lanny said. 
 
    Nikita took an aggressive step toward him. 
 
    And Trina got to her feet, slapping her hand down on the table. “That’s enough. Everybody, that’s e-fucking-nough, okay? Someone drugged Sasha, and took him, and that’s terrifying and awful, but we have to do something about it. We can’t do anything if we’re bickering and getting theatrical about it. Okay?” 
 
    Surprisingly, Nikita backed down first. He went back to pacing, without the Russian cursing this time.  
 
    Lanny looked at her. “How do you want to play this?” 
 
    A smile touched her mouth before she could help it; she didn’t want to smile, not when things were so serious and Nikita was so upset, and Sasha was God knew where. But it was so much like the old Lanny, the guy who’d never had a problem deferring to a woman and who’d always said she had better ideas than him.  
 
    He smiled back, faintly.  
 
    “I don’t know yet,” she said. Then, warming to the notion: “I need a notebook. And a pen.” 
 
    “I’ll get you one,” Colette said, and Trina had no idea how long the psychic had been standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “A notebook?” Nikita asked, voice mostly a growl.  
 
    “Don’t knock the process,” Lanny said. “We can’t all just barge into a house with Stalin’s blessings and steal everybody’s vodka.” 
 
    Nikita said something soft and vicious under his breath.  
 
    “What the hell did you guys drag me into?” Jamie asked, but he seemed to be talking to himself, and sounded resigned besides.  
 
    Colette returned bearing a leather-bound journal that seemed too special to write in, and an honest-to-goodness fountain pen.  
 
    Trina opened up the cover and started a detailed case outline, from the night she and Lanny found Chad Edwards’ body in the alley to just a half hour ago, and Sasha’s abduction. Everyone save Nikita – who kept pacing like a madman – crowded around her chair and studied the notebook over her shoulder.  
 
    “Okay,” she said when she was done, sitting back and reviewing her tidy notes. “I’m going to assume that Chad isn’t the first person Alexei’s taken too far.” She glanced at him for confirmation and received a tight, blushing nod. “But I think he must be the first person who’s made the news for getting up off a morgue slab and walking out into the street. That got the Institute’s attention. They had their pet wolves start sniffing around, and they found not just one, but several vamps in town, and a wolf. Which, judging by their own wolves, and their ‘Project Kashnikov,’ they’ve been trying unsuccessfully to create some mentally-sound, fully-functional wolves for a while now.” 
 
    She glanced up, giving the others a chance to chime in. Nikita had come to stand at the far end of the table, she saw, arms folded, scowling down at the wood grain of the tabletop.  
 
    “Okay, so,” she continued. “They tracked us here. Colette’s wards worked, obviously” – she would have loved to know how, after watching the burning herb ritual Colette had performed – “but they knew we were close. And if they had tranqs, that means they had a trap. My question is this: did the mean to catch Sasha? Or is he just the first one to take the bait?” 
 
    “My question,” Nikita said, “is where is he?” 
 
    “I think it’s pretty obvious he’s at the Institute,” Trina said, careful to keep her tone neutral. “What sort of containment unit would they need to hold him?” 
 
    Nikita made a face, shook his head. He looked like a man struggling to think in the midst of mind-numbing rage. “Concrete. Strong metal. He can take most doors down – silver.” He glanced up at her, and the look in his eyes made her want to shiver. “You can control immortal things with silver.” 
 
    “The old silver bullet trick, huh?” Lanny said. 
 
    Trina elbowed him. “Not helping.” 
 
    Nikita started to pace again. 
 
    Trina said, “I’m going to call Dr. Fowler and set up a meeting.” 
 
    That got a reaction. “What?” everyone said in unison.  
 
    All but Lanny, who nodded beside her. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You can’t–” Nikita started, the same moment Jamie said, “That sounds like a really bad idea.” 
 
    Trina sliced a hand through the air, and, miraculously, they fell silent. “Hear me out. I’m going to meet with Dr. Fowler alone, in public, while the rest of you get into the Institute and see if you can find Sasha.” When there were no immediate protests, only thoughtful silence, she offered a bare smile. “I can’t sniff anyone out, or Jedi Mindtrick anyone, but I can cause a distraction. And get some useful intel out of the idiot. What do you say?” 
 
    Lanny sent her an approving look.  
 
    Jamie buried his face in his hands. 
 
    Alexei looked at her appraisingly, head cocked to the side. 
 
    Nikita sighed, and finally nodded. “Carry a gun.” 
 
    She felt her smile widen. “I’m never not carrying a gun.” 
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    Farley, WY 
 
      
 
    There was a restaurant attached to the hotel, an IHOP knockoff with vinyl booths, silk plants, and a breakfast buffet to die for. That was where Jake went looking for his targets, and that was where he found them.  
 
    Before he left base – well, the garage – Ramirez had pulled him aside, hands on her hips, and said, “Why are we dragging our feet? We have the targets in range; let’s close in and make the arrest.” 
 
    He’d silently wondered if questioning his authority was a personality trait, or something she’d picked up after she was discharged; a show of frustration much like his own with her situation. Her file indicated that she had no family and had enlisted at her local recruitment center on her eighteenth birthday. She’d poured her life into the Army – and barely escaped with it. Maybe she’d been promised a possible return to active duty and was chomping at the bit just like him. 
 
    She hadn’t been touched by Ruby Russell, though; hadn’t felt the physical shove and the tingle of her skin healing.  
 
    So he’d frowned at her and said, “These two have evaded eight recovery teams, and killed seventeen men.” 
 
    Her brows had shot up. 
 
    “We’re going to do this slowly and carefully. I’m off to do recon, and I’ll let the rest of the team know what I find.” 
 
    She hadn’t argued after that, and the others had been content to keep playing small town blue collar workers. Now here he stood on the blue rug inside the restaurant, gaze going across the room to the table where Rooster Palmer and Ruby Russell sat eating breakfast.  
 
    Jake took a moment, before they noticed him, to study them.  
 
    Palmer held himself like a hunted man. Elbows on the table, head low, eyes up, shoveling in food mindlessly; it was fuel for him, something to keep his body going, and nothing he enjoyed. Jake could see the bulge of a gun at his hip, and the shadow of another in the shoulder holster visible under the unzipped halves of his jacket. There was a picture of him in the file back at the garage, a handsome, stern-faced kid in his dress uniform. He’d aged since that photo was taken; nearly died. If his discharge paperwork was to be believed, his doctors hadn’t expected him to ever regain full mobility. And yet Jake had seen him haul the girl out of the restaurant, strong and very much mobile.  
 
    Across from him, picking choice bits off plates of sausage, and bacon, and hash browns, and French toast sticks, Ruby looked bright and vibrant as a little twist of flame, her russet hair capturing the light, her sweet face alight with simple happiness.  
 
    The made a strange tableau: the hardened warrior and the lively sprite of a girl. Too close in age to be father and daughter, too far apart to be lovers. Brother and sister maybe. Or, the truth: high-level target and self-made bodyguard.  
 
    It didn’t matter what they looked like, or why they did so; his job was to bring them in. Jake shook off all other thoughts and approached their table.  
 
    Ruby noticed him first. Her hand froze, a long drop of syrup falling off the bit of toast she held, landing on her plate with a quiet plop that seemed deafening in the sudden silence. She didn’t turn toward him. Neither did Palmer; the Marine held perfectly still save his right hand, which moved to his hip, and the gun there. 
 
    “If it’s alright,” Jake said carefully, “I was gonna come give you an update on your truck.” 
 
    Ruby lowered her toast to the plate, movements slow and measured – save the fast trembling of her pulse in the creamy hollow of her throat.  
 
    Palmer turned his head, gave Jake the kind of flat, unreadable look he’d always associated with the Marines; like they were all taking your measure as a man and finding you lacking on all counts. After a long moment, he nodded toward an empty chair, and Jake slid into it as casually as possible. Internally, he wanted to duck for cover and draw his own weapon. But he couldn’t afford any slip-ups now. Not when he was making progress.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said to Ruby, sparing her a quick glance. It was polite, for starters, and also because Palmer might appreciate him looking away, showing enough trust to give him an open angle to his throat.  
 
    She blinked, startled. “Good morning.” 
 
    When he looked back at Palmer, the man was frowning. “What about the truck?” 
 
    “Right. Basically, it’s fucked. Spence can rebuild the transmission, but it could take as long as a week. He ordered parts first thing this morning, and they’re on rush, but we’re still looking at at least three days. Probably more.” 
 
    Palmer clenched his jaw, lips pressed tight together.  
 
    “Did you have any luck with the classifieds?”  
 
    He snorted and glanced back at his plate, picked up his fork again. “Nah.” 
 
    “Sorry I don’t have better news,” Jake offered.  
 
    “That’s alright, it’s not your fault,” Ruby said, giving him a shaky smile. “Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    “It’s the least I could do after…” Jake trailed off, opening his hand on the tabletop, showing the unblemished skin on the back of it.  
 
    “Oh.” Her cheeks pinked. She was one of those redheads whose blush went all down her throat and disappeared into the collar of her shirt. “Well, I–” 
 
    “Ruby,” Palmer barked. “Didn’t you want to get some fruit?” 
 
    “I…Oh. I did.” Her gaze moved between them, worried. “I’ll just go and…” 
 
    “Yeah. ‘Fore it gets picked over.” 
 
    There was no one else in the restaurant, but Ruby nodded and pushed her chair back, walked over to the buffet.  
 
    Palmer’s eyes followed her progress, the gleam in them almost feverish; the gaze of someone who’d been in the sandbox too long, who saw hostiles in ever corner, behind every mundane potted plant. He kept his voice low, just for the two of them. “Alright, what do you want? And don’t gimme any bullshit about being a good Samaritan. You don’t owe us shit.” 
 
    Jake sighed. “Honestly?” 
 
    Palmer’s gaze slid over; his hand was still on his gun. “Yeah. That’d be good.” 
 
    He’d known, after that first side-of-the-road encounter, that he’d have to tread carefully. And so he’d rehearsed what he’d say in this situation, because he knew it was coming. And yet, he hadn’t prepared for the way the guy was staring at him: like killing him was preferable to listening to anything he had to say.  
 
    Jake took a gamble. “Look, I know you’re not gonna want to hear this – being the trigger-happy, paranoid freak that you obviously are – but I do a lot of pickups on the highway, sometimes almost a hundred miles away, and I hear lots of people’s stories when I’m giving them lifts.” 
 
    Palmer glowered at him, but he leaned forward a fraction, and that was something.  
 
    “Last year,” Jake continued, dropping his voice to a whisper, thanking God he’d always had a cool head in a firefight, because that’s what this felt like, “I picked up a long-haul trucker who’d just come through Tulsa, and he started telling me this crazy story. Said he was walking out of a gas station and saw this Tahoe full of black-ops looking guys go running across the parking lot, wearing all kinds of riot gear, toting full autos, toward this guy. This scary-looking guy in a Dodge truck with a redheaded girl with him.” 
 
    Palmer stiffened all over; he stopped breathing. 
 
    “People starting running and screaming, and taking cellphone videos. And this scary guy – this long-haired, military looking guy – he pulls a gun and tells the guys that if they don’t stop they’re all gonna wish they had. And they don’t stop. And they catch on fire.” 
 
    Palmer let out one long, steady breath, expression never changing.  
 
    “When I saw you guys in the diner,” Jake said, even softer, sympathetic now, “and then when she spilled her coffee, and she healed me…I put two-and-two together.” 
 
    “Yeah. So,” Palmer bit out through clenched teeth. “What you gonna do about it?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I’m gonna see that your truck gets fixed and send you on your way. I figure it’s none of my business who you two are.” 
 
    “Yeah? That’s what you figure?” 
 
    Jake leaned back in his chair. “I loved being in the Army. I don’t know how I woulda survived without it. But I know that sometimes your country doesn’t always have your back. I know sometimes you have to go against an order.” 
 
    Something like recognition sparked in Palmer’s eyes, but briefly, there and gone again in a heartbeat.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re running from, but I know you’re running. I know that your girl is special–” 
 
    Palmer growled.  
 
    “–and I know that being special can put a target on your back. I’m not a good Samaritan, no; just a guy who’s seen my fair share of people being used for the wrong reasons.” 
 
    They stared at one another, unblinking.  
 
    “So,” Palmer said. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it. I don’t figure you’ll trust me, but I’m offering my help all the same.” 
 
    Ruby’s chair scraped back as she returned, bearing a plate heaped with semi-fresh buffet fruit. She looked between them, missing nothing, a little notch between her brows. But she kept her voice light when she said, “They have pineapple. Do you want some?” 
 
    “Sure,” Palmer said. He gave Jake one last warning glance, and then looked away, showing his own throat. He moved his hand from his gun to reach for his fork, and Jake felt like that was a small victory.  
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    New York City 
 
      
 
    “Keep an ear out,” Lanny had said earlier, “and if things go south, then you step in.” 
 
    Jamie had been breathing harder than he was proud to admit. “Things go south? Step in?” 
 
    “They’re expressions.” 
 
    “I know they’re expressions. That whole sentence was nothing but expressions. What do you mean by them?” 
 
    Lanny had sighed like he couldn’t believe he had to put up with this. “It means you need to sit at the table behind theirs, listen, and if Dr. Fowler tries to pull some shit, you hit him over the back of the head with a napkin dispenser. Got it? I’d give you a gun, but I think you’d just shoot yourself in the foot, and we don’t have time for that.” 
 
    So, deeply insulted, a little bit scared out of his mind, Jamie sat at a window table in the agreed-upon coffeeshop, right behind Dr. Fowler, waiting for Trina to arrive. He’d never been anyone’s backup before, and he didn’t much feel like it now. 
 
    You’re a vampire, he reminded himself. You aren’t helpless.  
 
    Small comfort.  
 
    He nursed his cappuccino and tried not to think about how much the man sitting behind him smelled of chemicals.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina wasn’t nervous. Well, she was, but she’d suppressed it. She had a task, and no amount of nerves would keep her from it. She wondered, faintly, if this was the way Katya had felt, taking a steamer to Stalingrad, a rifle slung over her shoulder. On her way to kill Nazis.  
 
    She clocked Dr. Fowler through the window of the coffeeshop and walked past him without turning her head, shoulders back, gaze forward, strides brisk. She made it inside, down the aisle of tables, and managed not to acknowledge him at all until she was sitting across from him. Then she pushed her sunglasses up into her hair and said, “Thank you for meeting me,” in the chilliest voice she could conjure.  
 
    He seemed properly off-kilter. “Yes, well. Of course. Thank you for – I think we can both help one another.” 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe.” She pulled her phone from her pocket, a photo already pulled up on the screen. It was a close-up Harvey had sent her of the teeth marks in the abdomen of one of their vics. She set the phone down on the table and slid it just close enough for him to see, keeping her hand on it. “Take a look at that, Dr. Fowler, and tell me what you see.” 
 
    He made a face, clearly taken aback. “This is…this is a crime scene photo–” 
 
    “Autopsy, actually, but close enough. These right here?” She pointed. “They’re teeth marks. Fang marks, as in, not human teeth.” She pocketed the phone and sat back. “When were you going to tell me that your escaped patients are werewolves, doctor?” 
 
    He stared at her a moment, gaping, sufficiently shocked. He blinked, and shook his head. Some of the coyness crept back into his voice. “Detective Baskin, I’m surprised.” 
 
    She lifted her brows.  
 
    “That you would even entertain an idea like that. Werewolves? Oh, is this a joke?” He looked relieved, and then stern, a transparent attempt at acting. “I didn’t take you for someone who would use murder victims to play pranks, but clearly–” 
 
    “You know who I am,” she said, and he stilled. “The Ingraham Institute was founded in 1942 in Stalingrad. The first person they studied was a nineteen-year-old from Siberia named Sasha Kashnikov. If you work there, then you know that. Just like you also know that you’ve seen my last name on some paperwork somewhere. Let’s not play the monsters-don’t-exist game, because you’re obsessed with them.” 
 
    He stared at her, jaw clenching.  
 
    “You’re in charge of the wolves that killed that family, which makes you my number one suspect at the moment.” 
 
    He smiled, thinly. “Do you think that will hold up in a court of law?” 
 
    “Crazier stuff has.” 
 
    His smile widened. “You’re out of your mind.” 
 
    “No. I’m impatient – there’s a big difference. Where’s Sasha, Dr. Fowler?” 
 
    Now his smile curled up at the corners, Grinch-like and smug. “I’m sorry. Who?” 
 
    “Where’s Sasha?” she repeated, and this time the question was punctuated with a soft click.  
 
    Dr. Fowler’s smile faltered; he jerked a little in his chair. “You didn’t.” 
 
    “I very much did.” The Smith & Wesson .45 fit her hand with the familiarity of an old friend, reassuringly cool and heavy. “If you’re going to operate outside the law, then so am I. I’ve had very little sleep in the last week, you’ve kidnapped my friend, and I’m an excellent marksman. So unless you want me to Han Solo your ass through this table right now, you’ll tell me what you did with Sasha.” 
 
    He met her stare-for-stare. “I didn’t do anything with him. It’s like I’ve already told you: I work with helping vets. Sasha is of no interest to me.” 
 
    Her hand tightened on the gun. “You’re on very thin ice, doctor.” 
 
    “As are you, I believe. You have no evidence for your case – at least not any that you can actually take to your captain, and the clock is ticking.” He leaned forward, voice lowering. “It seems like everything’s been upside down since your life got tangled up in other people’s business. If I were you, I’d forget about Sasha and worry about your job.” 
 
    She leaned forward, too, though the gleam in his eyes sickened her. “Last chance.” 
 
    “You won’t shoot me.” He held her gaze a moment, then smiled with satisfaction and got to his feet. “I’m sorry we couldn’t work something out, detective. It’s a shame.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, just before he turned away. “Not today, you’re right. I won’t. But someday. Eventually. I will shoot you. And I can promise I won’t miss.” 
 
    He snorted, amused. “Good afternoon, Trina.” And walked to the door.  
 
    When he was gone, Jamie twisted around in his seat, his eyes huge. “Um. What.” 
 
    Trina sighed and holstered her gun. “Yeah. I know. Let’s hope that bought the guys enough time. I kinda got…carried away.” 
 
    “Are you really gonna shoot that guy?” 
 
    “One day? Yeah. I think so.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny reached for his badge when they crossed into the lobby, intending to flash it, but Nikita batted his hand down.  
 
    “You won’t need that. Watch.” And he proceeded to turn the brain of everyone they encountered into worshipful mush.  
 
    “This is seriously creepy,” Lanny said, as Mona the Adoring Nurse led them to Dr. Fowler’s office. “That’s what you did to me, isn’t it?” He turned to glare at Alexei, who walked beside him.  
 
    Alexei, the little shit – he was a prince after all; weren’t they all little shits? – shrugged, as remorseless as ever. “It was for your own good.” 
 
    “So was hitting you in the face. How did that feel?” 
 
    Ahead of them, Nikita snapped his fingers, a voiceless command to shut up.  
 
    “Who the fuck put him in charge?” Lanny muttered. 
 
    Alexei snorted in an agreeing way. 
 
    The office door was locked. “Oh, I can,” Mona started to offer, and Nikita snapped the handle off with one effortless twist of his hand. Lanny heard the other half hit the floor inside the office, and Nikita pushed his way in. 
 
    They all filed in after, finding the space surprisingly cramped; Lanny had expected someone with Fowler’s penchant for theatrics to work in an office with a massive, ornate desk and shelves full of oddities. Instead, the space felt just like any hospital office, with a cheap desk and rolling chair, white walls, and several wall shelves of plastic-covered file folders.  
 
    “Mona,” Nikita said, and his voice was off: soft, and low, and cloying in a way that made Lanny’s skin crawl. “Why don’t you go stand guard for us?” 
 
    Her voice was wrong too: slow and syrupy. “Okay.” She wandered out, smiling, dazed. 
 
    “Dude,” Lanny said, and shuddered. “That is fucked up.” 
 
    “You can probably do it too,” Nikita said absently, sitting down in the desk chair and waking the sleeping computer.  
 
    “I what?” 
 
    “It’s hereditary. Well. I guess that’s what you’d call it. It can be passed through breeding and through siring.” 
 
    “What can?” Lanny was starting to feel panicked.  
 
    “Enchantment,” Alexei explained. “Rasputin could enchant others, which is why I can, and why Nikita can.” 
 
    “You can too,” Nikita said, clicking away on the keyboard. “Ah, here we go.” 
 
    “But…I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I’ll teach you how,” Alexei said with a wink. “You might like it.” 
 
    “What? Ew, no–” 
 
    “Hand me the flash drive,” Nikita said, snapping his damn fingers again. “Quickly.” 
 
    “Bite me,” Lanny said as he handed it over, then chuckled. “Shit, you probably will. God, what is my life now?” 
 
    Alexei grinned.  
 
    Nikita turned around slowly; the chair squeaked as it spun. His gaze was downright hateful. “Sasha,” he said, forcing the enunciation, “is locked up somewhere having God knows what done to him. You two idiots can crack jokes about your horrible lives on your own time. We need to find him. Now.” 
 
    Unless the teller was his ma, his captain, or Trina, Lanny didn’t, as a general rule, like to be told what to do. But beneath the harsh mask Nikita wore, abject terror flickered in his pale eyes. Whatever panic Lanny might have felt about his theoretical brainwashing abilities, Nikita was feeling ten times that – because his best friend, probably his only friend in the world, who he probably loved more than regular people ever loved their friends, had been kidnapped. And, okay, yeah: Lanny got that.  
 
    He schooled his features and nodded. “Yeah. Alright.” He jerked his chin toward the screen. “What’d you find?” 
 
    Nikita closed his eyes a moment, took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. “I don’t smell him.” Just a whisper. “He’s not here.” 
 
    Lanny hadn’t smelled him either, but hadn’t wanted to say anything. “What does the computer say?” he pressed.  
 
    Nikita lingered a moment, eyes shut, like he could will the horror away. Then he turned back to the screen. “Um.” It was the first time Lanny had heard him utter that syllable; it was rattling to hear. Fearless leaders didn’t show hesitation. “This is a schedule. A shipping one. Lots of dates here – including this afternoon. ‘Live specimen’ it says. I think…” He took a rattling breath. “I think they sent him to Virginia.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s the address?” 
 
    “It’s a post office box. It isn’t…there’s not…” He was hyperventilating.  
 
    “Hey.” Lanny rested a hand on his shoulder and felt the hardness of muscle clenched tight as bone. Nikita was strung so tight it was a wonder he didn’t crack apart like marble. “We’ll find him. You’ve got two cops and some serious freaky weirdos on your side.” 
 
    Nikita snorted. 
 
    “So we’ll find him. Save all that to the drive and then we’ll sniff around a little more – literally. If we can’t find anything, we’ll hook back up with Trina, have another meeting, and go from there.” 
 
    “Yeah. I…okay. Yeah.” The last just a murmur, quiet and scared.  
 
    That was when Lanny understood: this wasn’t about a job, or about preserving the life he’d had before. He was in this now. This world he hadn’t known existed. Hell, he was related to it. He’d been dying, and now he wasn’t; now he had an obligation to the family of the woman he loved.  
 
    “Alex and I are gonna go see what we can find,” he said, patting Nikita’s shoulder. 
 
    “Alex?” Alexei asked, scandalized. “Oh no. I don’t like that.” 
 
    “You turned me into a vampire; I’ll call you whatever I want.” He stepped back. “Meet us out in front in fifteen,” he told Nikita. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Lanny peeled away and headed out the door. 
 
    Alexei followed.  
 
    Funny, he thought: the prince had always been just that – a prince. He’d never led, and wasn’t about to start now, no matter how bratty and entitled.  
 
    Mona stood at the end of the hall, so Lanny turned the other way, toward an EXIT sign and a stairwell. “If you were hiding a werewolf hostage, where would you keep him?” Lanny asked. 
 
    Alexei said, “The basement, of course.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A guard stood at the bottom of the stairs in front of the door to the basement.  
 
    “Watch,” Alexei said. “Learn.” He smiled and his voice turned sugary and soft. “Let us through,” he said, and the man in uniform tugged the door open and stood aside as they entered. 
 
    It was, Lanny had to admit, a handy skill.  
 
    And then all such thoughts were swept aside as he got a good look at the open expanse that stretched before them.  
 
    White walls, white floors, and table after table. Some that looked normal, more that looked like doctor’s office exam tables, elevated and covered in paper. Some with, he noticed with alarm, gynecological stirrups at the ends.  
 
    “What the fuck?” he said to himself.  
 
    A boy appeared in front of them, not there one minute, and right in their faces the next. Lanny almost hit him.  
 
    “You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, his voice flat, his hair bright red.  
 
    Alexei startled a moment, but recovered admirably. “Sure we are,” he said, smiling at the boy, leaning forward to put his hands on his knees so the two of them were on eye level. “What’s your name? Why don’t you show us around?” 
 
    “You aren’t supposed to be here,” the boy repeated, frowning.  
 
    “Um…” Lanny started. 
 
    Alexei’s smile turned brittle, teeth bared. “Show us around,” he commanded.  
 
    The boy tilted his head. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Lanny said. “We’re fucked.” 
 
    Alexei held up a staying hand. “Hello,” he said, trying again. “We’re looking for a friend of ours. Maybe you’ve seen him. His name is Sasha.” 
 
    The boy blinked at him. “Yes,” he said, toneless. Creepy as one of those fucking kids from The Shining. “He was a bad wolf.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Lanny demanded, half-elbowing Alexei out of the way.  
 
    The boy blinked some more. “Gone.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita clicked through files in a rush, scanning each only briefly before rejecting it or saving it to the flash drive. Most were useless. But words jumped out at him here and there: wolf, subject, volunteers. This wasn’t just about Sasha, in all likelihood: Trina would want as much information about the Institute’s operation as possible. She had that look on her face, that mulish set to her mouth that reminded him so much of Katya. This place had offended her, and she wanted to pick it apart. 
 
    But for him, it was entirely about Sasha.  
 
    His heart lurched and skipped, his pulse erratic and loud to his own ears. His palms and the soles of his feet itched with anxiety. Sweat slid in slow beads down his spine, gathered in the dip of his lower back. A panic attack, humans would have called it. That sounded about right. 
 
    Every time he blinked, he saw Sasha laid out on a table in a secret lab north of Stalingrad. Saw the delicate blue tracks of veins beneath his skin, the youthful knobbiness of elbows, the finger-wide gaps between ribs. And he saw Philippe’s knife driving into his heart. He replayed the sound, over and over, of the blade pushing through skin, and meat, and ribs, and finding home.  
 
    He used to think that being turned was the worst thing that had ever happened to Sasha; a stupid hope that had been dashed the moment he realized he was missing. There were worse things, much worse, and he imagined them all, breathing in short little gasps through his mouth, as he finally abandoned the computer and went to find the others. 
 
    He took the long way. Walked through every floor, from one end to the next, nostrils flared, searching… But really he’d known the moment he walked into the lobby that Sasha wasn’t here. He’d never been here. He clung to some sort of feverish hope, though, until he finally reached the basement, waved a security guard aside with a look, and found Lanny and Alexei standing in front of a red-headed little boy looking like a couple of cobras who’d been charmed by a mongoose.  
 
    “What are you idiots doing?” 
 
    Their gazes darted to him. Alexei seemed frightened. “I can’t – he won’t listen – there’s no–” 
 
    The boy turned his head slowly, his expression one of glazed indifference, reptilian and shiver-inducing.  
 
    And then Nikita caught the scent: scorched paper, singed hair. The scent of flame made flesh that all of his ilk shared.  
 
    Horror warred with fury. He snarled, and felt his lips peel back, his fangs dropping. “He’s a mage,” he growled.  
 
    Lanny blinked. 
 
    Alexei, though, took a hasty step back, hissing.  
 
    “Get out, both of you,” Nikita said, and for the first time in hours he felt a welcome sense of calm close over him. Being without Sasha – having any distance between them at all – made him want to claw at his own face. But this…this he could handle. This stirred up only one emotion: cold hatred.  
 
    For once, Alexei didn’t argue. He grabbed Lanny – “Hey, wait, what’s going–” – and dragged him back out through the door. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be here,” the boy said, looking up at Nikita without fear, or anger, or any emotion at all.  
 
    “No.” Nikita lifted his hand, and settled it around the boy’s throat. “I’m not.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina knew when they trooped in that that news was bad. If they’d found Sasha, they would have called her. Their long faces confirmed what she’d already thought: that Sasha was gone.  
 
    “No luck, huh?” 
 
    Alexei shook his head. “There was no sign of his scent there.” 
 
    Nikita threw the flash drive onto the table, expression hard to read as he stared at it. “I found a shipping address in Virginia. It’s a P.O. box.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well, at least that’s a start.” She tried to inject a little hope into her voice.  
 
    He snorted and dropped into a chair, head tipped down. 
 
    Lanny came to stand in front of him, arms folded in a way she knew was intended to make his already-impressive biceps look even bigger. “You gonna tell her what you did?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “We found this creepy fucking kid in the basement,” Lanny said, voice tight with anger, tendons leaping in his neck. “And this one’s all ‘I’ll take care of it.’” His Russian accent was horrible. “And he killed him!” 
 
    “You what?” When Nikita continued to stare down at his lap, she glanced at Alexei, who shrugged. “Nik, did you kill a child?” 
 
    “Real badass, your gramps,” Lanny said. 
 
    “Hush. Nikita.” He deigned to flick her a sideways look. “What did you do?” If he was this upset over Sasha…if he was growing unhinged… 
 
    “I didn’t kill a child,” he said. “I killed a mage.” 
 
    “Oh.” Surprise knocked her back in her chair. “They have a mage?” 
 
    “They don’t anymore.” 
 
    “Because you killed him,” Lanny insisted. “Jesus, is no one else disturbed as fuck about this? He killed a little kid.” He looked to Jamie, to Alexei, finally to her, betrayal in his eyes. “Christ, Trina, say something!” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “You didn’t see Philippe. Not the way I did.” 
 
    “Oh my God. You’re…you’re okay with this? You’re okay with this.” He scrubbed a hand back through his hair. “How are you okay with this?” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was.” But, oddly, she was. She felt that dissonance inside herself again, the part of her that had urged Lanny to seek vampirism as a means of staying alive. She’d always thought that she was reasonable, and moral; shocked by all the things that were supposed to shake her. Properly repelled. But she was finding, more and more, that her hard moral line wasn’t so hard; it shifted. A startling, unwanted realization, but an undeniable one all the same.  
 
    Nikita sighed. “Mage or not, he was a witness – a witness we couldn’t enchant into forgetting he’d seen us. A witness who could tell everyone in that building that we’d been there, and then come set us all on fire. Is that what you wanted? You’re a cop,” he said, disgusted. “Think like one.” 
 
    “You aren’t supposed to kill kids.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” Nikita met his gaze, eyes dangerous and pale. “I killed a monster.” 
 
    Trina cleared her throat. “Guys?”  
 
    They took a long moment to turn toward her, staring one another down.  
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking while you were gone, and the address confirms it: Sasha’s in Virginia.” 
 
    Nikita nodded. “I’ll–” 
 
    “We’ll,” she insisted, “need to all be working together on the same page. No heroes, no running off half-cocked. We need to go to Virginia, and we need to find the facility. Maybe you guys can track Sasha by scent, but maybe not. We need some intel, and lucky for us, we’ve got a man on the inside.” 
 
    Everyone stared at her. 
 
    “Val.” 
 
    Nikita said, “No.” 
 
    “Yes. He’s there. He’s our only source of information, and unlike these Institute people, he’s never actually tried to hurt any of us. In fact, he’s been a help. So. We need to call him up and have a conversation.” 
 
    Lanny snorted, face screwed up like he’d bitten into a lemon. Disgusted with all of them. “Yeah? How you gonna do that?” 
 
    “Philippe conjured him with a séance once.” 
 
    “You a witch now?” 
 
    “No.” She smiled a little. “My grandmother is.” 
 
    No one had been expecting that. 
 
    “How about a trip to Buffalo?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny was angry with her. He probably thought she was monstrous for not caring about the boy Nikita had strangled. But those were problems for her to worry about later. Now she had to pack. 
 
    It had only been two days, but she thought there was a dusty stillness about her apartment, like it was already preparing for her to leave it for longer. For who knew how long. She’d already called the precinct and told them there was a family emergency – not a lie – and that she’d didn’t know when she’d be back in town. She wasn’t sure if she’d have a job when she got back; she wasn’t sure if she cared at this point.  
 
    She dragged her suitcase out of the closet and started stuffing clothes in it, some for summer, some for fall, plenty of essentials.  
 
    Nikita stood with his shoulder propped in the bedroom doorway, hands in his jacket pockets. “You don’t have to do this,” he said, quietly, and she paused.  
 
    Trina set down the shirt she was holding and turned to face him.  
 
    Away from the others, he looked younger. Less certain. No, scratch that: he looked terrified. He’d chewed at his lip until his fang drew blood, and the quickly-closing scab looked angry and painful. He’d been running his hands through his hair, and it fell limp and greasy on his forehead.  
 
    She stepped closer, wanting to comfort him, not sure how. “You two have been together a really long time.” She tried to duck her head and catch his eye, but he wouldn’t look at her. “I know you love him–” He flinched away from the word, and she put her hand on his arm; he flinched from that, too, but not as violently. He took a shivery breath. “No, it’s okay. I know. He’s the only person you’ve got in the world.”  
 
    His eyes lifted, frightened and ashamed through the screen of his lashes. “I should have had him with me. I shouldn’t have–” His breathing hitched. “I shouldn’t have left him. If something happens to him…” He swallowed, throat clicking.  
 
    “It won’t.” 
 
    His mouth twisted. 
 
    “He’s really tough. You know that. You showed me that. Have a little faith, and I promise we’ll get him back.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” he repeated. “Your job–” 
 
    “Isn’t the most important thing in the world. My family comes first, and that includes you and Sasha.” 
 
    He breathed shallowly a moment, then jerked a nod and pulled back.  
 
    She returned to packing, marveling a little at her willingness to abandon the career she’d worked so hard to cultivate. But no, she told herself with a mental shake. She loved her job because it was a way to help people – to right a few of the world’s wrongs. But the second that job prevented her from doing the right thing? Well, it wasn’t worth much after that.  
 
    Her phone pinged with a text alert from Harvey: call when u can. 
 
    Trina sighed. She needed to make one more stop after this, before she threw caution to the wind. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    Just before she zipped her bag, she turned back to her sock drawer and contemplated the little bronze bell in its corner. The bell that had rung in Nikita’s pocket a lifetime ago. 
 
    “Dark forces, huh?” she murmured, and slipped the bell into her own pocket. She had a feeling they would need all the help they could get.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Huh,” Jamie said when he caught sight of the car Lanny had stored in his building-supplied parking spot. It was a five-or-so-year-old Ford Expedition, plain gray, dirty and unremarkable.  
 
    Lanny opened up the rear hatch and started stowing their things in it. “What?” 
 
    “I was expecting something…more you,” he said, gesturing to the SUV. 
 
    Lanny glanced back over his shoulder, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Jamie shrugged. “Your apartment was all home gym, and protein powder, and every issue of Maxim ever. I guess I was expected a jacked-up Jeep, or a hot rod or something.” 
 
    “A…hot rod? Wow.” He whistled. “First off: insulting. Way to stereotype. And second: you don’t know shit about cars, do you?” 
 
    Jamie felt his cheeks heat. “I know…a little.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Lanny resumed stowing their bags. “This is practical. I can fit my whole home gym back here, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘ah,’ like you know shit about me.” But it wasn’t said meanly. Jamie was beginning to learn that beneath the muscles, and the broken nose, and the intimidating cop routine, Lanny was actually kind of fun. And funny. “I’m offended you think I’m such a douchebag.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. This all your shit?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamie said, and his stomach grabbed in a sudden, shocking pulse of fear. He’d felt borderline nauseas and sweaty all day, between having to act as backup, and then the revelations that Sasha was truly gone, that Nikita could apparently choke the life from a child without hesitation – even if the said child was a mage, whatever the hell that meant. But it hit him fully now. Hit him hard. He was about to leave the city in the company of scary near-strangers – leave his home – on an insane rescue mission. He just… 
 
    The parking garage tilted around him and he realized he’d stopped breathing.  
 
    “Whoa,” Lanny said, in front of him suddenly, hand on his arm. “Sit down.” He lowered Jamie to a concrete parking chock as his knees gave out.  
 
    “I – I – I–” 
 
    “Head between your knees. Come on. Don’t pass out on me.”  
 
    Jamie pitched forward, and Lanny’s hand settled on his back, between his shoulders.  
 
    “Nice deep breaths. In and out. You’re alright.” 
 
    Black spots crowded his vision and steel bands tightened around his rib cage. He couldn’t draw a deep breath, couldn’t fill his lungs. It was an asthma attack… 
 
    Only, he didn’t suppose vampires had asthma.  
 
    “Breathe in, breathe out,” Lanny said, hand still rubbing circles. 
 
    Just as his throat was closing up, and his vision was nothing but spots, logic won out and Jamie dragged in a gulp of air. He made an awful choking sound, and started to cough. 
 
    Lanny gave him a thump. “There. Alright, there you go.” 
 
    “How are you so calm?” Jamie gasped, head tipping back so he could look up at the man. “How are you just – just accepting this?” 
 
    Lanny shrugged. “I dunno. I come from a big, crazy family. When someone fucks up, you all pitch in and help them. Trina’s like family. So.” Another shrug. “It’s just what I gotta do.” 
 
    “And you’re just okay with the being a vampire part?” 
 
    “No, not really. Beats dying, though.” 
 
    Jamie lifted his brows, asking. 
 
    “Docs only gave me about six months.” Lanny glanced away and did one of those tough-guy, I-don’t-have-emotions sniffs. “If drinking a little blood’s what I gotta do, then that’s not so bad, I guess.” 
 
    Jamie took a few deep breaths. “What if I didn’t want to go? To Buffalo? And then to Virginia?” 
 
    Lanny gave him a sharp look, voice even when he said, “You can stay here.” 
 
    His chest was tightening again. “My whole life all I wanted was to go to art school. I’m only a semester from graduating!” 
 
    “You could probably get a new identity and re-enroll.” 
 
    “I don’t want to start over. I – had accomplished things! I don’t…and that’s gone! All of it! I…” 
 
    Lanny sighed and squatted down in front of him, gaze serious, but not unkind. “Kid, listen to me. When I was your age, I was the best fucking heavyweight boxer in this city. I was a beast. I was going places. And then.” He held up his right hand. Under the knuckles misshapen from pounding the hell out of bags and faces alike lingered old, white scars, thin and precise. They followed the bones of his hand, all the way down to his wrist. “My big rival shattered my hand to pieces in a bar fight.” His mouth twisted, the memories obviously painful even now. “It took three surgeries to get me so I could hold a fork again. Another one before I could write with this hand.  
 
    “I didn’t become a cop because I had a hero complex, some kinda noble idea of keeping my city safe.” He sneered, a quick Elvis curl of his lip. Then sobered. “I was qualified. It was something to do to fill the time. And eventually I found out I was pretty good at it, and it wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    He offered a lopsided smile. “So this is you getting your hand ruined and figuring out what you’re gonna do after. You’re not in art school anymore. You can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Whatever I want?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, don’t kill anybody. I’d have to arrest you, then.” 
 
    Jamie snorted because he couldn’t bring himself to laugh. “What would you do, if you were me?” 
 
    Lanny lifted his brows, cocked his head the other way. “Well. I’m going to Buffalo.” 
 
    Jamie blew out a long, slow breath, and forced his thoughts to slow, considering his options – meager as they were. He could do as Lanny suggested and get a fake ID – there were people who made those – so that he could start over; reinvent himself, re-enroll. Or he could go somewhere new and start over there; new name, new identity, no longer the weak, asthmatic boy who needed so many sick days. He could… 
 
    It dawned on him slowly, then, that he could do any damn thing he wanted to. And might get the chance to, if being a vampire truly meant being immortal. Nikita and Sasha looked like they were still in their twenties, and had been alive for over a hundred years at this point.  
 
    “You don’t have to come with us,” Lanny said, standing and extending a hand, “but you’re welcome to.” 
 
    Jamie considered it a long moment…and then took his hand.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina had one more thing she wanted to do before she left.  
 
    The shadows lay in long stripes on the sidewalk, the sunlight golden and slanted through the windows of the coffeeshop when Harvey pushed through the door and scanned the tables. Trina gave a little wave and steeled herself for the conversation ahead as the ME approached.  
 
    When Harvey reached the table, she stood beside it a moment, arms folded, hip cocked, expression tight. She was pissed, and Trina didn’t blame her. “You understand you’re probably going to get benched, right? The captain’s going to bump you down to Cold Cases.” 
 
    “If it happens, it happens,” Trina said. “I’ll accept the consequences of my actions.” 
 
    Harvey huffed out an impatient breath. “But your actions don’t make any damn sense, Trina. Why are you throwing your career away? What could be worth that?” 
 
    “Why is it bothering you so much?” Trina countered.  
 
    Harvey bit her lip a moment, quietly fuming, and then sat down across from Trina. “Because,” she said, biting off the words, “I know how hard I had to work to get where I am, and you had to work that hard, too. A spotless record; no mistakes. No sick days, no romantic relationships, no distractions.” Her breathing had picked up, short and sharp. “I worked my ass off, and I spend all my time taking apart dead people. You’re a good cop, Trina. When you come into my morgue, I know you’re going to leave it and go bust the son of a bitch who put that body on my table. You sacrificed just like I did; we lose sleep for the same reasons. And you’re just…just giving up!” Her hands fluttered up and slapped back down into her lap, defeated. “I just don’t understand. We’re doing good work – how can you let that go?” 
 
    Trina took a deep breath and cradled her coffee in both hands. “I get it,” she said, because she did. They had their dedication in common: the sleepless nights, the nonexistent personal lives. If you gave your every waking moment to a career…what were you left with when the career crumbled? What happened when your driving force in life was suddenly ripped away? 
 
    Harvey’s brows lifted. So? 
 
    “Okay,” Trina said, chest tight. “You’re not going to believe any of this, but I’m going to tell you, because you’re right – walking away from the force would be insane…unless I had a very good reason. I had been having these nightmares,” she started, and then she told her everything. As plainly and succinctly as possible. Careful not to skip over the impossible parts.  
 
    Harvey’s face smoothed over halfway through, a dazed sort of blank. 
 
    By the time she finished, Trina was out of breath. “My job is important because people are, in general, important. I care about justice. And in this case, the people are my people, and the justice is the kind that the legal system can’t guarantee. So. I’m not just risking my career for nothing. Sasha saved my great-grandmother in 1942. He’s literally the only reason I even exist. I owe him this. I owe him a hell of a lot more than this, but I’ll start with a rescue mission. He’s family.” 
 
    Harvey opened and closed her mouth a few times. “The…the guy. The one who was at your desk. The blond one. He’s a were…wolf?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And he’s…from World War Two?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And is best friends with your great-granddad. Who’s a vampire.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Harvey took another few breaths. Nodded. “Okay. Okay. No…not, it’s not okay.” She shook her head. “Are you–” 
 
    “Christine,” Trina said. “I know it sounds nuts. But when have I ever said anything crazy? You know me. I’m not a liar. I…” She sighed. “You don’t have to believe me. I just wanted to tell you the truth. Finally. At least that way you’ll know I didn’t run off for no reason.” 
 
    Harvey stared at her a long, unblinking moment. She splayed her hands out on the table and finally looked down at them, drawing in a deep breath. “I want to tell you you’re full of shit.” 
 
    Trina waited.  
 
    “But he was dead. He was. And he walked away.” She lifted her head, expression raw and vulnerable. “How is any of this possible?” 
 
    “It just is,” Trina said, helplessly.  
 
    Harvey blew out a breath and nodded. “Well. If you need any help…” 
 
    Trina smiled. “I appreciate it. But I’ve got enough. I think.” 
 
    Harvey nodded again, sharper this time, expression firming. “You’ll let me know how it goes?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And when you get back in town?” 
 
    “Yeah. Thank you, Christine.” 
 
    Harvey waved her off. “Nah. Just…go save your werewolf. Or the world. Whichever comes first.” 
 
    Trina started to stand. 
 
    “Oh, and vampire or not, please tell me Webb finally made his move. Because watching the two of you dancing around each other was getting really old.” 
 
    Trina smiled. “Yeah. He did.” 
 
    Harvey chuckled. “Lanny Webb the vampire. Shit. That’s kinda hot.” 
 
    Trina laughed, and it was the lightest she’d felt in days. Their mission might fail, but she wouldn’t allow herself to think it. Not now, and not in the days to come.  
 
    She left the coffeeshop with a clear conscious and the thought that maybe, just maybe, they could take on the world. Her crazy band of boys and her.  
 
    Nikita waited a half a block down, parked along the curb. They’d picked up the car between stops at her place and his, an old black Barracuda that, for all its time sitting in a parking garage, gleamed like new, painstakingly waxed and buffed, lovingly preserved.  
 
    He stood leaning against the passenger window, ankles crossed, sunglasses shading his eyes. If she hadn’t known better, she would have said he looked like your typical sulky young man in his denim and combats, arms folded, expression daring anyone to speak to him. But Trina could read the tension in his stance, the way he held his shoulders pulled in close; could decipher the downward curve of his mouth for what it was: fear. Worry. He was a barely-held-together mess of nerves and guilt and grief.  
 
    They had to get Sasha back. Had to. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked when she reached him. 
 
    He nodded and opened her door. “Are you?” 
 
    A loaded question, one for which she didn’t have a true answer. So she flashed him a smile, and slid in.  
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    Farley, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Rooster was from a small town originally, though that seemed a lifetime ago, now. After he got blown up, when he was discharged with a mountain of doctor referrals, crutches, and the kind of limp that inspired kids without filters to ask probing questions, the idea of returning home to that small town had sent him into a downward spiral of panic attacks.  
 
    He imagined all the horrors:  
 
    Bob at the hardware store shaking his hand and declaring him a hero, staunchly not looking at his crutches. 
 
    Mrs. Peterson across the street welcoming him back with a too-familiar, warm hug, her grip faltering when her hands patted across the chunks of muscle and fat that were missing, the places where the doctors have carved him up so they could piece him back together.  
 
    His old friends from school, the ones who’d never joined up or gone off to college, Ty, and Everett, and Jason, grimacing as they slapped him on the bad shoulder, flinching away when the pain made him sweat. 
 
    The church ladies bringing him casseroles that he ate straight from the dish, standing up over his dead mother’s kitchen sink, watching his dead father’s grass grow too long in the backyard because his own body was half-dead and he couldn’t even push a goddamn lawnmower.  
 
    He would have become the reclusive, skittery, broken vet who lurked behind his door when neighbors came calling, the kind of guy the kids started telling haunted house stories about. He’d known, the second he got his first real glimpse of his full-body reflection in a hospital mirror in Germany, that he would never marry or have children. No one would ever want him. But to be that brand of sad in the town where he’d grown up, where everyone shook their heads, and clucked their tongues, and pitied him…unbearable.  
 
    He could have kissed Deshawn for his invitation to come and live in Queens – he had cried a little, Deshawn gripping his good shoulder in reassurance. In New York, no one knew anything about him except that he had his back up and he walked with a noticeable limp. Deshawn and Ashley lived in a nice neighborhood full of families, but he was never pestered, never suffered any awkward questions; no one wondered why he wore long sleeves and long pants even in the summer months, or why he never came to any of the block parties. In New York, he was no one’s friend, or former employee, or ex-friend; he was just the weird white guy who lived in Deshawn and Ashley’s basement, and everyone seemed fine with that.  
 
    Even now that he could walk, now that he was once again a broad-shouldered, capable tank of a man, small towns made Rooster’s skin itch. Too many close relationships; too many curious eyes following the newcomers. The strangers. The ones who didn’t belong.  
 
    But of course, Red, deprived of any kind of normal childhood, loved little single stoplight places like Farley.  
 
    She cupped her hands around her eyes and pressed her nose to the front window of a shop crowded with colorful, western-print fabrics and mannequins wearing fringed leather jackets. “Oh,” she breathed, breath fogging the glass, that single syllable full of delight and longing. “Look at that, Roo.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, distracted, scanning the street for the tenth time.  
 
    It was evening, and after a day cooped up in the hotel room, Red had pleaded for a walk around town. He hadn’t denied her that simple pleasure, but the back of his neck was crawling. The citizens of Farley, on their way home from work and school, stopping into cafes and diners for dinner, passed some looks their way. The late, slanted sunlight caught Red’s hair in a dazzling shower of copper; people would remember her hair, and no doubt the cagey man who’d trailed along after it.  
 
    A box of hair dye hung from a drugstore bag around his wrist.  
 
    “This jacket,” she said, and then sighed. “Rooster, you’re not looking.” 
 
    He sighed too, inwardly, and turned to give her his attention. “Which jacket?” 
 
    She tapped the window and leaned back in.  
 
    The jacket she indicated was on a mannequin positioned deeper in the store, a cropped, light brown suede number with motorcycle lapels and fringe along the hem and all down the insides of the arms.  
 
    He snorted. “That gaudy Pocahontas shit?” 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” she insisted, scandalized.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” In truth, it would look cute on her, but he didn’t want to imagine the price tag.  
 
    Too late, he realized that the shop’s proprietress had spotted them and was now waving at them. Then crooking her finger and inviting them inside. 
 
    “Damn it,” he murmured.  
 
    Red turned to him, trying and failing not to look plaintive. “Can we?” 
 
    Like he could tell her no. “Sure.” 
 
    The jacket fit like a dream, and Red made it work. Over her plain white t-shirt, jeans, and boots, paired with her brilliant hair, she looked like one of those candid celebrity-on-the-street photos in the gossip magazines, making something throwback look chic.  
 
    “It’s perfect on you,” the shop owner said, clapping her hands, beaming like she knew she’d just made a sale.  
 
    Rooster jammed his hands in his pockets and thought about the credit card that was working through some sort of miracle, and the cash that wasn’t going to last through the next week.  
 
    Red stood in front of the shop’s three-way mirror, arms held out to the side, turning this way and that, watching the fringe on her sleeves flutter. Rooster could see his own reflection, too, tight-jawed and closed-off, looming behind her, looking like a creep, or a kidnapper, or the world’s sulkiest big brother. 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    He wished, like he so often did, that life was different, because Red deserved things. This jacket, sure, but also a stable home. Parents. A chance to go to school. Friday nights of underage drinking and kissing boys and laughing with other girls her age. Mondays in the hallowed halls of some ivy league college, studying to become something important; something that made good use of her smarts and her passion.  
 
    The kid deserved a future, and all he could give her was one long, drawn-out escape plan.  
 
    “…Sir?” The proprietress was talking to him.  
 
    He shook off his thoughts and tried not to glower at the woman. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I was just telling your daughter that this particular jacket has been marked down.” 
 
    “Daughter?” He choked on the word.  
 
    “Oh, um.” The woman blushed. “Your…um, I was…The jacket’s on sale,” she pressed on. Determined – he’d give her that.  
 
    In the mirror, Red bit her lip like she was trying not to laugh.  
 
    “Marked down by how much?” he snapped.  
 
    “It’s one-twenty–” 
 
    “I’ll give you one-hundred flat for it,” he said, deadpan. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Red spun to face him, green eyes wide. “Oh no, we can’t. You shouldn’t–” 
 
    “Take it or leave it,” he repeated. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the shopkeeper said, frightened and smiling. “I think I can make that work.” She went to collect the jacket from Red and bustled to the counter to ring it up. 
 
    Red stared at him, little worried notch between her brows. “Rooster, we can’t,” she whispered.  
 
    “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    She stepped in close, finding one of his hands and pulling it between both of hers. “Please don’t.” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    She bit her lip again, fretting. “It’s just a jacket.” 
 
    “You ought to have things you want. And not just stuff you need.” 
 
    She blinked hard and looked away, chest heaving as she took a deep breath. “Thank you.” 
 
    She wore it out of the store, as they walked across a street made gold by the last fingers of setting sun and grabbed dinner at a tiny, hole-in-the-wall taco joint with painted iron tables set out on a cracked concrete patio. Colored Christmas lights came on when the sun was fully down, casting a warm, festive glow over their baskets of pork and beef and fish tacos, all of it glistening with grease, redolent with fresh lime juice. Cheap and delicious.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, when he’d eaten his fill and Red was playing with the straw in her Coke. “Do I really look old enough to be your dad?” 
 
    Her brows lifted, small smile gracing her lips. “I didn’t think you were the sort of person who got self-conscious about things.” 
 
    “I’m just asking.” 
 
    She pretended to scrutinize him, gaze narrowing. “Hmm. I think you look…mature.” 
 
    “Aw, come on.” 
 
    She laughed. “I didn’t mean it like you looked old. Just. You know. Responsible.” 
 
    “Like somebody’s dad,” he grumbled. “Got it.” 
 
    “But also scary,” she went on. “Like a big, scary, muscly Viking guy who could kick everybody’s ass. And responsible.” 
 
    He felt a smile of his own threatening. “So, like, a Viking dad.” 
 
    “Ugh.” She rolled her eyes. “You don’t look like a dad. Especially not my dad. That would be weird.” 
 
    He said, “Would it?” and wasn’t sure why. It just slipped out, one of those impulsive, dangerous questions better off not asked.  
 
    This happened, sometimes. More often now than it used to. These little…hiccups. They were close – how many nights did they fall asleep curled together on the same hotel bed? – and they loved one another, that selfless, unspoken love as certain as breathing, as sure as the sun rising every morning. It was something he knew; something they both did, unquestioned and untroubling.  
 
    But there were moments, like these, when a question took a certain stuttering step; when a normal, familiar touch felt like the prickling of ice. When he would notice her watching him, through a mirror or from the corner of her eye. When he caught himself watching her. And for those moments, the world would tilt, just a fraction, and all the things he thought he understood about their relationship tilted, too, until he was afraid something might spill out. Something might crack. Something might change in a terrifying, irrevocable way that he wasn’t willing to acknowledge, not even in his imagination.  
 
    Red smoothed her hands down her thighs a few times, jacket fringe swaying. “Yeah,” she said, missing casual, her shrug more of a wince. “It…yeah.” 
 
    Rooster cleared his throat, determined to bulldoze his way past the moment. “So, a Viking?” He managed a grin. “Maybe I oughta cut my hair.” He ran a hand through it, as always surprised by how long it was getting. He could have borrowed one of her elastics and pulled it back into a man-bun. Geez.  
 
    The joke didn’t land, though. She stared at him, expression almost…wistful. The sweet, guileless wistfulness of a girl who hadn’t gotten the chance to have the things she wanted. “No, don’t. It looks good like that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” His voice came out shaky. Vulnerable in a way he didn’t want it to. 
 
    She smiled, soft and…and, well, beautiful. He didn’t want to think that, but it was true. “Yeah. I like it.” 
 
    He glanced down at the table, flicked the paper that lined his now-empty taco basket. “Alright,” he murmured, not liking the way his chest felt. The warmth there. The strange tightness.  
 
    He cleared his throat again. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
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    Rooster had become a pro at locking down extraneous thoughts while he was awake. If it wasn’t protect, procure, or plan, it had no place in his brain.  
 
    But he couldn’t guard his dreams, and scenarios – fantasies, he guessed; mostly nightmares – drifted up to the surface of his consciousness when he slept. No matter how he tried to shield himself, the dark corners of his mind were something against which he couldn’t defend.  
 
    It was getting worse. 
 
    More frequent.  
 
    Like tonight. They watched old Friends reruns while Red sat on the end of the bed and Rooster carefully combed the black dye into her hair. No matter the city, no matter the TV station selection, Friends had always been a constant, and Red knew the dialogue by heart; she laughed before each joke was delivered, parroted the lines she liked best. And something small, and fragile, and better left unexamined inside him fractured as the vibrant red of her hair disappeared under foam and shadow.  
 
    She rinsed the dye – he heard her quiet sigh as she glanced at her reflection in the bathroom mirror – and they climbed into their separate beds.  
 
    “Night.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    Like always. Click of the light switch, enfolding darkness.  
 
    Rooster wasn’t sleepy, strung tight with nerves, too aware of her quiet breathing on the other side of the room. He shut his eyes and concentrated on his own breathing, slowing it, forcing regular, deep inhalations. It would pass, he knew, whatever it was that nagged at him. In the morning things would be back to normal, and he wouldn’t feel guilty for things he hadn’t done, hadn’t even thought.  
 
    Your daughter. 
 
    He didn’t want to think of her like that. For other people to think it. 
 
    That was wrong of him. But… 
 
    He heard the rustle of sheets in the next bed; his eyes popped open and he watched Red sit up, a shifting of layered shadows in the dark. The light clicked on and he blinked against it, grimacing. 
 
    By the time his vision cleared, she’d moved from her bed to his, perched on the edge right by his hip, her hand on his shoulder. The lamplight caught her hair, sleek rivers of copper, and auburn, and fire over her shoulders.  
 
    “What?” he asked, but her eyes were wide, and dilated, and his heart was pounding against his ribs, and he already knew what. Already wanted it. 
 
    Her hair teased along his ribs, his arms, his throat as she leaned over him, close enough to feel her breath against his face, low enough that her tank top gapped in the front, and he saw the curves of her breasts. Her lips pressed to his, soft and slick with chapstick, warm as a banked fire.  
 
    He lifted his hands to push her away…and buried them in her hair instead, spearing his fingers through the heavy silk of it.  
 
    She moved against him, sinuous as a cat. “Please, Rooster,” she whispered against his mouth. “I’m not a little girl anymore.” 
 
    And she wasn’t; it was a woman’s body pressed to his, soft, curved, ready.  
 
    She drew back a fraction, her hand on his chest, over his wildly thumping heart, and smiled down at him, nervous but certain. Asking. “Roo,” she murmured. 
 
    And her head exploded in a burst of red mist.  
 
    The sound followed a fraction of a second after, the concussive blast of an IED. Her body fell on top of his, headless, gushing blood from the neck. The shrapnel peppered his side, hot, brilliant pain as it tore through flesh, shredding muscle, imbedding in bone.  
 
    He screamed and rolled over, trying to shield her. But it was too late, and his left side wouldn’t hold him, buckling at every joint. He fell face first on top of her, hot sand, and hotter blood filling his mouth. Above him somewhere were screams, shouts, the staccato crack of M4s returning enemy fire. The distant thump of helo blades chopping at the sky, but too late. All of it, always, too late… 
 
    Her voice in his ears: “Rooster.” 
 
    “Rooster.” 
 
    “Rooster!”  
 
    He woke with a gasp to find that he lay curled up on his side in his hotel bed. On his good side. The lights were on, and Red knelt beside his head, her hair black – because he’d dyed it. Because she hadn’t climbed over him and kissed him. Hadn’t been killed by a makeshift bomb.  
 
    It had been a nightmare. 
 
    But his left side was weak, trembling, rippling with pain.  
 
    He’d sweated through his t-shirt, the sheets glued to his arms, sticky-damp all around him. He shivered; realized his teeth were chattering.  
 
    “Hey,” Red said, frowning, brows tucked together. She edged in closer and put her hand on his forehead; it felt cool and he leaned into it with a shameful little choked-off sound. “Hey,” she repeated, softly, like he did for her when she was upset. “It’s okay. I think you just had a bad dream.” 
 
    He tried to laugh – because what a fucking understatement – but it came out sounding like a cough instead. “I…” It felt like he really did have a mouthful of desert, dry as bone and metallic with old, bad memories. “I…it hurts,” he managed, gritting his teeth, hating himself for this weakness.  
 
    Her frown deepened. She pushed his hair back and ran her fingers through it, light, barely-there touches that made him shiver even harder. Her touch moved down his neck, to his bad shoulder, and even that was too much contact, his damaged nerves screaming.  
 
    He hissed. “Don’t…maybe just some aspirin….” 
 
    Her mouth twisted to the side, a strikingly grownup display of annoyance. “Yeah. Sure. Hold on.” 
 
    “Red–” 
 
    But she was already moving, peeling back the sweat-soaked sheets and sliding into bed beside him, facing him, wriggling in close, her small arms going around his shoulders.  
 
    It felt obscene, this closeness, after he’d dreamed of it. Vulgar. He wanted to shift back from her, but he couldn’t, too alive with pain. 
 
    “I don’t…get it.” He breathed in harsh little panting rushes, shallow and through his teeth. “I’m sorry…shit…” 
 
    “Shh, shh.” She cupped the back of his neck with one cool hand and brought their foreheads together. 
 
    Rooster shut his eyes.  
 
    “Ready?” she said, and sent her power flowing into him, the familiar hot shockwave blasting him immediately, blessedly free of pain.  
 
    Being painless was its own kind of staggering; as the pain bled out of his muscles, so too did all his tension and strength, leaving him limp and exhausted.  
 
    Red breathed out a tired sound, moved her hands to his shoulders, and cut off the flow of power. Her face was so close he could feel her fluttering lashes tickling his own; her breath against his mouth, though now he was too worn out to let himself feel guilty for noticing.  
 
    “Okay?” she asked, voice drowsy. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Sleep returned, dreamless this time, and Red stayed curled against him, the steadiness of the pulse in her wrist against his shoulder a lullaby that sent him under.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    At first blush, the apartment above the garage looked like any other of its kind: a bachelor pad furnished in dated plaid couches, its front door bracketed by piles of work boots, the fridge stocked with domestic beer and diner takeout. But the kitchen table held three expensive laptops, a printer, and scanner, and the components of Ramirez’s Glock 9 as she methodically cleaned every piece of it, fingers moving with the surety of long practice. The three laptops faced Jake, where he sat wincing in their fierce glow, willing away a headache that started in his eyes and wrapped all the way around his temples, one that the whiskey he was nursing wouldn’t touch. One laptop showed him a digitized version of Rooster Palmer’s service record; another a satellite map of Farley; the center one was open to Skype, and Dr. Talbot’s bespectacled face smiled at him all the way from Virginia.  
 
    “Major Treadwell,” he greeted. “How goes the mission?” 
 
    Jake searched for a sinister undertone to the question, but could detect none. “Well, sir. The ruse has worked so far.” 
 
    “Corporal Palmer hasn’t pegged you for an operative? Excellent.” 
 
    Jake made a face before he could help himself. 
 
    “What?” Dr. Talbot asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly say he hasn’t pegged me,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. It was an obvious tell of nerves, one his mother had always reprimanded him for growing up, but he’d never been able to shake it. Suppress it, sure, when he was on active duty. But now, after the accident, it was creeping back into his daily life.  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He knew I was military straight off,” Jake explained. “I told him I was Army – lying would have only made him more suspicious. But I don’t think he knows I’m here on your orders, sir.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. That’s good, then.” The doctor looked and sounded relieved. “Have you made contact with the target yet?” 
 
    Jake managed to suppress his frown. “Yes, sir. She seems…” Like a kid. Like a sweet, innocent kid who happened to be able to heal burns just by touching someone. And who, according to diner gossip back in Evanston City, could shoot fire from her hands. A pyrotechnic trick, he’d thought, but then she’d touched him, and…He didn’t know anymore. This whole mission was starting to leave a very bad taste in his mouth.  
 
    Over the top of the laptop, Ramirez cocked a single brow, curious, almost mocking.  
 
    Jake cleared his throat. “She’s very young, sir,” he said, squaring up his shoulders.  
 
    “Yes, well.” Dr. Talbot sighed, gaze hard to read behind the lenses of his glasses. “I’m afraid her age doesn’t mitigate the danger she poses – both to herself and the community at large. She’s very powerful.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’ve said that before.” 
 
    Talbot tipped his head to the side. “Has something happened, Major? You sound troubled.” 
 
    Ramirez’s other brow went up. Now what? she asked, silently.  
 
    “No. Nothing.” Jake’s headache spiked, and his vision blurred. He squinted, trying to cut back some of the computer screen’s glare. “Just trying to decide how we’re going to take her into custody.” 
 
    “Ah. I see. You have all the necessary equipment, Major.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to use it.” The doctor sounded almost cheerful now, smiling.  
 
    “Right. Sir.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to have her back here by the end of the week, Major, don’t forget.” And there, now, finally, was the knife-edge of a threat under the smile.  
 
    Jake felt something whither inside himself, some small kernel of hope. “We won’t let you down, sir.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Check back in tomorrow, Major. Have a pleasant rest of the night.”  
 
    The connection cut out, screen going blank. 
 
    Jake sighed and closed the lid, reached up to massage his eyes. Little starbursts of color blossomed behind them – for now. The blurring was worse by the minute. If he let it go another hour, he’d be crawling around the room on his hands and knees, helpless as a baby. Ramirez would have to administer his injection, and she didn’t strike him as the sort of person who’d be gentle about it.  
 
    As if reading his thoughts, she said, “What was that?” 
 
    He dropped his hands and stood up, going to the fridge in the kitchenette. “What was what?” he asked over his shoulder.  
 
    Their injections were kept in labeled plastic boxes in the vegetable crisper, nice and cold. Jake found his box and set it out on the counter, fumbling a little against the condensation-slick sides with shaking fingers as he worked the latch.  
 
    “You hesitated,” she said, chair legs scraping the floor as she stood.  
 
    Jake grimaced, in part because he heard her footfalls moving toward him and he didn’t want her any closer, but also because holy Jesus his head was starting to hurt.  
 
    “Something really did happen,” she said, pulling up beside him. “You had a run-in with the target.” Not a question. 
 
    The syringes, cold from the fridge and now fogged with warm air, slid like fresh-caught fish through his fingertips. He fumbled one twice, teeth gritted, vision beginning to swim. The first ring of black was creeping in around the edges, his window of sight starting to tunnel.  
 
    “Good grief,” she muttered. “Here.” She plucked the syringe from his hand. 
 
    “No–” he tried to protest, but her other hand was on his shoulder, steering him back toward the table.  
 
    “You can’t even see.” She pushed him down into the chair she’d vacated. “You’re gonna stab yourself through the arm. Where’s a tourniquet? Oh, there’s one on the fridge.”  
 
    Jake subsided into the chair, shoulders slumping, feeling inept and defeated as his vision dimmed and Ramirez bustled around. She tied off his arm, swabbed him with an alcohol wipe. “Hold still,” she murmured, and then came the bite of the needle, the warmth and relief.  
 
    His vision cleared almost at once, the pain in his head receding.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and Ramirez hummed acknowledgement, moving to put everything back in its place.  
 
    He thought maybe she would let her earlier question – well, assumption, really – drop, but no such luck. 
 
    “You didn’t answer,” she called from the fridge.  
 
    He sighed. “How much do you know about our target?” 
 
    She let the fridge slap shut and leaned her shoulder against it, arms folded, completely unimpressed with his evasion. “What they told us during our briefing. She’s strong. Powerful. Volatile. That we shouldn’t turn our backs on her and she’s got a guard dog who’s not afraid to drop bodies.” Her gaze narrowed. “But you know something else, don’t you?” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and stared her down. 
 
    It didn’t work. “You know, if a team leader fails to share valuable intel with his team, that’s putting the whole op in jeopardy. I know you’re not doing that.” An accusation. A challenge. 
 
    “Maybe I am. You don’t know me.” 
 
    “No, but I know your record, and it’s spotless. You’re keeping something to yourself, and you’re a good leader, so you’re not out to sabotage us all. You’re having second thoughts.” She smiled a fraction when she said it, pleased that she’d figured him out. “Why?” 
 
    Jake held her gaze stubbornly for a long moment, and then caved, glancing away, exhaling tiredly through his nose. He’d never before been the one to back down first in a game of chicken; but he guessed he wasn’t the same man he’d been then. The Major Treadwell who’d sacrificed himself for his unit had died in a desert inferno; the blind man who’d crawled back, who’d been given a second chance and the leadership of this hackneyed team, wasn’t so unwaveringly sure of himself.  
 
    “I had an encounter with her in the diner,” he admitted. “She spilled coffee on me – it was an accident, but it burned my hand all to be damned. But. Then. She touched my arm and she…I don’t know how she did it, but the burn healed. Right there.” He lifted his unblemished right hand. “I ought to be red and blistered, and I’m fine.” He shook his head. “They told us she was powerful, and that she could control fire – crazy comic book shit, right? – but they didn’t tell us she could heal people, too.” 
 
    When he glanced back, Ramirez had her brows furrowed. “Maybe they didn’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he agreed. “And maybe they don’t know anything. You read the same file I did. In all the records of Ruby Russell and Rooster Palmer hurting people, were any of the victims civilians?” 
 
    She looked up toward the ceiling, chewing on the inside of her cheek, thinking. “I dunno.” 
 
    “Well, I do. And they weren’t. The only people they’ve ever harmed were trying to apprehend them.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped back to him, sharper than before. “So what are you saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I’ll let you know when I do.” 
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    Sasha 
 
      
 
    Smell was his strongest sense, and that was what returned to him first as he swam up out of the darkness, becoming aware that he was alive, and that he felt really, really terrible. Sasha dragged a ragged breath in through his mouth and smelled sweat, and urine – his own – and the sickly-sweet tang of chemicals mingling with the two; his body trying to get rid of the drug they’d used to put him under. But under those scents he detected metal, and fresh paint; bleach and lemon-scented disinfectant; rubbing alcohol, and latex gloves. And humans. Lots and lots of humans. 
 
    He tried to open his eyes and they were crusted shut. 
 
    Opened his mouth and his lips pulled apart like half-dried, peeling paint, his tongue thick and coated.  
 
    He could hear voices, indistinct murmurs, and the hum and swish and beep of machines. The distant thump of doors opening and closing. 
 
    There was something…something… 
 
    He finally got his eyes open a crack and recoiled from the bright light above him, growling brokenly in the back of his throat.  
 
    “He’s awake,” a man’s voice said, and shoes shuffled across slick tile floors.  
 
    There was a cool slab beneath him, and cuffs pinning his wrists, and ankles, and torso to it.  
 
    Two things hit him all at once, blasting through the last of the drug’s fog: 
 
    One: he was in a lab. He knew because he’d been in one before. 
 
    And two: there was a vampire here. Somewhere near. And he wasn’t one that Sasha had ever scented before.  
 
    He opened his eyes, not caring that they watered beneath the assault of the light. Opened his lungs and nostrils, sucked in air, trying to take in as much of his surroundings as possible.  
 
    A young man in a white lab coat approached him and he growled, a low, deep, constant rumble.  
 
    The young man hesitated, eyes widening. “Um…doctor?” 
 
    A second man stepped forward, this one older, more confident. An unremarkable man with glasses and gray hair, a pleasant smile.  
 
    “Hello, Sasha,” he said. “My name’s Doctor Talbot.” 
 
    Sasha bared his teeth, opened his mouth, and snarled.  
 
    The doctor chuckled. 
 
    Something tugged at the crook of his elbow – a needle. He had an IV. And Dr. Talbot’s hand was on the line, pressing the button there. 
 
    Oh, Sasha thought, as the room tilted. More drugs. Sending him back under.  
 
    Where was Nikita? he wondered, frantically, panic clawing at his insides as his vision wavered. He would be so worried, so frantic, and trying not to show it, not letting anyone help him. Nik needed to feed, he needed Sasha to…to… 
 
    Please no, he thought, wildly, desperately.  
 
    And then he was gone again.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    19 
 
      
 
    Buffalo, New York 
 
      
 
    It was a long driveway. A trio of black mailboxes, hand-painted with the Baskin name, marked the head of it; two well-worn grooves in the heat-burned summer grass led down a slight incline, across a wide expanse of empty field, and then began climbing again toward the compound. That’s what her dad always called the place: the compound. With three main houses, half a dozen smaller domiciles that housed her cousins who wouldn’t fly the coop, two workshops, and three warehouses, it certainly looked and felt like the sort of place someone would call a compound.  
 
    Nikita slowed the Barracuda as they started to climb the long, gradual hill that would take them to the main house, his gaze darting between the windshield and the windows to either side. He made a snorting, choking sort of sound when they passed the first warehouse: a massive steel building painted classic barn red.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me your family’s a bunch of farmers,” he muttered, and she couldn’t decide if he sounded disgusted…or uncertain.  
 
    “Furniture makers,” she corrected, filled with a strange mix of emotions herself. Turning into the driveway, going over those first ruts where rainwater had carved the gravel away from the shoulder of the road, had always tugged at the knot she seemed to carry with her when she was away from home. Whether it was the drama of high school, or the stress of community college, or the rigors of the academy, patrol, and finally her detective work, the world outside these fifty acres fed tension into her body. A transfer so gradual she never noticed it until she started down the old familiar tire tracks in the grass of the front field and realized she could breathe again, her chest loose and her heart light.  
 
    She felt that now, the relief so sudden and strong it was almost dizzying – that’s how crazy things had been. But she knew trepidation, too. Her dad had met Lanny, but no one else had. And it wasn’t just her lover – her immortal lover – she was bringing to meet her entire family. She had no idea which would be stranger to everyone: the return of the prodigal great-grandpa, or the presence of the former heir to the Russian empire. 
 
    It was a toss-up.  
 
    “How much farther’s the house?” Nikita grumbled. 
 
    She checked the rearview mirror and saw Lanny and his Expedition keeping pace behind them. “One of the houses, you mean. And not much farther. Up past those trees.” 
 
    “One? Jesus…” 
 
    The driveway curved through a copse of ancient, towering oaks, their wide trunks limned in the dazzling, dew-drenched gold of first light. They’d stopped and waited, on the way up, choking down burgers at an all-night diner; Lanny and Nikita smoking cigarettes in the parking lot as the breeze from passing eighteen-wheelers tried to blow out their matches. Exhausted, dreaming of her bed in her old room, and her mother’s strong embrace, Trina had wanted to drive straight through. But she’d realized, considering the company she was bringing, that turning up at four in the morning, in the bewildering dark, wasn’t the best idea. And it turned out that she’d needed to see the place in the sunrise light, smiling as they cleared the last of the trees and the main house came into view.  
 
    It was low and sprawling, built by hand by her grandfather and his half-brother when they’d first come to America, an unremarkable brown board and batten siding with a gently sloped roof. There’d been no blueprint, and the inside was gloriously confusing and unconventional, rooms leading into other rooms, going on into seeming forever.  
 
    Her grandparents’ new place looked down on it from the hill above, and off to the right, her uncle had built a midcentury stone ranch whose windows caught the orange fire of the rising sun. Beyond lay the other outbuildings, the cottages, the rest of the warehouses and the workshops, all of it threaded down narrow tracks that wended through trees older than her entire family lineage; but those three houses were the heart of the place.  
 
    Trina let out a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “Home sweet home,” she murmured. When she glanced over at Nikita, his mouth was set, his knuckles white on the wheel. “Don’t forget we’re Russian. This isn’t even gonna be close to the weirdest thing they’ve ever heard.” 
 
    He looked like he tried to smile, the expression pained.  
 
    They parked both cars in the gravel in front of the house, beside her dad’s truck, and Trina registered surprise and nervousness on everyone’s faces.  
 
    “Dude. Farmer Baskin,” Lanny muttered. 
 
    “Not a farmer,” she said. “Also, why do you guys sound like that’s a bad thing?” 
 
    Jamie chafed at his arms as if he was cold, jaw trembling slightly. “You told them we were coming, right?” 
 
    “I did,” she hedged. She’d texted her mom about an hour ago that she was coming and bringing friends – she’d just failed to mention who said friends were.  
 
    He nodded, looking unconvinced.  
 
    Alexei was the only one who seemed unbothered. He surveyed the land around them with a small, pleased smile. “I like it. Reminds me of holidaying in Poland.” 
 
    “Glad the tsar approves,” she said, only half-joking. “Okay, so–” 
 
    She heard the front door of the house open behind her, and her mother called, “Trina?” 
 
    She turned around with a smile ready, heart pounding. “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    It was clearly a workshop day, her mother dressed in an old, patched pair of her husband’s overalls, the ankles cuffed, the front pocket holding a pair of yellow leather work gloves. Her hair was pulled back, little auburn wisps framing her face. Trina hadn’t inherited her eyes – warm brown, expressive and nothing like the cold, calculating Baskin blue. Eyes that moved across their little group with open curiosity. “When you said ‘friends,’” she started, “I didn’t think – oh, hi, Lanny.” 
 
    “Hi, Mrs. B.” 
 
    “…that you meant…” And then her gaze found Nikita. And widened, mouth opening a fraction in shock.  
 
    Trina knew exactly what she was thinking of. In the Russian tradition, there was a short stretch of hallway in the house, between the den and the kitchen, that was completely dominated by family photos: a variety of posed school portraits and candid shots. In the very center was a blown-up black and white snapshot of her grandfather, Kolya, and his wife, their arms around one another, standing on the building site of the house, before they’d even broken ground. In that photo, her grandfather looked Hollywood handsome: lean and broad-shouldered, with a narrow, sharp-edged face, and light eyes; his smile just a little wicked. In that photo, Kolya Baskin was the spitting image of his father: Nikita.  
 
    “Mom,” Trina said, holding up a hand. “Please don’t freak out.” 
 
    Her mother brought a hand up to her throat…but only swallowed a few times, nodding, eyes pinned to Nikita who stood frozen like a deer about to bolt. Finally, she nodded. Blew out a deep breath. “Okay. So. I guess the stories were true.” 
 
    “What?” Trina said, and felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. “What stories?” 
 
    Her mother’s eyes flicked to her briefly, then back. “Your grandpa knows them better than me, obviously. But.” She took a deep breath and managed a shaky smile. “Hi, Nikita.” 
 
    Nikita swallowed, throat bobbing, but said nothing. 
 
    “Do vampires eat breakfast? ‘Cause we’re making a literal ton of food.” 
 
    “I dunno about him, but this one does,” Lanny said, and smiled wide enough to show his fangs. 
 
    Mom blinked at him, then sighed, expression becoming resigned. “Young lady.” Her gaze came back to Trina. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He shouldn’t have come here. That thought pounded inside Nikita’s head like a heartbeat as he sat at a long, handmade plank table in Steve and Rachel Baskin’s kitchen, an awful, cold numbness overtaking him like frost creeping across a statue. After Sasha was taken, every conscious thought had been dedicated to worrying about the horrifying possibilities that lay there. Sasha wounded; Sasha held captive; Sasha tortured. Food tasted like ash; breath felt like the scrape of knives in his lungs; all he’d cared about was finding him, freeing him, getting him back and looking over him with his own eyes and hands to make sure he was whole. And then ripping the throats out of the bastards who’d taken him. He’d been compromised by his worry, and that was why he’d let Trina talk them into coming here.  
 
    Which he now knew was a horrible mistake. 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Steve Baskin said, turning away from the counter to set a heaping plate of bacon on the table in front of them. “You,” he said, speaking to his daughter, “managed to find your great-grandad, and Alexei Romanov, and get Lanny turned into a vampire all in one go. Right?” 
 
    Trina glared up at him. “And you knew he existed” – she gestured toward Nikita – “and just decided to never mention it?” 
 
    Steve propped his hands on his hips. “We didn’t know. Nobody did. It was just stories my grandmother used to tell.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I ever hear any of them?” Trina asked hotly. She vibrated with anger.  
 
    Her mother came to the table, a plate of bagels in her hand. “Well, honey, they weren’t nice stories. Monsters, and the war, and all that blood.” She made an elegant face of distaste. “They weren’t the sorts of things I wanted to tell my little girl.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Trina muttered.  
 
    “Lanny,” Steve said, brows knitting in concern. “How did this – are you okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Lanny shrugged, and Nikita could tell his bravado was entirely fake – in the part of his brain that was managing to catalogue all of this and read emotions. “I’m cool. I mean, I wasn’t. This guy” – he jerked a thumb at Alexei beside him – “didn’t even ask, or anything. I was pissed. But. Yeah, so I had cancer…? Was kinda dying. I guess it all worked out.” He shrugged again, inelegant caveman that he was.  
 
    Steve opened and closed his mouth a few times, traded a helpless look with his wife. “Alright…” 
 
    In the awkward pause that followed, Nikita’s brain latched onto one small, important detail. The only thing capable of breaking through his fog.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, voice coming out rusty, and all eyes turned toward him. It was the first word he’d spoken since they arrived. “You said…your grandmother.” 
 
    Steve turned to him, expression full of so much unselfish, freely given sympathy that Nikita had to turn his head away, pulse flaring hot in his throat, stomach churning. “Yeah,” Steve – his grandson – said quietly. “Katya.” 
 
    Nikita stared at a knothole in the wood of the table and forced his lungs to work. Inhale. Exhale. “Is she…?” He couldn’t bring himself to say it. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry.” The room had gone silent, no sound save the gentle tone of Steve’s voice. “She passed last year.” 
 
    Last year. And all the time up until then she’d been here, in Buffalo, a car trip away. If Trina had found him a year ago, if he’d thought to look… 
 
    He couldn’t breathe.  
 
    “Nik,” Trina said, sad and soft, but he was already moving, shoving up from the table and stalking back through the house to the door. 
 
    Last year. Another chance to torture him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I should have told him,” Trina said, a blanketing guilt replacing her anger. She took a deep breath that did nothing to ease the tightness in her chest. “Things have been so crazy, and it hasn’t come up. I just.” She shook her head. It was just blow after blow for Nikita. He’d survived a lot – survived horrors – but everyone had a breaking point. Even ex-Chekist vampires. She wondered if they were nearing the edges of his.  
 
    “I’ll go check on him,” Jamie offered, rising.  
 
    He wouldn’t be much comfort, but Trina let him go, knowing she had to stay here and keep hashing things out with her parents.  
 
    Both of whom studied her with unusual expressions. Part regret, part sympathy, part fear.  
 
    She felt very tired, suddenly. “Were you ever going to tell me?” 
 
    They sighed together.  
 
    “Not unless we had to,” Dad said. “We were betting on that being a really, really slim chance.” 
 
    “So none of this is a surprise to you?” She gestured to Lanny and Alexei beside her.  
 
    Her dad winced. 
 
    Her mother said, “Well, it’s a little bit of a surprise.” 
 
    “God, Mom…” 
 
    “You didn’t expect us to believe vampires, and werewolves, and all those existed, did you?” 
 
    “Ouch, Mrs. B,” Lanny said, deadpan. “That hurts.” 
 
    “You know what?” Trina held up a silencing hand. “We’ve got bigger fish to fry. So. Whatever. Just assume I’m going to be pissed about this for a while.” And she would. 
 
    “Sorry, bug,” Dad said, his smile genuinely apologetic. Then he seemed to realize something, gaze sweeping back and forth across the kitchen. “Hey. If Nik’s real…then where’s Sasha?” 
 
    Trina blew out a breath. “That’s actually why I dragged these guys up here.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha always said that Nikita liked to punish himself. He said it as sweetly and supportively as it could be said, but still. Nikita always denied it, because that wasn’t the sort of thing a person could own up to and continue to do. He was in denial – was it really punishing yourself if everything truly was your fault? He didn’t think so. He’d done terrible things in his unnaturally long life, for the Soviet Union and then for himself afterward, and he thought a little guilt was his due. Or a lot of guilt, in his case.  
 
    Sasha would have had something to say about this, the way he stood amid the sparkling dew and twittering birds of early morning, digging his nails into his palms until his hands bled, hating himself. 
 
    Warring with himself.  
 
    When he’d awakened propped against a tree on a snowy November morning in 1942, and Sasha told him what he was now, had seen the way Katya recoiled from him, he’d known that any future he’d envisioned for the two of them was gone. The possibility starved out the moment Rasputin’s heart crossed his lips. He wasn’t a man anymore, but a beast. A thing. A creature with insatiable cravings and too much strength in his hands. One who would, inevitably, kill the woman he loved in a fit of lust, or rage, or thirst. The most important thing was to keep her safe, and he was the greatest danger of all. Clean cuts always healed the fastest, so he’d never allowed himself to search for her. When he started to imagine what it could have been like, he sliced the thoughts away, never letting them fester, never letting them haunt him. 
 
    (A few had festered anyway, digging deep, impossible to weed-out roots in his mind. Portraits of what could have been: staying with her, holding his child when it was born; sinking his fangs into a pillow in bed so he wouldn’t be tempted by Katya’s throat. She would grow old, and he would stay twenty-seven, smooth-skinned and unchanging. Would he turn her? Would he sentence her to the cold, terrifying depths of forever out of the selfish need to keep her with him?) 
 
    But now. Now that she was gone. Last year. He faced the truth: he hadn’t cut anything away, had only stowed it in a locker somewhere deep, and now the lock was busted, and all of it was spilling out, slick and dangerous as oil. He could have seen her again, but he’d never looked. Had she ever missed him? Had she grieved for him? Or was she glad he never showed his face again?  
 
    None of those questions mattered, because she was gone now. Just like Sasha was gone. 
 
    Christ, Sasha… 
 
    Footsteps crunched on the gravel behind him, a slow approach, and there came a quiet clearing of a throat. Jamie. 
 
    Nikita stood with one hand braced on the trunk of a dogwood tree, staring unseeing at the dew-drenched field, clenching his teeth, shaking, choking, hating, aching. He would have turned around and roared at Jamie. Sent him running. But he didn’t have the strength to do so.  
 
    Sasha would have cupped a gentle hand around the back of his neck. Told him he needed to feed. Told him nothing was his fault, that he’d done his best. 
 
    But Sasha wasn’t here.  
 
    Behind him, Jamie took a breath, preparing to speak, and there was nothing he could say that Nikita wanted to hear.  
 
    But he said, “I was madly in love with my roommate.” 
 
    Nikita stilled, for just a moment.  
 
    Jamie sighed. “It was pretty pathetic. We met at school. Our first day. And she was just…” He exhaled in a way that spoke more eloquently than words could. “And I was the nothing-special friend. And her boyfriend was…well, he’s a lot like Lanny, actually.” His voice grew sour. “He doesn’t have an artistic bone in his body. Or, if he did, it got crowded out a long time ago by protein powder and muscles.” 
 
    It wasn’t funny, but Nikita snorted. “Pathetic.” 
 
    “I know.” Jamie moved up to stand beside him, on the other side of the narrow tree trunk. “The sad part is, now I’m strong, and I can breathe, and I don’t need glasses…and she thinks I’m dead, or that I’m a zombie she ran into in our favorite coffeeshop and…well.” Another sigh. “It doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    Nikita glanced over at him, suspicious…but found no trace of manipulation in Jamie’s features. Only wistfulness; the pain of a lost chance.  
 
    You don’t know anything, Nikita thought, and almost told him. A schoolboy crush was nothing like his own loss. If Jamie Anderson thought he’d been through something terrible, immortality wasn’t going to serve him well. 
 
    But he was too tired to voice those things.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jamie said after a long spell of quiet. “I know that doesn’t mean anything, coming from me, but I am.” 
 
    Nikita nodded, swallowed with trouble. “Thanks.” 
 
    Footsteps again. Loud and graceless, human.  
 
    “Hey, Nik.” 
 
    Nikita turned and found Steve Baskin standing behind him, within arm’s reach, close enough to kill him. If he’d wanted to. So he wasn’t afraid, then. Maybe he shouldn’t have been – what child feared his own grandparent? 
 
    “Nik,” Nikita said. “That’s awfully familiar.” 
 
    Steve had his eyes, just like Trina did. His smile was half-hopeful, half-rueful. “Sorry. I just feel like I already know you.” 
 
    “You don’t.” 
 
    Jamie looked between them, and then silently walked back to the house.  
 
    “If it helps,” Steve started. 
 
    “It probably won’t.” 
 
    “She had a good life. Lots of family. Nice place to live.” He looked so…so sad, and understanding. Nikita wanted to vomit. “She always missed you – she kept your memory alive – but I think she was content. Happy, even. She loved her kids, and–” 
 
    “Kids?” His breathing hitched.  
 
    Steve, if possible, grew even more sorry-looking, eyebrows crimping, frown one of consolation. “Yes. She had three – including my dad.” 
 
    Nikita tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. “She found someone else, then.” 
 
    “Nik – Nikita…she married Pyotr.” 
 
    Blankness. 
 
    For one blessed second, he thought nothing about that.  
 
    Then it was, Huh, well, okay. 
 
    Then, That makes sense. 
 
    Then it was…painful.  
 
    He dragged in a breath and pushed something like a smile across his lips. “Well. Good for little Pyotr.” 
 
    “I’m sorry–” 
 
    “I got his brother killed, you know. Did they tell you that? My best friend since childhood, Dmitri, and my lack of leadership got him stabbed to death by a fucking farmer in some fucking backwater village. I took Dima from him, so I guess it’s only fair he took my woman.” 
 
    Steve’s features settled into something harder, angrier. “It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what it was like,” Nikita snapped. “I’m glad they had each other. They deserved every happiness, both of them.” 
 
    Steve took a breath. “I know it stings, though.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything. They should have never mentioned my name. I should have been the monster story that woke the children up with nightmares in the middle of the night. How dare they tell you who I was. What I was.” 
 
    The morning spun around him and he made himself take another breath, clutching at the bark of the dogwood tree for balance.  
 
    Steve gave him a flat look that Nikita had seen countless times in the mirror. “You need to get over yourself.” 
 
    “I–” 
 
    “Every family has its dark secret. Ours is you. And Sasha.” He looked sorry again. “Trina said they took him. Those Institute people.” 
 
    Nikita slashed a hand through the air, trying to silence him. He just…couldn’t anymore.  
 
    But Steve was a Baskin, after all, and he was good at pushing. “Grams would be glad that you two stayed together all this time. It’s good that you have someone.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Nikita roared – really roared, the snarling big cat sound punching out of his lungs, echoing off the front of the house. He kept growling, low and constant, the taste of blood filling his mouth as his fangs nicked his tongue. “I don’t have him,” he said viciously, “I lost him, and it should have been me. Why didn’t they take me instead? Why is it never me?”  
 
    Steve stared at him, gaze assessing, terrifyingly penetrating. “But it was you,” he said, softly. “Once. Sasha had your back then. And you have his now. Right?” 
 
    Nikita swallowed his growl and wiped a hand down his face.  
 
    “Trina says you guys need to have a séance,” Steve continued. “So let’s walk up to the other house and see if Mom’s got enough candles. Yeah?” 
 
    Slowly, Nikita lowered his hand, marveling. He’d just yelled at this man. Was his century-old grandfather, back from the dead, or from legend, or wherever. And Steve was inviting him in, accepting him, like… 
 
    Like he was family.  
 
    Nikita swallowed. “Your father…” 
 
    Steve smiled. “Kolya.” 
 
    Oh. Oh, didn’t that hurt.  
 
    “I think he’d really like to meet you, if you’re up for it.” 
 
    He didn’t think he was; would probably never be. But he nodded.  
 
    “Come on,” Steve said, gently, and he went.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20 
 
      
 
    Farley, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    She woke up slowly, like she always did after an energy transference. Rooster called it “healing,” what she did, but that wasn’t how it felt. For her, it had always been like taking a deep breath, gathering her power, feeling it move through her veins like blood, like something brighter and stronger than blood, and pushing it through her skin and into someone else’s. She didn’t know the medical mechanics of it, how Rooster’s body was able to absorb and metabolize her energy like that. She could only be grateful for the process.  
 
    She opened her eyes to a room striped with dawn shadows, Rooster’s arm heavy around her waist, his breath regular and reassuring against the top of her head.  
 
    She craved this: the closeness. The touch of skin, the warmth of shared body heat. Knowing that he was whole, and safe, and near enough for her to ease, to heal, to soothe if she needed to. She’d never had this – intimacy – before she fled the Institute and found Rooster. There had been the other LCs, the redheaded children who looked so like her, testing their budding powers on mannequins in gun ranges, but they’d each been assigned a bunk and told to stay there. They’d never touched; the only hands that had ever touched her body belonged to the doctors and nurses and techs. Touches used to manipulate her limbs, and draw samples, and administer drugs that made her see double, and throw up, and lie shivering in her bunk for hours.  
 
    But Rooster touched her like he thought she might break, always so careful, mindful of the size of his hands and the strength in his big, warrior’s body. Touched her like she mattered, and always had, since that first night in his friend’s house when he’d pulled her with his arms and comforted her.  
 
    Sometimes she wanted more, a low, humming sort of craving in the pit of her stomach. She understood what it was, mechanically, but practically, it overwhelmed her. Almost frightened her, the things she wanted.  
 
    The things she wanted from Rooster.  
 
    She tipped her head back and looked up at him, her vision hazy with sleep.  
 
    His eyes were open, she could tell, trained on her. He had such pretty eyes: a gold-flecked green that he called “muddy,” but which was really hazel. No one noticed their color, she figured, because his scowl was usually enough to put people off from a distance. But in the quiet, stolen moments like these, she got to admire them up close. And think… 
 
    Things. 
 
    Things maybe she shouldn’t. 
 
    Things he most certainly didn’t reciprocate.  
 
    “You alright?” he asked, his voice steady, like he’d been awake for a while, watching her.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m alright.” 
 
    He reached out – careful, always careful – and cupped the back of her head in one big hand; it felt supportive, steady, even though the pulse in his wrist flickered against her scalp, betraying nervousness. 
 
    “You were having a nightmare,” she said, remembering. She’d been awakened by his moaning, the shushing of his legs kicking around in the sheets. When she’d turned on the light and said his name aloud, he hadn’t awakened, though he’d turned toward her, grimacing in his sleep.  
 
    “No,” he’d whimpered. “No, no, no.” 
 
    He’d thrashed, and then stiffened, hissing in pain, his left side catching in that way that had become so familiar to her. She’d known that he was hurting, that he’d needed her touch; but she hadn’t known what had snuck up on him in his dreams and tormented him. Drawn him up tight as a bowstring until he’d twisted and turned himself into a full-body crick.  
 
    He swallowed now, throat bobbing. Wet his lips. “Yeah. I was.” 
 
    He wore a deep groove between his eyebrows, and she reached to smooth it with her thumb. It relaxed beneath her touch, though the rest of his body stiffened, arms and legs going taut against her own. “What was it about?” she asked. 
 
    His gaze slid away, moving over her shoulder. His breath stuttered a step. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” she said, cajoling.  
 
    “Red, just…” His hand flexed against the back of her head, and then fell away, moving to her shoulder, and then off completely as he drew it back to hold awkwardly at his side. “Leave it,” he said, heavy, sad. 
 
    She frowned, wishing he would cradle her head again, leaning into him. “Rooster.” 
 
    His eyes snapped back to her face, gaze harsh now, breathing quick, like he was in pain. “Red…” 
 
    “Do you ever,” she started, and the words welled up on her tongue, fully formed, betraying her carefully-controlled subconscious. She looked at him – the suntanned lines of his face, the pale wheat of his mussed hair on the pillow, the bulk of his shoulders throwing shadows over her, blocking the sun, blocking the world, and anyone in it who would dare hurt her – and something tightly held inside her loosened, suddenly. She took a deep, quick breath. “Do you ever wish you weren’t alone?” 
 
    He blinked, face wiped clean by surprise. “What? I’m not alone. I have you.” He said it like it was obvious.  
 
    She smiled, but she knew it was sad. “But,” she said, “don’t you need someone…someone who’s just yours? Someone who…loves you?” 
 
    His eyes widened. He looked like he’d been punched. “You don’t love me?” Like a wounded child. 
 
    “I love you more than anything,” she said, immediately. “I’ve never loved anyone or anything, but I love you.” 
 
    He breathed out in a rush, sour morning breath against her face.  
 
    “But, I mean.” She cupped his jaw in her hand, the sharp line of it like cut glass against her palm. And then, caught between her better judgement and sleepy impulse, she moved her body against his; tried to be sinuous like the temptresses in the grocery store paperbacks she read. “Someone you can…someone…” She blushed, face hot, palms tingling. “Someone to…to make love to. Don’t you want that?” 
 
    His reaction was bad. 
 
    Embarrassing…for her. 
 
    He clamped his hand down on her shoulder and held her there while he pushed back with his own body, breaking the contact between them. At another time, she would have laughed to see his eyes so wide, his mouth open in shock.  
 
    Shame flooded her, hot as a brand. She shrank back, letting go of him, pulling her hands into her chest.  
 
    His mouth moved silently for a moment. “Red,” he finally said, helpless.  
 
    “No, I–” 
 
    He caught her with both hands: one on her shoulder, one awkwardly capturing her face. His eyes flared. “Hey. Hey. Listen to me. You are the most important – important person – who’s ever been…I’ve never…” He took a deep breath, expression clamping down with frustration. He’d never expressed himself eloquently.  
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered, but it wasn’t. She’d ruined everything.  
 
    “No, listen,” he repeated, eyes blazing now. “Red. Sweetheart.” 
 
    Her heart leapt, just a moment. But then… 
 
    “I would never do that to you.” 
 
    “Do…” she started, and then understood. “Oh,” she said again, even softer, a bare breath of sound.  
 
    “I would never hurt you,” he said. 
 
    She glanced away from him, shifting her gaze to his shoulder, the threadbare cotton of his t-shirt. “Hurt me,” she murmured, but it felt like she was hurt. Like he’d reached inside her and broken something fragile and tentative with his bare hands. Snapped it in two without even looking at it first.  
 
    “You don’t want me,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    She looked back at him, sharply, because those two things weren’t the same. His face was pained, features twisted up with an emotion she couldn’t label.  
 
    He exhaled in a rush. “Where is this coming from?” he asked, but guilt lurked in his eyes.  
 
    He’d thought about it, too, she realized. He’d wondered. 
 
    Maybe. She hoped.  
 
    “I…” she started. 
 
    His phone rang, and he rolled away from her to reach for it, breathing a relieved sound.  
 
    Red let her hands fall to the mattress and stared at the line of his back, the musculature visible beneath his thin shirt.  
 
    He’d said he didn’t want to hurt her. 
 
    But he had.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The phone call was from Jake: news about the truck. Bad news, she guessed, judging by the heavy frown that graced Rooster’s face as he stood and started rummaging through his duffel bag for clothes.  
 
    “We gotta head to the garage,” he said, tone flat. His all-business voice.  
 
    Red took a moment to sit up and let the room stop spinning, sighing quietly to herself. When he got like this, there was no shaking him out of it. Their conversation, however strange and disappointing, had come to a close for now.  
 
    She showered, brushed her teeth, and frowned at her too-pale, black-haired reflection in the mirror. The dye made her face look sallow and sickly; she had a true redhead’s skin tone, and the black leached all the meager color from her cheeks. There was nothing to be done for it, though, so she dressed and followed Rooster out of the room, waited patiently while he checked that the door was securely locked once, twice, three times.  
 
    After, he ushered her forward with the usual gesture of his arm; he always wanted her to walk a half-step ahead of him, so he could guard her from all sides at once. This morning, though, she was struck by the way that gesture never actually brought them in contact. He didn’t hook his arm around her, or slide her arm through his, no. At least a foot separated them. 
 
    He would have said he had to keep his gun hand free, and she knew that. She was being stupid. She… 
 
    Her breath hitched and she realized she hadn’t moved off down the sidewalk, was standing rooted in place, staring blankly at him, his arm held out in invitation.  
 
    He frowned at her. “You okay? You still tired?” 
 
    She jumped on the excuse. “Yeah, I…” She blinked back sudden hot tears, ashamed of herself. “But I’ll be fine. Just a little shaky still.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “You need to go lie back down?” 
 
    “No.” She scrounged up a smile. “We can go.” She forced her legs to move, falling into place a half-step ahead of him. 
 
    She wouldn’t think selfish thoughts anymore, she told herself sternly. Rooster would kill for her, would die for her – nearly had a time or two. That was love, plain and simple. The only kind she ought to ever ask for.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    21 
 
      
 
    “Backorder?” Rooster said, numb with the resignation of a man who should have expected the worse, but somehow, for some stupid reason, thought things might actually go in his favor for once.  
 
    Behind the desk in the garage office, Jake’s young mechanic, Spence, winced apologetically. “Yeah. Sorry. The website didn’t say that it was, but I got a phone call from the company this morning; they’ll rush-order it to me as soon as they’ve got it, no charge to make up for the mistake. But yeah. Backorder.” 
 
    Once upon a time, in the deserts of Iraq, Rooster had been a patient man. He wasn’t anymore, but he wanted to try to be. At least around these people who’d been kind to them. Who were, at the moment, his only chance of getting his truck back and putting some miles under the tires.  
 
    Hit bit back on his first instinct – the curse – and took a deep breath instead. “Yeah. Okay.” He shrugged and figured it looked stiff. Once upon a time, he’d behaved like a normal guy, but those days were long gone, and even the most casual of gestures felt like play-acting at being human. “Shit happens, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Spence agreed.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll call you when I have news.” 
 
    Rooster nodded and stepped out of the office and into the morning sunshine, flicking his sunglasses down out of his hair and onto his nose. He spotted Red standing by the Coke machine, smoothing both hands self-consciously through her black hair. It was a shock looking at her. Some women pulled off black hair flawlessly; Red, with her pale skin and smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, did not.  
 
    It was the best way to disguise her, though, he told himself, shoving his hands in his pockets. If they were stuck here – they didn’t have to be, a tiny voice kept saying in the back of his head; they could buy a piece of shit car, throw their bags in the trunk, and go, truck be damned – they were bound to attract undue attention. Her red hair was the sort of striking, beautiful feature that stuck in people’s memories. And memories could be combed; could be drawn out of witnesses with bribes, or with torture. He–  
 
    She was talking to someone, he realized. The old man who was perpetually reading a newspaper in a folding chair outside the convenience store like someone who’d just stepped out of a 50s TV show. He’d folded up his paper in his lap and had his head tipped back, squinting up at Red from under the brim of his Stetson.  
 
    “…time for a change,” Red was saying, finger-combing her hair and doing a terrible job of pretending the dye job was something she’d wanted. She had no artifice, his girl.  
 
    “Hmm,” the old man hummed. “Why black? I gotta say, honey, it don’t suit you. The red was real pretty.” 
 
    Red’s smile froze, brittle enough to crack. She forced a chuckle that was more of a cough. “Oh. You know. Rebellious young person.” She rolled her eyes, and when the sunlight glinted off them, Rooster could see the sheen of gathering tears. She’d been a hairsbreadth from crying the whole way here. It was his fault, he knew – he was not going to examine why it was his fault; down that road lay madness – but damn it, why did this old bastard have to go and make it worse? 
 
    “Hey,” he said, stepping up beside her, giving the guy his best stare-down. “Who tells a woman her hair doesn’t look good? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    The man blinked up at him, unperturbed. “I didn’t say it didn’t look good. You said it just now, but I didn’t.” 
 
    Rooster put an arm around her shoulders with the intent of steering her away. “Jackass,” he muttered under his breath.  
 
    “Hold on just a minute there, son,” the old man said. “You’re the one with the transmission job, yeah? The one Jake brought in?” 
 
    Rooster ground his teeth. Answering questions was never a good idea. Never. He gave Red a little nudge. 
 
    She resisted, though, turning back to tell the man, “That’s right.” 
 
    “You’re stuck here in town. That it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered. 
 
    Rooster glared down at her, tugging at her this time, but she stood firm, booted feet planted on the pavement, refusing to meet his gaze.  
 
    He took a deep breath, panic mounting, teasing at the pit of his stomach, and did a visual scan of the area around them. The unhurried traffic of a small town. Flock of starlings twittering on the power line. The produce stand owner across the street moving crates of tomatoes and zucchini from the bed of his truck. A car pulled up to one of the gas pumps, and though it was a self-serve station, the bell was still there, its chime echoing through the store windows. Spence came out of the office, rolling up the sleeves of his smock and stepping into the shade of the open garage bay.  
 
    No one in tac gear lingered in the shadows, weapons trained. 
 
    No one shot them suspicious glances.  
 
    No threats. 
 
    Just a busybody codger with no qualms about making girls want to cry. 
 
    Rooster let out a deep breath and turned back to face him, unnerved by the man’s hooded stare. “What do you want?” It came out more defeated than hostile.  
 
    He shrugged. “You got a nice big pair of shoulders on you. I was just wondering if you were looking for work while you’re in town.” 
 
    “…Oh.” 
 
    The old man grinned, teeth surprisingly white and even in his lined, tanned face. “Take that as a yes?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rooster hedged.  
 
    “It wouldn’t pay much, but it’d be cash. And your jeans look like they’ve seen better days.” 
 
    Rooster sighed. 
 
    The man’s grin widened. “Hell, you might even make enough to buy your girlfriend her old hair color back.” 
 
    “Jackass,” Rooster said, out loud this time. 
 
    The man chuckled. “Oh, for sure. But just Jack’ll do.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jack – the old fuck’s name really was Jack – lived within walking distance of the garage, about a block down, in a cottagey little blue house with a white picket fence and a rose trellis.  
 
    “My wife’s doing,” he said, gesturing to the trellis as they walked through it. “She likes flowers and shit.” 
 
    Red stifled a giggle in her hand. 
 
    “You just sit around reading papers and insulting people, huh?” Rooster said, and when Jack laughed, unoffended and easy, it stirred up an odd sensation in Rooster’s chest. A memory flickered like an old film reel: trading jabs on patrols, laughing and enjoying the laughter of his brothers in arms. Mama jokes, and insults, and raunchy stories that had them clutching their stomachs for breath. It didn’t seem like it was his own life he was looking back on, but a movie, something he couldn’t touch.  
 
    Jack led them around the side of the house, down a path of stepping stones, into a shaded backyard that had been landscaped like something out of a fairytale.  
 
    “Oh,” Red breathed, clapping her hands together once in delight.  
 
    Jack graced her with a fast, kind, grandfatherly smile, and some of Rooster’s agitation with him eased. “Like I said. Flowers and shit.” 
 
    It was a profusion of flowers, of all heights and colors and varieties, none of which Rooster knew the names of. Big, overgrown beds lined the fence on all sides, and a small goldfish pond in the center was ringed by waving purple grasses and cattails.  
 
    A two-story outbuilding stood at the back, the as-promised guest house that Jack wanted to have fixed up so his grandson could move in next month. At first blush it looked as charming as the house and the garden, but Rooster spotted the loose shingles, the failing windows, and the termite damage after a moment of study.  
 
    Jack came to stand beside Rooster, hands braced at his lower back and elbows stuck out in a pose that spoke, unmistakably, of pain. “It was real cute, once,” he lamented. “About ten years ago. It used to be Vicki’s potting shed, after the kids outgrew it as a playhouse. But now it’s just…” He sighed. “Well, you see.” 
 
    “It can be fixed,” Rooster said. 
 
    “Most things can.” 
 
    Rooster slid a sideways glance toward him, but he was studying the carriage house, expression untroubled.  
 
    “I’d do the work myself, but my back’s been giving me hell the last two years.” He winced as he pressed his fingertips to either side of his spine. “Jumped outta too many helicopters once upon a time.” 
 
    Rooster felt his brows twitch. “You served?” 
 
    “Two tours in ‘Nam.” He turned a smile Rooster’s way. “Semper fi.”  
 
    “Semper fi,” Rooster echoed, voice blank with surprise. “How’d you know?” 
 
    Jack chuckled and glanced back at the house. “You’ve just got the look. And your arm.” 
 
    Rooster glanced down and could have kicked himself. He’d pushed his sleeves up on the walk over, and the silvery scars on his left forearm gleamed faintly in the sun.  
 
    “Here’s the thing, son,” Jack said, sobering. “I don’t make a point of doing nice things for assholes – I had too much of that working retail for twenty years. But if anyone’s allowed to be an asshole, I figure it’s a Marine who went over there and got himself blown up. So I’ll make you a deal. You fix up my old carriage house, and your girlfriend here can help my Vicki with some things around the house. I’ll pay you cash under the table, and by the time your truck’s fixed, you’ll have some running money to hit the road with.” 
 
    Rooster glanced at him sharply, but Jack turned his head slow, expression mild, expectant.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Rooster looked over at Red, kneeling by the fish pond, watching the big orange shapes glide beneath the water. It was the happiest and most peaceful he’d seen her look in months.  
 
    He took Jack’s offered hand into his own. “Deal.” 
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    Buffalo, New York 
 
      
 
    “Is your grandmother a mage?” Nikita asked as they hiked up the hill after breakfast to the pretty stone house where Kolya and Dorothy Baskin lived.  
 
    “No,” she said, quickly, remembering the way he felt about mages.  
 
    He gave her a sideways, doubtful look.  
 
    “She’s not,” she insisted. “She can’t actually do any magic. She’s just always been really interested in the occult. Kind of like Militsa and Stana.” 
 
    “That’s not a helpful comparison,” he said, dryly.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” she said with a frustrated groan. “Stop being difficult. She’s not like them at all as a person. I just meant that she isn’t a mage. She plays around with tarot, and séance, and reads lots of books. But she can’t set anyone on fire with her mind, if that’s what you’re wondering.” The last she said with a huff that told him to drop it.  
 
    “Why would she be interested in that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m guessing if your mother-in-law tells you that her boyfriend was turned into a vampire by his werewolf BFF that might drive you to pick up a book about magic, huh?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, frowning down at the wooden steps that had been set in the hillside.  
 
    She lowered her voice a fraction in the hopes the others, trailing behind them, couldn’t hear. “I know you’re nervous. You can wait outside if–” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Alright then.” 
 
    Trina felt a flutter of sympathetic nerves herself as they reached the top step and the front door of the house opened.  
 
    Nikita froze beside her; she heard his quick, quiet indrawn breath.  
 
    But it was only Dottie, Trina’s grandmother. For now.  
 
    She stood with her hands braced in the threshold, sunlight turning her white hair translucent where it fell in soft waves to her shoulders. She had always been a slender woman; was painfully slow in her own age, downright bony, but regal as a queen in a short-sleeved blue dress cinched tight at her waist.  
 
    Her smile was just as radiant as the black and white photos on the walls and bookshelves around the compound. “Hi, sweetie,” she greeted as Trina stepped forward and enfolded her into a gentle hug. Trina felt her grandmother shiver, but her voice was steady. “You’ve brought friends.” In a whisper: “And one of them looks like he stepped right out of my wedding photos.” 
 
    Trina pulled back and nodded. Yes, it’s him, she tried to convey with her expression, and Dottie nodded. Mom had called ahead for them, but no doubt seeing Nikita in the flesh removed some lingering vestiges of doubt. 
 
    “Grams,” she said, turning to face the others, arm around Dottie’s shoulders. “This is Lanny, Jamie, Alexei, and Nikita.” 
 
    Alexei gave a deep, courtly bow. “Lovely to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    Lanny gave a little two-fingered wave. 
 
    Jamie smiled, more than a little melancholy.  
 
    And Nikita stared at her.  
 
    Dottie shivered again – nerves – but her smile never dimmed, and her voice never wavered. “He’s the spitting image of you,” she told Nikita. “Or, he was, when he was young. Those eyes. I knew they came from somewhere.”  
 
    Nikita didn’t respond, eerily still. Trina thought that if he moved he might finally crack apart. How long could a person hold themselves firmly in check? He’d done it for a century, but maybe he couldn’t hold on anymore. Not without Sasha; not in the face of the family he’d never had the chance to know.  
 
    “I guess you’d better come inside, then,” Dottie said, and led the way.  
 
    Trina wanted to stay near Nikita, felt responsible for him at the moment, but Lanny touched her arm and held her back in the foyer with a look.  
 
    “What?” she asked, distracted at first, following the others with her eyes. But then she looked up into his face and gave him her full attention; he stared at her in a way he never used to, and it took her a moment to realize it was because he wasn’t giving her a front of any kind. In this moment, he wasn’t her partner, wasn’t the obnoxious gym rat tool who had sex in public bathrooms, wasn’t the cocky, smirking sort of lover she’d always imagined he would be. Unguarded, open in a way he hadn’t shown her. Vulnerable and caring.  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “What if this doesn’t work?” he asked, and sounded like he wanted, badly, for her to have a backup plan in effect.  
 
    She’d wondered how things had gone in the Expedition on the drive up. She and Nikita had been largely silent, the radio set to a scratchy alt-rock station, exhaustion tugging at her eyelids the entire time. She’d glanced in the rearview mirror over and over, unable to tell much from the glimpses of Lanny behind the wheel, Jamie seated beside him in the passenger seat. It had probably been a terrible idea to allow two young vamps and Alexei to all ride together, but they’d been grinning and laughing with each other when they all climbed out at the diner.  
 
    Maybe, Trina thought with something like hope, Lanny was starting to care about the others. A good thing, given he was now set to live forever and everyone else in his life was very much mortal. 
 
    She slammed the door on that quick.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I think it will, though.” 
 
    “Trina.” His frown deepened.  
 
    She reached up to pat his chest; he still felt the same beneath her hand, hard and solid as ever. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” 
 
    He snorted. “Well that makes me feel better.” 
 
    She winked at him. “Good.” Started to move away.  
 
    He caught her around the waist. His movement was so quick she didn’t see it. His arm was just there, his hand splayed across her ribs, holding her fast. Held against him like this, she could feel the hard press of his hipbone, the tension in his thighs and abs. Her hands had come up automatically, both braced on his chest, and she felt his ribs expand as he took a deep breath.  
 
    Oh, she thought, all her nerves sparking with renewed awareness. 
 
    Things between them had been strained since his turning. She’d ignored it, shoved all thoughts of it aside. Every time she started to ache with longing, she switched mental course. There had been too much to do; she hadn’t known if she could trust his new cravings and instinct, his new strength. Whatever lay between them beyond friend- and partnership had been put on hold. The fragile, budding closeness born of his confession had been shattered. There had been no kisses, no lover’s touches.  
 
    A part of her had wondered if he would even still want her, now that he knew he was healed. A man who lived forever had options. Maybe he’d only wanted her because he thought he was dying and had needed her comfort. And that was alright, she’d told herself, because she wasn’t the sort of woman who’d pine away or throw herself at toxic, doomed love.  
 
    But now. Pressed together. It all came flooding back: the heat, the tension, the wanting.  
 
    Oh, she was so fucked. 
 
    “Lanny,” she murmured, stomach alive with butterflies, voice trembling. 
 
    Did he notice? Yeah, he noticed; he smirked. And then the smirk widened into a smile, genuine and delighted, eyes crinkling up at the corners.  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Just making sure I’m still your favorite.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  
 
    He chuckled, seeing right through her. He patted her ribs and turned her loose. “A séance, huh?” 
 
    “Ugh, fuck you,” she muttered, and he laughed again. She stepped back and smoothed her hair, the now-rumpled front of her shirt. “Yes, a séance.” 
 
    He was still staring at her, eyes sparkling.  
 
    “Stop looking at me like that,” she hissed. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I’m walking away now.” 
 
    “I like it when you get all out of sorts.” 
 
    She gave him the middle finger and turned her back on him. 
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, sweetheart.” 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    She knew her face was red as she walked into the living room, and hoped no one noticed. 
 
    If Alexei’s little smile was anything to go by, he definitely noticed.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “Grams, Dad said he would ask you about candles?” 
 
    “Yes, I should have plenty.” 
 
    That was when Trina took a good look at the room and saw that it was already halfway set up for a séance. Her gramps’ favorite recliner sat off to the side, angled toward the TV, like always, but the rest of the furniture had been pushed back along the wall to make room for a low, round table draped in deep blue velvet at its center. Candles of all widths and heights rested in the center, some white and some black. Other items adorned its surface: a pack of tarot cards, a Ouija board, a wide china bowl with dark residue at the bottom.  
 
    “Grams,” Trina said, careful to keep accusation from her tone. “Have you been doing this…a lot more…recently?” 
 
    “What’s this?” She made a fluttering motion toward the table with one wrinkled, too-slim hand. “No, no. Don’t worry. It’s just your gramps’ back isn’t what it used to be and it got to be too hard to drag the table back and forth.” She bustled around the room – which amounted to quick, but shuffling steps that didn’t jostle her old bones; when she hurried, she always gave off the impression she was hovering over the floor, so slight were her movements – picking up the cards, and bowl, depositing them on a sideboard.  
 
    But Trina did worry. Her dad would have been happy to move furniture for them. And not a speck of dust clung to the velvet covering the table; it was used often. Trina could even smell the low burn of recently-snuffed candles.   
 
    “Where’s Gramps?” she asked. 
 
    Her grandmother paused, hand splayed flat on the Ouija board, expression careful. She didn’t look at Nikita, but Trina sensed she wanted to. “He’ll be back,” she said. “I’ll need him to sit with us for the ceremony; more minds, more willpower, I always say. But he–” 
 
    As if on cue, the back door opened and closed, footsteps came across the old inlaid bricks of the kitchen floor, and then Gramps appeared in the threshold, bearing handfuls of fragrant herbs.  
 
    Nikita whirled to face him, nostrils flaring as he scented the air.  
 
    Trina held her breath. 
 
    “Hello, dear,” Grams said, voice still careful. She hadn’t moved an inch. “The kids are here.” 
 
    “I can see that.” His accent was faint, worn smooth by an adult life lived in the States; Trina knew, though, that when he’d had too much to drink it came roaring back, thick as Nikita’s. “Hi, Trina,” he said, but his gaze was pinned to his father.  
 
    “Hi,” she echoed, faintly.  
 
    In general, no one ever held truly still. Still usually included a shifting of weight, a shuffling of feet, some little facial twitch, a quick breath. But Nikita held still as something carved from stone. Still as a predator in a tree…or a prey animal poised for flight. The rapid flicker of his pulse in the side of his neck was the only sign that he was alive, and not a cardboard cutout.  
 
    The resemblance between father and son was strong, though the son was an aged echo; Kolya looked like the blurred-edged photograph, while Nikita, unnaturally, the sharp, current incarnation. And even if no one had told her that her great-grandfather was a vampire, Trina could have looked at him now and known that he wasn’t human, not the way he held himself, unmoving.  
 
    She thought she would have to say something to dispel the awful tension, but Kolya beat her to it.  
 
    “I have a picture of you,” he said, and Nikita moved, drawing up to his full height, head tilted back at an angle so he looked down his nose: a challenge. “Of all of you,” Kolya went on. “Taken in front of the tractor factory in Stalingrad…or what was left of it. The White Wolf and his unit of wraiths.” He smiled, faintly. 
 
    Nikita made a disgusted sound in his throat. “Idiots. They called him that because his pelt was white. And they had no idea we were actually Whites.” 
 
    Kolya swallowed. “I knew. Mother told me.” 
 
    They stared at one another.  
 
    Until Grams clapped her hands and said, “Kol, bring me those, please. We don’t have all day to stand around. Trina, dear, who did you say you were trying to contact on the other side?” 
 
    The room started moving again. 
 
    Trina said, “Um, well, he’s not on the other side exactly…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The table comfortably seated all of them, though they were close, shoulders brushing. Gramps drew the blackout drapes over the windows and Grams lit the candles. The room felt transformed, then, sent spinning back through the decades. The light flickered, the shadows leapt, and the heavy scent of sage filled the air as Dottie crushed the fresh, and burned the dry. She’d shed her grandmother skin and was now nothing but the occultist, straight-backed and reserved, quietly confident.  
 
    “Now,” she said, turning to Trina beside her, “do you have a token?” 
 
    This wasn’t why she’d brought it, but she thought it might do, and drew the bell from her pocket. “Maybe,” she said, dropping it into her grandmother’s cupped palm.  
 
    “Ah.” Dottie smiled. “That old thing.” 
 
    “You brought my bell,” Nikita said, like an accusation.  
 
    “The family bell,” Dottie corrected.  
 
    “It rings when he comes around. Or he comes around when it rings. I don’t know, but it seemed worth a shot,” Trina said. 
 
    Nikita frowned, but didn’t argue.  
 
    Dottie put the bell in the little marble bowl that held the fresh, shredded sage and moved it to the center of the table, in a ring of squat, black candles. “Alright then, we’ll begin. Everyone join hands.” 
 
    Trina took her grandmother’s on the right, and Lanny’s on the left. His palm felt hot, clammy; it was nice to think she wasn’t the only one who was nervous about this.  
 
    “Clear your minds,” Dottie instructed. “Let yourself relax. Don’t hold on to any thoughts but one: the person you want to contact. Think of Valerian. Call to him.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we do some kinda chant?” Lanny asked. 
 
    Trina squeezed his hand. “Shh.” 
 
    “Open yourself,” Dottie said. 
 
    “Um…not really wanting to open myself–” 
 
    “Lanny.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Trina shut her eyes and forced all other thoughts away. Managed, with effort, to tune out the rustling and murmurs of the others at the table. She gripped Lanny’s hand hard, her grandmother’s a little gentler, and thought of Val. Pictured him standing in the snow, sword in his hand, triumphant and bitter all at once. Thought of him as Sasha had seen him, resplendent and princely…and helpful, telling Sasha how to save Nikita.  
 
    Val, she thought, we need your help. 
 
    The bell rang, just one little chime.  
 
    “My,” a voice – his voice – said, low and cultured, “but isn’t this flattering?” 
 
    Trina smiled, relief flooding her nerves, and opened her eyes to find Val standing on the far side of the table, behind Alexei, dressed in breeches and velvet, hands folded behind his back. He met Trina’s gaze and smiled, all teeth; winked.  
 
    Everyone else turned, looked. Dottie and Kolya actively gaped. Nikita scowled.  
 
    “Quite a gathering,” Val said mildly, corner of his mouth twitching like he was trying to smother his smile. “May I enquire as to the occasion?” 
 
    Everyone else seemed struck dumb, and Trina realized that, of those at the table, she was the only one who’d ever spoken to the prince before. So she took a deep breath and settled into the role of spokesperson with no small amount of trepidation.  
 
    “If you heard us just now, then I think you already know that we need your help,” she said. 
 
    His grin widened, sharp and delighted. “You need my help. Wonderful.” 
 
    “Hey,” she said, desperation closing around her lungs, voice sharpening. “Hey. This isn’t a game. I’m serious, okay?” 
 
    He grew comically grave, smile morphing into a frown. Hands still behind his back, he began to pace slowly around the table. “I see.” 
 
    Shit, she’d pushed too hard. She took a deep, steadying breath, and started over. “Val. I’m sorry, I – emotions are just a little high right now.” 
 
    “Hmm. I can imagine why. It seems your merry band is one man short.” 
 
    Jamie made a quiet, pained sound, and she saw Nikita releasing his hand, and Alexei’s on the other side – his grip had spasmed at mention of Sasha.  
 
    Val noticed, too, small smile curving his mouth as he continued to walk around the table. “What’s happened to your wolf?” 
 
    Nikita growled.  
 
    Val chuckled. “I’ve struck a nerve.” 
 
    Trina opened her mouth to reprimand him–  
 
    And Lanny beat her to the punch. “Yeah, great detective skills there, big guy. Here’s a thought: how ‘bout you stop being a raging asshole and just help us out or something? Sasha seemed to think you were actually capable of that – you know, helping – but he’s kind of a dumb, sweet kid. Me? All I’m seeing?” He made an up-and-down hand gesture that managed to incorporate Valerian’s figure from silken hair to spotless boots. “One-hundred percent asshole.” 
 
    For a moment, just a moment, Val’s expression flickered. Trina wondered if his projection had faltered, or if Lanny had, in turn, also struck a nerve. But his smile returned a second later, wider than ever, balanced on the knife-edge of sanity. “You’re the newborn.” 
 
    “Wow,” Lanny deadpanned. “You’d put Sherlock Holmes outta business.” 
 
    A muffled sound across the table drew her attention, and she realized her grandfather was stifling a laugh.  
 
    Jamie bit his lip, but not hard enough to fight off the grin that threatened.  
 
    Val turned his gaze to Trina. “Your lover is quite charming, Ekaterina.” 
 
    “Dude, lover?” Lanny said. “Who says that? Why you gotta make it all weird?” 
 
    Nikita, she noticed, had eased back down in his chair; his growl had tapered off. Good job, Lanny.  
 
    Alexei cleared his throat, and oh, this ought to be good: prince against prince. “Sasha was captured,” he said, tone dismissive, “and taken to the facility in Virginia, where you claim to be kept. Trina thinks you will help us find it. But I.” He sniffed. “Think you just want to play games with us.” 
 
    Val stalked behind Trina’s chair – she felt no breeze of movement; couldn’t sense a presence behind her – and moved to stand behind Dottie, grin gone feral, predatory, fangs on full display. He put one hand on the table – Dottie jumped a little in her seat – and leaned forward, hair sliding off his shoulders, swinging toward the candlelight. “And you,” he said, voice almost a purr. “Rasputin’s little fledgling bleeder. You would actually seek to help the wolf who killed your sire?” 
 
    Alexei kicked his chin up, expression unchanging…save the two spots of color coming up in his cheeks.  
 
    “He clawed the heart right out of his chest,” Val continued, free hand curling into a claw to demonstrate. “And fed it to his beloved Chekist – a Bolshevik pawn.” 
 
    Alexei’s jaw worked, eyes overbright. 
 
    “Because you told him to,” Trina snapped. “That’s enough, Val.” 
 
    He pulled back from the table, hands clasped together at his back again, shooting her a cool, displeased look. “Spoilsport.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it. Here’s the deal,” she said. “We’re coming to Virginia to get Sasha, but we need help finding the facility. If you help us, and can stop acting like a colossal douche for five minutes, we might even be able to bust you out.” 
 
    “Whoa!” three voices said at once. 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” Nikita said. 
 
    “So he can be an asshole in person?” Lanny said. 
 
    “A bad idea,” Alexei said.  
 
    Val shrugged, feigning boredom. “See? Your friends would never agree to that,” he told Trina. 
 
    She put her elbows on the table and leaned toward him. “I’m not talking about them right now. This is just you and me here.” She gestured between them. 
 
    Lanny tapped her shoulder and she ignored him.  
 
    “You helped Sasha once. Hell, twice,” she went on, and Val slowly came to a halt, cloak swinging behind him. “You helped him when he needed it most, and maybe you were just bored in your cage and looking for something to do, but I don’t think so. I think you know, better than anyone, how awful the Institute is, and you were doing what you could to keep them from hurting Sasha.” 
 
    His gaze fell to the table. His shoulders stiffened. “My bell.” 
 
    “It’s yours?” she asked, but wasn’t really surprised. She’d suspected as much.  
 
    Nikita’s brows jumped up to his hairline, though.  
 
    Val reached out like he meant to lean over the table and pick it up, but checked himself. He wasn’t really here. Pain flickered across his face, there and gone again, and then he wiped his features clean.  
 
    “Val,” Trina said, gentler this time. “Help us find Sasha – find both of you. And maybe we can help somehow.” 
 
    His eyes stayed locked on the bell, his voice flat. “You could never get me free. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “We could try.” 
 
    “The bell.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want the bell.” His gaze lifted, free of all mockery and cruelty this time. Plaintive. Weary. “Don’t try to…just. The bell. Please.” 
 
    She nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, and rolled his shoulders. Settled into a persona that she suspected – or at least hoped – was his real one, and not an over the top act. “You shouldn’t come. That would be a really stupid idea. You’d be captured immediately.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “But we’ve gotta try.” 
 
    He sighed, long-suffering. “Your funeral. The baroness has been able to assist me with a little reconnaissance…” 
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    Val exhaled, shivering with the bone-deep cold that always came with dream-walking, and opened his eyes on the reality of his situation. The dim, damp stone confines of his prison, the weight of the silver cuffs on his wrists. He heard a low, steady sound, felt a vibration against his leg: the cat, curled up in a ball at his hip, purring contentedly and kneading the outside of his thigh.  
 
    He smiled, faintly, and reached to trail his fingers through her soft fur. Her purring intensified, eyes closing in bliss.  
 
    On the other side of the bars, Baroness Strange sat with her back against the wall, legs drawn up, arms propped on her knees. A plastic bag rested on the floor beside her.  
 
    She smiled when Val met her gaze. “Out visiting?” she asked, not accusatory, but curious. Almost fond.  
 
    “In a fashion,” he said. “Have you been waiting long?” His skin prickled with unease; he wasn’t sure he liked the idea of anyone watching him when he was projecting himself, when he was at his most vulnerable – even if that someone was her. He almost trusted her. Almost. In the sense that he could trust anyone, which was fractional at best.  
 
    “Just a few minutes,” she said. “I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “You’d be the first,” he said, with only a small amount of bitterness. Before her frown could blossom, he said, “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “Oh.” She reached for it and pulled out a four-pack of glass bottles. “I brought you more Frappuccino.”  
 
    “Hmm.” He tried not to show much reaction, but his mouth watered in anticipation. 
 
    Annabel grinned like she knew it. “Yeah, you like your coffee. Here.” She got up and fed the bottles through his meal slot one at a time.  
 
    Val lined them up beneath his cot, in the shadow, where hopefully his guards wouldn’t spot them. He opened one now, sipped it slow. “Where is your esteemed husband this afternoon?” 
 
    She settled back against the wall and flapped a hand. “Moping, probably. Growling at Doctor Talbot.” 
 
    “Helping to reintegrate my brother?” Val guessed, and her expression turned guilty.  
 
    “Not because he wants to.” 
 
    “Yes, he hates all vampires. He’s made that quite clear.” 
 
    “Your brother–” she started. 
 
    He silenced her with a wave. “I don’t want to talk about him.” 
 
    “Alright.” She didn’t seem affronted – he hadn’t seen her anything but sympathetic or agreeable – but she seemed to withdraw. “I can leave you alone if you want.” 
 
    It was a trap, and he knew if: if he told her to go, he would confirm himself as the asshole he was; if he asked her to stay, he’d reveal his vulnerability. The set of her mouth told him she already knew exactly how fragile he was, and he didn’t like that at all.  
 
    He sighed out a breath through his nose, and she smiled, self-satisfied.  
 
    “Brat,” he accused, and her grin widened into its usual sweetness. “I have…” he started, and hesitated. “Something to ask you.” 
 
    She perked up, the movement uncannily wolfish. He forgot sometimes what she was; dangerous, that.  
 
    “You and your baron drove here, yes?” 
 
    “I showed you pics of the Caddy,” she reminded.  
 
    “Yes. Beautiful machine. I don’t suppose” – he took a quick sip of his drink, feigned casual, slouching back against the wall – “you could give anyone driving directions to this place. Could you?” Careful to sound bored. Just curious. Just speaking to fill the time. 
 
    Her smile grew sharklike. “Planning your escape?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, flippant, shrugging with one insolent shoulder. 
 
    She stiffened a little, the smile sliding away. “Shit. You’re serious.” 
 
    He raised his brows. “How could I be? I have no hope of escape.” He tugged at his chains with one arm, the links clanking together.  
 
    “Val.” She stuck her legs out straight, and then folded them up, leaning forward to brace her forearms on her thighs. Her eyes flashed, just a second, the sheen of an animal caught in a lantern at night. “What are you scheming?” 
 
    “I hate that word,” he spat. “Like I’m some sort of villain.” 
 
    She lifted her brows. 
 
    “I’m not the slaughterer of thousands. That title goes to the prince you allow to walk free.” 
 
    She snorted. “He’s not chained up, but trust me, your brother’s not even a little bit free. Now. Stop avoiding the question. What’s going on?” 
 
    He stared at her – glared, really – for a long moment. She didn’t flinch.  
 
    Oh, what choice did he have? It was either ask her help, or be unable to assist the New Yorkers in their quest to come retrieve Sasha. If he was even here.  
 
    “There’s a new wolf here,” he said, and it wasn’t a question, because he had been able to smell a third wolf presence. Faint, but unfamiliar. He hadn’t known it was Sasha Kashnikov, though. He thought of a little tow-headed boy in the snow, fur hat tied beneath his chin, looking up at Val with awe and asking if he was a prince.  
 
    She nodded slowly. “Yeah. I haven’t seen him. They’ve got him under lock and key–” 
 
    “Aleksander Kashnikov,” Val said, weary suddenly. And strangely, thrillingly electrified at the same time. All this time he’d been kept locked up, but now…things were happening.  
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “I know he’s been abducted. It only seems likely that he’s here, now. Little Sasha,” he said, sighing. “A secret Soviet weapon on the Eastern Front. He woke Rasputin, and then killed him. Used his blood to turn his companion.” 
 
    “Rasputin,” she said, and then her eyes flew wide. “That’s what that French bastard wanted with the book! Damn it.” She clapped her fist into the opposite palm. “I told Fulk not to sell the thing.” 
 
    “He takes orders well, obviously.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, without malice, leaning even farther forward. “Okay, so, this wolf. He’s someone’s Familiar?” 
 
    “Unofficially.” He shrugged. “I don’t think Captain Baskin likes the term very much, but more or less, they are bonded. It’s a miracle they aren’t fucking, actually,” he added, under his breath. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve spoken to them – his people. They want to stage a rescue, as unlikely as that is.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Jeez.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s why you asked about directions. You…” She smiled, bright and guileless as a child. “You’re trying to help them.” 
 
    “Hush. You’ll ruin my bad reputation saying things like that.” 
 
    She chuckled. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    He gave her a doubtful look.  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Do you honest to God think I want to help these Institute assholes? Come on, Val, you’ve gotta trust someone.” 
 
    “Well,” he said, “you do have a point.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Intellectually, Annabel understood why Fulk would always hate this house. The duke lingered in every ornate bit of woodwork, the intricate metal workings of sconces that once held candles, and now held electric bulbs. Before Fulk had claimed it as his own, put his own name in iron above the gates, it had been his prison, and he wasn’t the sort of man who let things go.  
 
    But to her, it had always been a wonder. The sheer number of things: hallways, bedrooms, candelabras, windows. So many windows. It was a Gothic wonderland of overwrought Victorian delights, from the conservatory to the portrait gallery; from the medieval kitchen to the dining room with its table as long as a bowling alley. It was always full of busy scientists now, yes, but for the most part they stayed in the basements, leaving only a skeleton crew of security guards, housekeepers, and cooks in the main part of the house. If she pretended they weren’t wearing laminated ID badges, Annabel liked to imagine herself the lady of a lavish British household; one who traipsed across the Oriental carpets in her motorcycle boots.  
 
    She walked down the richly paneled hallway now, the heavy wood doors gleaming faintly in the light of the retrofitted sconces, steps soundless on the red hallway runner. They’d been given one of the nicest bedrooms, one with its own bath, and a door that locked. That part was all for show, she knew, frowning as she turned the knob and let herself in. The guards could kick their way in at any time if it was deemed necessary. But. It was a gesture; sometimes gestures were all you had.  
 
    Fulk lay across the width of the bed, head hanging off the edge, hair a shiny black waterfall that spilled onto the carpet below, earbuds in, iPod held loosely against his chest, expression caught somewhere between thoughtful and miserable.  
 
    Anna leaned back against the door after she shut it, smiling. 
 
    His eyebrows jumped – jumped down, since he was upside down at the moment.  
 
    She shook her head and went to stretch out beside him.  
 
    He pulled out the near earbud and held it out to her; she plucked it from his fingers and wedged into her own ear. 
 
    He was listening to Rush. “Tom Sawyer.”  
 
    “You’re in a mood,” she said. 
 
    “When am I not?” 
 
    “Even more of a mood,” she corrected with a chuckle, rolling her head to the side so she could see his profile. Maybe at some point in the future she’d stop marveling at his beauty, but she hoped that day never came.  
 
    “You’ve been paying a lot of visits to the dungeon,” he murmured, and the music shut off.  
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “At first it was curiosity.” 
 
    He made an unhappy sound in his throat, a low, wolfish whine. 
 
    She reached up to slide the backs of her fingers down his cheek, the cruel line of his jaw. “I know,” she murmured. Then pressed on: “But he’s lonely. He needs the company.” 
 
    “Fuck what he needs,” Fulk said coldly.  
 
    “Are you jealous, or just being an asshole?” she asked. 
 
    He turned his face away, jaw clenched so tight the tendons threw shadows down his neck. Both, then, but mostly jealous, she thought.  
 
    “I know that you have…complicated feelings…about vampires.” 
 
    He growled.  
 
    “I know, baby, I know.” She shifted onto her side so she could study him without craning her neck. “But I feel sorry for him at least. I don’t think he’s as horrible as everyone thinks.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s lying to you. Putting on a show to make you think he’s some poor, misunderstood wretch.”  
 
    “Don’t call me naïve” The first bit of heat crept into her voice. “I know you think I am, but I’ve got instincts too, you know. You’re not the lone genius in a world of idiots.” 
 
    “Darling, that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Hmph. That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about anyway.” 
 
    “Alright.” His eyes slid toward her, curious but cautious.  
 
    “Now, if I tell you this, you have to keep it to yourself.” 
 
    He turned his head then, brows drawing together. “You doubt me.” A statement, not a question, delivered with the sort of characteristic mildness that meant she’d wounded him. Caused him to doubt himself – or at least her trust in him.  
 
    She touched his face again, skimmed her thumb along his lower lip. “Not ever. Not for a second. I just wanted you to know that this isn’t something we can talk about out loud. No one can hear.” 
 
    His gaze moved over her face, measuring her seriousness, and eventually his pain looked smoothed…became another kind of pain. That constant worry and guilt that had plagued him since the Institute’s phone call months before. “Alright,” he agreed.  
 
    Anna shifted closer, leaned into the place he made for her, automatically, within his arms. She pressed her lips to his ear, because she had no idea who might be listening, and told him what Val had said about the others. The ones who were coming for Sasha.  
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    He remembered giving it to her: folding Katya’s fingers around it and noting the way he left bloody fingerprints on the back of her hand. He’d squeezed her grip tight around the bell, hard enough that he’d felt her bones shift, slender and fragile as a bird’s.  
 
    “Keep it,” he’d said, and he’d made the mistake of looking at her face, seeing, beneath the bruises and the scratches and the exhausted dark circles under her eyes, the fear in her gaze. Everything else he’d intended to say – that he loved her, that he was sorry, that he was doing this for her own good – had shriveled and blacked on his tongue, a mouthful of the best intentions gone to ash.  
 
    He smoothed his thumb over the dented bronze surface now. It had been tarnished the first moment his mother handed it to him as a boy, but had aged well since; it had obviously been kept safe in drawers and boxes.  
 
    It was Valerian’s? It made sense. And in some ways it was an easier truth to swallow than the one he’d assumed: that it had belonged to Philippe. Philippe may have given it to Alexandra, but it, like so many things, had had a life before that.  
 
    He clocked a human scent emerging from the back door behind him and was flooded with a sense that this day was going to be one unbroken chain of repetitions. First Steve, and now Kolya, his footfalls quiet, slow, but sure.  
 
    With his free hand, Nikita gripped the top rail of the split-rail fence he leaned against, gaze pinned to the view that stretched out below him: cascading green hills contoured with morning shadows, outbuildings and barns, a massive corrugated steel structure that must be a warehouse. All the while he hummed with awareness as Kolya came to stand beside him, mimicking his posture with his forearms braced on the rail.  
 
    For the past seventy-five years, Sasha had been his constant companion – his only constant companion. They’d experimented with their hair, their clothes, their overall aesthetic, but neither of them had aged a day. Immortality was a burden in the way that all constants were, but it wasn’t until now, standing beside his son who was an old man, that Nikita realized how fleeting time was.  
 
    Nikita didn’t think he would speak – he had no idea what to say – but suddenly the silence welled up around him, tight like arms around his ribs, and he said, “It’s beautiful here.” Which…how stupid. He wanted to kick himself. He felt…helpless. That was all he’d seemed to feel in the past forty-eight hours, and he hated it.  
 
    “Hmm,” Kolya murmured in agreement. “Mom and Dad paid a song for it in 1950. They couldn’t believe their luck. That was the original house, there.” He pointed off to his left, a small cabin of dark logs, half-screened from view by a stand of birch trees.  
 
    Mom and Dad. Nikita swallowed. “They were able to leave Russia?” he asked, hearing the waver in his voice.  
 
    Kolya nodded. “I was just a little thing, so I don’t remember all the details. But I think that we were snuck out. Some American friends they made at the end of the war. I remember Siberia, all the white, and the cold. Such cold. And the ship that carried us to Alaska.” 
 
    Splinters bit into Nikita’s palm and he forced his grip to ease.  
 
    Kolya turned to face him, then, with his lined face, and white hair, and his eyes the color of the Moscow sky in winter. He smiled a little brokenly. “I don’t know if it would help to hear, but he never tried to replace you. Pyotr was a wonderful father – to all of us – but he never asked Mother not to tell me about you. He used to tell stories about – you and Dima together, from his memories as a boy.” 
 
    Nikita couldn’t look at him.  
 
    “I always hoped I would get to meet you.” 
 
    Nikita snorted. “How could you believe the stories? That I was even real?” 
 
    He saw Kolya shrug in his periphery. “Boys believe more readily than men. By the time I was old enough to question it, it had already become truth in my mind.” 
 
    It hurt – hurt in a way that was thorny, and conflicted, and guilt-riddled, because a part of him didn’t wish that he’d stayed – but it eased something in him to know that Katya and Pyotr had acknowledged him. That he wasn’t a dirty, shocking secret. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Do you know who you’re named for?” 
 
    “The dancer whose preferred partner was a knife,” Kolya said with sad fondness. “Of the three brothers you lost, Kolya’s death hit Mother the hardest, I think.” 
 
    “We didn’t bury them,” Nikita said, and felt, to his relief, a creeping numbness begin to overtake him. His mind was throwing up a shield, and he was grateful for it. There was too much…of everything. His family, Sasha, the Institute – he couldn’t cope otherwise. He took a deeper, freer breath, the words coming out cold and impersonal. “Of all the horrible things I’ve done in my life, I think maybe that was the worst. Leaving them there like that.” 
 
    “It was a war zone,” Kolya said.  
 
    “That’s not an excuse.” 
 
    A faint chuckle. “Pyotr said you were like this. I guess nothing’s changed in seventy-five years.” 
 
    “Said I was like what?” He finally turned his head, and Kolya was looking at him with open warmth and amusement. A touch of nostalgia.  
 
    “Said you take the weight of the world on your shoulders…and then a little more after that. That you think everything that goes wrong is your fault somehow.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Nikita asked, only half-joking. 
 
    Kolya tipped his head to the side, growing serious. “I’m sorry about Sasha.” 
 
    Nikita looked away with a disgusted sound. “Why does everyone keep saying that? Do you all think he’s already dead?” Through the numbness, his stomach gave a painful twist. Oh, God, please no, please no– Before he cut it off and let the last bit of frost close over him.  
 
    “No. Sasha killed Rasputin and Monsieur Philippe all by himself. I have to think he’s only gotten stronger since then. I don’t think he’s dead,” he said. “I’m sorry because I think that rescuing him is going to damage you. I think it probably already is.” 
 
    Nikita snapped a sharp look toward him, searching for the lie. 
 
    Kolya stared back, sympathetic. “The people who took him from you will wish they hadn’t by the time you’re done with them.” 
 
    Nikita felt a cruel, humorless smile steal across his face. “Are you sorry for that, too?” he asked, mocking.  
 
    “No. Never for them.” 
 
    “I’ll burn that place to the ground,” Nikita said, hand tightening on the bell until his hand ached, growl threading through his words. 
 
    “I figured,” Kolya said. “I wish you luck.” 
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    “I think that went well, don’t you?” Dottie asked, pulling teacups down from their shelf in the kitchen.  
 
    Trina accepted them from her and arranged them on a tray. “Well?” She noted the way her grandmother’s hands shook, teacups chinking together. “Is that what you’d call it?” 
 
    Dottie pursed her lips, determined. “Yes.” 
 
    “There was a Romanian prince in your living room, Grams. It’s okay to be freaked out about it.” 
 
    More cups came down.  
 
    But when Trina had them all lined up on the tray, Dottie gripped the edge of the counter hard, skin parchment-thin over the bones of her knuckles.  
 
    “I’ve hosted more séances than I can count,” she said, softly, gaze trained on the backsplash. “There have been a few times that – there were…murmurings. Voices. Once it felt like someone touched my arm.” She smoothed a hand down the sleeve of her dress. “But I never–” 
 
    She turned to face Trina, eyes wide, full of wonder. “Have you ever believed in something for so long, and then, suddenly, you have proof?” 
 
    Trina smiled gently at her. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”  
 
    Dottie sighed. “I feel like a girl again.” She shook her head, smile dreamy, and then sobered. “But you have to tell me.” She opened up the tin on the counter and started plucking out tea bags. “What’s going on with you and Lanny?” 
 
    Trina groaned and laughed with surprise. “Grams. Bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    “No, no, no. I know you – you can multitask.” 
 
    “That’s not important right now.” 
 
    Dottie paused to give her a sharp look. “Trina. You’ve been pining away for him for years now. The man shows up here as a vampire, and you think there’s bigger fish to fry? Try again.” 
 
    Before Trina could answer, the back door opened and her mom poked her head in. “Knock-knock,” Rachel called, stepping in with a cling-film-covered plate propped on one hip. “I brought cookies.” 
 
    “Good,” Dottie said. “Trina was just about to tell us what’s been going on with her and Lanny.” 
 
    Trina groaned again, louder this time. 
 
    “Why do you think I brought cookies?” Rachel asked, setting them on the counter. “How’d the séance go, but the way?” 
 
    “Valerian,” Trina started. 
 
    “Fine,” Dottie said. “Now. Trina.” 
 
    They stood shoulder-to-shoulder, staring at her in a way that made her want to squirm. She felt thirteen, suddenly. “There’s nothing to tell,” she said. 
 
    “Yes there is,” they said together.  
 
    Trina turned her back to them and resumed putting the tea things together, anger swelling in her throat.  
 
    Or, at least it felt like anger. There was a good chance it was desperation, or fear, or some other, much more dangerous emotion that she did not have time for right now.  
 
    “We didn’t know he was sick,” Mom said, gentler now. 
 
    Trina breathed a sound that tried to be a laugh. “Neither did I. He told me when he was drunk, so there’s a good chance he was just never going to tell me at all.” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” 
 
    “But he’s fine now. So.” This time she knew the sound she made wasn’t a laugh, just a forceful push of air that hurt her throat. “We can go back to the way things were.” 
 
    “Honey, no.” Mom and Grams moved to flank her, supportive hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “Mom,” Trina sighed, turning to her. “Are you honest to God encouraging me to be involved with a vampire?” 
 
    Rachel blinked. “Well it just sounds stupid when you say it like that.” 
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    Fresh from a touch of Red’s power, Rooster had strength in reserves. A little stiff in his bad knee when he crouched down, but nothing he couldn’t grimace against and go on through. For the first few minutes, after Jack’s wife – a plump, motherly sort with the kind of smile that made him think of sweet tea and fresh cookies – took Red into the house with her, he panicked a little. Standing in the center of the carriage house, opening and closing his hands into fists, breathing raggedly through his mouth. What if that woman had–? What if Red was–? 
 
    What if, what if, what if. He ran a dozen disastrous scenarios, blood humming, drawn as if by hooks toward the house, his charge, his responsibility. His girl. His… 
 
    Everything. 
 
    “She’s safe,” he chanted. “She’s safe, she’s safe.”  
 
    And she was. He could look across the fairytale garden yard and see her through a window in the kitchen, rolling out dough with a big wooden rolling pin alongside Jack’s wife, Vicki.  
 
    It was…it was okay. It was good, even. Red had never had a mother, or an aunt, or a grandmother, or hell, even a friend. She deserved the chance to make cookies with a kind woman. She deserved more–  
 
    But he couldn’t let himself go down that road. Not now. He had a job to do.  
 
    She he tugged on the worn leather gloves Jack had left him, picked up a hammer and crowbar, and started pulling up rotted floorboards.  
 
    It was hard work. Good work. Productive, and steady. Not frustrating. He had no idea how long he was at it, but when Jack’s footfalls announced his arrival with two frosty longnecks hanging from one hand, the shadows lay long and distorted across what was left of the floor.  
 
    Rooster wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and realized he was sweating all over, his jeans and t-shirt glued to his skin. He felt tired and heavy in a pleasant way, buzzing with positive exertion.  
 
    Jack whistled. “Makin’ some progress, I see.” 
 
    “Trying to.”  
 
    And this was easy: falling back into casual camaraderie with someone. He hadn’t known that it would be, but it didn’t take any effort to move to the carriage house porch, accept a beer and sit down next to his host.   
 
    “Hmm,” Jack hummed. “I haven’t been able to do shit like that in years. It’s hell to get old. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Rooster took a long sip of his beer, and didn’t answer. He felt like he didn’t need to. They sat side-by-side on the porch, legs dangling over the edge, songbirds trilling their final chorus before the crickets took over.  
 
    Peaceful. Rooster knew peace never lasted.  
 
    “Your girlfriend,” Jack started, and there it was. Tension. “She’s a sweetheart. We don’t have any granddaughters, so you’ll be lucky if Vicki gives her back.” He chuckled like it was funny, but Rooster gripped his bottle so tight he thought it might shatter.  
 
    Jack noticed. He lowered his beer, shooting Rooster a sideways look. 
 
    “She’s not,” he said, breath catching. “She’s not my.” He cleared his throat. “Girlfriend.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jack said, smiling. “So that’s the problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re in denial.” 
 
    Rooster curled his free hand into a fist on top of his thigh.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” Jack said. “A man doesn’t tie himself in knots over a woman he doesn’t love.” 
 
    “But she’s…” 
 
    “Like your sister? Your kid? Sure, I’ll buy that.” He sounded truthful, staring steadily at Rooster until Rooster lost his nerve and turned away. “But I don’t think so,” he tacked on, quietly.  
 
    Rooster fixed his gaze on the goldfish pond and said nothing. 
 
    “Kid,” Jake said, kindly, “it’s not anything to be ashamed of.” 
 
    Rooster took a deep breath and let it out slow. “I’m supposed to have her back.” It was an admission, and he hated that he’d let it slip. He was too tired, too off his guard, too vulnerable. He should stop talking now.  
 
    “There any rule that says you can’t do that just because you’re in love with her?” Jake asked. “I love my wife more than anything. You think I don’t have her back?” 
 
    He swallowed, felt like he was choking. 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said, “I won’t push.” He took a swig of his beer. “You ready for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a deep-bellied laundry sink in the garage, and Jack took him there first to scrub the grime from under his nails. “Boots gotta come off, too,” he said with a note of apology. “Vicki’s real particular about the cleanliness of her kitchen.” 
 
    Like his own mother, once upon a time, Rooster thought, and then immediately dismissed. Nostalgia wasn’t what he needed on top of his anxiety.  
 
    Red was setting the table when they walked in, and she glanced up, wide smile breaking across her face when she saw him. 
 
    His stomach turned over, and he fought the urge to divert his gaze.  
 
    “We made spaghetti,” she said by way of greeting, giddy. “With homemade meatballs.” 
 
    “Smells good,” he said, voice thin. Because it did. But also, she looked… 
 
    Pink-cheeked. Hair curled at the ends from the heat of the stove. She’d folded her jacket over the back of a chair, and rolled up the sleeves of her shirt – a washed-soft flannel that had once been his, and finally shrunk enough in the dryer that he’d passed it down to her.  
 
    He forced his eyes down to the table, just to pull them away from her.  
 
    “Did you boys get a lot done today?” Vicki asked, bustling up to the table with a giant bowl of salad. She smiled at Rooster like he wasn’t the scariest thing she’d ever had in her kitchen, warm and welcoming.  
 
    “I can’t take any credit,” Jack said, clapping Rooster on the shoulder. He flinched; old habit. Jack patted him and pulled his hand back. “It’s all this one. He’s a worker.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Vicki said. “I bet you’re starving.” 
 
    “I could eat,” he said, though his stomach was in knots.  
 
    “Ruby’s been such a help today,” Vicki continued, either ignoring or not noticing the tension in him. “Couldn’t have done it without her.” 
 
    Red looked pleased, the food smelled wonderful, dusk was falling beyond the window above the sink. Jack and his wife moved around one another with an ease born of long years living together. There was no reason not to relax into the moment. 
 
    So he did.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They were almost back to the garage, walking in the cool dark of evening, before Red was able to name the sensation buoying her every step: hope.  
 
    She tipped her head back and smiled up at the stars; her breath plumed. Nights were cold out west, even in the summer, and fall was fast approaching. When she inhaled, she could smell the first faint hints of ripening grass that heralded the change of seasons.  
 
    To her surprise, Rooster seemed relaxed beside her – as relaxed as he was capable of being, anyway. He still scanned their surroundings, but his head was on a slow swivel, so it seemed accidental. His hands swung at his sides, relaxed and easy, and he radiated a tired sort of contentment that was nothing like his usual tightly-coiled tension after a day spent driving. A day of hard physical labor had been good for him, she decided, even if it meant he would burn through the power she’d given him faster.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” he asked, teasing, and she realized she was staring at him as they walked; at the moment, he was staring back. She caught the edge of a smile in the glow of a streetlight.  
 
    She felt her face warm, but she didn’t turn away, made bold by the fizzing hope in her chest. “You seem happy.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He did turn away then, ducking his face a little, hands going in his jacket pockets. Doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah. I like them – Jack and Vicki. They seem…normal.” 
 
    He snorted. “Don’t get much of that, huh?” 
 
    “No,” she agreed. 
 
    There had been a moment, when she first stepped into Vicki’s kitchen, when the woman had turned to Red and said, “Well, hi there, aren’t you just precious,” when Red had wanted to bolt. It had been instinct, plain and simple. Women said that sort of thing to her here and there: waitresses in diners, shop owners wanting her to buy something – like the lady who’d sold her the fringed jacket. But beyond a shy smile and a murmured “thank you,” she hadn’t ever had to interact with someone like that. With any woman. She had no friends aside from Rooster; there was no warm, nurturing female presence in her life. She’d seen mothers on TV, had ached for one, though she’d never say so aloud and make Rooster think that he was inadequate, because he wasn’t. But she’d always wanted, had kept her longing to herself, and then, suddenly, she was being handed an apron and asked if she knew anything about pie crust, and it was overwhelming. She didn’t know how to be a woman in another woman’s kitchen. Surely it would show: her strangeness. The fact that she was an escaped lab rat who was maybe, sort of deep in love with the only stable presence in her life. Surely Vicki would take a good look at her and know that her hair was the wrong color, and that she lived out of duffel bags, and that men had died because of her.  
 
    Easier to run away than face any of that. It was what they did, after all, she and Rooster: they ran.  
 
    But Vicki had said, “I’ve already got some dough in the fridge, we’ll just roll it out.” She sprinkled flour over a wooden cutting board, and then Red was caught, ensnared by the lure of maternal comfort. She’d jumped willingly into the trap at that point. 
 
    “What’d y’all do all day?” Rooster asked. 
 
    She smiled. He’d tried to scrape it away, but his Southern accent came out when he was tired. “We made pies. And cookies. And banana bread. They’re having a bake sale day after tomorrow at the VA to raise money for a new pool, and Vicki and her friends are supplying all the stuff they’ll sell.” 
 
    She glanced over and found that his shoulders looked a little tight now, straining at the back of his jacket. 
 
    She said the next part slowly, braced against his inevitable reaction. “She invited me to come and help work the table. Said they could use an extra set of hands.” 
 
    A pebble went skittering across the asphalt, pinged off the toe of Rooster’s boot. She didn’t know if he’d kicked it on purpose, but when she glanced over she could see that he was frowning, brows drawn together over his eyes now, when before he’d been expressionless. “Probably a bad idea.” 
 
    He said that a lot. It was probably a bad idea to visit the same city twice. To blow their money on a hotel with a jacuzzi tub. To talk to strangers unless absolutely necessary. To let Deshawn keep tabs on them. Red never pushed back – but tonight she did.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He glanced over sharply, frown deepening. “Why?” 
 
    “People have already seen us around town. We’re stuck here. What would it hurt?” She asked it sweetly, with a smile.  
 
    He shook his head. “Being visible’s a risk.” 
 
    “We’re visible right now.” 
 
    “We’re alone right now. If something happened – if somebody popped up – I could grab you and shelter behind those bushes. Get behind that wall.” He pointed to those places, voice falling into the clipped, matter-of-fact cadence of a man in an active war zone. She’d done that to him, she thought with a sudden pang; she’d created a war zone from which he could never escape, because it followed them – her – everywhere. “There’s good cover there, and there, and there. We go through that yard, and it’s a clear shot to the motel. We break into a car, we hotwire it–” 
 
    “Rooster,” she said, throat tight. 
 
    “You drop me anyplace on the map, and I can have five exit strategies worked out in ten minutes. That’s what a Marine does. But you go into some – some fucking VA center,” he spat the word like it disgusted him, and this, this blowup? It wasn’t just about exit strategy. “What is that?  A brick box with tiny windows. And I can get outta there, sure, but how much warning will I have? Hostiles on all sides, civilians getting hurt. And you’re up there, right in the front, everybody looking at you, and–” 
 
    “Everybody looks at me when I do a show,” she reminded gently.  
 
    “Yeah, and then we fucking leave town!” He made a wide, encompassing gesture with both arms. “But we’re stuck here. We’re stuck. And–” He broke off, shook his head, raked his hair back with a shaking hand. “I can’t do my job like that. Don’t ask me to.” 
 
    Job. 
 
    The word hit her like a fist in the gut.  
 
    “I’m your job?” she asked, lips numb. They’d come to a halt in the middle of the street, and he turned to face her.  
 
    “It’s my job to keep you safe,” he said, voice dark with fury. “It’s my only job. Most days I can’t get it right as it is. Why would a goddamn bake sale be worth making it that much harder?” 
 
    It hurt to swallow. She wrapped her arms tight around her middle. “I’m your job,” she repeated, a statement and not a question this time, because this was the truth. She was his cross to bear. Because she was young, because she was a lab rat with no life experience, she’d talked herself into believing that he felt the way she did; that the dark felt too heavy, lately, and the other’s breathing seemed a little too loud, and a little too far away in the next bed. But she was his job. His mission, and he was a warrior who didn’t know how to let go of the war.  
 
    He stared at her, chest working as he breathed.  
 
    “I’m sorry I made it hard for you,” she said, tonelessly, and started walking again.  
 
    Inside her, something fractured.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She got three steps ahead of him before he realized what she’d just said. 
 
    And what he’d just said.  
 
    Damn, he was stupid.  
 
    He was just so scared. That he’d lose her, that he’d fail.  
 
    That she wanted the same thing it was getting harder and harder to deny.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, and caught up to her in three long strides. 
 
    She walked with her arms banded tight around her midsection, head down, hair shielding her face from view.  
 
    “I’m trying to protect you,” he said, feeling helpless. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered.  
 
    “That’s all I ever want to do.” 
 
    She jerked a nod, hair swinging.  
 
    “Red–” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    But it wasn’t, and because he was an idiot he didn’t know how to get them back to where they’d been only minutes before. Peace never lasted, no; that was one of the few things in life about which he was absolutely certain. They’d walked down Jack and Vicki’s front sidewalk with full bellies and something almost like contentment brewing between them.  
 
    And now it was nothing but anxiety and air as brittle as cheap glass.  
 
    They walked all the way back to the hotel in silence, the quivering, loaded kind that made him trigger-happy. By the time he’d let them back in their room, cleared it, and triple-checked that the door was locked and the drapes drawn, he’d worked himself up to saying something. He didn’t know what, and it probably wouldn’t help, but he had to try.  
 
    Red beat him to it.  
 
    When he turned around to face her, she looked up at him with huge, haunted green eyes, face starkly pale between two curtains of black hair. “You don’t have to do it. Protect me. You could stop.” She didn’t do artifice, his girl, and she wasn’t calling on it now. The steadiness of her gaze, the trembling of the rest of her body: she was serious.  
 
    His chest squeezed. “What?” 
 
    “You don’t have a life,” she went on, flat, already pulling herself back from him emotionally. “You said it yourself – you only have one job. That’s not fair to you. You deserve–” 
 
    He moved. Quick, sudden. Stepped in close until she had to tip her head back to maintain eye contact. She swallowed a sound that might have been a gasp.  
 
    “Stop it,” he said, aiming for stern, but he heard the way his voice shook and cracked at the edges. He was terrified, and knew he sounded it. He didn’t care. “That’s not true – I don’t – you can’t–” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” he snapped, hating that she flinched back from him, but not able to rein himself in. “How could you think that I–” 
 
    “You gave up everything for me,” she said, voice strained. “Your home, and your friends, and your whole life–” 
 
    “What life? Huh? I could barely walk; I couldn’t be awake unless I was drunk off my ass because my whole damn body hurt so much. I was leeching off my friends ‘cause they were too decent to kick me out on my ass where I belonged–” 
 
    “You didn’t ask for this–” 
 
    “Neither did you! What they did to you at that place, the things that – fuck them. Fuck them to hell and back, I can’t wait until the day I get my hands on them, instead of their flying monkeys. It is not okay what they did to you, Red. You didn’t even have a goddamn name when I met you.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have followed you home. I had no right to ask you–” 
 
    “You didn’t ask me for shit. Understand? That was my choice–” 
 
    “But if I’m a burden–” 
 
    “You’re not a burden! You’re my job, yeah, but you know what that means? It means I take it seriously. Keeping you safe is the most serious goddamn thing on this planet to me, because you’re mine. You don’t belong to that place, you never did. You belong to me. Damn it, Red, I do all of this because I love you, not because I have to.” 
 
    Someone in the next room banged on the wall. “Shut up!”  
 
    They both jumped, strung tight as racehorses. And then they settled, and stared at one another. Breathing through their mouths.  
 
    Rooster wished a sudden earthquake would split the world open and swallow him whole. The way she was looking at him…he just… 
 
    He cleared his throat. His face felt hot and it took him a moment to realize that he was blushing – possibly for the first time ever. “I, uh…” He coughed. “I didn’t…mean it like that. All…caveman-y and shit. That’s not…I mean…” 
 
    She threw herself at him. Pressed her face to his breastbone and wrapped her arms tight around his waist. Gasped, and shuddered, and stood trembling against him.  
 
    A sensation too visceral and painful to be called relief swelled inside him, surged out of the cracks of something dark and ugly that had fractured when she grabbed for him, unhesitating and trusting. He put his arms around her in turn, hand cradling the back of her head, holding her there.  
 
    Her lips moved against his chest, a quiet murmuring he couldn’t hear. 
 
    He dropped his face into her hair, trying to hear, but trying to get closer, too. Smell her shampoo, and her skin, feel the warmth of her, even though she shivered like she was cold. “What?” 
 
    It was a chant: “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m…” 
 
    “No,” he said. “No, no, sweetheart. Don’t be sorry.” 
 
    But he was, because he’d made her cry, and made her think that he would abandon her. That was maybe the worst thing he’d ever done.  
 
    “Red, listen to me,” he said, as gently as he could manage. “And listen good, because you know I’m not any good with words, so I probably won’t be able to repeat it.”  
 
    She sniffled, and made a noise that might have been a weak chuckle.  
 
    “I – I died over there. The thing they loaded in that helo that day was just a corpse.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s true. You gave me a reason to get up in the mornings again. Made it so I can. So don’t…” He trailed off into a sigh. He wasn’t saying this right, and he knew he never could, but it was important. “I don’t know how all of this is gonna turn out in the long run.” Secretly, he knew that there was a clock somewhere, ticking down to the zero hour when he finally got caught unawares and taken out. Just like he’d known on this last deployment, when he’d shielded Deshawn with his body: his days were numbered; he gave them willingly so that someone worthier might live. But. “But I’ll never walk away,” he told her. “I won’t ever leave you. So get that out of your head right now, alright? I can’t promise I won’t be kinda crazy.” 
 
    She tipped her head back, her chin resting on his sternum, tear-bright eyes looking up into his. A crooked, tremulous little smile touched her mouth.  
 
    “I’m a Marine, kid, it just comes with the territory.” 
 
    “I know.” She settled again, cheek pressed over his thudding heart. “I’m just sorry you don’t get to do normal things.” 
 
    “What’s normal, huh? Rush hour traffic and the bar scene? Nuh-uh. I ain’t missing that.” 
 
    She hesitated a breath, and then, just a whisper: “You could have a family.” 
 
    He squeezed her gently, combed his fingers through her hair. “I have a family. Right here with you.” 
 
    She dug the tip of her little nose into the groove under his pec and dissolved into silent, shaking tears. 
 
    Rooster held her, rocked them side-to-side, for a long time.  
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    Buffalo, New York 
 
      
 
    “You’re a lucky girl. Not just anybody can say they had a Russian prince over for dinner,” Lanny said as he dropped down beside Trina on the top step of her parents’ back deck.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and took another sip of her vodka tonic. “It’s tsarevich, dummy.”  
 
    He elbowed her. She could feel his smile, the way it took up physical space. Her dad had busted out the good scotch and Lanny had had enough to put down three men; he was only pleasantly buzzed, loose and relaxed in a way he hadn’t been in a long time – even since before the craziness had started. He’d been living with his diagnosis – wallowing in misery – for a long time now, she realized. It saddened her.  
 
    “Don’t get all technical on me,” he said, a laugh threaded through his voice. “He’s an asshole. End of story.” 
 
    “Hmm. And yet you seem weirdly fixated on him.” 
 
    He made an affronted noise. “He turned me into a…” He gestured toward himself. 
 
    “Can you not say ‘vampire’?” 
 
    “It’s a stupid word.” 
 
    “I think you just insulted yourself there, champ.” 
 
    He grimaced. “I just mean…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    It was a beautiful late summer night, just cool enough for her to be grateful for her light jacket, the crickets and tree frogs hosting a pastoral symphony across the moon-silvered fields. Trina stared out across the shadowy vista and took a deep breath of country air, resolutely pushing aside the worry that it might be the last chance she had to do so for a while.  
 
    Lanny wasn’t one for quiet, though. Never had been. Trina suspected it was because he had so many siblings; he’d never learned how to enjoy silence.  
 
    He said, “This just doesn’t seem like you to me.” 
 
    She glanced over with surprise. “What doesn’t?” 
 
    He shrugged, gaze fixed on the purple horizon. “Out here in the country. Being a farm girl and all.” 
 
    “It’s not a farm.” 
 
    “Look at all that acreage.” 
 
    “We don’t have animals.” 
 
    “Tell me somebody here doesn’t have a tractor and I’ll buy that it’s not a farm.” 
 
    She made a face, and he laughed. 
 
    “I don’t look like I could be a farmer?” she asked, only half-joking. A part of her – before they found Nikita, before Lanny’s cancer confession and subsequent turning – she’d entertained fantasies of finally telling him how she felt. Of them transferring to a local sheriff’s department and building a little house on the family compound. Wildflower summers and downhill sledding winters.  
 
    But that was part of a fantasy that asked too much of Lanny. That assumed all the obstacles could be overcome. 
 
    And that was before she’d known that the obstacles involved his need to drink blood.  
 
    As if he sensed her eyes on him, his slid over, narrowing. “Nah, it’s just – you like having a cause, you know? Something good to do. At work, in the city, you stand out. You’ve got this walk, you know? Like you’re a badass and you don’t care who knows it.” He grinned a moment, sly enough to make her stomach leap. But then it faded. “Here, though…you fade.” 
 
    “I fade?” She tried to disguise the flare of hurt in her voice. Tried. “Damn, you’re a sweet talker.” 
 
    “No. I mean–” 
 
    “I’m invisible.” 
 
    “Damn it. Okay. Lemme try that again.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    He took a deep breath.  
 
    “I know putting sentences together is hard for you,” she deadpanned, and he shoved her shoulder, which made her smile in spite of the lump forming in her throat. 
 
    “What I was trying to say,” he said, “is that I don’t know what kind of badass stuff you’d do around here is all. If you weren’t making arrests, and interrogating shitheads, and just in general being the coolest fucking chick ever, what would you do? Garden?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with gardening?” 
 
    “Nothing. But I can’t see you doing it.” 
 
    He’d hurt her, and the most frustrating part was she didn’t know why, exactly. “Okay.” She turned away from him, facing the gently tumbling hollows that stretched on toward the tree line.  
 
    Talk to him, her mom had urged.  
 
    You just have to sort through it, her grandmother had said.  
 
    But it wasn’t that simple. Nothing ever was.  
 
    “Shit,” he said, “I stepped in it, didn’t I?” 
 
    “A little bit, yeah.” 
 
    He shifted closer, until she could feel his body heat pushing against the coolness of the evening. His voice dropped, just a low murmur. “I know things are messed up,” he confessed. “But I don’t know how to fix them.” 
 
    “I know. Me neither.” 
 
    She felt something at the back of her hand, and looked down with a little start to find that it was his thumb: smooth hard calluses from lifting weights for years. His skin warm. Human. He didn’t feel any different than he had before. So why was she… 
 
    Her breath hitched, a painful little hiccup in her throat, and he pulled her whole hand into his, cool palm to warm one, their fingers interlaced.  
 
    “It’s still just me,” Lanny murmured, his breath fanning across her cheek. He smelled of Scotch. Like himself. “Are you afraid of me?” 
 
    “No.” She squeezed his hand. “Maybe.”  
 
    He pulled her in close, into the sheltering solidity of his shoulder, and pressed his lips to her temple. “I would never hurt you. Never, Trina.” 
 
    “Not on purpose,” she whispered, a shiver stealing through her.  
 
    “Not ever,” he insisted, and the fierceness in his voice made her smile. He was a fighter in all senses; he didn’t know how to be anything else.  
 
    He worked his hand loose from hers so he could put his arm around her shoulders, and Trina realized how much tension she’d been holding when she let it go, slumping into his chest.  
 
    “I’m not trying to push you away,” she said, playing with the zipper on his jacket. “Everything’s just been…” 
 
    “Weird as fuck?” he suggested, and she snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much. I know it was my idea for you to ask Nik for help. And Lanny” – she tipped her head back so she could look up at his face, edged silver by moonlight – “I’m so glad you’re healthy. You have to know that. The thought of you…” Her eyes started to burn and she ducked her face into his throat, blinking hard. “So I’m glad. I am. It’s just…” 
 
    “Not as hot as teenage girls seem to think it is?” 
 
    She breathed a wet laugh.  
 
    “I’m super disappointed about that, by the way. All the vampire movies make it out like you get all sparkly, and irresistible and shit. Women just throw themselves at you, you know? And here I am, same old chump with a broken nose.” 
 
    “Please. Like you ever had trouble attracting women.” 
 
    He shifted, his breath warm against the top of her head. “Couldn’t attract you.” 
 
    “Oh no. You did.” She patted his chest…and let her hand linger, over the hard swell of muscle. “I was just. You know. Denying myself. Trying to be a badass.” 
 
    He laughed softly, and it rustled her hair. “Total badass. Stone cold. And hot. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Silence descended, but not the awful kind. Trina breathed deep the smell of rural night and the faint, lingering traces of Lanny’s cologne. Listened to his heart thump steadily against her ear. Strong. Healthy. She hadn’t had a chance to marvel properly yet, and she regretted that, closing her eyes now and thanking every higher power that existed for the gift he’d been given. 
 
    Nikita said it was a burden, and she agreed with his reasoning, but at this moment, listening to Lanny’s lungs work, forever was a miracle.  
 
    “I’m gonna say something,” he said, “and I want you to at least consider it before you shoot me down.” 
 
    “If it’s about sex, it won’t take that much convincing.” 
 
    He chuckled, but it was hollow. “Nah. Not yet. And definitely not in your dad’s house.” 
 
    She pressed a smile into his shirt…one that faded. She could feel the heaviness gathering again, the relentless forward movement of danger and responsibility.  
 
    “Now that I am what I am,” he went on, growing serious, “I figure it’s only fair that I help Nik do…whatever he’s gotta do to get Sasha back.” 
 
    She could see where this was going, and sat up, fixing him with a look. “Lanny.” 
 
    “I mean,” he continued, “what good are superpowers if you don’t do super things? Right? Apparently I’m almost indestructible now.” He grinned. Sideways and wry. “So I’m not worried about me. But–” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” she warned, pulse accelerating.  
 
    “No, hear me out, okay? You’re a badass. We’ve established that. But you’re not a…like us.” 
 
    “Say ‘vampire,’ Lanny, it’s what you are now. And also, kiss my ass, you’re not leaving me behind.” 
 
    His expression hardened. “We’ve got no idea what we’re walking into down there.” 
 
    “Which is why there’s safety in numbers.” 
 
    “You’re–” 
 
    “Weak?” she guessed, jaw clenched now, breathing hard. 
 
    “Human,” he said, almost patiently. “You’re human, babe. You’re also important enough that I don’t want to drag you into a firefight if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Drag me? Drag me? This is my family. I dragged you in the first place.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” 
 
    “Do you think I’m not scared? I’m terrified,” she said, and she was, stomach roiling with fear. “I have to look at what we’re about to do one step at a time, or else I might throw up I’m so scared. We – our fucked up little A-Team – are staging a rescue from a government facility we don’t know anything about…except for the fact they have Wallachian princes – Vlad the goddamn Impaler – in a meat locker somewhere. At the very best, we’re looking at getting arrested. And I can’t think about the worst. I just can’t.  
 
    “I’m scared, Lanny. We all are. But I will not hide under the bed while you guys risk your lives. If you’re in a firefight, who do you want at your six, huh?” 
 
    He swallowed, throat moving. “You. Always you. You know that. But these aren’t drug dealers. They’re not even murder suspects.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and forced herself to let it out slow. “I know.” 
 
    They studied one another. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to, though,” he said. 
 
    “But I do,” she insisted. “Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “That runs in the family, huh?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “It’s annoying as shit.” 
 
    She smiled. “Duly noted.” 
 
    His hand moved up from her shoulder, slid into place at the back of her neck. She couldn’t get over how warm he was. Anyone in literature who had ever called vampires the undead had been badly misinformed. They were very much alive, maybe even more so than mortals, with pulses, and heartbeats, and body heat. They were just…undying, she guessed. 
 
    Lanny stroked the nape of her neck with careful fingertips, like he was still learning his new strength, and pulled her in.  
 
    She went willingly, lips already parted in anticipation when he kissed her. The kiss was careful, too, but sweet. His tongue–  
 
    “Am I interrupting?” someone asked, and Trina had heard that voice enough times now to know the Romanian accent straight away.  
 
    She pulled back from Lanny with a wry smile, hand still resting over his heart. “Hi, Val.” 
 
    Lanny, by contrast, jerked like he’d been shocked, eyes popping wide. “Jesus, what–? Is that–? Aw, fuck.”  
 
    Valerian stood in the grass at the foot of the stairs, arms loosely folded, chuckling quietly. “Good evening, detectives.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Lanny said again, angry this time.  
 
    “Oh,” Valerian said, his show of innocence so theatrically false it almost made Trina want to smile. She hadn’t learned much about this prince, but she knew for damn sure that he was a showman. “Were you going to? And I…oh. How inopportune of me. I can just go over there and wait.” He pointed off into the night. “I’ll just leave you–” 
 
    “Val,” Trina said. “What’s up? You’ve got intel?” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders, sable cloak settling with a little flutter that was somehow royal. Alexei held himself like royalty, but it was an imitation of things he’d seen his father do decades before; the movements of a child who’d been told he was special, and destined for great things. Val carried himself like someone who’d had to prove he was royalty – most likely again and again.  
 
    “Indeed I do,” he said, more serious now. “I have…” He made a face. “An ally, it would seem. She’s told me what she can about the facility.” 
 
    “Okay, great.” Trina fished her phone from her pocket. “Will your voice show up if I record it? I want to be able to play this back for the others.” 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea.” 
 
    “Well, let’s try it, and–” 
 
    “He is here, you know.” 
 
    She froze, thumb hovering over the Record button on the app.  
 
    “Sasha,” Val explained. “I scented another wolf, and, well, I obviously can’t see him. Or visit him, strangely enough. They must be lining his cell with silver so I can’t get through.” 
 
    Trina swallowed. “Cell?” 
 
    “One can only assume.” He shrugged. “Annabel has said she would try to speak with him. If they’ll allow it.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s…” Her heart was pounding, she realized. Lanny laid a comforting hand on her thigh, patted it, before he got to his feet. “What do you think they want with him?” 
 
    Val tilted his head side to side. “I don’t know, exactly. I can guess. The Institute seems to think my brother holds the keys to everything from cancer research to prosthetic limb technology. Wolves and vampires are inextricably linked. I can think of all sorts of reasons for wanting to study a wolf – and a rather infamous one at that.” 
 
    During his speech, Lanny had moved down the steps and now stood beside the prince. When Val stopped talking, Lanny chopped a hand through him. The projection jumped and flickered like an old newsreel, before settling again, the image closing in smoke-like tendrils until it once again looked like a corporeal man stood at the base of the stairs. 
 
    Val turned his head and shot Lanny a withering look. “Really?” 
 
    “I just wanted to be sure,” Lanny said, shrugging, unbothered by the other’s glare.  
 
    Trina tapped her nails against her phone case. “Alright. How about that intel now?” 
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    The Ingraham Institute 
 
      
 
    He slept. He didn’t know for how long, but eventually, awareness returned. First in the muffled flashes of dreams, and then the painful battle for outright consciousness.  
 
    When Sasha finally opened his eyes, it felt like a victory. A pathetic one.  
 
    He took a moment to blink his vision clear and get his bearings. It wasn’t the same room as before. For one, the lights were, blessedly, lower: a series of wall-mounted lamps on dim settings rather than harsh overhead tubes. He lay on a bed, across from a heavy steel door with a wire-reinforced window at its center, like at a hospital. He could smell chemicals, cleaners, humans. His body felt heavy; whatever drug they’d used had been strong. Calibrated for a wolf, he guessed. They’d known not to bother with human sedatives.  
 
    He lifted arms that felt like stone pillars and pulled up short; thick metal cuffs locked on his wrists bit into his skin with unusual sharpness, and he hissed at the resultant pain, letting his hands fall to the mattress. He wiggled his feet and felt similar cuffs there; heard the rattle of chains.  
 
    His next breath left his lungs in a rush, and panic tightened like a vise around his ribs, preventing him from drawing air back in. He stared up at the acoustic ceiling tiles and opened his mouth, panting shallowly as sweat bloomed across his body.  
 
    Trapped. 
 
    A prisoner.  
 
    He couldn’t get loose, and Nikita was, Nik was… 
 
    Panicking wouldn’t help, but he couldn’t stop it, the hot and cold waves of fear shifting through him, leaving him light-headed. Or maybe that was just the drugs.  
 
    A quiet knock sounded at the door. 
 
    He held his breath.  
 
    The knob turned, and the door swung slowly inward. He heard the clip of shoes and then the door shut again.  
 
    When he took his next breath, he smelled… 
 
    Forest. Resin. Wet earth. And the faint musky undercurrent of… 
 
    Wolf.  
 
    He sat bolt upright before he remembered the cuffs; they bit hard, hurt badly, but he managed to get upright, swaying a little from the headrush.  
 
    “Oh, hey, it’s alright,” the intruder said, her voice soft, Southern at the edges. Kind, somehow.  
 
    When his equilibrium had steadied, he saw a girl standing with her back to the door. Slight, fresh-faced. A tumble of dark hair and shiny, cotton candy pink lips.  
 
    He took a few more ragged breaths, confirming what he’d known on the first sniff: she was a wolf. Like him. 
 
    Or, unlike him, given that she was loose, and he was chained to a bed.  
 
    He worked his jaw a few moments, trying to peel his dry tongue off the roof of his mouth before he could form words. When they came, they were halting and cracked. “Who are you?” He didn’t have the energy to be polite.  
 
    She smiled softly like she understood.  
 
    “I’m Annabel. And I’m thinking you must be Sasha.” 
 
    No sense lying, he guessed. They already knew who he was – Dr. Talbot standing over him, “Hello, Sasha, my name is Doctor Talbot,” and that reptilian smile that made Sasha shiver even now, just at the memory. “Yes.” He darted his tongue across his lips, but both were dry, and so it did no good. “How do you know my name? How does – he know my name?” 
 
    Her brows knit together in concern, and she took a hesitant step forward. 
 
    He growled before he registered the impulse to do so, a weak and sad little rumble in his chest. 
 
    She made a low chuffing sound in response, gaze soft, body language non-threatening. It’s okay, she projected. I won’t hurt you.  
 
    “I’m not sure exactly,” she said. “Dr. Talbot said the Institute was founded a long time ago. 1941, maybe?” 
 
    “Forty-two,” Sasha said, pushing back against the memories that crowded his mind: nervous Dr. Ingraham with his stumbling Russian; Rasputin lying on a table, looking dead; the pain of a knife across his palm; the slippery Latin words on his tongue… 
 
    He realized he’d shut his eyes and opened them again, seeing that the girl – Annabel – had inched closer, expression achingly sympathetic.  
 
    “They musta had files or something leftover,” she said. “They knew all sorts of stuff about you.” 
 
    He curled his hands into fists and felt hot little trickles of blood slide down his knuckles from the lacerations where the cuffs had bit into his skin.  
 
    “But I know your name because Val told it to me,” Annabel continued, and Sasha stilled. 
 
    “Val?” 
 
    She smiled. “The one and only. He told me all about you, asked me to see if I could get in here and check on you. I don’t think he’d ever admit it out loud, but he’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Val…he’s here?” 
 
    Her smile turned wry. “Subbasement two. The dungeon.” 
 
    “The…” His thoughts were racing, too quick to keep up with his exhausted, shaking body. He dipped his head forward and caught it between his hands.  
 
    Val was in the dungeon. 
 
    Val would be no help springing him out of here.  
 
    He didn’t really know anything at the moment, but he knew that: he had to get out of here.  
 
    “Hey,” Annabel said, and the careful gentleness bled out of her tone, replaced by something realer, more solid. A sturdy Southern sort of forthrightness that he found strangely reassuring. She moved to the foot of the bed and leaned down, trying to catch his eye. “Val said something else. He’s been in contact with your friends. They had a séance, he said, and he talked to – damn, what did he say their names…? Trina, and Lanny, and Nikita–” 
 
    He jerked his head up, which was a stupid idea because it kicked off another dizzy spell. He didn’t care, though. “Nik? He talked to Nik?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. He and the others. They’re coming to get you.” 
 
    He sucked in a breath through his mouth. “But they – but…” The panic returned, clawing up his throat, choking him. “They can’t! It’s too dangerous, and–” 
 
    “Honey, you gotta breathe.” 
 
    He tried to, the breath catching on barbs of his own making. He’d never been a fearful or anxious person, not even during the war, but now… 
 
    “Here, breathe with me,” Annabel said, taking a deep breath and letting it back out slow, mouth pursed in an exaggerated O. “Again. Come on. Passing out won’t help anyone.” 
 
    He inhaled, and exhaled, and after a few minuets it was easier, and the black spots receded from the edges of his vision.  
 
    When he was calmer, Annabel said, “I won’t lie to you. It won’t be easy. This place is locked up like Fort Knox, and there’s eyes everywhere.” 
 
    He glanced toward the ceiling, and she shook her head. “No, I already checked. Otherwise we’d be having this conversation in sign language. But we’re gonna get you out, okay? So you just have to hold on a little while until we get it figured out.” 
 
    Slowly, Sasha nodded. “I…I can do that.” 
 
    She grinned wide enough to flash the very tips of canines that were just a touch too sharp. “Attaboy. We can–” 
 
    The door banged open.  
 
    Sasha caught the sharp scent of an agitated wolf – an agitated alpha male wolf – a fraction of a second before a snarl pulsed through the room.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Annabel said, and turned. 
 
    An arm caught her around the waist and she was lifted off her feet – “Oh, for the love of God, Fulk,” she muttered – spun around, and set behind a man – a wolf – who turned toward Sasha with teeth bared and blue eyes flashing.  
 
    Sasha started growling back before he could reason that it probably wasn’t a good idea. He was chained, and he couldn’t fight like that, but instinct wouldn’t allow him to go down quietly.  
 
    The other wolf was tall, and slim – a distant, rationally-thinking part of his brain likened those traits to his own slender frame – with a thick cascade of long black hair that fell past his shoulders. Pale. Dressed in a clinging black t-shirt and skinny jeans; engineer boots with lots of straps up the sides.  
 
    He looked like a rock star. 
 
    Like a Hollywood vampire, even. 
 
    But he smelled and sounded like a rival.  
 
    Sasha ducked his head as much as he was able, trying to shield his throat. The other wolf did the same, his growl growing louder, more violent, high and frenzied–  
 
    “Stop!” Annabel shouted, throwing herself between them.  
 
    The other wolf startled hard, gaze going to her. Anguished. “Get out of the way–” He had a British accent under his awful snarl. And he looked at Annabel like… 
 
    Oh.  
 
    It clicked into place for Sasha, then: they were mates.  
 
    His growl died in his throat. He straightened. Tested the air with his nostrils. Mates. Philippe had said that wasn’t possible, that wolves were, by nature, loners. But that wasn’t true; it had pained him to hear it at the time, had felt wrong to him. Wolves were pack animals. He’d thought of the simple joy he’d felt when the rest of his pack pressed up around him, four- and two-legged, and he’d recoiled from the idea that wolves weren’t supposed to mate. To have a partner in life on whom they leaned. Whom they loved.  
 
    And here, right in front of him, stood proof that Philippe had been a liar: a mated pair. When he breathed now, he could smell the ways their scents overlapped and held one another: his on hers, and vice versa.  
 
    Despite his circumstances, he found a kernel of happiness, and he smiled because of it. 
 
    “Fulk. Stop.” Annabel put her hands on her mate’s – on Fulk’s – chest and he stopped. He could have pushed her aside, but he didn’t; he let her hold him back.  
 
    Because she was his mate. And he didn’t want to hurt her.  
 
    “He’s chained up,” Annabel continued. “Look.” She stepped to the side so he could see Sasha, one hand still clenched tight on his arm.  
 
    The other alpha took in a few ragged breaths through his mouth, chest heaving. Slowly, slowly, the fight drained away – or, rather, was pulled back into something manageable. A human level of aggression that could be packaged and dispensed at will.  
 
    “Babe,” Annabel said, “meet Sasha. Sasha, meet Fulk. My husband. The territorial jackass,” she tacked on, growling a little herself in clear warning.  
 
    Her mate stopped growling. Mostly. Just a low rumble deep in his chest. His lips closed over his teeth, and when he wasn’t snarling, Sasha could see that he had sharp, cruel features. And that his hair was pulled back at the crown, thin, elaborate braids arching over each ear in an almost elvish fashion.  
 
    “Fulk,” Annabel said, patient, quiet. “You’re gonna stop freaking out soon, right? Before Ad-vla comes to see what all the fuss is about?” 
 
    Sasha had gone through a phase in the early nineties when he thought pig Latin was hilarious. It was, admittedly, a short phase – about a week – because Nikita hated pig Latin worse than he hated country music, and that was saying something. So Sasha had dropped the habit, but not the knowledge. 
 
    “Vlad?” he said, and both halves of the mated pair turned to regard with him surprise. “I’ve talked to Val, remember? I know who his brother is. And that he’s awake.” 
 
    They blinked at him.  
 
    He gave a little wave, cuff heavy on his wrist. “Hello. I’m Sasha.” His head was clearing, his anger ebbing. “Are you mates? You are, aren’t you? I’ve never met mated wolves before.” He managed a smile. 
 
    Fulk looked at him, and then at Annabel. Back to Sasha. “What?” 
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    Buffalo, New York 
 
      
 
    There were plenty of beds, but Nikita never sought one. The idea of sleep was laughable.  
 
    Dawn saw him on the back patio, sitting with his back to the dew-damp wood of the house, one leg pulled up and the other dangling over the rail. He’d lost count of the number of cigarettes he’d smoked, the butts dropped in an empty soda can, the smoke curling upward in lazy swirls against the indigo backdrop of the fading night sky.  
 
    “Smoking will kill you, you know,” Alexei said somewhere behind him, and Nikita’s fingers spasmed on the filter in his hand. “That’s what all the advertisements say. And the doctors. And people on the street.” 
 
    Rustle of fabric, click of a cheap lighter, quick inhale. The first drag. Audible relief in the exhale.  
 
    “You and I,” Alexei went on, wandering into view, coming to lean against the rail a few feet down from Nikita, arms dangling over it, “we come from a generation in which everyone smoked. All the time. Just to keep from going crazy.” 
 
    Nikita took the last drag from his own smoke and dropped it into the can. “We’re not from the same generation,” he reminded, and for once, the words weren’t laced with contempt or leashed fury. They were just words. He was starting to think that though he’d never like Alexei, never trust him, maybe never even respect him, it required too much energy to continue hating him. His hatred, he’d decided, would go toward the people who’d taken Sasha from him. The people who he was going to enjoy killing with his bare hands when the time came.  
 
    “That’s right,” Alexei said, the faint light of pre-dawn flashing off his teeth as he smiled. “I’m older than you.” 
 
    “Only in years. Not in any way that counts.” 
 
    Alexei chuckled. “You are very stubborn. It’s a pity you didn’t work for my father. Things might have gone differently for your sheer stubbornness alone.” 
 
    Nikita hummed a sound that was neither agreement nor disagreement. He wasn’t so sure he would have been any better than a puppet in Nicholas’s time – same as he had been in Stalin’s.  
 
    “Did you sleep?” Alexei asked.  
 
    “What business is it of yours?” 
 
    “In general? It’s not. But given our mission, it’s important that you’re rested. That you’ve fed. That you don’t faint.” 
 
    Nikita growled at him, quietly.  
 
    Alexei tsked. “You don’t take care of yourself, bratishka.”  
 
    “I am not your brother.” 
 
    “We are both vampires. Both Russians. Both Whites. Both united in a similar cause. One could argue that we are brethren,” Alexei said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Very well. But I’m right about the rest, and you know it. You live like you already have one foot in the grave, Nikita. Like your own life doesn’t matter. Wearing yourself down until you have to eat, to feed, to sleep. Do you take pleasure in anything?” 
 
    Nikita freed another cigarette from his pack and lit it. “I was enjoying the quiet before you came out here.” 
 
    Another chuckle. The asshole. “Very well. I can take a hint.” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m much more amenable than you.” He raised his cigarette to his lips, took a drag, and started to withdraw.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Nikita asked, and Alexei froze, turned to him with raised brows and wide-eyed innocence.  
 
    “Lanny drove us here in his car.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    The tsarevich smoked a long moment, glancing out across the yard.  
 
    “Don’t look out there; there’s no answers there,” Nikita said. “Why are you coming along? Why are you helping?” 
 
    He took a deep breath, shoulders lifting and dropping. When his gaze returned, he seemed younger somehow; the polished, charming royal veneer had vanished, and he looked now like a lost child. “It’s…it’s been lonely,” he admitted, haltingly. “No one ever…there have been times when – when turning wasn’t an accident. When I just wanted a companion. But they never stayed.” His eyes flicked up to Nikita’s, his smile small and melancholy. “Everyone I ever turned left me. I think there’s something – something in the blood. It turns people…wrong, somehow.” 
 
    A spike of anxiety tightened Nikita’s gut. He’d confessed as much to Sasha before…or had tried to. Every time he expressed his fear that Rasputin had tainted him somehow, Sasha grew frantic with worry and guilt, whining and curling up in his lap, asking for a forgiveness that wasn’t owed because he’d never done anything terrible in his whole sweet life. So Nikita had learned how to keep such thoughts to himself, all of them festering like a sore that would never come to a head.  
 
    “It’s only blood,” he said, tersely. “We were already the people we were going to be before it was given to us. If they left, that was on them, and not you.” 
 
    “You make me want to believe that. When I look at you and Sasha, together all this time.” His smile flickered, unsteady. “It shows me what I’ve been missing all this time.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “A family.” 
 
    Nikita’s hand shook when he lifted his cigarette. 
 
    “I’m not so foolish that I think you’ll ever let me be your family,” Alexei went on. “But I guess…I have nothing better to do. I might as well help you. And then we’ll see.” 
 
    Nikita looked away from him, the painful hope shining in his eyes. Along the horizon, the first matchstick flare of pink to herald the sunrise. “Yeah,” he said, breath quivering as he exhaled. “I guess we will.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina could only nibble at breakfast, mind already on the strategizing that would come after. Nikita would have gone charging off on his own if they’d let him, but Trina had put her foot down: they would make a plan of action, and they would stick to it.  
 
    Dad had a recent atlas full of maps that he went to fetch, and Lanny went to get the old whiteboard and markers from Trina’s room while Trina helped her mom load the dishwasher.  
 
    So far, Rachel seemed to be taking all of this well. Too well, in Trina’s opinion. She’d always been a practical, accepting sort, but everyone had limits. Trina realized her mother had reached hers when she carried a stack of dirty plates into the kitchen and found Rachel standing with a white-knuckled grip on the counter, staring at the window above the sink and blinking furiously.  
 
    She set the dishes down gently. “Mom?” 
 
    Rachel jerked as if startled, and straightened. Plunged her hands back into the sudsy water in the sink and began scrubbing a skillet in earnest. “What, sweetie?” she asked, too-brightly, unable to keep the waver from her voice.  
 
    “Mom,” Trina said again. She moved to stand beside her mother, rested a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Rachel ducked her head, hair shielding her face, and took a tremulous breath. “I’m alright.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    She gave a weak chuckle. “Do you think any mother would be, in my position?” 
 
    “Oh, Mom, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rachel shook her head, and tucked her hair back, turned a watery smile toward Trina. “Don’t listen to me: I’m just a crier.” 
 
    Trina frowned, because her mother was a lot of things, but she’d never thought she was someone who cried easily or often.  
 
    “A secret crier, maybe,” Rachel amended. “I blubbered like a baby the day you graduated from the police academy. I was so proud of you, and scared out of my mind. My little baby off to arrest people. I felt like I was sending you off to war. Like I was letting you do something dangerous and not trying to stop you at all.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have stopped me.” 
 
    “I know that, honey.” Her smile twitched, widened. “I never wanted to be an obstacle in your path. You’re your own woman. Always have been. And I know there are things in life that you have to do. I won’t ever try to talk you out of them. But.” Fresh tears filled her eyes and she tried to blink them away. “I’m going to be scared. And I’m going to cry sometimes.” 
 
    Trina couldn’t respond, filled with overwhelming love and gratitude. So she pulled her mother into a tight hug, and they clung to one another in the bright bar of sunlight that beamed through the window.  
 
    “Come home safe,” Rachel whispered. 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Bit of an enthusiast,” Trina’s Uncle Raymond said, lifting his ball cap to scratch at his receding hairline, gesturing to the interior of the outbuilding with his hat.  
 
    She’d known that he was, but enthusiast was too delicate a word for all of this. The shed, secured with a heavy padlock, held rack after rack, trunk after trunk, all of it loaded with weapons of every type. Long guns, handguns, great cases of ammo. Knives, and emergency flares, and MREs, and tactical vests and pants. Targets, and scopes, and safety glasses, and headgear.  
 
    Trina stared agape at her uncle. 
 
    He shrugged. “We all knew the stories. We thought an arsenal might come in handy someday.” 
 
    Lanny whistled. “That is some arsenal.”  
 
    Nikita stepped into the building without hesitation, going straight for the wall-mounted case of handguns.  
 
    Trina made to follow, but felt a tap at her shoulder. She turned to find her grandfather standing behind her, in his usual uniform of jeans and flannel. She’d always thought he’d looked so much like her dad, and now she knew that he looked like his own father, too.  
 
    He motioned over his shoulder back toward the house. “I’ve got something in my closet I think you ought to take with you.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He laid it out on the patchwork quilt that covered the bed, and it gleamed in the sunlight: faint and diffused on the wood, bright and sharp on the blue of the barrel.  
 
    Katya’s Mosin-Nagant.  
 
    Trina held her breath until she felt light-headed, and then let it out slow, hand shaking as she reached to touch – to almost touch. She stopped at the last moment, pulled her hand back.  
 
    “Go on,” Kolya said.  
 
    “Is it…?” 
 
    “Hers? Yeah.” When Trina glanced at his face, he was smiling fondly down at the rifle.  
 
    Slowly, carefully, she set her fingertips to the stock, felt the smooth cool wood and marveled at the knowledge that her great-grandmother had touched the same place. Had snugged the butt tight into her shoulder and looked with one eye down the barrel; had taken a Nazi commander in the head, right through the swastika on his cap.  
 
    “She kept it in working order right up until the arthritis got too bad, and then I took over,” Kolya explained. “When we were children, she would clean it at the kitchen table, at night, after the dinner dishes were cleared. Father – Pyotr,” he stumbled over the name. He’d always known about Nikita, but Pyotr was the man who’d raised him. “Would sit and keep her company sometimes. They would pass a cigarette back and forth, and talk too low for us to hear. I remember standing in the doorway, thinking they couldn’t see me.” His voice grew distant as he remembered. “But then Papa would turn and see me, and I’d squeal and run, and he’d chase me.” 
 
    He shook himself and cleared his throat. “It was normal at the time. Mama and the target practice. Keeping it clean. But now, I think – well, I think she was waiting for another war. She had ghosts in her eyes. I don’t think she ever could have exorcised them. And maybe she didn’t want to.” 
 
    He looked up and met Trina’s gaze. “You’re so like her, Trina. You carry too much on your shoulders.” 
 
    “Gramps–” 
 
    “You do. You’re a warrior, like she was. Warriors need wars. And warriors need weapons.” He gestured to the gun. “You should take hers with you.” 
 
    “But…but it’s an heirloom,” she said, feeling dizzy, helplessly knocked off her guard. “What if something happens to it? What if I break it?” 
 
    “Weapons need wars, too,” he said, patiently. “Take it, Trina.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t Nikita have it instead?” 
 
    He shook his head, smiling. “Nikita never needed a sniper rifle. He needed a sniper.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She’d fired shotguns and rifles before, but the Mosin-Nagant was heavier than she’d anticipated. It belonged to an age when everything from cars to household appliances were made of solid, clunky metal. A weighted age.  
 
    She took a deep breath and snugged the butt into her shoulder, willed her arms to support the rest of it. Pressed her cheek to the stock and closed her left eye. Ignored the strange echoing rush of her pulse against the ear protectors; let the fields and the people around her fade away. Until it was only her, and the rifle, and the target: a water-filled coffee can set on a tree stump at an alarming distance.  
 
    Inhale. Hold–  
 
    Katya had saved her men, saved her country, saved herself. 
 
    Slow pull of the trigger. 
 
    An explosion of sound. A vicious kick against her shoulder. A shower of water as the coffee can exploded.  
 
    –Exhale.  
 
    Trina lowered the rifle and pulled down her headgear to the sound of applause.  
 
    Lanny wolf-whistled. 
 
    She twisted around and saw her grandfather beaming at her. 
 
    And behind him, arms folded, the faintest hint of a smile gracing his lips, Nikita gave her a single nod. Well done.  
 
    She nodded back. 
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    Farley, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    He loved her.  
 
    While Red kneaded dough with Vicki, while she dusted the board and rolling pin with flour, the conversation kept sliding away from her, her thoughts returning to last night, to Rooster’s confession.  
 
    He loved her. 
 
    He loved her, he loved her. 
 
    She’d known that, in an abstract sense. Like she knew the sun would come up in the morning; like she knew they had to keep running. She’d known there was some feeling there on his part, because no one was that selfless, were they? But she’d doubted. She’d wondered. She’d felt guilty for tying him down. 
 
    But he loved her.  
 
    “You’re sure in a good mood,” Vicki commented, and when Red glanced over at her, she winked.  
 
    Red felt herself blush and turned her attention back to the dough. “I am,” she said, hoping for casual.  
 
    “It wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain someone, would it?” 
 
    When Red snuck another glance, the woman was giving her a sly look. The kind of look women gave one another in movies; it thrilled her to be on the receiving end of it. Made her feel grown up in a way that no calendar date could.  
 
    “Mmhm, I thought so,” Vicki said. “Here, hon, we’ll add a little lemon zest over the top.” 
 
    The knowledge of Rooster’s love carried her through the next hour – a fleet of balloons tied to her heart, making her buoyant and light in her own skin – as they prepped seven batches of cookies, an iced pound cake, and two loaves of banana bread. When her stomach started to growl audibly, Vicki called a halt to baking and dipped them up bowls of homemade chicken noodle soup from the slow cooker working away on the counter.  
 
    “You two are coming to the bake sale tomorrow, right?” Vicki asked, like it was already a given.  
 
    Red hesitated, spoon hovering in front of her lips. “I’m not sure.” She and Rooster hadn’t talked about it again, but something about their embrace last night, about sleeping tucked under his chin, had felt like acquiescence. She wanted to go.  
 
    She wanted, she realized now, to stay in Farley. At least for a little while. To see if they could find work, and maybe a little house like this. To sit on front porches, and make friends with the neighbors, and not have to worry about anything but getting their grocery store coupons in order every week. All the normal little things that most people found boring or bothersome; those were the things she craved.  
 
    Vicki set her spoon down, expression growing serious, and Red felt herself do the same. “Listen,” Vicki said. “I get the impression your boy isn’t the type to appreciate being told that he needs help of some kind. He’s like my Jack that way. And, like Jack, I think he could probably stand to let go of a little of the war he brought back home with him.” 
 
    Red swallowed hard, and didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I don’t mean anything by it, honey,” Vicki said, reaching forward to lay her hand on Red’s arm. “It happens to the best of them – sometimes I think it’s worst for the best of them. They bottle everything up and try to be strong for their families. But inside, they’re hurting. They’ve seen things they can’t get out of their heads. He’s got the ghost eyes, your Rooster.” 
 
    Red nodded, and even that felt like a betrayal.  
 
    But Vicki smiled kindly at her. “After the sale tomorrow, there’s going to be a meeting. They’re all a real good bunch of guys. Mostly Vietnam vets, but some Gulf War and Iraq War, too. There’s even old Edgar, who was in the Pacific Theater in ’44.” 
 
    Red could see where this was going. “I – I don’t think Rooster would go for that.” She knew he wouldn’t, but there was no sense being rude.  
 
    Vicki searched her face a moment, gaze narrowing, and Red thought she could read all the things she was trying to keep to herself. Finally, she nodded and turned her attention back to her soup. “Well, I figured I’d tell you about it. Rooster is of course welcome to stay. All us girls are going out for a quick bite while they meet. The boys usually come down and join us at the diner for dessert, afterward.” 
 
    She could envision it: melting milkshakes in old-fashioned glasses, the gentle chiding of friends, low laughter, clink of silverware and a sense of belonging somewhere. Being with people who only cared about what you could contribute to a conversation, not about what you could conjure from thin air.  
 
    Red took a deep breath. “I’ll ask him.” 
 
    “That’ll be good, sweetie. Eat your soup before it gets cold.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rooster spent the day laying down new floor and staining it. Red brought him a ham and Swiss sandwich at lunchtime and they sat in companionable silence on the new carriage house porch while he ate it. Every so often she’d let her elbow slide over, and his would echo the movement, and it almost felt like holding hands. Then Vicki called her back to the house, and Rooster drained the last of his Coke and returned to his task. 
 
    By six-thirty, the white oak floors gleamed beneath a fresh coat of poly, and Rooster’s arms and shoulders burned pleasantly from exertion. He wiped his face with the scrap of rag in his back pocket and looked up when a man-shaped shadow filled the doorway.  
 
    For a moment, an initial flicker of nerves, he thought to reach for the gun he’d hidden in the shaft of his boot. Calculated how long it would take to draw and fire, wondering if the intruder was armed and could beat him to the punch.  
 
    But the shadow said, “Hey, it’s just me,” and revealed itself to be Jake, from the garage. 
 
    Rooster’s heart pounded painfully, and his fingers twitched, but he nodded. “Hey.” 
 
    Jake shoved his hands in his pockets and stepped carefully onto the little square of tile just inside the door, which put him closer than Rooster was comfortable with. “Place is starting to look a lot better.” 
 
    “Haven’t done much yet.” 
 
    “Still. Those floors were awful.” 
 
    “Yeah. Had to replace most of the boards.” 
 
    It was awkward. The kind of awkward so oppressive it would have been a relief to turn and take a swing at the guy.  
 
    “Okay,” Jake said. “This is awkward.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    He took a step back and leaned a shoulder in the doorway, which put a few more precious inches between them. “Okay, I was gonna try to come at this a little more gracefully, but I don’t think that’s gonna work. So I’ll just say it.” 
 
    Rooster sent him an unimpressed look. 
 
    “I’m guessing you know about the VA bake sale tomorrow.” 
 
    He gave a sharp nod. “Ruby wants to go.” 
 
    “I figured she would if she’s in there helping Vicki.” He chuckled. “I walked through the kitchen on my way out here and got diabetes just being the room with that many cookies.” When Rooster continued to stare at him, he pressed on. “Some of us at the VA are gonna help work the event.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “I go to meetings.” Jake shrugged. “It’s been a help. Even though I didn’t think it would be.” He lifted his brows, and suddenly Rooster knew what he was getting at. “I used to run a place in Cody, and I just transferred here a week or so again, took over for my uncle. Moving around like that, being displaced…” Another shrug.  
 
    Rooster frowned. “Look, I don’t need–” 
 
    “There’s a meeting after the sale,” Jake said. “We’d be happy to have you if you felt like it. Just. Think it over, yeah?” 
 
    Rooster snorted and glanced away. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who got blown up,” Jake tacked on quiet. When Rooster snapped toward him, prepared to see derision, defiance, he found only a soft sort of melancholy. And something truer that he didn’t want to examine too closely. “There’s no shame in talking to others about it.” He turned to go. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Rooster asked, and wasn’t sure why.  
 
    Jake hesitated, one hand on the doorframe, but thankfully didn’t turn around. He gazed out across the yard, its dappled shadows and willow limbs swaying in the breeze. “Head injury,” he said, flat, like he was reading it off a file. “What about you?” 
 
    Rooster didn’t answer, and eventually Jake ducked his head and walked off into the evening.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Vicki sent them home – well, back to the motel – with a sack dinner for the two of them. Red unpacked it on top of the desk and found roast chicken, mashed potatoes, and broccoli cooked with garlic, butter, and caramelized onions.  
 
    “Jesus,” Rooster said, taking a bite of a yeast roll that was still warm. “Why doesn’t she open her own restaurant?” 
 
    Red chuckled and laid out the paper plates, napkins, and silverware Vicki had sent along. “I asked her the same thing. She said her knees would be the death of her if she was on her feet that long every day.” 
 
    “I hear that.” 
 
    The sat down on the end of her bed and ate in front of Diners, Drive-ins, and Dives. For once, the food they were eating tasted as good as the food on TV looked.  
 
    Red swallowed a bite of broccoli and said, “Um–” 
 
    He said, voice heavy, “I know what you’re gonna say.” 
 
    “No you don’t,” she said, automatically. 
 
    He sighed. “You wanna talk to me about the bake sale. And the meeting after it.” 
 
    She set her plate aside and turned to face him fully.  
 
    He dragged the tines of his plastic fork through the potatoes, turning them over and over, a deep groove pressed between his brows.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, feeling bolder than last night. Maybe bolder than ever. “Let’s talk about it.” 
 
    His jaw clenched, tendon in his throat leaping.  
 
    “I know you’re worried about being in public. We’ve already talked about this. I know.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, held it, let it out slow. “I just…” He set his plate beside hers and linked his hands together between his knees, clenched them so tight his knuckles turned white.  
 
    Her stomach sank. “We don’t have to.” She rested her hand on his shoulder, and he leaned into the touch. “We can just keep waiting for the truck.” 
 
    He waited a beat. Long enough that she thought he would nod, and say that was best, that he was sorry, but their lives were always going to be this way. That’s just how it was. 
 
    But instead, he said, “I want you to have the things you want.” 
 
    “Rooster–” 
 
    He turned toward her, eyes wide, worried. He was trying. He was showing her his fear, and trying to work through it. “We’ll do it. Just…just be careful. And smart. Okay?” 
 
    She dropped her head down onto his shoulder and smiled. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Spence peeked one last time through the window, then pulled the blinds and came to join them at the table.  
 
    There were seven of them total. Jake dealt mostly with Ramirez, because she was his second in command and he’d entrusted her to handle the daily inquiries of the others. Spence he knew, to an extent, but the others – Jones, Flannagan, Esposito, and Farrell – were just faces and files. Tonight, those faces didn’t seem to belong to men who thought too highly of his leadership. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” one of them – Jake thought it was Flannagan – said. “We know where they are. You’ve made contact. Their vehicle is locked up downstairs, so they have no way to flee. Why haven’t we made our move yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” several of the others chorused.  
 
    “Palmer’s not even our objective,” Esposito said. “He’s completely expendable. We can take him out, apprehend Russell, and be back on schedule.” 
 
    “I gotta say, boss,” Spence said, shrugging apologetically. “I don’t disagree with them.” 
 
    Jake looked to Ramirez, and she arched a single brow. Asking, waiting to see what he’d do, but not pushing in either direction. At another time, he might have found that helpful. Right now, he could have stood someone in his corner.  
 
    He kept his tone calm, authoritative. “Russell is much more dangerous than any of you are anticipating. Palmer is a Marine; he’s heavily-armed, twitchy, and just looking for an excuse to shoot someone. But that’s nothing we haven’t all dealt with before in active combat. No, Miss Russell is a whole different breed of dangerous, and I won’t make a move until I’m sure we can do so successfully, and without putting ourselves at serious risk.” 
 
    “She weighs a hundred pounds,” Jones scoffed. “What’s she gonna do? Sneeze on us and give us colds?” 
 
    The others chuckled. 
 
    And that was when Jake realized that his team, except for Ramirez, had no idea what they were up against.  
 
    He surveyed them all, let them get twitchy and frustrated. Then he opened up the file he needed on his laptop, spun it to face them on the other side of the table, and clicked Play.  
 
    He’d watched the video himself at least a dozen times, squinting tired eyes, pitching forward in his chair until his nose almost brushed the screen. Hunting for any clue that would tell him how Russell had pulled off the impossible: a gas line, a bit of plastic explosive, even an oil-soaked rag. He’d been over it again and again, and so far, he hadn’t been able to explain the bright fire that blazed to life in her palms.  
 
    And then there was the way she’d touched him. Healed him. 
 
    He listened to the cellphone video’s familiar sounds, watching the team go from bored, to intrigued, to a blend of doubtful and put-out.  
 
    Esposito spoke first, covering his reaction with anger. “Why haven’t we seen this?” 
 
    “I thought you had. It was a part of my briefing packet.” 
 
    Spence gulped audibly, eyes still glued to the laptop screen. “That’s fake, right? I mean…it’s fake. It has to be.” 
 
    “How is she doing that?” Jones demanded. 
 
    Ramirez snorted. “The only reason any of us is even upright right now is because we pop weird experimental drugs every day. But you all draw the line at the fire girl?” 
 
    “Could we, like…hit her with a fire extinguisher?” Spence asked.  
 
    “Ruby Russell,” Jake said, raising his voice to silence them all, “is what we’re referring to, loosely, as an individual with heightened abilities.” 
 
    “Understatement,” Flannagan said. 
 
    “It’s a working title.” He cleared his throat. “The point is: this isn’t a simple arrest.”  
 
    “Then what is it?” Jones said.  
 
    Jake turned the laptop back around and pulled up an image: a diagram of the VA center. “We’ll make our move tomorrow,” he said, and detailed the maneuver he’d spent three hours meticulously planning.  
 
    Everyone left the meeting muttering under their breath, shaking their heads. They’d been unhappy at the outset, and they still were – but now it was fear, rather than boredom, driving their attitudes.  
 
    Ramirez stayed behind, statue-still in her chair. When the others were gone, and their voices had faded, her gaze snapped from the computer screen to Jake’s face. “I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” He took an ounce of childish satisfaction in biting back, short-lived and pathetic though it was.  
 
    She smiled, slow and sharp, and there was something feline in the expression. “Your recon. You’ve been looking for a reason to apprehend them.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “I have my orders. That’s reason enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t like the orders. You’ve been trying to convince yourself the kid’s a monster, and the guy’s a whackjob. That they’re a danger to society.” She shrugged. “You want to believe that it’s right. But you don’t, do you?” 
 
    He stared at her a moment, the infuriating curve of her smile, the way she was amused by all of this. “Were you this smug in the Army?” he asked, and the smile dropped off her face. “Did you drive your CO up the wall?” 
 
    “No,” she said, getting to her feet. “I was a model soldier,” she said over her shoulder as she went to the fridge, and pulled out the box of injections. Her fingers shook a little as she worked the clasp. 
 
    Jake knew that everyone on the team had received a medical discharge from the Army, but he had no idea what sorts of injuries any of them had suffered. He wanted to ask her, suddenly: what was it for you? Which part of you starts to fail when you wait too long between shots? 
 
    But he wasn’t that much of an asshole.  
 
    He took a deep breath and said, “Okay, I’ll bite. Yeah, I have my concerns. What’s your take on it?” 
 
    She rolled up her sleeve, applied the tourniquet with her right hand and her teeth, and gave herself her nightly injection. Only once she’d snapped off the band and put the box away did she turn to face him, rubbing her upper arm with her opposite hand.  
 
    Jake felt a sympathetic burn in his own veins. 
 
    “I think,” she started, voice careful in a way he hadn’t heard before, “that I’m not the team leader. So it doesn’t matter what I think.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I’m not asking as your team leader.” 
 
    She tipped her head from side-to-side, fingers tightening on her biceps. “I haven’t spoken to either one of them, you understand.” 
 
    “Yeah. But you can’t tell me you don’t have an opinion.” 
 
    She hesitated, scrutinizing him. He hadn’t known before that she was so cautious; he wondered if she knew how much of herself she revealed by holding back.  
 
    “I think,” she said at last, “that a person isn’t a weapon. And there’s no reason they want her other than that: to use her. I think she deserves better than that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jake said grimly. 
 
    “But that’s not my place to think or say. So.” She shrugged and turned to the counter, the going-cold coffee sitting in the pot there. “We have our orders.” 
 
    And they did. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    30 
 
      
 
    Farley was typical of western towns abandoned once cattle ranching became more mechanized, then slowly rebuilt, caught in the middle of a refurbishment that lifted up each old relic one at a time. The VA center occupied a two-story, L-shaped corner building that had once been a mercantile store; it still bore the name Weston’s in colored tile just inside the front door. The offices occupied the top floor, and the rooms where counselors offered private meetings with vets who wanted or needed them.  
 
    The bake sale was being held downstairs, in a wide room with stacks of plastic chairs along the wall: the group meeting room, Rooster thought, and felt a prickling of unease up the back of his neck. He wasn’t going to stay for the meeting after, he told himself over and over – but he knew that he probably would. He’d do anything if Red looked at him adoringly.  
 
    He was currently holding up a brick pillar, one eye on the door, the other on the horseshoe of folding tables where the veteran’s wives, and Red, had set up a feast of baked goods and were happily selling them to the families of Farley.  
 
    He watched a woman touch Red’s shoulder and say something to her that made her smile. Saw another put an arm around her in a brief, encouraging hug. Saw Vicki watch her handle a sale with a warm, maternal smile of such obvious pride it nearly took his breath. How kind they all were to her; how welcoming and warm, when they had no reason to be.  
 
    It eased the knot of tension in his chest to see so many treat his girl the way she deserved. Like a normal person worthy of love and acceptance; like the sweet soul she was.  
 
    He was so absorbed in his gratitude for the women of this city that he didn’t hear anyone approach, and suddenly Jack was beside him, taking a deep breath that Rooster figured was more for his benefit than because the old man was actually tired.  
 
    Rooster jumped a little, but Jack didn’t comment. Just said, “Pretty big turnout.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He swallowed down the last of his startle response. “Should raise good money, yeah?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. The town likes to take care of its own.” He nodded toward Red. “Your girl looks right in her element.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’s a real sweetheart. Vicki’ll miss her company if y’all decide to move on.” 
 
    Rooster spared the old man a sideways glance. “If?” 
 
    Jack slumped back so his shoulder rested against the pillar beside Rooster’s. “Oh, you know. If you decide you’re tired of being drifters and want to stay.” 
 
    Rooster’s stomach clenched tight in automatic response. Run, run, run, that old voice chanted in the back of his head.  
 
    “It’s not a bad place to settle down,” Jack continued, oblivious to Rooster’s mental implosion. “It’s not fancy, but you could find work. So could Red. There’s even a community college if she wanted to take some classes. They just put in a five-screen movie theater last year. There’s the farmer’s market, and the new Albertsons. We’re really moving up in the world.” He sent Rooster a considering look. “Might be worth a thought, at least.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rooster said woodenly.  
 
    But even as panic roared in his ears, stronger than his pulse, he allowed himself a moment to consider it. A little house with a yard big enough to start a garden: vegetables, and flowers, and fruit trees with pale blossoms every spring. Red could go to school, sit in chilly classrooms with other students her age, learn about dead presidents and the life cycle and how to diagram a sentence. He could get a nine-to-five, break his back on a construction site, help build a Kroger to compete with the new Albertsons. On the weekends, they’d go sit on Jack and Vicki’s porch. Or some other neighbor’s. Sweet tea, and the chirrup of cicadas, and shadows growing long on the grass. They could go to Cody, and see the rodeo. Red could build a whole wardrobe of fringed leather and dusty cowboy boots.  
 
    He saw it all in the span of a blink: normalcy. And maybe, maybe, during the long winter nights, with snow blanketing the flat Wyoming fields, he would pull Red to him and–  
 
    He cut off that line of thought abruptly. No, he couldn’t betray her trust that way. Couldn’t let his shameful fantasies intrude on their bond.  
 
    But he’d seen the possibilities. And they were sweet, and tempting as cool water on a hot day. The mirage of sanctuary. Safety. Happiness.  
 
    “Just think about it,” Jack suggested. 
 
    But that was the problem: he already had.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “This is good.” So good, in fact, that Rooster popped the last corner of his iced pound cake into his mouth without bothering to be mannerly about it.  
 
    Red glowed with pride. 
 
    “I told her she’s a natural,” Vicki said, smiling fondly at Red as she passed. “Give her a little more practice, and she could open her own bakery.” 
 
    Red blushed furiously and looked down at her boots. 
 
    The cake turned to lead in his throat, and Rooster struggled to swallow it. Yeah, a bakery, because he could keep her safe there.  
 
    “Have you decided about the meeting, honey?” Vicki asked as she was packing empty Tupperware into a tote bag, and Rooster realized two things. 
 
    One: Vicki was talking to him. 
 
    And two: people were unstacking chairs and setting them up in two rows that faced a wooden podium.  
 
    The meeting was starting. 
 
    His gaze darted between the men who’d begun to shuffle into the building: most of them older, a few of them his age, one or two even younger. Tidy hair, and straight backs…save for those with noticeable limps; but even those boys held themselves with pride.  
 
    He could have picked a military man out of a lineup from ten yards away, and here were a whole pack of them. Talking quietly with one another, some of them laughing. He smelled fresh coffee, and a few of the wives were laying out the bake sale leftovers on a low folding table against the wall. 
 
    “I…” he started, and couldn’t get any other words out. He was petrified, suddenly. He couldn’t sit down and put his back to the door like that. Couldn’t be vulnerable. Couldn’t… 
 
    But Red was looking up at him with so much hope.  
 
    Jake stepped through the front door, Spence at his side. He stood on the Weston’s tile at the entrance and looked toward Rooster; nodded.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” Red said.  
 
    But he thought maybe he did. Maybe he ought to.  
 
    “If it’s okay,” Vicki said, casually, “the girls and I are gonna borrow Ruby for just a bit and go get some supper. You can walk up with the rest of the guys for milkshakes after.” 
 
    He took a series of deep breaths, hands curling and relaxing. Looked at Red, helpless. “I have to keep you safe.” 
 
    Vicki overheard him. “Honey, it’ll be safe as houses. We’ll be just up the street at Morton’s Diner. Okay? And there’ll be a whole bunch of us. We won’t let anything happen to Miss Ruby.” 
 
    And so far, it had been safe here, hadn’t it? No funny looks, no men in black. Jake and Jack had both stressed that they knew he and Red were running, and that they understood, and that they wanted to help. 
 
    He took one last deep breath and let it out slow. “Okay.” It was maybe the hardest thing he’d ever said, but he pushed it out. “Okay, I’ll see you after.” 
 
    Red beamed at him. Stood up on her toes and kissed his cheek. And that made it all worthwhile, no matter how painful the next hour would prove.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Hi, I’m Brian.” 
 
    “Hi, Brian,” the group said as one. 
 
    Rooster laced his fingers together between his knees and squeezed tight. He moved his mouth – “Hi, Brian” – but no sound left his lips. His lungs were too tight. 
 
    “Um,” Brian said, and licked his lips, gaze falling to the podium…where his hands gripped tight, his knuckles white from the strain. Rooster wasn’t the only one with nerves, he guessed. “I’ve been having the nightmares again.” 
 
    Nightmares much like Rooster’s own: reliving the explosion, knowing it was coming, unable to stop it. Watching his friends, his brothers, die over and over. Brian talked about them in halting, painful sentences, gripping the podium tight, sweat shining at his temples. He left out the bloody parts, but Rooster filled them in with his own. It didn’t matter which war it was, or in what part of the world they’d seen battle: every man and woman in the room had witnessed the same thing. Humans blown to pieces. Humans bleeding, screaming, dying.  
 
    Brian finished to a smattering of quiet applause and shuffled back to his chair. He sat like a man who’d just run a marathon, curled-up and shaking, exhausted.  
 
    Rooster felt himself pitching forward, mirroring his posture, nerves strung tight. He couldn’t go up there. He couldn’t.  
 
    A noble, iron-haired man who Rooster pegged as a leatherneck on sight took the mic next, his gaze oddly kind in his stern face. When he spoke, it was with the quiet command of an officer. “What Brian’s just described is something that I think we can all related to.” 
 
    Nods all around.  
 
    “Our traumatic experiences have a way of sneaking up on us. At the time, in the middle of combat, we compartmentalize. It’s a normal human response: we can’t deal with the panic and the guilt at the time, so we stow it away, and we get on with our missions. But later, once we’re home, and we know we’re safe, the memories come back sometimes. We lose sleep. We flinch when someone drops a plate in a restaurant. When a child screams.” 
 
    More nods.  
 
    “We have trouble trusting others, sometimes,” the man said, and his gaze came straight to Rooster. “I see some new faces here tonight,” the man continued, nodding at Rooster. “Some nervous faces. I hope you’ll feel welcome here. You’re among friends.” 
 
    Rooster looked down at his linked hands, the jagged pink-white scar across the back of the left one. A bit of rebar had gone through his palm, in one side and out the other; the nerves still lit up with pain when he made a fist, dulled though it was beneath Red’s magic.  
 
    “Who else would like to share?” the man asked. 
 
    “I will,” said a familiar voice, and Rooster lifted his head to find Jake walking to the front.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Jake,” he said when he was situated.  
 
    “Hi, Jake.” 
 
    “Retired Army Major,” he continued. His mouth twisted. “Medical discharge. My convoy was ambushed. I was in the lead vehicle, but I wasn’t supposed to be. I should’ve – but we had a Humvee break down, and we got a call about an incoming air strike, and – I wasn’t supposed to be in the front. The two vehicles behind me…nobody survived. I got thrown. Massive head trauma.” He tapped the side of his skull with his knuckles. “The docs didn’t think I’d ever be able to see again.” The last he said with a bitter little smile, a soldier’s private joke: Look at me, able to see, unable to protect my men.  
 
    “I’ve had…a lot of frustration,” Jake said, blowing out a deep breath. “I wanted to spend my whole career in the Army. And now I…” He made a helpless gesture, and there were murmurs of understanding from the crowd. “I, uh, don’t quite know what to think about it all, still. My boys…it shoulda been me instead of them. And that’s…that’s hard.” He looked like he meant to say something else, but got stuck, staring into the middle distance, poised at the edge of admission.  
 
    Rooster knew the feeling. People had said – everyone from the nurses in Germany to well-meaning civilians who’d seen him limping through drug stores – that it would help to talk about it. But they didn’t know the weight of those words on the tongue. The way they tasted of bile, and rot, jagged as a mouthful of broken glass. It was too painful to prepare them; putting them out in the world was unthinkable.  
 
    They gathered at the back of his throat now, as he watched Jake struggle with his own admissions. The sound of his own helmeted head ricocheting off the floor. The taste of blood, and gunpowder, and the stink of his own piss. That awful, awful relief of knowing that he would die, and being glad about it.  
 
    “Anyway,” Jake said, “that’s me.” He’d strode up to the podium before, but melted away from it now, sliding back down into his seat like someone only taped together at the seams.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rooster didn’t ever go up to talk, but many of the others did. Some were still fresh from combat, and others, the older ones, mostly, offered perspective and acceptance. It was… 
 
    Well, it wasn’t as terrible as he’d thought. 
 
    And yet it was twice as much so. 
 
    He didn’t know. 
 
    When the iron-haired man – someone called him Dan – announced that they would be done for the evening, Rooster stood up and went to fix himself coffee just to have something to do with his trembling hands.  
 
    Jack appeared beside him. “Pretty terrifying stuff, huh?” he asked, without a trace of mockery.  
 
    “Yeah,” Rooster admitted.  
 
    “It’ll get better.” Rooster looked over at him, and he added, “And I mean that. Not just talking a buncha therapy bullshit.” 
 
    Rooster smiled. It was weak, and it hurt his face, but he could feel that it came from a true place inside himself. A raw, broken-open, vulnerable place that frightened the hell out of him. But still.  
 
    Jake pulled up on Jack’s other side, face lined with tiredness in a way Rooster hadn’t seen previously.  
 
    Jack turned to him. “You did good, kid.” 
 
    Jake shrugged and reached for a Styrofoam cup. “I dunno.” 
 
    “No, you did,” Jack insisted. “Starting’s the first step. The rest will come.” He reached over and clapped Rooster on the shoulder. “Maybe in another few weeks we can get this one up there.” 
 
    Rooster cringed. There it was again: that assumption that they would stay.  
 
    Which…wasn’t so crazy anymore, if he was honest with himself. All he had to do, he realized, was stop resisting, and he and Red would slowly be absorbed into the town, sheltered, befriended, and made residents here. He thought he might even want that.  
 
    “Don’t rush the man, Jack,” Jake said, and sent Rooster a commiserating glance. “Basic was less brutal than standing up there.” 
 
    Rooster felt another timid smile touch his face.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Jack said. “You boys ready to walk up for milkshakes?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jake pulled out his phone and typed a message. “Sure.”  
 
    Rooster set down his untouched coffee gladly. He hadn’t been this far from Red in…well, ever. And he itched to get back to her, look her over, make sure she was safe and whole.  
 
    As if he sensed that, Jack touched his shoulder again, a softer pat this time. “She’s alright,” he said, under his breath. 
 
    But Rooster wouldn’t believe that until he saw so with his own eyes.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Red took a long sip of her milkshake and winced as the brain freeze hit. One of the vets’ wives, Sophie, laughed across from her. “I do the same thing,” she assured. “They’re too good to take slow.” 
 
    It was possibly the best thing she’d ever tasted. All diners had milkshakes, and most were pretty good, but this place had a whole laminated menu dedicated to them, filled with over two-dozen variations, all of them hand-dipped and topped with homemade whipped cream. After a solid minute of indecision, Red had finally selected the chocolate fudge cake shake. It had crumbles of real chocolate cake in it and fudge sauce too thick to come up the straw.  
 
    She leaned back in the booth and massaged the place between her brows with two fingertips. “Totally worth it.” 
 
    “You better order a burger, too, honey,” Vicki suggested, “or you’ll have a sugar fit.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    There were seven of them crammed in the long, pink vinyl booth, all stirring shakes and talking a mile a minute, the kind of harmless town gossip Red had never had the chance to contribute to.  
 
    “Did you see Louise’s hair?” Daphne asked. 
 
    Penny chuckled and said, “It’s better than it was last month.” 
 
    “Now that’s saying something,” Sally said.  
 
    “Oh, did you girls hear about Mark and Renee’s eldest?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Such a shame,” Penny said. 
 
    Daphne asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, it was the most terrible thing…” 
 
    Red turned her gaze out the window, stomach full of cold milkshake, body pleasantly tired from a busy day. Evening lay across downtown in rich golds and ochres, the shadows plummy at the bases of buildings. Families moved languidly down the sidewalks, holding to-go coffee cups and paper shopping bags. A line was forming at the ticket kiosk outside the movie theater, its marquee lights chasing one another around the featured showtimes.  
 
    Idyllic Americana. The sight of it filled her with a rare peace.  
 
    And then Vicki gasped beside her.  
 
    Red seemed to turn in slow motion; she didn’t want to turn at all. Vicki’s shoulder tensed where it touched her own, and she knew, as she glanced away from the street scene, that the thing she’d find inside the diner was something she didn’t want to see. Maybe even something that was her fault, because she and Rooster had stayed so long. They never stayed. Maybe this was karma telling her how wrong they’d been to do so this time. 
 
    While she was gazing through the window, Spence from the garage had come in and taken a stool right beside their table. His gaze was trained on the cash register, same as everyone else, where a man in a black ski mask held a gun on the teenager working the till.  
 
    Red had spent the last five years living on the road with a Marine. She didn’t hesitate.  
 
    “Everyone, get under the table,” she whispered. 
 
    Vicki turned toward her, panic in her eyes. “Oh, honey, don’t–” 
 
    “Get under the table.” Her voice was not her own: hard, emotionless, uncompromising. It was the voice Rooster always used before he put a bullet in someone. “Get down, all of you.” 
 
    They must have been too shocked by the change in her to resist, because, slowly, they followed orders, wedging themselves down into the booth, getting as far beneath the table as they could.  
 
    Red snuck a glance toward Spence, and found him drawn as tight as she felt, his body humming with checked energy. He nodded at her.  
 
    She nodded back, and moved. 
 
    She’d only get one shot at this, so she had to make it count.  
 
    She climbed up onto the table – slow, soundless – then crouched, lifted her hands, conjured flames in her palms with a crackle of electricity in her veins. It filled her with a rush every time, calling on her power and feeling it roar to answer. She tensed, readied, and leapt–  
 
    Something closed around her wrist, and sent her crashing to the floor. The flames faltered. Her hair fell in her face and she thrashed to clear it, to see, to get loose from the thing that held her.  
 
    It was a hand, she saw.  
 
    Spence’s hand.  
 
    He looked down at her, his mouth set in a grim line, his eyes wide and frightened, as he slapped a cuff to her wrist.  
 
    And then she understood: this wasn’t a robbery. It was a trap, and she was the prey. Spence was part of it.  
 
    A slow trap, but one nonetheless. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, “you seemed nice.” And fire filled her hand, and swelled, boiling into the air between them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They were a dozen strides from the door of the diner when its big plate glass window exploded in a shower of glass that glinted like fire in the light of the setting sun. A man landed on the sidewalk with a solid thump. And Rooster realized there was fire – both inside the diner, and on the man’s sleeve, flames that he tried furiously to beat out with a reddened, scorched hand.  
 
    Fire meant one thing: Red.  
 
    Rooster felt the old switch inside himself get flipped. He had one objective now: find her, secure her, extract her from the situation. Anyone who got in his way would be collateral damage.  
 
    It was too warm for it, but he’d worn a jacket. He reached inside it now, hand closing around the butt of the Beretta he kept there. He drew as he took a running step forward– 
 
    And his leg buckled.  
 
    His right leg. His good leg.  
 
    He didn’t understand at first; he took a step, and suddenly the concrete of the sidewalk was rushing up to meet him. He threw out his hands to catch himself, the gun in his right, and rolled sideways onto his shoulder, his back, attempted to spring back to his feet.  
 
    And that was when he realized what was wrong.  
 
    Pain ripped through his calf, a bright, fresh hurt. He saw the blood on the leg of his jeans, running down over the top of his boot, pattering down onto the sidewalk. He’d been shot. In his good leg. He’d been so focused, he hadn’t even heard the gun. But he somehow knew, before he lifted his gaze, who would be holding it. 
 
    Jack’s eyes were huge in his face, his mouth open. “What are you doing?” he shouted. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Jake held a sleek little Glock in one hand, and his expression was apologetic. “I’m sorry,” he said.  
 
    Rooster shot him in the heart.  
 
    All of this had taken a single second. When the round from the M9 shoved Jake back, Rooster didn’t wait to watch the body hit the ground. He lurched to his feet, teeth gritted against the pain. He had to put all his weight on his bad leg, and hobble forward, but he did it. He had to get to Red. Had to.  
 
    He reached the shattered window, and the burned man. It was Spence, the kid from the garage. His eyebrows were singed off; one side of his face was blistering. Tears ran down his cheeks. 
 
    “Hold it,” a woman’s voice said.  
 
    She stood facing him, on the far side of Spence, a Glock of her own held in steady hands. Athletically built, hard-eyed, unmistakably military – formerly. At the moment she wore the plain black fatigues and tac gear of every other Institute lackey that had come for Red.  
 
    His finger caressed the trigger.  
 
    Red stumbled out through the window, a set of massive silver cuffs dangling from her right wrist, her left hand raised, fire flickering in her palm. She didn’t hesitate; sent a spray of flame toward the woman, as focused and forceful as the blast from a flame thrower.  
 
    The woman shouted and staggered back, bringing up her arm to shield her face. 
 
    “Hold her there!” Rooster shouted over the rush and crackle of fire, and shot out the window of the car parked at the curb beside them. It took two rounds, and then he had to peel the safety glass away. With a bloody hand, he dragged himself across the front seat and started pulling wires. “Red!” he called when he had the engine started. “Let’s go!” 
 
    She didn’t so much jump into the car as fall into it; she pulled the door shut with her left hand, having to reach across her body, her right hanging limp in her lap.  
 
    The second the door clicked, Rooster gunned the engine and they peeled away from the curb. Several oncoming cars swerved to avoid them. Blare of horns. Crunch of metal. But they were clear, and he kept going. He’d stopped feeling guilty about property damage and theft a long time ago.  
 
    Red half-hung out the ruined window for at least a quarter mile, ready to throw more fire, but there were no shots, and no pursuit. She collapsed back against the seat. “What’s wrong with your leg?” she asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your arm?” He risked a glance and saw that she was working at the cuff with her left hand. They weren’t police issue: thicker than normal, with no visible clasp, eerily smooth and close-fitting. Her fingers came away bloody, and that was when he saw the tiny spikes on the inside of the thing.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Rooster hissed. “Is it stabbing you?” 
 
    Her fought the impulse to jerk the wheel and pull over. They were in the outskirts of town, houses giving way to fields and clumps of low forest. But they were still too close; he had to keep driving. 
 
    “I don’t know how, but it’s…” Her voice was strange, too slow, slurred. “I can’t use my fire with my right hand. It…I think it’s…” She trailed off, fingers still fumbling for a latch that wasn’t there. 
 
    “Shit,” he whispered. “Shit, shit, shit.” 
 
    “Your leg,” she said. 
 
    It trembled now, his foot shaking so badly that the car’s acceleration lurched and stuttered. The pain was terrible, but manageable; he’d lived with worse. The problem was the blood loss. He needed to apply a tourniquet. He was already dizzy and clammy, bile pushing up his throat. He didn’t have long before he passed out, he knew, and then he’d be of no use to Red at all. But they were still too close. He just needed to get a little farther… 
 
    If he hadn’t been bleeding to death, he imagined his reflexes would have been quicker. Because as it was, he didn’t see the spike strip until it was too late. He hit the brakes, but the front tires skidded over it. 
 
    There was a deafening pop.  
 
    And they were fucked. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The moment the cuff clicked into place around her wrist, Red felt its bite. The literal sting of the spikes, and the way, from first touch, it seemed to sap her strength. She couldn’t conjure fire in her right hand. A slow numbness was steadily creeping its way up her arm, like when she fell asleep on it wrong and she lost circulation. She kept tracing its smooth contours with her fingertips, scrabbling at it with her nails. She had to get it off. The stink of hot, fresh blood filled the car, and she knew that she was their only real defense against their pursuers. The bulk of Rooster’s arsenal was split between the truck and the hotel, all of it beyond reach. On top of that, the car was stolen, and would be reported, which meant local law enforcement would get involved. An untenable situation. 
 
    If she could just get the cuff off–  
 
    She had to fling up a hand and brace herself against the dash as Rooster hit the brakes. She heard what sounded like twin gunshots…and then a hiss that definitely wasn’t. 
 
    The car came to a shuddering halt. 
 
    “Spike strip,” Rooster said, voice detached in the way it got when he was in battle mode.  
 
    “We can’t stay in the car,” she said, and a second later, the windshield exploded in a spiderweb of minute cracks. The bench seat jumped, and Red saw that there was a hole in the windshield, and a matching one in the center of the seatback between them. The crack of the rifle came a fraction of a second later, after the shot was already buried in the upholstery.  
 
    Rooster pulled her down below the dash, a hand cupping protectively around her head. Both of them were panting, their breath loud and quick in the close confines. When she turned to him, she saw that his face was pale and clammy. 
 
    She started to reach for him with her left hand, to heal him, unsure if she could even conjure the necessary power with the cuff on her wrist, but he caught her hand with his own. “No, not now,” he said. “I want you to open your door, and when I say ‘go,’ we’re gonna go down the shoulder and into the trees, okay?” 
 
    Another shot pierced the windshield above them, and she heard shatter-proof glass rain down onto the dash. A few pieces landed in her hair.  
 
    “We can’t make it,” she said, stomach cramping with panic. 
 
    “Yeah, we can. Throw up a little fire screen, and I’ll lay down cover fire. Okay?” When she didn’t respond: “Red, I need confirmation.” 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed. “Okay, okay.”  
 
    “Alright. Get the door open, then wait for the next shot, then go.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    When she pushed the door open – right arm numb, heavy, pained – a rifle round went through it; she thought she heard the quiet click of it ricocheting off the pavement somewhere beyond the car.  
 
    “Go,” Rooster said, and she went, bringing up a fistful of fire and pushing it out, out, out, the screen Rooster had asked for.  
 
    He kept one hand on her shoulder, his steps stumbling and uneven as he followed her. His Beretta cracked out shot after shot.  
 
    Red tripped on the edge of the pavement, and then skidded down the embankment into the little patch of forest, dragging Rooster along with her.  
 
    “Get up, get up,” he said when they hit the bottom, half-pulling, half-leaning on her.  
 
    They got their feet under them like an ungainly, newborn four-legged creature, and limped into the cover of close-growing pines.  
 
    Last light flared orange in the tree tops, lighting them from beneath, but down amongst the trunks it was all a shifting collage of shadows. The air was cooler here, and smelled of nearby fresh water.  
 
    Water might mean a stream, which could help them hide their tracks. 
 
    “Smell that?” Rooster asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” She turned toward it, and Rooster’s arm slipped off her shoulders. He went down hard on his knees with a curse, and she turned back to him.  
 
    He swayed back and forth, his face an eerie bone-white in the gloom, hair glued to his temples, and forehead, and the back of his neck with sweat.  
 
    “I have to help you first,” she said, reaching for him again. And again, he batted her away. “Rooster.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You can’t even walk! Let me see it.” 
 
    “We don’t have time.” He glared at her. Or attempted to. He was half-a-head shorter than her on his knees, and he kept swallowing like he was fighting not to be sick.  
 
    “You can’t keep going like this,” she tried to reason. 
 
    He nodded toward her hand. “But you can?” 
 
    She frowned down at the cuff. No, not effectively, she couldn’t. The numbness was crawling up over her shoulder and spreading across her chest, cold but relentless, like frost across a windowpane. If left unchecked, it might move down her other arm, shut off her abilities completely.  
 
    They’d been made for this purpose, she realized: something in the throbbing points that pierced her skin, or the metal itself, was designed to contain her power. The Institute was getting smarter, bolder.  
 
    But there wasn’t much that could control fire.  
 
    “I’m going to try something,” she announced, and sparked a flame in her left hand.  
 
    “Red,” Rooster said like a warning. 
 
    “Shh.” She brought the flame to the cuff on her other wrist, touched it to it, and then pushed with all her might.  
 
    Light flared, bright enough to make her eyes water, and the heat burned her skin. She’d never managed to scorch herself; never found a single blister or even a pink patch, but the sensation was there: of roasting flesh, and melting bone; of being burned at the stake like the witch she was.  
 
    “Red, stop.” Rooster sounded scared now, but she kept pushing. Kept funneling more and more of her power into the heat. She wrapped her fingers around the cuff, willed all of her fire and her fury into it. Her scalp prickled; tears streamed down her cheeks. She became aware of a high whining sound, and finally realized it was coming from between her clenched teeth.  
 
    “Red.” 
 
    The cuff fell to the forest floor, and sensation flooded her arm, painful and wonderful. Red drew back on the flames, let her power ebb, and blinked down at her wrist.  
 
    Her skin was pink, but not burned like it should have been. She rubbed the bones, smearing blood drops into a grisly bracelet, and tried to catch her breath. She trembled, drained in the low-sugar way that always followed a power usage of that magnitude. But she was still on her feet, and she cultivated a little flame, no bigger than that of a cigarette lighter, in her right palm.  
 
    She looked at Rooster. 
 
    He was gaping at her. “Your hair…” he said.  
 
    He sounded delusional; blood loss. There was no time. “Your leg,” she prompted. “Rooster, come on.” 
 
    He moved to comply, wincing.  
 
    And she heard the bullet take him in the shoulder. The soft, fierce thump as it bit through meat and muscle. He shook, pushed forward by the impact. Red grabbed at his shirt, tried to catch him, and only succeeded in slowing his face-plant.  
 
    He landed on his side with an animal sound of pain, teeth gritted, face white from blood loss and shock.  
 
    Jake stood five paces away, hands steady on his gun, expression hard to read in the shifting, wind-tossed shadows. Behind her, Red heard the rustling of brush: the rest of the team, moving into position, surrounding them.  
 
    Rooster twisted with a low groan, glancing back over his good shoulder. “Vest, huh?” 
 
    Jake’s eyes flicked to him, briefly, before coming back to Red. He did in fact wear a vest, visible between the torn-open halves of his shirt.  
 
    “Shoulda shot you in the fucking head,” Rooster said. He forced a wheezing, humorless chuckle.  
 
    Red had been angry before. 
 
    She didn’t have words for the way she felt now. 
 
    Banking on the fact that they wanted her alive, she slowly straightened, empty palms turned toward Jake. Her bare hands were more dangerous than any weapon, and the way his throat jumped as he swallowed told her he knew that.  
 
    “I didn’t want it to be this way,” Jake said.  
 
    “Me neither,” Red said. She felt the power gathering beneath her skin; it hummed like a colony of bees. She could see the shimmer of heat above her hands, little curls of steam lifting up toward the last flare of the sunset. The wind shifted, pulled in toward her warmth, coming at her from all sides now, tree trunks groaning. “This is going to hurt very badly,” she said, quiet, bored, almost. “And I’m not sorry.” 
 
    She called the fire, and it came.  
 
    It erupted from her hands. From the ground, a protective circle around the two of them, a huge, blinding white column of fire. She felt her hair lift in the draft; felt the heat enfold them. Rooster looped a weak arm around her legs, held her steady, and the fire never touched him. It was Red’s to command, and it knew that she loved him, that he was to be protected.  
 
    She was aware of a sharp pain in her right arm, like a bee sting. The fire danced. Wavered.  
 
    Two men, nothing but dim shadows on the other side of the fire, circled them. Red gathered the flames in close, into her open palms, and then shot it toward them.  
 
    Screams. Stink of scorched flesh.  
 
    Another pain, this time in her leg, and her knee buckled.  
 
    They were shooting at her, now.  
 
    She gathered the flames to her, swirling them around herself like a cloak, preparing to send them–  
 
    It felt like she was shoved. Like someone hit her across the backs of the thighs and shoulders with a monstrous baseball bat. One moment she was standing, and the next she was on the ground, twitching, teeth closing on her tongue until she tasted blood. The fire went out. Her power fritzed, and flickered, and died in her veins, leaving only weakness, and a horrible twitching.  
 
    She’d been electrocuted.  
 
    The woman from before, dark-eyed and fierce-looking, stood over her, holding the Taser whose leads were now attached to Red. Her hair was frizzed from the heat, soot marred her forehead, but she seemed otherwise unharmed.  
 
    “I need the cuffs!” she called to Jake. 
 
    Rooster, curled on his side in the dirt, moved like a striking snake. Red saw the flash of silver as light caught the blade of his knife, and he sunk it in the woman’s thigh.  
 
    When she yelled and went to her knees, Rooster sat up and cold-cocked her in the face. She went over like a felled tree, unconscious. And dropped the Taser. 
 
    Bleeding, shaking, hardly able to sit upright, Rooster leaned over and pulled the leads from Red’s twitching body. The spasms lingered, but they were already fading, the last of her energy funneling power through her, healing her; she could already feel the bullet wounds starting to close.  
 
    She was so tired. If she closed her eyes, she would fall into a deep sleep, and when she woke, she’d be only a little sore, but mostly whole.  
 
    Rooster was looking down at her, swaying; a little trickle of blood leaked from one nostril. “Finish him, sweetheart.” 
 
    That’s right: Jake was still on his feet somewhere, cowering from the fire. But he would come soon.  
 
    She gathered air into her lungs. “Leave him!” she shouted, and hoped Jake could hear her. “You can have me, but you leave him alone! Understand? That’s the deal: take me, but leave him. Don’t you dare hurt him!” 
 
    Rooster’s face blanked. “Red–” 
 
    She reached up and pressed her palm to his forehead. Drew on what little of her strength remained, and pushed it, just like always, through his skin, and bone, through all his atoms.  
 
    Please let it be enough, she thought. 
 
    She retained consciousness just long enough to see his eyes roll back. To watch him collapse. 
 
    Was just drifting into the black when Jake came to stand over her, a pair of fat silver cuffs in one hand.  
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    The baroness had brought him a mirror. A compact, folding one of the kind ladies carried in their purses. “I know you think you’re so slick,” she’d said, laughing fondly, “but I see you trying to fix your hair. I just thought.” She’d grown serious. “You might like to have this. And this.” A simple plastic comb that nearly brought tears to his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t need these,” he’d said, gruff to cover the emotional clog in his throat. “I can make myself look however I want when I go dream-walking.” 
 
    “Sure. But that’s not the point, is it?” 
 
    “No…no, I suppose it’s not.” 
 
    He pulled the mirror now from its hiding place under his sleeve, in the crook of his elbow, where he tucked it when one of his guards brought his meals so they wouldn’t see it and take it from him. A man with a small token was somehow more pathetic than one with nothing, and he didn’t trust their indifference; in his experience, no one ever missed the opportunity to inflict little tortures when it was convenient.  
 
    He opened it and tilted it to catch the meager light of his cell. His reflection – his true one, and not the glamour he conjured when he went wandering – was a horror. Sunken cheeks, sunken eyes, chapped lips. His hair hung in greasy snarls; it had bypassed dirty, and then filthy, and become the lion’s mane of a wild man. Humans would have said he looked like someone raised by wolves, and the irony of that thought sent him into a fit of laughter, his voice echoing off the bare walls around him, sounding more than a little insane.  
 
    “My,” he murmured, quieting, dashing the tears from his eyes with the back of one trembling hand. “Radu the Handsome. Look at you now.” He snapped the mirror closed and slipped it back up his sleeve. Later, he would open it back up and prop it as best he could on his cot; get out his comb and, perhaps with the aid of a little of the olive oil-based salad dressing stolen from his next lunch tray, he’d begin the laborious task of working the knots free. Now, though, he wanted to be somewhere else. With someone else. Not with any of the immortals and their allies whom he visited, no. They were diversions, possibly assets, but they weren’t…they weren’t people who saw him. They saw Valerian the Brother-Killer. Radu the Handsome. They saw someone who wasn’t to be trusted.  
 
    Sometimes he was summoned.  
 
    Sometimes he slipped onto the astral plane and found other immortals shining across the vast distances like beacons, like drawing like.  
 
    But sometimes, like that one time, and all the times that had come after it, when he was able to return to that place, he thought his mother’s gods must have been smiling on him after all to allow him such a gift. Something precious and secret that was his and his alone.  
 
    He wanted to go there now. To her.  
 
    Valerian moved into the corner of his cell, pressed his back against the stone walls, let his head fall back and closed his eyes. Calm, he had to be calm for this. He’d just fed, and though it was weak, the pig’s blood gave him enough strength to send himself down into that dark, thoughtless place where his magic lived. He had to go down, first, then the magic would draw him up, pull his consciousness from his body in a dazzling helix, send him to the dark, uninhabited plane where time and distance meant nothing.  
 
    He saw something, a bright orange flicker, but he tucked his head and kept going, going, all the way to the place that he’d earmarked with a little white dot.  
 
    His projection coalesced in the wood-paneled office of a barn in Colorado. Sunlight fell through curtained windows, glinting off the glass of all the framed photos and award shadow boxes that were hung on every inch of wall space. Ribbons in all the colors of the rainbow fluttered in the breeze of a window AC unit. An orange cat sat on a tack trunk and licked itself.  
 
    And at the desk, the person he’d come to see wore pale green breeches, and a white shirt, her black schooling boots with the spurs strapped to the ankles. Her dark-gold hair, pulled back in an efficient bun, looked a little stuck to her head: helmet hair, she called it. She sat with her elbows braced on her knees, her head in her hands, her breath catching and hiccupping. Crying. 
 
    Fear flashed through him, so fierce and sudden he felt sick, even though it wasn’t possible for his projection to do anything with that sensation. He reached out, and then stopped, because he couldn’t touch her. Could offer no physical comfort of any kind. So he let his arm fall and said, with false cheer, “Well, it looks like I stopped in at a bad moment.” 
 
    She jerked, head snapping back, hands slapping down on her legs. Her eyes were red, but dry, as was her face. She’d  been fighting the tears, then, working hard to hold them in. Her expression went from shocked to smooth to embarrassed to glad, all in a single heartbeat.  
 
    She sniffed and wiped hastily at her dry cheeks. “Val. Hi.” 
 
    “Hello, Mia.” He smiled, and she smiled back, albeit shakily. “Don’t look so happy to see me,” he teased, but inwardly was screaming, Who hurt you? Who made you cry? Tell me and I’ll put their heads on pikes outside your city walls.  
 
    A tiny voice in the back of his head pointed out how very martial that was: so much like your brother after all. 
 
    “Oh, I am happy. I just.” She shook her head, then winced, and brought her hands up to cradle her skull. “I, um – this is embarrassing. I had…had a bit of a fall. One of my headaches. And Donna sent me in to get some Tylenol and rest, but…” She blinked hard a few times. “I’m sorry. I’m just so frustrated.” 
 
    “You fell?” He closed the distance between them in two long strides, hands coming up to hover fruitlessly above her shoulders. “Where? How badly? Do you need a doctor?” 
 
    Her smile opened across her face like a wound, red-edged and raw. “No, it’s…no.” She turned her head away from him. “Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    His heart pounded in his throat, quick enough to choke him. He swallowed and said, “Like what?” 
 
    “Like you care.” Then, quieter, “Like you’re real.” 
 
    But I am real. He swallowed again. “I do care.” 
 
    She breathed a shaky laugh. “I guess you wouldn’t be a very good imaginary friend if you didn’t, huh?” 
 
    “Mia–” he started. 
 
    “It’s growing.” She turned back to him, and he shut his mouth so quickly that his teeth clicked together. Her smile tugged at one corner, muscle in her cheek fluttering. Her lovely blue eyes filled with tears. “The tumor. It’s growing again. That’s why I’ve been seeing you more – why the hallucinations are getting worse.” 
 
    His hands opened and closed in the air above her shoulders, utterly useless.  
 
    “The doctors can’t – or they won’t…” She wiped at her eyes again, and her fingertips came away wet this time. Her voice darkened. “My father called, and he says there’s this…this experimental treatment…” 
 
    Everything inside of Val went cold. His breathing caught; back in his cell, no doubt he was hyperventilating with his eyes closed, his stomach in knots. “But you won’t…I mean, you haven’t spoken to him…” 
 
    “I’m considering.” She looked and sounded completely defeated, and it crushed him to see that she’d given up. Even as a small, twisted little voice in the back of his mind whispered, But there’s a chance. He could save her. 
 
    “I don’t want to die,” she whispered. “Maybe that’s really selfish.”  
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    She spun the chair slowly back around, so she faced the desk, and the myriad plaques that hung above it. Her eyes went to one, dark wood with a gold center, her name etched in the center, marking her the regional champion last year. 
 
    “You have to say that,” she murmured. “You’re a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    Sunlight filled the engraved letters, set them aflame: MIA TALBOT.  
 
    He’d wanted to touch her since the moment he found himself in the middle of her charmingly cozy living room several months back. She’d been curled in an overstuffed chair with a blanket and a book – about vampires, of all things, some silly bit of fiction rot in which two pining would-be lovers were kept apart by sunlight – and he’d been struck by the urge to hook a finger beneath her chin, tilt her head back, and press his face into her clean, smooth throat; see if she smelled the way she looked: petal-soft and rich with strong blood. But as time wore on, and he at first found himself with her by accident…and later by choice and no small amount of effort…he’d wanted to touch her in other ways. Had imagined it alone in his pitiful cell, with nothing but his own dirty hand for company.  
 
    He’d never wanted to touch her as badly as he did right now; wanted to set his hands on her shoulders, knead the tension from them. Press a kiss to the top of her head and tell her that all would be well. 
 
    It wouldn’t, though. She was dying, and there was nothing the doctors could do.  
 
    At least nothing the normal doctors could do.  
 
    He shifted so he stood beside her chair, able to glimpse her face and the grave sadness etched there. “Tell me about your father’s cure.” 
 
    She blinked and her eyes slid over. “I’ve told you before.” 
 
    “Tell me again.” 
 
    She heaved a deep sigh. “It’s experimental. A drug trial that’s only available to wounded combat veterans, which I am clearly not.” She gestured to her elegant riding attire, sullied by dirt down one side where she’d fallen. 
 
    Val tried not to let his panic overtake him again. He gave a sharp nod. “Yes, but if your father’s in charge, then he can do as he sees fit.” 
 
    She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Okay, I may not work in experimental, government funded medicine, but I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works at all. And besides.” She bit her lip. “Dad is…” She shook her head. “It’s difficult.” 
 
    “He sounds like a horrid man from what you’ve told me,” he agreed, and having met the man, he agreed even more than he could tell her. “But if he could save your life…” He let it hang. They’d had this discussion before. Short of shaking her – which he couldn’t do – and begging her – which wouldn’t work, he didn’t think – he had no way of forcing the issue again.  
 
    “Yeah,” she murmured, distant now.  
 
    How easy it would be if he was truly here now. He would sit down on the desk, and open his legs, take her by the hand and pull her to stand between. Hands on her narrow waist, lips at her brow, her nose, her crushed-rose lips. “Trust me,” he’d murmur against her ear, and she would shudder, and press in closer to him. Lips at her throat, faint salt smell of her skin. She would smell like horses, like hay, like wild exhilaration. And he would sink his fangs, and drink deep, drawing the taint of disease from her body. When she was too weak to stand, he would support her in his arms, and bring his opened wrist to her mouth. “Drink,” he would urge, and she would. And she would sleep, and he would hold her. And when she woke, she would be well. And immortal. His princess.  
 
    “…Val?” She’d said his name several times by now.  
 
    “What, sorry, yes?” 
 
    She smiled at him, full of affection. “It’s bad enough my students ignore me, but even my imaginary friend does, too.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” he snapped before he could catch himself, and she recoiled. 
 
    He took a deep breath and softened his tone. “I’m not that,” he said, more gently. “I’m not imaginary.” 
 
    Sadness touched her smile. “But you’re not real.” 
 
    He swallowed. Clenched his jaw. Tilted his chin up to an angle that had once been imperious, had once sent men scrambling to obey, but probably now just looked pathetic. “I am,” he said with great dignity. “I am real, Mia, and you know it.” 
 
    She held out her hand. She had calluses at the base of each finger from holding reins. “Prove it.” It was more plea than challenge, something vulnerable in her eyes that tugged helplessly at his shriveled black heartstrings.  
 
    He reached for her, and as he’d known it would, his hand passed straight through hers.  
 
    He was only a projection. 
 
    “You have no idea how badly,” he started. 
 
    And she said, “I do.” 
 
    He believed her.  
 
    Val turned away, cleared his throat. Let his eyes wander across the framed photos of elegant warmbloods and their elegant riders decked out in show finery. God, he missed riding. What would it be like to go riding with Mia? Better than blood, better than freedom. He ached for it. 
 
    When he trusted his voice, he turned back. She had opened her day planner and was penciling in notes, head propped on her hand. Tired. From this angle, he could see the dark circles beneath her eyes.  
 
    “So tell me how Brando is doing,” he said of her gelding, too-cheerful, just wanting to break the weight of coming grief. 
 
    She allowed a small grin. “Well, before I took a nosedive off of him, we were working on pirouettes.”  
 
    “Ah. Tricky.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s catching on so quick.” Her gaze lit up, tired though it was, and it warmed parts of him thought long dead to listen to her passion for animals, for the sport she loved. It had been battle in his days, those fanciful movements on horseback, but now they were only for pleasure. A small miracle in a world of unending disasters.  
 
    “I have video if you want to see,” she said, and he felt himself smile. 
 
    “Yes, I want to see.” 
 
    He spent probably an hour peering over her shoulder at the laptop screen, watching the dance of horse and rider. Not as good as watching it live, but wonderful all the same. And then, suddenly, in the back of his mind, he registered the sound of the heavy bank vault door opening at the end of the hall of cells, and was sucked back to his body through self-preservation alone.  
 
    Darkness. A swirl of lights. Dizzy. Sick. And he opened his eyes on his dank little cell to the sound of footsteps coming toward him across the old stone floors.  
 
    Familiar footsteps.  
 
    Not the light skip of the baroness, or the somber grace of her baron. Not one of the tromping guards, or the nervous medical technicians.  
 
    No, these were the measured steps of a man – of a prince – confident in his ability to terrorize and liberate in equal measure.  
 
    Val pressed his back into the corner, forced his hands to lay still over his knees, and watched Vlad Tepes step into view.  
 
    The problem with history, Val had always believed, was that, prior to photography, its images were preserved by artists who were inevitably biased in some way. There were records of his brother relating him as short, as stocky, as cruel-faced, as deformed. As ugly, with filed teeth. All the portraits had managed to touch on some truth. He did possess cruel features. And he did have fangs, as did all vampires.  
 
    But the man known as the Son of the Dragon was tall, broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted, and strong as ten men. Stronger. An athlete, and a warrior, and an expert swordsman. Beautiful in the way of a predator, impassive as a cliff face. He had their father’s dark eyes; Val had been bestowed the clear blue of their Nordic mother.  
 
    It was the first time Vlad had been down into the subbasement – oh, call it what it was, the dungeon – since Fulk le Strange awakened him.  
 
    It was the brothers’ first meeting in five centuries.  
 
    “Radu,” Vlad said.  
 
    “I see someone finally shaved that horrible mustache off of you,” Val said.  
 
    Vlad shifted closer, boot soles scraping over stone, his expression unchanging. He was dressed in simple, modern clothes. Black tac pants and a thin, black long-sleeved shirt that showed off the muscle he’d put back on since waking. He’d tied his hair back, like he was ready for a fight. Someone had given him a dagger – his dagger; Val recognized the rubies worked into the hilt. The belt was new, though; leather couldn’t survive five-hundred years without regular cleaning and oiling.  
 
    “I didn’t believe them,” Vlad said in correct, though accented English. He’d always had a head for languages. “When they told me that you were here.” 
 
    Val sent him a barbed-wire smile. “You took your time coming to see for yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy.” It was said with the old dismissive authority; the voice of a brother without time for childish games.  
 
    “Yes, I’d imagine so. So many things to learn about: English, America. iPhones and zippers and frozen pizza. It’s a world of wonders, isn’t it?” 
 
    Vlad growled, a single low note of warning. “There is a war coming. I’m familiarizing myself with modern warfare.” 
 
    “A war,” Val scoffed, but inwardly, his stomach curdled. “When is there ever not a war for you? You can’t live without war, brother. It’s in your blood.” 
 
    Vlad tipped his head back a fraction, looking down his prominent nose at Val. “You with all your wandering, and you’d deny the darkness that’s coming? How typical.” 
 
    “What darkness?” His heart pounded hard in his chest; no doubt Vlad could hear it.  
 
    Vlad’s smirk was too vicious to be mocking. “They haven’t told you, then.” 
 
    “Who hasn’t told me what?” There was only a little frustration in his voice.  
 
    “You are a prisoner. Prisoners aren’t consulted in these matters.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he sneered. But something twisted inside him. Vlad was many, many things: but he’d never been a liar. Even his great historical deceits had been fraught with overt clues for those who’d bothered to look for them. 
 
    Vlad studied him a long moment, gaze betraying nothing. And then he squatted down on his haunches so he and Val were face-to-face through the bars. “Do you remember,” he said, “when we were just boys. Before.” No need to explain before what. There was only ever one before they spoke of: before the sultan took them. Before everything changed. “When Uncle Romulus came to visit.” 
 
    “Yes,” Val said, breathless despite his best efforts. His lungs tightened of their own accord, and he felt sweat bead at his temples, beneath his shoulders where they were pressed to the cool stone. He could recall the nursery of his earliest memories: the roaring fire, the Asian-patterned carpets, the intricate toys carved from wood, and cast in gold, set with precious jewels. Scent of the rose oil Mother dabbed behind her ears, the warm voices of their elders conversing.  
 
    Uncle had come to see them, alone, had crouched down in front of them much the way Vlad was crouched now, backlit by the fire, his Roman features cast in flickering orange light.  
 
    “One day,” he’d said, smiling at them in a way that was very different from their father, “you will be great generals in my army. When we take the world.” 
 
    It was years later that Val would learn taking the world meant breaking it first.  
 
    When Vlad got down on one knee before the Holy Roman Emperor and vowed to send their uncle to the hell he didn’t believe existed. Back to the awful dark place from whence Romulus’s army had crawled.  
 
    “Vlad,” Val said, and took a steadying breath. “They woke you up to get to your blood.” 
 
    A smile cut across Vlad’s face, the fast, humorless slice of a knife. “To heal their soldiers. To make them stronger. Yes. And what do you think they need so many soldiers for?” 
 
    Val took another breath, and another.  
 
    “They have you. They have your blood. Why do you think they needed a crusader?” 
 
    Val closed his eyes and let his head fall back. He’d known; he’d felt the shifting, the way, even back in the nineteen-forties, immortals were growing restless. He’d thought that Philippe’s failure, and Rasputin’s death would slow things…and it had, no doubt. But he couldn’t stop what was coming. Not from the inside of a cell.  
 
    “They found something in the desert,” Vlad said, clothes rustling as he stood. “It’s awake.” 
 
    Val cracked his eyes open a fraction and watched his brother step back and brace his broad shoulders against the wall. Fold his arms.  
 
    “You’ve been dream-walking,” Vlad said like an accusation. 
 
    “Did you think I wouldn’t?” 
 
    “No. It’s in your nature to be slippery and deceitful.” 
 
    “My, your grasp of the English language is extraordinary. Did they teach you any of the curse words yet? Fuck is my favorite. And Americans use it so frequently and creatively–” 
 
    “If you’re trying to interfere with what they’re doing here, you’re going to regret it.” 
 
    “I regret most things, brother. Why should this be any different?” 
 
    Vlad wasn’t amused. “This is not a joke, Radu–” 
 
    “That’s not my name!” Val shouted before he could catch himself. The words just came boiling out like steam.  
 
    Vlad’s brows lifted. The mildest surprise, that was really more censure than anything. “It’s the name Father gave you.” 
 
    Val breathed raggedly through his mouth. He brought his hands up to push his hair from his face, and his chains rattled and clinked together. “I had more than one parent,” he snapped. “We both did.” And Mother had called him Valerian, because she thought it sounded like a pretty name for a Romanian prince; for old Roman royalty: the son of a king’s brother. Second in line to a throne that no longer existed.  
 
    Vlad sighed. “Do what you will. Valerian.” It was a concession, and not a small one by Vlad’s standards. “But don’t interfere.” He tipped his chin down, eyes wide and dark, driving the point home.  
 
    I will hurt you, his steady gaze stead. Do not test me. 
 
    Val sketched the most elaborate bow he could manage given his present position. “Of course, Vlad Dracula. Your majesty.” 
 
    Vlad snorted and pushed off the wall. “Do not test me, brother,” he said aloud. You know how that always goes.” 
 
    “Yes.” Val rotated his wrists, cuffs clinking softly. “I know.” 
 
    Vlad had nearly reached the first door when Val called after him. “Are you glad to be awake?” He said it nastily, bitterly. Mocking. But he was curious.  
 
    Vlad paused a moment, hand resting on the hilt of his dagger. “No,” he said, without artifice. “I am not.” 
 
    And he left.  
 
    The door shut with a heavy thump, and Val was alone again.  
 
    “My brother, ladies and gentleman,” he said to the empty space around him. “What a fucker.” 
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    Annabel – Annabel le Strange the baroness! – had told Sasha that it would be best for him to cooperate with the doctors and nurses for the time being. Protesting would only get him chained up tighter, maybe even drugged again, and that if he wanted to earn a little bit of freedom he had to be polite and agreeable.  
 
    So though it went against his screaming internal alarms, he sat quietly in his hospital bed and thanked the technician who brought him his next meal. The tech, a skittish young man, startled badly when Sasha spoke, and then managed to scrape together a smile before he fled the room.  
 
    He ate every bit of the meatloaf and potatoes he’d been given, because he was hungry, and then set the tray aside on the night table that he could just reach from the bed. He was sitting up against the wall, hands folded neatly in his lap, when two scrub-clad nurses, and a man in black tac gear with a gun on his hip came to collect him.  
 
    “Hello,” Sasha greeted, forcefully bright.  
 
    “Hello,” the nurses echoed back. They were both women, both middle-aged and maternal-looking. One came to him with a blood pressure cuff and a stethoscope, and another brought a penlight to peer into his eyes, nose, and ears, unafraid and proficient.  
 
    The guard, though, was on edge. He stood just inside the door, one gloved hand holding a baton – a stun baton; Sasha could feel the faint hum of its electric charge. He stared dispassionately at the far wall, a well-trained, emotionless soldier. To a human, he would have given the appearance of an immovable object. Jaded and unconcerned. But Sasha could smell the ripeness of fear sweat gathering beneath the man’s arms, detect the rapid flutter of his pulse, visible in the side of his throat. Anxiety had a scent, and it filled the room now, rolling off the guard.  
 
    Sasha almost felt sorry for him.  
 
    He smiled. “I’m not going to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, we know, honey,” one of the nurses said, peeling off the pressure cuff. “Keys, please,” she said over her shoulder.  
 
    The guard stepped forward and handed a set to her.  
 
    His cuffs were unlocked, all four, and the nurses stepped back. “Okay, if you’ll follow us,” the one with the penlight said. “We’ll go see Dr. Talbot.” She gave him a quick, impersonal smile.  
 
    Sasha’s stomach churned with worry, but he tried not to show it as he swung his legs over and eased to his feet. He was stiff and sore, unsteady. He had to grab at the bed’s handrail, and a nurse steadied him with one strong hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Easy now. We can get a wheelchair.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” And he was, once he’d taken a few shuffling steps and felt his circulation coming back. “I heal quick.” 
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
    They fell into a loose formation as they exited the room: the two nurses shoulder-to-shoulder in front, Sasha after them, and the guard behind, stun baton held across his chest, ready to use.  
 
    Sasha was dressed in loose white shirt and pants, socks with rubber grippy bumps on the soles that were, at the moment, necessary. He moved slow, careful little steps that sent aches shooting up both legs and into his knees. He felt like an old man, and nothing like the lithe wolf that he was.  
 
    They moved down a white hallway that smelled of new paint and plaster, and then emerged into a cavernous space that looked like a retrofitted wine cellar: stone floors and ceilings, empty sconces that would have once held torches. And a mess of modern wires and computers and lab equipment set up on long tables. He turned his head back and forth, nostrils flared wide, and tried to take it all in. He hadn’t been inside a place like this since he was first turned, and that had been an Americanized Soviet facility. This looked like Dr. Frankenstein’s lab…but much, much more high tech.  
 
    The nurses led him to a sturdy, steel-topped table surrounded by wheeled computer monitors and medical carts. A man in a white lab coat sat on a rolling stool, clicking through images on one of the computer screens, the blue light reflecting off his glasses. Sasha recognized his scent, and then, when he turned toward him, his face: Dr. Talbot.  
 
    “Ah!” he exclaimed when he saw them, getting to his feet. He wasn’t a tall man, which was probably part of the reason he reminded Sasha of Monsieur Philippe. “There you are. Hello, Sasha, good morning! How do you feel?” 
 
    It was so absurd that Sasha wanted to laugh. He’d been darted, drugged, and shipped here against his will. Chained to a bed. He was their prisoner. And Dr. Talbot acted now as if he was a welcome guest.  
 
    Nikita would have snarled at the man – vampire or not. Would have given him a frigid stare and jutted out his chin in defiance.  
 
    Just thinking of his friend and packmate made Sasha a little braver. Brave enough to decide that Annabel’s wisdom was well-meant, and that it would be best to cooperate.  
 
    “A little tired,” he said, and managed a smile.  
 
    “Understandable,” Dr. Talbot said, expression apologetic. “I’m afraid the sedatives we were forced to use are quite strong. It may take another few hours before they’ve been completely metabolized.” 
 
    Forced to use. Sasha swallowed and kept his smile pinned in place.  
 
    “But let’s not dwell on that,” Dr. Talbot said, still smiling. Like Philippe. “On behalf of everyone here, let me formally welcome you to the Ingraham Institute of Medical Technology.” Pride shone from his face, a visible glow. “It is such a pleasure to finally meet you, Sasha. I’ve been reading your files for years – I feel as if I already know you.” 
 
    A pleasure. As if this was tea between long-distance friends. As if they’d happened upon one another out in the wide world.  
 
    Sasha’s stomach cramped, and he had to swallow again. He thought he might be sick.  
 
    “Dr. Talbot,” a cool, British-accented voice said behind him. Fulk had approached, and Sasha had been too distracted to notice the other wolf’s presence. “You can dismiss the armed guard. I’ll provide security.” 
 
    Sasha saw a groove sprout between Dr. Talbot’s brows and turned a fraction to read Fulk’s expression.  
 
    The baron’s sharp features gave away nothing. He stared at Dr. Talbot with something worse than contempt: complete and utter disregard. It reminded Sasha, a little, of Alexei. The ingrained arrogance of royalty.  
 
    “The prince,” Dr. Talbot started, and Fulk cut him off. 
 
    “The prince ruled a kingdom. I think he can rule his own actions for a half hour.” 
 
    A stare-down ensued, and if Sasha hadn’t known any better, he would have guessed that Fulk was the master, and the doctor the pawn. But. Yet again in his experience, physical power was overshadowed by governmental power.  
 
    “Very well,” Dr. Talbot said, mouth twisting with disapproval. “That’ll be all, sergeant,” he told the guard, and the man left them without a word.  
 
    Fulk folded his arms and leaned a hip against the heavy metal table. As you were, his expression said.  
 
    Talbot took a breath. “Where were we? Ah, yes, your files.” He rubbed his hands together, smile returning as he focused on Sasha once again.  
 
    Nikita was coming, Sasha reminded himself, and endured it.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dr. Talbot talked a lot, but said little. He spoke at length about Rasputin, asking Sasha question after question about his skills, his strength, his psychic abilities. Eventually, when his legs grew tired from standing, Sasha climbed up onto the table. He didn’t try to hide his dislike for Rasputin – “He was wicked,” he said, to which Dr. Talbot lifted his brows in disbelief – and refused to participate in the glowing wonder that the doctor was trying to cultivate.  
 
    Once or twice, Fulk snorted, an amused sound, but when Sasha twisted back to look at him, the baron was blank-faced.  
 
    Sasha had begun to think he’d been captured just to have this conversation, but, finally, Dr. Talbot set aside his notepad and picked up a syringe.  
 
    Sasha felt his flagging energy rebound, anxiety spiking.  
 
    “I’ll just need to take some blood samples.” 
 
    After, crook of his arm bruised and bandaged, woozy and hungry again, Sasha was surprised to feel Fulk move in beside him.  
 
    “I’ll escort him back,” he said, and Dr. Talbot thanked him. 
 
    “We’ll speak again soon, Sasha.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sasha mumbled, and slid down off the table on jelly legs.  
 
    Talbot turned back to his computer monitor, blood vials secure in his lab coat pocket. 
 
    “Come,” Fulk said, and Sasha shuffled after him through the maze of workstations.  
 
    When they reached the mouth of the hallway – all its bright white and fresh cinderblock – Fulk hesitated. Sasha caught himself with a palm against the wall and thought it might have been a kindness: giving him a moment to rest.  
 
    “Why do I feel like this?” he asked, panting. 
 
    Fulk propped a shoulder against the wall; it looked like a negligent pose, but Sasha could read the tension in the lean lines of his body. “When the anesthetic starting wearing off too quickly, they pumped you with horse tranquilizers and heroin,” he said, dispassionately. A muscle in his jaw ticked, though. “If you were human, you’d be dead three times over. I imagine you’re experiencing withdrawal.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sasha said. “Well.” 
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They continued down the hall to Sasha’s room. In his absence, someone had made up the bed with fresh sheets and left some bottled water and protein bars on the night table. He smelled lemon cleaner. This place was as good as a prison cell, but in the moment, his shaking becoming uncontrollable, Sasha moved to the bed and sank onto it with a grateful sigh, real relief easing the tension in his shoulders.  
 
    He thought Fulk would leave right away, but to his surprise, Fulk eased the door shut and leaned back against it, sealing them in together.  
 
    The shakes moved up Sasha’s neck, into his jaw. He swallowed, and it was hard to form words. “There are…a lot of things I would like to ask you. But I know you don’t like me very much.” 
 
    “Don’t take it personally. I don’t like anyone.” 
 
    “Except your mate.” 
 
    Sasha said it innocently – he still grappled with a strange joy because there were mated wolves in the world – but Fulk growled all the same.  
 
    “I’m not challenging you,” Sasha said. “I don’t want to be your rival.” Soft, the shaking getting worse: “I’m glad for you.” 
 
    Fulk gave a lupine snort and tipped his head back, gaze narrow, blue, uncompromising. Grudgingly: “What would you ask?”  
 
    He really was feeling terrible, but hope flared to life inside him, a strength all its own. The questions came tumbling out like a flood. “When were you turned? Did you really turn Annabel yourself? Who was your vampire? How did you get here? How…” He exhaled with an unsteady laugh. “I’m sorry. I’ve never met another wolf before.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Fulk said mildly. He studied Sasha a moment. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sasha blinked. “What? Why?” 
 
    “I sold the book to Philippe.” 
 
    Sasha absorbed that information. Parsed it out. “Oh.” 
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    Farley, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Her hair changed. When Red called her fire, touched it to the cuff on her wrist and melted the damn thing, she started to glow. A faint orange burnish around her edges. A low pulse moved through the air, like a shock wave, and her hair lifted, settled, and flared, sun-bright. Then it was red again, all the dye burned away.  
 
    She looked like someone the ancients might have carved a tribute to in stone. All flame, and light, and warrior hope. He loved her hair that way: real. As fiery as the tender, sweet heart she tried so hard to hide.  
 
    She would have made one hell of a Marine.  
 
    If she wasn’t… 
 
    If she didn’t… 
 
    Gunshot. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    No! 
 
    Red! 
 
    Rooster woke with a start, dragging a huge breath into his lungs, pushing himself upright, battling through the awful lethargy that always followed a strong dose of her healing power. His eyes were blurry, but he grabbed at his hip, under his arm, fumbled down his legs toward his boots…which weren’t there. Searching for a gun.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, easy, son,” a familiar voice said off to his right. 
 
    Rooster lashed out with his bare hand…and overbalanced, toppled off wherever he was laid out and onto the floor. He landed face-down, thick carpet pile going up his nose.  
 
    “Well that was graceful,” Jack said.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Rooster panted, pushing up on his hands. Both arms held his weight; the healing had worked. He shook his head, and his vision cleared.  
 
    Jack sank down on his haunches with a wince and a pop from both knees. His expression was drawn, grave. He looked five years older than the last time Rooster had seen him. “I wasn’t part of it, kid, I swear to you.”  
 
    Semper fi, Rooster thought. It was a fellow Marine across from him; the glint in his eyes was one of angry honesty.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Rooster said, because he had to. 
 
    “Look at me. Do I look like someone who’d let a buncha assholes take a sweet little girl?” 
 
    Rooster looked. 
 
    He grunted and sat back on his ass, legs out, arms braced across them. It hurt to breathe, and it had nothing to do with old injuries. “They took her.” His voice came out cracked and weak.  
 
    “They did,” Jack agreed, face twisting with disgust. And something more urgent. “Motherfuckers.” 
 
    Rooster glanced around and found that he was in a bedroom – a guest bedroom at Jack and Vicki’s, if he had to guess. White shiplap walls; a single bed with a patchwork quilt; purple flowers in a vase on the dresser.  
 
    “I,” he said, and fell silent.  
 
    Jack looked at him steadily. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I gotta get her back.” 
 
    “I know that, idiot. What do you need to do that?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dan, the iron-haired speaker from the VA meeting, was seated at the kitchen table, along with a few other vets, all of them closer to Rooster’s age than Jack’s.  
 
    They’d given chase, they said, when Jake and his crew – his team – had pursued Rooster and Red out of town. By the time they caught up, everyone else was gone, the forest disturbed by the wind from helo blades, and they’d loaded Rooster up in a truck and brought him back to town. To a safe place where he could wake up.  
 
    Rooster had a hard time believing it. He knew he was here, and that Red was gone, that these people had chosen to help him. But he didn’t understand why.  
 
    “Why?” he said aloud, stupidly, and shook his head in one last attempt to clear it. “I mean. Why would you do anything for me?” 
 
    They were seated around the kitchen table, Rooster on one side, opposite Jack and Dan, who shared a look now.  
 
    Jack turned then to Rooster, his look pointed. Come on, kid, it said. “I’m old, but I’m not stupid,” he said. “Who do you think we’re gonna side with here? The creeps who set up shop in our town, busted out the diner window, put a whole buncha innocents in danger and kidnapped somebody? Or the fucked-up vet with PTSD and his girl?” 
 
    Rooster fought the urge to squirm in his chair. “You wouldn’t have to side with anyone.” 
 
    They both snorted in unison.  
 
    “Yeah,” Dan said. “Sure.” 
 
    Rooster swapped a look between them, and could find no lie. No hesitation.  
 
    “So like I said before,” Jack said. “What do you need? How can we help?” 
 
    It was… 
 
    Too much. 
 
    Rooster dropped his head into his hands, tried to massage some of the tension from his scalp. A fruitless effort. “I just…” he started, and trailed off. It was taking every bit of energy to think right now. To move beyond the awful, howling hurt and guilt that was losing Red. He’d failed her. Epically. And he couldn’t–  
 
    “Alright, look,” Jack said, leaning across the table toward him. “You’ve got to compartmentalize here. You’re no good to her if you’re freaking out like this. Breathe. Think it through.” 
 
    Jack took several slow, deep inhales and exhales, and after a moment Rooster found that he was copying the pattern. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said. 
 
    It was shameful, leaning on an old man like this, needing to be told how to breathe, but it was the best he could do at the moment.  
 
    Think. He had to think. 
 
    He pushed out another shaky breath, and though it filled him with impossible guilt, he knew that he couldn’t do this alone. Not anymore.  
 
    He said, “I gotta make a phone call.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You gotta slow down,” Deshawn said on the other end of the line. “What do you mean they took her?” 
 
    Rooster had badly underestimated how much it would shake his tenuous grip on sanity to hear his best friend’s voice over the phone. The story that he’d rehearsed in his head had collapsed the moment Deshawn said, “What’s up, brother?” and all Rooster wanted was for someone he cared about to tell him it would be alright. A childlike need for comfort.  
 
    He took a breath and leaned a little more heavily against the porch column. “They ambushed us. Took me out. When I came to, she was gone, and so were they.” 
 
    “Those Institute creeps? Shit. Okay, you’re gonna have to explain it, man.” 
 
    Slowly, shaking the whole time, he did. Peppered the story with self-inflicted insults. How fucking stupid he was for believing there was such a thing as a safe place for the two of them. 
 
    “I let my guard down,” he said, choking on the words, “and I let her–” 
 
    “Whoa. Okay, hold up,” Deshawn said, voice stern. “You didn’t let anything happen. Okay? If you thought these people were legit, then they were really smooth. They were really good actors. I know you, and you’re gonna spend the next two weeks beating yourself stupid about this, so save us the time and just don’t.” 
 
    Rooster let out a deep breath. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You’re welcome for the free mental health advice.” A rustling in the background, papers shuffling. Deshawn had been retired and back home for a year now; he managed his own landscaping business. Had a warehouse where they kept the fleet of mowers and bags of mulch, and everything. “Where are you?” 
 
    “The middle of fucking nowhere.”  
 
    “No, I meant actually. I need coordinates.” 
 
    Rooster had thought he was done panicking, but a wave shook loose in his chest. “Deshawn. No.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me no.” Mild, distracted. More rustling. A quiet “ah.” “Okay. I’ve got a pen. Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Rooster’s heart slammed against his ribs. “Deshawn.” 
 
    “We’ve established that’s my name, yeah. You having a stroke?” 
 
    “You can’t come here.” Desperate. Sweating.  
 
    “Last I checked, I was retired, and I can do whatever I feel like doing.” Calm. Deliberate.  
 
    Rooster squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed fruitlessly at the tension between his brows. “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m a Marine then, huh?” 
 
    “But Ash and Desiree–” 
 
    “Can hold down the fort.” 
 
    Rooster groaned.  
 
    “Ash,” Deshawn said, voice moving away from the phone. “Talk some sense into this idiot.” 
 
    There was a muffled sound, and then Ashley’s voice said, “Let him come help you, you idiot.” 
 
    His throat grew tight. It was difficult to speak. “Ash, I’m sorry–” Tremor in his voice, watery and awful. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” she said firmly, “but don’t be stupid either. Give him the coordinates so y’all can go get your girl.” 
 
    “I’ll be on the next flight,” Deshawn promised. 
 
    And there was only so much arguing a man could do. 
 
    Rooster, shaking all over, said, “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He stood on the porch for a long time afterward, until the shadows grew long and the birdsong swelled with the last eagerness of evening. Until Jack came outside with two cold Buds in longneck bottles and said, “Sit before you fall, son,” with the simple observation of a parent.  
 
    Rooster sat in one of the rocking chairs and allowed a beer to be pressed into his hand. “I shouldn’t,” he said, numbly. “I’ve tried to quit a buncha times.” 
 
    “When you met her?” Jack asked, taking the beer back.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Can’t be vigilant when you’re drunk,” Jack said, taking a sip of his own beer.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I won’t ask outright,” Jack said. “But I’ll listen, if you want to tell me about it.” His shirt collar rustled as he turned to look at Rooster; his gaze was too sympathetic to look it. “About her. Just if you want.” 
 
    Rooster imagined the way the beer would taste; the fizzy bitterness of it over his tongue. He shouldn’t talk about Red, but he realized that he wanted to. That, or go find Jack’s liquor cabinet and scope out his bourbon selection.  
 
    He took a breath and said, “She was brought up like a lab experiment.”  
 
    The words came with difficulty at first; he tripped over them, feeling terribly guilty. Telling would get them found, get them caught. But Red was already caught, wasn’t she? How much worse could it get? And then the dam broke open, and he couldn’t stop talking.  
 
    “God knows what they’re gonna do to her,” he said, out of breath after the telling. “I can’t…” And then words dried up, his panic absorbing them like a sponge.  
 
    Jack let out a deep, tired-sounding breath. “Ah, kid.” He leaned over and patted Rooster’s forearm. “You did the best you could.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    Jack sent him a level look. “Most of the time it’s not. Mainly because the world is full of people who don’t try to be anything – good or otherwise.” 
 
    Rooster…couldn’t disagree with that. 
 
    “Sometimes enough isn’t possible, and all you can do is good.” 
 
    “I…yeah.” 
 
    Jack nodded, point made, and pulled his hand back. Took another sip of beer and gazed out across the yard. “When’s your friend gonna get here?” 
 
    “He said five hours. Which isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Well. Maybe he’s got some tricks up his sleeve.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It turned out that he did.  
 
    Five hours later, Rooster got a text: Field west of town. Bring whatever you need to leave.  
 
    Vicki had made enough peanut butter sandwiches for ten men, and packed them all up along with some Coke, coffee, water bottles, and protein bars in a massive waterproof backpack. Rooster had gone to the garage and cleaned out his truck, duffel after duffel of weapons, ammo, and gear.  
 
    Last thing, he flipped down the driver-side sun visor, and a strip of photos fell out into the seat. It was a set of three, bought at one of their many roadside carnivals. He remembered: Kansas City, Oklahoma, nothing but open skies and the lights of the Ferris wheel. Red had dragged him after her show, tired but glowing, his wallet thick with cash. In the photos, she was beaming, bridge of her nose scattered with freckles. By contrast, he looked stern and awkward. Hunted.  
 
    He tucked the photos carefully in an interior jacket pocket and zipped it closed.  
 
    Jack drove him out. Rooster glimpsed the town sliding away in the rearview mirror, and for a moment he couldn’t breathe, chest squeezed tight by the thought that Red had liked it here. Had wanted to stay. Gaudy leather jackets, milkshakes, friends, vast western sunsets. 
 
    But none of that had been real – that was what he told himself to ease the ache.  
 
    Because some of it had been real: Jack, his kindness. Vicki. The poor souls at the VA who weren’t Jake or his men.  
 
    “I can’t believe I fell for it,” he murmured bitterly. 
 
    “We all did.” Jack sounded grim, both hands tight on the wheel.  
 
    Farley turned to houses, to outskirts, and finally to fields, and Rooster spotted an unmistakable shape in the middle of one of them. He sat up hard, seat belt catching him across the chest. 
 
    “Is that a…?” Jack started, leaning forward to peer through the windshield as he turned off the road and onto the crushed grass.  
 
    “How the hell, Deshawn?” Rooster wondered aloud. 
 
    Perched on the grass like a waiting bird of prey was a Bell AH-1W Super Cobra helicopter, clearly an escort for the pristine Huey that waited behind it. Deshawn stood in the shade cast by the Huey’s rotors, and he wasn’t alone: he and another, similarly built man were dressed in tac gear. 
 
    Rooster popped the door before the truck came to a full stop, and Deshawn came to meet him, wide, white smile breaking across his face.  
 
    It was more collision than hug when they met each other; Deshawn hugged the breath out of him, slapped him hard on the back. Rooster allowed himself a weak moment and leaned into it, into his friend. He realized, to his embarrassment, that he was shaking, and that his eyes burned.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Deshawn murmured in his ear. “We’ll get her back.” Rooster nodded. 
 
    Deshawn pulled back, and his tone was normal again; it gave Rooster the strength to blink and pull himself back together. “Look at you, man,” he said with a laugh, tugging on a too-long lock of Rooster’s sandy hair. “You tryna turn into a Viking?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” He pushed his hair back, a touch self-conscious. “What about you? What the fuck are you doing with a skinny bird?” 
 
    Deshawn’s grin widened. “You remember Dunbar?” He jerked a thumb to indicate the man still standing by the helo. 
 
    Rooster squinted at him, and then felt his brows go up. “Double Dee?” 
 
    “You know it!” the man in question called through cupped hands, grinning too. 
 
    Rooster looked between the two of them. “What?” 
 
    Deshawn patted his shoulder. “You’ve been outta the loop, brother, but we’ll get you caught up on the way. You gonna introduce me to your friend?” He lifted his chin toward Jack.  
 
    “Oh, yeah.” He made quick introductions. 
 
    “I appreciate you looking after my boy here,” Deshawn said, and Rooster could tell he meant it. “He’s kinda stupid sometimes.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Yeah, I picked up on that.” 
 
    Deshawn stuck out a hand. “Seriously, though, thank you.” 
 
    Jack accepted the shake with a nod. “Any time. You boys need anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Rooster said, automatically, and sadness twisted his insides when he watched Jack’s face fall. He had no idea when he’d meet kind strangers again – if ever – and he knew a sudden reluctance to part that didn’t make a lick of sense. “But thank you.” 
 
    Jack fished a card from his pocket. “This is my cell. Call if you need to. And I mean that,” he added sternly.  
 
    Rooster tucked it into the same pocket that held Red’s photos. “I will.” He even thought he meant it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    34 
 
      
 
    The Ingraham Institute  
 
      
 
    Amid the Gothic slopes and dramatic crenellations of the mansion’s roof, a helicopter pad had been set up in a flat section near the conservatory, windsocks catching the breeze, and that was where Jones set the Blackhawk down when they returned to the Institute. A containment team was waiting for them with a gurney and no doubt enough tranqs to lay out a rhino.  
 
    So far, Ruby Russell hadn’t stirred. Her hands lay on her chest, cuffed together with the heavy, silver-lined cuffs that had, miraculously, stymied the flow of her power. Or something. He had no idea how she did what she did. Talbot had promised the cuffs would have a “dampening effect,” and so far, she was still out cold.  
 
    Her hair, he noticed again, surprised as he’d been when he saw it first change, was red again, and not the dyed black of a day ago. He’d seen a lot of strange shit in his day, but nothing like magical, color-changing hair. It lay fanned out around her on the backboard they’d strapped her to, hanging off the edges, curled at the ends.  
 
    “Boss,” Ramirez said, and he tore his eyes from the motionless girl.  
 
    His second-in command held herself with careful stillness, braced against the jostling of the helo’s final descent and landing. Her knuckles stood out white and stark where she gripped her seatbelt. They’d used a belt as a tourniquet; had packed her wound with strips of a clean sock. The bleeding had slowed faster than it should have: the work of their daily injections. But pain was etched around her mouth, in the groove between her brows. Sweat gleamed on her forehead and throat.  
 
    “What’s the plan, here?” she asked. 
 
    “To get you in front of a doctor. Everything else can wait.” 
 
    The Blackhawk rocked to a final halt and the engines shut off with a slow whine. Someone rapped on the door and Jake heaved it open. 
 
    The containment crew, he noted, was comprised of medical staff and security personnel armed with guns and stun batons. They began the process of unstrapping the backboard and shifting Ruby Russell out onto the gurney they’d brought.  
 
    Jake couldn’t watch. 
 
    He turned his attention to Ramirez, watched her fumble her belt open with unsteady fingers. When he offered both arms to help her out of her seat, he was surprised that she leaned into him, hands going to his shoulders.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, maneuvering her toward the open door and then lifting her down to the tarmac. He realized, when he had her on her feet, that he was surprised by the trimness of her waist between his hands, the lightness of her frame. It was so easy to think of her as a soldier, but he tended to forget she was a woman.  
 
    She bobbled when she tried to put her weight on her bum leg, and clutched at his sleeves. “Fuck,” she hissed. 
 
    “It’s alright. Here.” He turned sideways and slid an arm around her waist, offering support. “Nice and slow.” 
 
    One of the medical techs turned back. “Does she need a–” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” Ramirez said through clenched teeth.  
 
    The man snapped back around like he’d been slapped.  
 
    “Guess you’re not dying if you can still send guys running for cover,” Jake tried to joke. 
 
    Ramirez leaned on him and didn’t respond.  
 
    The roof had been retrofitted for elevator access. The team had already put the gurney inside, and thankfully there wasn’t room for anyone else. “We’ll get the next one,” Jake said, and the doors slid shut.  
 
    Ramirez’s hand tightened on the back of his jacket as she rebalanced.  
 
    Jones drew up on his other side; a splash of blood that wasn’t his own marred the side of his neck. He wore the hollow-eyed, defeated look of a man who’d seen more than he’d ever hoped to – or even thought was possible.  
 
    Was it worth it? One girl at the expense of three men? Men who, while no friends of Jake’s, had already survived a war and been rehabbed with miracle medicine.  
 
    He didn’t know…but after watching her throw fire…he thought maybe she was. Painful as it was to admit to himself.  
 
    Wind gusted along the roof, funneled by some of the steeper eaves, tugging at their clothes. Jake tipped his head back and saw that clouds had built up along the horizon, doubling down on one another like kneaded dough, thick thunderheads veined with flickers of lightning. It would storm soon. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say as much, something stupid and obvious just to break the silence, but the elevator doors dinged open and they stepped inside.  
 
    Ramirez braced her free hand against the stainless-steel wall as the car shuddered and started its descent. Stared at her waxy reflection, and Jake willed the car to move faster.  
 
    But then they reached the basement, and the doors opened, and he wished they were still on the roof.  
 
    Jake had wanted to be a soldier since he was a four-year-old playing with little green army men. Had watched every documentary he could – at least up until his mother had shooed him from the TV, insisting he would have nightmares. He’d read Sun Tzu, and Nietzsche; Rommel and Patton. Read about Caesar, and Napoleon; and Ivan the Terrible…and the man who’d inspired him: Vlad Tepes.  
 
    Jake had been introduced to him right before they left for the mission. He still wasn’t over it.  
 
    Vlad stood with his hands clasped loosely behind his back, a human – or not human – wall blocking their path.   His eyes fixed to Ramirez in a way that had her hand tightening on Jake’s jacket again. “She’s injured.” 
 
    “No shit,” Jones said with a snort. “That’s why we’re taking her to medical. If you’ll get out of the way.”  
 
    Vlad lingered a moment, making a point. Then stepped back just enough to let them pass and fell in behind them.  
 
    Goosebumps broke out down the back of Jake’s neck, and he fought the urge to shiver.  
 
    It was a long walk to the exam rooms, and thankfully a nurse hustled forward to meet them with a wheelchair. “Here, honey,” she said, motherly. “Hop in and we’ll get you to a trauma suite.” 
 
    Ramirez, white-lipped and sweating profusely now, finally gave up the stoic act and let Jake ease her down into the chair. She made a small, pained sound when her leg was jostled, and Jake felt something like a stirring of emotion.  
 
    A black-clad guard appeared. “Major Treadwell, Dr. Talbot would like to see you for your debriefing now.” 
 
    “I have an injured teammate.” 
 
    “It has to be now, he said.” 
 
    “I’ll accompany her,” Vlad said, and Jake thought his own bug-eyed look was only rivaled by Ramirez’s.  
 
    Jake glanced over at the…the prince. “You don’t need to do that.” I don’t want you to, you fucking creep.  
 
    Vlad gave him a level, impossible to read stare. “Still,” he said. “You can go.” And he turned to follow the wheelchair as the nurse pushed it toward the mouth of the exam room hallway.  
 
    Jake heaved a sigh and turned to Jones – who was already walking away, toward the locker rooms. “Alright,” he told the guard. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He expected to find Dr. Talbot in his office, half-hidden behind his massive desk. Instead, the guard led him through the maze of taped-down power cables and work stations to a lab setup where a teenage boy in white pajamas sat on a steel table. His too-long white-blond hair fell in his eyes, and he held a bundle of cotton batting inside the crook of his elbow, stemming the bleeding from a needle prick. The pale, long-haired man Jake had glimpsed before, a straight-nosed, skinny sort in a red leather jacket who would have looked more at home backstage somewhere, stood behind the table, arms folded, watching Dr. Talbot with half-veiled contempt.  
 
    This place was crawling with weirdos.  
 
    Jake came to a halt and cleared his throat. “You want to see me, doctor?” 
 
    Dr. Talbot glanced up – he was sliding vials of blood into a centrifuge – and smiled when he saw Jake. “Welcome back, Major Treadwell.” 
 
    “Can we make this quick? I need to check on Ramirez.” 
 
    Dr. Talbot waved dismissively. “I’m sure Adela will be fine. I think I saw Vlad with her.” 
 
    That’s the problem, Jake thought, grinding his teeth. 
 
    “Just give me a moment here,” the doctor continued. “I told Agent West we would meet him in my office.” 
 
    Jake glanced over at the boy and found that he was being watched, ice-blue eyes peering out at him through a screen of pale hair. Nothing about the look was human. 
 
    The other one, Mr. Leather Jacket, studied him too, nostrils flared. He was the one who spoke: “You smell like fire.” 
 
    Jake thought of Ruby Russell wreathed in flame, wind bending the tree trunks. He didn’t answer. 
 
    The blond one growled, and it was nothing like the sort of growl a man might make in his throat.  
 
    Jake said, “What?” to keep from starting in shock.  
 
    Leather Jacket turned a hostile gaze toward Dr. Talbot’s back. “There’s a mage here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Talbot said, mildly, clicking down the lid of the centrifuge. “There is.” 
 
    Then both the weirdos growled.  
 
    “That’ll be all for today, Sasha,” Dr. Talbot said, a clear dismissal. He turned toward Major Treadwell. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Adela Ramirez didn’t let fear rule her.  
 
    Or, at least, she never had before. Before the explosion that–  
 
    She cut the thoughts off cleanly before the memories could sprout like poisonous mushrooms, shading out reason. She didn’t let fear rule her: end of sentence.  
 
    But something a lot like fear pulsed through her now, in time with her sluggish heartbeat, as a nurse cut away the leg of her tac pants while Vlad watched from his position leaning against the wall.  
 
    On the surface, he wasn’t frightening. She’d spent her whole Army career around tall men with big biceps. He was physically imposing, sure, but that was nothing new. The long hair was strange, but not scary. It was something in his bearing that raised all the fine hairs on the back of her neck. An aura of authority that no unranked foreigner should have been able to project. He looked through people.  
 
    But he was looking at her now, and when she shivered, it was only in part because of the pain.  
 
    The nurse skated a gloved hand down Adela’s thigh alongside the knife wound, and even that much hurt terribly. She bit back a grunt; pinned the tip of her tongue between her teeth until she tasted blood. 
 
    “Hmm,” the nurse murmured. “Somebody got you good.” She leaned down to inspect it closer, and Adela found that she had to look away, her gorge rising when she saw the red and pink of skin layers in the clean slash where Palmer’s knife had bit deep. “The bleeding’s stopped, thank goodness. We’ll get you all patched up and put you on some antibiotics. How are you feeling?” She patted Adela’s hand. “Nausea? Headache? How’s your pain?” 
 
    She swallowed hard against another wave of sickness. “Bad. All of the above.” 
 
    “Okay. Hang tight.”  
 
    When the nurse moved over to the cabinet to get supplies, Vlad pushed off the wall and stepped toward her.  
 
    It took every last ounce of nerve not to shrink down into her jacket collar. “I don’t need a babysitter. I’m fine.” 
 
    His gaze flicked over her dispassionately, touching her wound, the bare skin of her leg, in a way that made her want to cover herself, then her face. His eyes – a dark, unspecific color she couldn’t name – settled on hers and he lifted his hand – his wrist – to his mouth. He bared his teeth – his canines were long, and sharp, abnormal – and bit himself.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” she snapped, and the nurse turned around, startled, arms full of supplies.  
 
    Thick red pearls of blood welled; a few lingered in the corners of his mouth when he drew back from his punctured wrist, and he licked them away with a quick flick of his tongue. “Here,” he said. “Better and faster than antibiotics.” He said the word with disdain. And, impossibly, offered his bloodied wrist to her. Held it toward her face, like she would…like… 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” she repeated.  
 
    His lips curved in what might have been a grin. Might. “Where do you think that medicine they pump into you comes from?” 
 
    Something a lot like fear thrummed in her veins. She thought she might pass out.  
 
    “What do you want me to do with that?” Her voice came out quiet and cracked, and not at all demanding like she’d intended.  
 
    “Drink,” he said, simply.  
 
    Oh God. Oh shit, oh shit, oh God. 
 
    When she only stared at him, dumbfounded, he finally gave up. With a shrug, he licked the blood from his wrist a few times and stepped back. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    She took a few shallow breaths through her mouth. “What…what are you?” 
 
    He said, simply, “I am a vampire.” 
 
    “Oh.” Black spots crowded her vision. “Okay.” And she passed out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In one of the many towns where they stopped just long enough for her fire dance to earn them a roll of cash, a parking lot carnival had boasted that it possessed an elephant. It had indeed. A female Indian elephant, small, the wide space between her eyes speckled with pink. In the half-light of dusk, Red had been struck by the wiry bristles of her tail; the white, impossibly wide toenails on her big pad-like feet. She’d been in a corral of tubular panels, meant for horses or cattle, quietly munching alfalfa hay one dainty mouthful at a time.  
 
    Red had stood at the corral for a long time, not touching the rail, because when she’d tried to do so, unconsciously, fascinated, the carney in charge had snapped at her to keep back. So she’d linked her hands together in front of her, squeezing tight first in excitement, and then wonder, and then…sadness, as an unexpected melancholia swept over her. A beautiful wild thing in a cage, all alone, numbed by the wrongness of it. 
 
    She dreamed of that elephant, and Rooster’s hand on her shoulder, a gentle squeeze of silent commiseration, in the flickering moments just before full consciousness returned. And then she was fighting her way through a dense fog. 
 
    Bright lights. Eyes watering. Painful cold numbness all through her body, pins and needles, an unfamiliar tension. She turned her head and it weighed a thousand pounds. She opened her mouth and her tongue stuck to her palate, two dry sheets of parchment pressed together.  
 
    Soft beeps, and hums. Medicinal smells.  
 
    She was back. They had her again. 
 
    She managed to blink the crust from her eyes and found that she was in a small, white-walled room, surrounded by machinery whose lights flickered in unknown combinations. Her hands lay on her chest, bound by the thick cuffs, and this time, with both of them fastened into place, her power lay dormant deep beneath her skin, untouchable.  
 
    She was alone. 
 
    Red closed her eyes against he burn of tears. She didn’t regret it, not if Rooster was out there still alive.  
 
    But panic began to swell inside her all the same.  
 
    They had her again. And this time, after all the blood Rooster and she had spilled, there would be no pretense of gentleness.  
 
    Somewhere behind her, a door clicked open.  
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    “Congratulations, Major Treadwell. You’ve done what no one else has been able to.” 
 
    “Kidnap a girl?” Jake said before he could rein in the impulse.  
 
    Dr. Talbot pulled back a fraction, hands braced on his giant desk. He looked like he’d been physically struck by the words. If circumstances were different, Jake might have laughed.  
 
    Agent West, as oily as Jake remembered, slid into the silence that Dr. Talbot’s shock had left, all business, no smiles. “LC-5 is a weapon, major, not a girl. She was bred in a Petri dish, brought to term in a surrogate, and brought up in a lab. She belongs to the United States government, and she was made for one purpose and one purpose alone: to fight in the war.” 
 
    Jake took a breath. And another. “What war? Fucking – Iraq, or Afghana–” 
 
    West pulled a piece of paper – a photo printed on glossy card stock – from the file in his lap and slapped it down on the desk. “This war.” 
 
    Jake looked… 
 
    And was speechless.  
 
    Recovered, Dr. Talbot cleared his throat and said, “This is bigger than you, or me, or whatever moral hangups you have, major. It’s about the survival of the human race. 
 
    “We’ve known this was coming for a long time. We finally, finally have Vlad, and his assured cooperation. Now it’s time to fill out the rest of the chessboard.” 
 
    Jake sat back heavily in his chair, head throbbing. “That’s…that’s not real.” But there wasn’t much denial in his tone. 
 
    “Very real, I’m afraid. The world isn’t what you’ve always thought it was, Jake. It’s much, much more frightening.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The person who entered her room was not the doctor or nurse that Red had expected. A tall man, long black hair past his shoulders. Handsome in a narrow, sharp-nosed way. Blue, blue eyes, and a red leather jacket. He paced slowly into view, shoulders drawn up, tense and careful. He came to a halt poised on the balls of his feet, ready to flee. Or attack.  
 
    His eyes. She recognized a bit of herself in him. Or, not really. He wasn’t like her, she didn’t think, but he was different. Not altogether human.  
 
    “Are you a doctor?” she asked, voice a rough, dry scrape. 
 
    He didn’t flinch, but his mouth tightened. “No. But you’re a mage.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    He cupped his hand; it was empty, but the gesture was unmistakable: the way she held her own hands when she called fire.  
 
    “I didn’t know that’s what it was called,” she admitted. 
 
    He took a breath, nostrils flaring, brows pinching together over his long, straight nose. “Do you know who your parents are? Were?” 
 
    “I don’t have parents.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. I can smell them in your blood.” He growled; a quiet pulse of sound, a rumble like an unhappy dog.  
 
    Yes, he was different.  
 
    Through the receding haze of unconsciousness, and the numbness of the cuffs, a thought dawned, and with it, sadness. “Oh no,” she said. “Are they keeping you here, too? Like they are me?” 
 
    His mouth twisted to the side, caught somewhere between a smirk and a grimace. “Something like that.” 
 
    “I’m Red,” she offered; it felt absurd to introduce herself like this, lying on her back, unable to shake hands. 
 
    His expression shifted, closer to a smile now. “I’m Fulk.” 
 
    “Fulk, do you know what happened to – to my…” Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away. “My friend?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “My hubby’s got no love for mages,” Annabel said. She sat on the end of Sasha’s bed while he paced back and forth alongside it, brimming with nervous energy despite the blood that had been drawn.  
 
    “Me neither,” he said. He didn’t know if he could still smell the distinctive charred scent of the mage, or if he was remembering it. Her scent had been dampened, though: that of a forest fire after it had been put out for a week. Something wrong about it.  
 
    “No,” Annabel said, and a little shiver in her voice brought Sasha up short; he glanced over at her. She was studying the floor, the cheap white tiles laid over the stone for the sake of sterility. “I mean, he hates them. Distrusts them. It’s deeply personal for him.” She lifted her gaze then, asking Sasha to understand without being told.  
 
    Sasha stared back. “Monsieur Philippe turned me, and tricked me, and killed all my friends.” All but Nikita. Oh, Nik. “I understand.” 
 
    She nodded and took a breath. “Them bringing that girl here…you know about Familiars, right?” 
 
    “Vampires have a left and a right hand. A mage and a wolf.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve thought since the beginning that they want Fulk to be Vlad’s wolf. And now I think they’ve gone and found him his mage.” 
 
    He thought about that for a moment. “Then what do they need with me?” 
 
    She snorted. “That’s selfish.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. Why do they need me?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe…” 
 
    They both went stiff at the same time. 
 
    “Your friends are coming to get you,” she said. 
 
    Sasha’s lungs squeezed. “I’m bait.” 
 
    “They want to build an army,” she murmured. “And they’ll start with everyone we know.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Val had decided to call his little cat Poppy, because her color reminded him of the first blush of orange on the tender insides of poppy petals. She seemed to like it; then again, she seemed to like everything, including ear scratches, which he administered now to the sound of deep, blissful purring.  
 
    “It’s nice to be petted, isn’t it?” he said, and she purred some more, leaning into the delicate movements of his fingertips. “I wouldn’t know. No one’s ever petted me.” Not in a kind way, at least.  
 
    “You’re slipping,” Annabel said, sitting down cross-legged in front of the bars.  
 
    “No, I heard you coming.” He stroked his hand down Poppy’s back and she lifted into the movement.  
 
    “You two are getting along.” The baroness sounded fond.  
 
    Val finally lifted his gaze and saw the lines of strain lurking in Annabel’s smile, beneath the warm fondness she bore for the cat, and the picture he made with her. “You didn’t come here for small talk.” 
 
    “I do like to talk to you, but you’re right. I didn’t.” She blew out a breath. “They brought in a mage.” 
 
    “Ah. The little red-headed girl.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t care to speak with her, if that’s what you’re after.” 
 
    “No. Sasha and I were just putting together a theory.” 
 
    “Should be cutting edge.” 
 
    “Shut up. Listen: we think they’re…collecting people. Immortals. We think Sasha’s friends are driving right into a trap.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility.” 
 
    She sighed. “Jackass. Will you help?” 
 
    Poppy climbed up into his lap and kneaded his leg through the thin, threadbare layer of his pants. He settled a hand on her back, felt the vibration of her purr. “Oh, fine.” 
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    Somewhere on the Road 
 
      
 
    He needed to feed. Nikita had known that for hours – for days. He should have fed after he let Alexei feed from his own wrist, but things had been hectic, and when Sasha offered his throat, he’d refused. There would be time later, he’d thought. When it was quiet, when it was just the two of them, and he didn’t have to let the others see him made vulnerable by his biological need for the blood of living things.  
 
    And now, because of that pride, and his long fast, he felt like he was shaking apart at the seams. He had to feed now. That or pass out.  
 
    He’d pulled over a few miles back and let Trina drive. She’d sent him a sharp look – much like the look she was giving him now.  
 
    “I think you need to eat something,” she said in a reasonable tone. 
 
    He coughed a laugh. “Yeah. You could say that.” His hunger went deep; he felt it in his veins more than in his stomach. He made an abortive movement toward the door handle, hand shaking so badly that he wrapped the other one around it. He opened his mouth, panting – his chest was so tight – and felt his fangs against his tongue, fully extended.  
 
    A glance toward Trina proved that she’d seen them. But she held herself admirably still. “What kind of sandwich do you want?” 
 
    They were at a gas station with an attached Subway, its familiar green and yellow neon letters too bright to his fevered eyes.  
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “Nik. What kind of sandwich do you want?” 
 
    He didn’t want a fucking sandwich. He didn’t need a fucking sandwich. He needed Sasha’s skin under his fangs, hot salty blood over his tongue and down his throat. A greater weakness: he needed Sasha’s fingers running steadily, repetitively through his hair, his quiet, Russian murmurings that it was okay, that he wanted Nikita to drink, that he would feel better after and that they would always be brothers, no matter what.  
 
    He swallowed with difficulty and said, “Turkey. On wheat. Bacon. Avocado if they have it. Lettuce, vinegar.” Each word was an effort. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be right back.” She opened her door, and then hesitated. “Will you be alright?” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” he bit out. 
 
    “No. But you look ready to faint.” 
 
    He cursed in Russian and she muttered something in English he couldn’t make out.  
 
    “Sit tight.” 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    The car door shut.  
 
    He watched her walk to the building, hair shining beneath the white glow of the security lights, and slipped down deeper in his seat. Deep enough that he could only see the people milling around the gas station from the waist up.  
 
    It turned out that was all he needed to see.  
 
    The station was crowded with weary travelers: families emptying fast food bags from their minivans; a group of teenage boys in a mud-spattered pickup, blasting some country/rap abomination too loud; a few businessmen in ties and crumpled white shirts; truckers double-handing coffee; a farmer; a painting crew; an ambulance crew. And two guys parked up at the curb, hands stuffed in their pockets, people-watching in a predatory way; they raised an awareness in Nikita, stirred his own predatory instincts.  
 
    The night pressed in, fighting the halogens for supremacy, sealing the station off like the desert oasis it was. In a weed-choked, Interstate-adjacent neighborhood full of too-long shadows and flickering streetlights, the big, shiny BP was a beacon that drew travelers forward…hinting at a safety that was only a mirage. Because it drew hunters and prey both 
 
    Tonight, the hunters had picked their target; now it was only a matter of singling them out from the herd: two teenage girls in short-shorts and tank tops, rubbing their arms against the chilly night air, laughing and teasing one another, and not paying attention to the men watching them.  
 
    Nikita was very, very hungry. 
 
    A slapping sound on the roof preceded Lanny’s face thrusting through the open window. “You coming in or what?” he asked.  
 
    Nikita held up a hand to stall, watching. The girls finished gassing up their hybrid and headed for the convenience store, heads thrown back, laughter echoing off the concrete around them. When they’d disappeared inside, the men pushed off their car and followed, faces ducked, hat brims pulled low.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” Nikita asked, and heard the growl lying just beneath his words. He’d waited too long, and now it was too late. God forgive him; Sasha forgive him.  
 
    Sashka. At another time, he would have let himself slip into a coma. But not now, not when Sashka needed him, was being… 
 
    He snipped the thought away, cleanly. He couldn’t right now. And turned to face Lanny. He thought his eyes must be dilated, because Lanny drew back a fraction.  
 
    “Am I hungry? Yeah, I’m hungry. That’s why we’re going to get food,” he said like Nikita was an idiot, hooking a thumb toward the Subway.  
 
    “No. Not that kind of hungry.” 
 
    Lanny stared at him a moment, carefully blank…and then his own pupils widened. “Yeah,” he said, voice gone a little rough. “I could eat. We’ve got a cooler…” 
 
    “No. That’s gone bad by now. We need fresh.” 
 
    They studied one another. “I thought you didn’t believe in that,” Lanny said. 
 
    “Sometimes, there are exceptions.”  
 
    Slowly, Lanny nodded.  
 
    “Get the others. Meet me inside.” 
 
    He worried his legs wouldn’t hold him, but an invigorating blast of adrenaline swept through him, giving him the energy he needed to climb out of the car and cross the parking lot, push his way through the glass door and into the maze of chilled drinks and junk food. Knowing that he would feed, the anticipation of fresh, restorative blood, strengthened him temporarily.  
 
    He scanned the low aisles and didn’t see his target; but he saw, at the mouth of the hallway that led to the restrooms, a few bags of beef jerky knocked to the floor. Carelessness? No, a struggle. He inhaled and caught a whiff of fear sweat, the kind that came on suddenly. He headed to the back, heard the bell behind him, scented the others in his…in his pack. Lanny, Alexei, Jamie.  
 
    The hallway was empty of people, but full of scent: male, female, fear, arousal. An emergency exit, the door blocked open with a brick, the alarm disengaged.  
 
    Nikita pushed through, and found what he’d expected: both girls pressed up against the rough brick wall of the building, tears shiny on their cheeks in the glow of the light above the door. Bruises were already coming up on their faces, hard slaps to quiet them. The men pinned them down by the arms, and the girls, just teenagers, were too terrified to scream or fight back.  
 
    The girls saw him first, eyes wide, wild, full of terror.  
 
    He put his finger to his lips, stepped up behind one of the men, and grabbed him by the back of the neck.  
 
    “Hey!” he shouted, and threw an elbow back, tried to wrench around. He couldn’t shake Nikita loose, not when he dug his fingertips in hard enough to draw a gasp from the man. His hands loosened, and the girl wriggled away.  
 
    “Go,” Nikita told her. “Take your friend.” 
 
    The other girl was loose, too, because the first man’s friend had spun and was coming at Nikita with bravado that almost outweighed his sudden fear.  
 
    “What the fuck?” he demanded. “Fuck you.” He threw a punch–  
 
    That Lanny caught in the palm of his hand. The man had put all his weight behind it, but it landed on Lanny’s skin like a love tap. Lanny closed his hand around the man’s fist, and squeezed until Nikita heard the crack of bone breaking.  
 
    The man screamed.  
 
    “Shut him up,” Nikita said.  
 
    Lanny cocked back a fist. 
 
    “No, like this.” Nikita turned the man that he held, who scrabbled and cocked back his own intended swing – it never landed. The moment Nikita locked eyes with him, he pushed his intent out through his eyes. You are mine. Listen to me. Be calm. Submit. Rasputin’s gift; Rasputin’s evil.  
 
    The man went totally still.  
 
    Beside him, Lanny struggled, unfamiliar with the power.  
 
    Alexei stepped in beside him. “Here, bratishka,” he told Lanny, and laid a hand on the struggling man’s neck, catching his eyes with his own wide, dilated ones. “Shh, shh.” The man went limp, swaying on his feet.  
 
    Alexei ran a hand up into the man’s hair, dislodging his cap, exposing his throat on both sides. “Come,” Alexei said, sweetly, cajoling, “feed.”  
 
    Lanny looked drugged-out. Turned on. It was the bloodlust. He bent his head on one side, and Alexei on the other. Sire and offspring feeding together.  
 
    Nikita looked over and saw Jamie at the door, hand braced on the wall. His eyes were huge, chest heaving as he breathed. Hungry, and terrified, and revolted, but so hungry.  
 
    Nikita extended a hand toward him. His fangs scraped his lip and tongue when he spoke. “Come here, little one, and have some.” 
 
    Jamie hesitated, but hunger won out. He took one halting step, and then another, and finally he slid his hand into Nikita’s and let himself be pulled in.  
 
    Nikita let go of his hand so he could cup Jamie’s neck, the back of his head, his soft hair. Guided him up to the still man’s throat. “Here. Bite hard.” 
 
    He watched with something like fatherly pride as Jamie leaned up on his toes and fastened his fangs into the man’s neck. He waited until the young one had a good grip, was feeding properly, and then dipped his head and pressed his face into the other side of the man’s throat. He felt, and saw, and heard the pulse jumping just beneath the skin. Waited a heartbeat for a guilt that didn’t come, and then bit.  
 
    His hand was still in Jamie’s hair, curved protectively around his nape, as he drew hard on the vein that pulsed into his open mouth, and drank.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina was next in line to order at the sandwich counter when the boys all came trooping through the door that connected Subway to the convenience store next door. She looked at them – and then did a double take.  
 
    They were all in the same state: eyes fever-bright and too-wide, cheeks flushed, mouths dark and slick, like they’d been licking their lips. They looked drunk, high. Freshly fucked. Jamie’s hair was all rumpled.  
 
    They moved loose-limbed and relaxed, long rolling strides that carried them toward the back of the line. 
 
    Trina snagged Lanny’s sleeve as he passed her. “What’s with you guys?” she whispered.  
 
    He looked at her uncomprehending a moment; his pupils were blown. Then shook his head and grinned a slow, lazy grin that melted her insides. “Miss me?” 
 
    She kept her voice firm. “Lanny. What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing that ain’t natural,” he drawled. “Hey, can I cut?” he asked the woman behind her. 
 
    “No, you may not,” she said. 
 
    Lanny chuckled and shifted out of Trina’s grip. “See you outside, sweetheart.” He went to the back of the line to join the others.  
 
    Jamie stood with his shoulder pressed against Nikita’s arm, leaning on him. 
 
    Alexei licked at something on his thumbnail, content and pleased with himself.  
 
    The tableau they made: like every eighties vampire movie, Kiefer Sutherland with his mullet and eye makeup. Like… 
 
    It clicked into place for her then: they’d fed.  
 
    She turned away from them, jaw clenched, hands curling into fists. What had she expected? They’d come down here with nothing but old blood packed in a cooler. They’d behaved beautifully at her family’s place. They were about to walk into very real battle, and they had to feed. She knew all of this. Logically.  
 
    But emotionally, she felt something shake loose inside her. It felt like fright, so she stubbornly told herself it was anger.  
 
    She ordered her sandwich and chips and drink, and went to sit out in the dark on a picnic table to eat them. She forced each bite down, appetite gone.  
 
    When the guys emerged a few minutes later, Alexei was laughing at something Lanny said, head tipped back so the halogens caught the gleam of fangs still extended. She felt her body coil and tense, ready for flight, as they trooped over and sat down around her, opposite her, beside her. They seemed to emit more heat than normal humans; she swore she smelled blood, though it had to be her imagination, because there wasn’t a speck on any of them anywhere. 
 
    “You shouldn’t sit out here alone,” Nikita scolded, and took a huge bite of sandwich, spoke around it. “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    She set down her own food and passed a glance around to the four of them. “Dangerous,” she deadpanned. “Right.” 
 
    Jamie had the grace to blush and look down into his Doritos.  
 
    Nikita’s stare was a challenge. 
 
    Lanny said, “Aw, come on, what did you think was gonna happen? And they were totally rapist motherfuckers.”  
 
    “They…what?” 
 
    Beside her, Alexei laid a soothing hand on her arm; she fought not to twitch out from under it. “Do not worry, Ekaterina.” His accent was especially pronounced; he sounded drowsy and sated, and very, very Russian at the moment. “We surprised two fiends in the act of assaulting young girls. They did not suffer, and it was well-deserved. And now we are fed.” He smiled broadly, a fleck of mustard on his lip. “Everyone wins.” 
 
    “It’s a little late to get a conscience now,” Nikita said. His gaze didn’t quite meet hers, though. A muscle twitched in his cheek. She read it as guilt.  
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slow. “I…” She trailed off, shook her head. What could she say? They were her friends, her family – her lover, even. She knew what they were, and what they had to do to survive.  
 
    “I’m not angry,” she said, and she wasn’t. Just bone-tired, suddenly. Emotionally drained in a way that left her feeling small and hollow. She was a naïve child playing with elemental forces she couldn’t fully understand or control.  
 
    She stood up and took her trash to the can at the curb. Wrapped her arms around herself and walked slowly back to the cars, still parked at the pumps, totally in the way. The crowd seemed to have thinned, though, more late-night truckers than families at this point. She moved past the Expedition, all the way to the opposite curb, staring out through the little copse of scraggly fruit trees in the wide median that separated the parking lot from the highway beyond.  
 
    A whippoorwill called. A cool breeze lifted her hair. Under the smell of spilled gasoline and truck exhaust, it was almost peaceful.  
 
    Lanny had always had the purposeful, bouncy walk of a boxer, and vampirism hadn’t changed that. She heard him coming, and tensed in anticipation.  
 
    He stepped around in front of her with one smooth movement, so his moon-silvered face became her view.  
 
    His hair had grown longer than he usually let it get, thick, loose curls on top that she wanted to twine her fingers through. One fat loop fell onto his forehead and stuck to the faint sheen of sweat there. He carried himself loose, painless, confident. There was something artfully rumpled about him now that she hadn’t seen before: not the glazed, bourbon-induced slouch of a late night, but a self-assured sprawl. A magnetism.  
 
    She wanted to put her hands on him.  
 
    “Are you freaking out?” he asked.  
 
    “No.” His eyes seemed to shine, wide and hungry as a junkie’s. “Are you?” 
 
    “I–” He shifted forward a half-step, and beneath the loose satisfaction lurked something that still wanted. Another step. Another. His body bowed, curving to make space for hers, face above hers now, and…oh. She got it, then.  
 
    “Okay, awkward question. Does feeding get you all…” She made a gesture. 
 
    He let out a breathy laugh and grinned, teeth flashing; she saw the sharp tips of his fangs. “Guess so.” 
 
    Trina felt her pulse speed up, felt her palms tingle with anticipation. She was a grown woman, a homicide detective, and she told herself, firmly, that she wasn’t someone who got off on danger. She wasn’t drawn to bad boys.  
 
    Then she reached up and fingered the curl of hair on Lanny’s forehead, threaded it back into the rest of his hair. 
 
    The smile fell off his face and a sound very much like a low purr filled the space between them; she could hear it rumbling in his throat. 
 
    “Probably be a bad idea to run right now,” he said, voice strained. 
 
    “Yeah, I figured.” 
 
    “Um. But, you can go, if you–” 
 
    She pushed both hands through his hair and pulled his mouth down to hers.  
 
    He hesitated a moment, stock still. But then she teased at his closed lips with her tongue, and he came alive. Shifted in close, pressed against her, and she felt the play and ripple of muscle under his clothes. His hands latched onto her waist, and his mouth opened against hers. A possessive kiss; wicked flex of his tongue.  
 
    She expected him to taste of blood, but he didn’t. Only sweet red wine vinegar. Once she’d thought it, though, she couldn’t chase the thought away: he’d drank blood from a man’s throat.  
 
    It hit her like she was learning it for the first time: Lanny was a vampire. She was kissing a vampire.  
 
    She tightened her hands in his hair until he grunted against her mouth and lifted her off her feet.  
 
    He carried her effortlessly, up over the curb and into the trees, their swaying, dappled shadows. He pushed her up against a gnarled trunk and broke away from her mouth, trailed his lips down the side of her throat. She felt the faint scrape of his teeth, and when sensation spilled through it, it wasn’t cold fear, but hot, reckless excitement.  
 
    They’d circled one another awkwardly ever since his turning. She’d put off this moment, holding him at careful arm’s length, because she’d thought it would frighten her to let him in close, skin-to-skin, within striking distance. She’d thought it would be awkward, strange, and terrifying. But when he closed his mouth over her neck and sucked lightly at her pulse, liquid heat gathered low in her belly.  
 
    She tipped her head back against the bark of the tree and opened her eyes to see flashes of starlight through the leaves. She couldn’t bite back the breathless sound that left her lips, electric with sensation.  
 
    His hands moved over her, restless but gentle, up under her shirt, over the bare skin of her stomach and waist. He unfastened the button of her jeans, but only tipped his fingers into the waistband, shaking with restraint, but waiting for her.  
 
    “Trina,” he said against her throat, lips skimming back up her jaw, searching for her mouth again. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she said, just before he kissed her.  
 
    He didn’t stop.  
 
    He hesitated, just one more endless second, lips still against hers, fingertips shivering against the sensitive skin just under her waistband. And then something in him snapped. She felt the break in the way he surged against her like a whip-crack; pushed her back hard against the tree; shoved his hands down inside her jeans and gripped her ass; hiked her up higher against the rough bark, and fastened his mouth to her throat.  
 
    She panicked, for just a second, when she felt the damp heat of his mouth against her pulse. Felt the faint scrape of his fangs dragging across her jugular. He’d just done this, hadn’t he? Bitten a man and drained his blood.  
 
    What was to keep him from… 
 
    Why wouldn’t he… 
 
    Did he even have any self-control… 
 
    When he pulled back, she realized her heart was racing, breath coming in quick little bursts, but it no longer had anything to do with arousal.  
 
    His eyes seemed to glow in the shadows, more reflective amber than their usual brown. “Trina.” His voice fell warm and honeyed against her face, and she felt her anxiety ebb in response. “I would never,” he said. Face pained. Sad. The face of a man who’d lost something important, rather than gained a whole new lease on life.  
 
    She took a deep breath, chest aching for him. “I know.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “…Yeah. I do.” And she did, she just… 
 
    The next kiss was yet again different. He leaned in slow, and kissed her deep, and wet, and lush. Messy, his tongue hot in her mouth.  
 
    “I would never hurt you,” he murmured against her lips.  
 
    She pushed her hands through his short hair and held him to her; melted against him. She’d wanted this for so long, had wanted him, a constant urge, a grab in her belly and a tightness in her lungs that she’d never allowed to fully bloom for fear that the let-down would crush her. It was that, she realized, that still haunted her; her own self-control. He wouldn’t hurt her, she knew that. She wasn’t afraid of his fangs in her throat; she was afraid that somehow, now that she finally had what she’d always wanted, that she’d manage to screw it up, and that Lanny, strong and healthy again, would find someone else. Someone better.  
 
    That was too painful to think about. She shoved it, and every other extraneous thought, firmly away.  
 
    “Lanny, I need you.” 
 
    “You got me,” he whispered back, like a promise.  
 
    He put his arms around her and held her close while he turned and put his back to the tree. Sank down so he was sitting in the grass at its base, Trina on his lap, straddling his hips.  
 
    He pressed gentle, sucking kisses to her jaw, and throat, and along her collarbones when he tugged her shirt to the side. Until heat gathered like a weight low in her belly, and she was rocking against him, teasing herself against the hard line of his erection through both their jeans.  
 
    Getting her jeans and underwear off was awkward, her movements drugged and clumsy. Lanny tried to help, and chuckled when she accidently elbowed him in the face. 
 
    “Oh, are you alright?” 
 
    “Pretty sure I’ll live,” he said with a laugh, and pulled her in close, closer, his hands warm and heavy on her hips. “Hey, come here.” 
 
    One hand slid in, along the join of hip and thigh, calluses on his fingertips sending goosebumps racing across her skin when he touched her inner thigh.  
 
    She tried to kiss him again – and it turned to a gasp instead, lips hovering above his, when his hand went right there. Fingers teasing against her damp folds, teasing them apart.  
 
    That had been the big surprise the first time – the only time – they did this. A part of her – a disappointed part – had always worried that Lanny would be the sort of guy who pawed at a woman down there. Clumsy, inexpert, just a lot of wild groping while he asked her how good it felt.  
 
    Instead he was almost delicate. Exacting.  
 
    He worked her with his fingers until she was riding them, chasing for more, panting. “Attagirl,” he murmured against her temple, and kissed her there.  
 
    She shivered all the way down to her toes and reached with shaking, clumsy hands for his belt.  
 
    He hissed when she wrapped her hand around his cock.  
 
    “Hey, do you think vampires can get humans pregnant?” she asked. 
 
    His voice was tight, strained, hips lifting as he sought friction. “Like…I don’t think? I dunno. Nik said it…shit…wasn’t likely.” 
 
    She froze. “You asked him?” 
 
    “Well, yeah!” Even in the shadows, she could see that his jaw was clenched, his gaze desperate.  
 
    She had to bite back a sudden giggle. 
 
    “You’re mean,” he protested.  
 
    “I know.” She guided him to her entrance and sank down slow.  
 
    She rode him, hands braced on his shoulders, denim of his opened jeans rough on the insides of her thighs. His hands skimmed, restless, across her ass, and hips; down her thighs, and then up under her shirt, over her waist. Small, almost-pained sounds built in his throat, little growls and grunts, and he lifted his hips, chasing her when she pulled off, back bowing when she slid back down.  
 
    It wasn’t the rough, frantic fucking she’d expected when he first touched her in the shifting shadows, but something more real and imperfect. And because of that, it was better.  
 
    For a little while, for a few minutes, they didn’t have to be cops, or crusaders, or humans or vampires. They could just be themselves; friends and lovers. A stolen moment. 
 
    When he reeled her in for a kiss, and called her baby, she resolved to steal a whole lot more. All that she could.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The others were still at the picnic table when they walked back, smoking. Nikita sent them an unreadable glance, and Jamie blushed a little, but no one commented on what they’d so obviously been doing.  
 
    Trina blinked when she realized a pale-haired figure in velvet waited at the end of their table. “Val.” 
 
    “Having a public tryst? How classy,” he said, dry and faintly amused. 
 
    “How long’s he been here?” she asked Nikita. 
 
    Val made an affronted noise. “I’m right here, you could ask me yourself.” 
 
    “A few minutes,” Nikita said, shrugging. “He says it’s important.” 
 
    “It is,” Val huffed. “It’s a trap.” 
 
    “What’s a trap?” Trina asked. 
 
    “It–” He flickered. Jumped and skipped like a TV with rabbit ears, and his voice cut out. His mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. And then he froze. And then was gone. 
 
    The warm, gooey, post-sex flush drained out of her in a heartbeat. “Val?” 
 
    Jamie got up and swiped a hand through the space where his projection had stood. Nothing.  
 
    “Val?” 
 
    But he was gone.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    37 
 
      
 
    The Ingraham Institute 
 
    Subbasement Two 
 
      
 
    Val returned to himself to the sound of growling. Two different kinds: wolf and vampire.  
 
    He blinked off the last of his walk and sat up straight against the cell wall, the scene clearing as vision returned. The baroness stood with one small hand curled around one of the bars of his cell. Her husband stood in front of her, shoulders bunched, head dropped – protecting his throat – as he growled at… 
 
    Vlad.  
 
    Vlad looked as cold and impassive as ever, hands on his hips, staring at the snarling baron with a bored air.  
 
    “Shit,” Val murmured, and all eyes came to him. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Annabel looked completely unlike herself: white-faced, big-eyed, lips pressed together into a thin, pale line. Unspeaking.  
 
    Fulk kept growling.  
 
    Vlad said, “I came to see if you could be convinced to cooperate, and instead found you consorting with the enemy. As usual.” 
 
    Vlad had known. How had he know? Val glanced at the baroness – her expression stricken – and wet his lips. “What in the world are you talking about?” he asked carefully.  
 
    “Sometimes you talk to yourself when you dreamwalk,” Vlad said. “You used to as a boy. And you did it now: you were warning someone of a trap.” 
 
    The bottom fell out of his stomach, and he tried hard to keep his face blank.  
 
    I’m sorry, Annabel mouthed.  
 
    Vlad said, “You and the wolf bitch–” 
 
    Fulk snarled again, a rolling, barking, furious sound half-panic and half-murderous intent.  
 
    “Have some respect for the Lady Strange,” Val said. His heart beat wildly; his skin seemed to shrink over his bones. His brother was known for many things, and leniency had never been among them.  
 
    Vlad continued, unconcerned. “She’s a Familiar, and doesn’t know any better. But you, brother.” His gaze could have nicked steel.  
 
    Val took a series of short, insufficient breaths. Lifted his chin high. “My lord and lady, don’t defend me, please.” Even though they weren’t; Fulk’s only worry was for his mate.  
 
    “Leave us,” Vlad said. 
 
    Fulk put an arm around his wife and hustled her out, still growling under his breath. Neither of them looked back.  
 
    When they were alone – their breathing echoed off the stone around them, competing rhythms; one regular, one erratic – Vlad stepped forward, and pressed a flattened hand to the bars. “The problem with you, Radu” –  
 
    Val didn’t correct him, only ground his teeth together.  
 
    – “is that you never understood that actions have consequences. Even for princes.” 
 
    Val lifted his hands so that his chains rattled. “I’m already a prisoner. Would you punish me further?” 
 
    The first sign of emotion flickered in Vlad’s gaze, there and then gone again. He frowned. “I have never punished you, brother.” 
 
    Val scoffed. 
 
    “I have only ever done what was necessary for the good of my people, whether you liked it or not.” 
 
    Val’s pulse reached a new crescendo, a rabbit-fast tattoo in his wrists, against the quelling silver of his cuffs. He lurched forward, and the chains made a snapping sound as they grew taut. “Liked it? Whether I liked it? You make it sound like I disagreed with your taste in castle construction,” he spat. “You abandoned me. You left me there with that – when he had–” He bit off the rest of the words with a physical effort that brought sweat prickling up along his hairline. Swallowed them down, choked on them. Endured the way they made his stomach cramp.  
 
    “I knew where you were,” Vlad countered, emotionless. “You were safe.” 
 
    “I was never safe.” His chest squeezed and his eyes burned and he didn’t want to remember. When he dragged air down into his lungs, his body flared with phantom aches, old remembered wounds and indignities. He panted. “Don’t pretend to think I should be loyal to your cause. You were never loyal to me. Your own flesh and blood.” 
 
    “It was never about you.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed, bitterly, “not for anyone.” 
 
    Vlad turned his head, and gave a hand signal. Val hadn’t noticed there were human attendants lingering at the door, but they stepped into view now, carrying armfuls of things that Val didn’t want to look at, much less think about.  
 
    “What are you doing?” He hated how his voice wavered, but he couldn’t control it. His hands shook and he curled them into fists to quiet them. 
 
    Vlad sighed. “Hobbling you.” 
 
    They opened the cell with its key, and Vlad stepped inside, a stun baton in one hand. The techs came in, trailing equipment, and Val shut his eyes.  
 
    Mia, he thought, aching. He hadn’t gotten a chance to say goodbye.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    38 
 
      
 
    Topeka, Kansas 
 
      
 
    “But you cut grass,” Rooster said, stubbornly disbelieving. 
 
    They’d stopped to refuel, at a small landing pad with attached maintenance shed, small barracks, and fuel station.  
 
    Deshawn folded his arms and leaned against the brick side of the shed, shaking his head, small, rueful smile on his lips. “On paper I do, yeah.” 
 
    “But…you got out.” 
 
    “I did. And then I got pulled into something else. Here.” He thrust a bottle of blue Gatorade into Rooster’s lax hand. “Drink that before you fall over.” 
 
    Rooster made a face, but took a dutiful sip. He’d spotted a bench before, when he’d first put his back to the wall, and he sank down until it caught him now. His left knee flickered a moment, an echo of the pain that would eventually flare to life and cripple him if he didn’t get back to Red soon. If he didn’t–  
 
    “Okay, start talking,” he said. He needed a distraction. A mission.  
 
    “Alright,” Deshawn said, with a deep breath and the air of a man who’d practiced having this conversation. A few times. “So. It happened like this. After you up and took off, before I came home, Ash started digging into the Institute.” 
 
    The idea terrified Rooster. Ashley didn’t let things go, as a general rule, and she could have been silenced for her meddling. “She shouldn’t,” he started, and Deshawn waved him to silence.  
 
    “You gonna let me tell this, or not?” 
 
    Rooster grumbled, but motioned for him to go on.  
 
    “We talked about it on the phone every time we talked. It became her damn crusade: get the guys who tried to get you. And, well, her and Des, too. But. She went to the facility – the place in Queens – stood outside and tried to talk to the people who came out.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Rooster groaned.  
 
    “I know, right? But she was on to something. By the time I got out, she had fifteen malpractice lawsuits all lined up.  People who’d taken some kinda experimental drug from this place and had really, really bad reactions to it. Three were dead, and their families were suing on their behalf.” 
 
    “Jesus. But–” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, they’d all signed the waivers, but that didn’t stop Ash. And you know what? Turns out there weren’t any medical boards that had signed off on this trial. The whole thing was shady as shit. Ash knew it, and the Institute knew it. So when I got home, I started making some phone calls, seeing what I could learn about the place through military contacts. All the plaintiffs in her cases? Vets. That’s all the Institute works on: vets with medical discharges.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah. And, apparently, some high-up suits somewhere didn’t like me digging. Homeland showed up at the house.” 
 
    “Deshawn.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I wasn’t careful early on. I know that, and it’s on me. But then.” His voice changed, lightened in a way that drew Rooster’s nerves tight. “I was approached by someone else.” 
 
    Rooster waited. 
 
    Deshawn drew something from his back pocket – a business card – and handed it over.  
 
    Matte black. A phone number on one side, and a logo on the other. An elegant embossed lion done in a few minimalist lines.  
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “The defense contractor I work for.” 
 
    “Defense contractor,” Rooster said levelly. “You went Blackwater?” 
 
    “No,” Deshawn said, firmly. “It’s not like that. A guy reached out, said he had some of the answers I wanted, and a job if I was interested.” 
 
    “And you took it?” 
 
    “Not at first.” Deshawn dropped down onto the bench beside him, their shoulders touching. “I got this phone call. At home.” He stressed that; Rooster felt a flicker of tension move through him where they touched. “Guy was real polite. British. Said his name was Scarlet, and he’d heard my name was pinging all these Homeland lists because I was digging into shit I shouldn’t have been. Not his words – he said, ‘Sticking your nose into corners better left alone.’” He snorted. “Then he said that if retirement wasn’t sitting well with me, they’d be happy to interview me for their security firm. I said I wasn’t interested, and that was it. Or, I thought so.  
 
    “A week later Ash got this package delivered to the office.” 
 
    Rooster swallowed hard against a curse. 
 
    “It was a pigeon with its neck broken. ‘Drop it,’ the note said. She was working on the most promising of the Institute cases at the time. I just.” He clenched his jaw tight, emotion held barely in check. “So I called that Scarlet guy, asked him what he knew. The next day, there was an envelope thick as my hand in the mailbox. A whole damn file on the Institute. The shit that was in there…I agreed to a meeting. And I joined up.” 
 
    “I get it,” Rooster said, and he did. “Ash is safe now? Des?” 
 
    “As houses. And the shit I’ve seen.” He whistled. “I’d say you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, but your girl can start fires, so.” He glanced over, faintly amused, but concerned underneath. Checking for Rooster’s reaction. 
 
    “What do y’all do?” 
 
    “Freelance security,” Deshawn said, like it was simple. “Special cases only. Under the radar. Payment in full upfront and in cash.” 
 
    It sounded completely illegal, and nothing that anything straight-laced, all-As, family man Deshawn would have ever touched with a ten-foot pole.  
 
    But Rooster owed his friend the chance to make it make sense.  
 
    “You’ll understand when we get there,” Deshawn promised. 
 
    Rooster nodded, trusting him. “What’s it called?” 
 
    Deshawn’s lips quirked, a small smile. “Lionheart.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rooster grew disoriented long before the helo entered an enveloping shroud of mist.  
 
    Deshawn stared out the window, at the expanse of gray, and smiled quietly to himself.  
 
    “Where are we?” Rooster asked. 
 
    “Appalachia.” 
 
    Okay. Sure. 
 
    They swayed in their seats as Dunbar started to set the helo down. Down, down, down through the mist. And then it began to clear, thinning until the rotors shredded it like wet paper, slender tendrils clinging and whirling past the windows. And there were the mountains: jagged black teeth stamped against a backdrop of white cloud, striated with shadows, great rippled folds of earth.  
 
    It was evening, and they slid down out of the clouds as they descended, until they passed through blinding bars of light from the sunset. Rooster squinted against them and saw that a destination was taking shape: a compound nestled in the crook between two peaks, ribbons of unpaved roads snaking out from it. The closer they drew, the larger he realized it was, a sprawling tract of mountain land, dotted with buildings of all shapes and sizes.  
 
    “What the hell is this place?” he asked, shouting to be heard over the rotors.  
 
    Deshawn grinned at him with teeth. “You’ll see!” 
 
    Dunbar set them gently down on a tarmac pad roughly the size of a football field. Rooster spotted other birds: all of them outdated, but immaculate. The engine died away with a slow wine, the rotors slowed, and Dunbar led them out across the tarmac toward a waiting Jeep. One man stayed behind the wheel, but the passenger got out and walked around to meet them. 
 
    “Scarlet,” Deshawn explained quietly before they reached him. He stepped forward to share a hand shake and back slap with the guy, and then said, “Will, this is my old Corps buddy, Rooster. Rooster, Will Scarlet.” 
 
    Will was kind of a pretty boy. Tall, but willowy. A headful of shiny dark brown curls that a military man would have buzzed off.  
 
    Rooster didn’t know what to make of him. “Hey,” he said, abrupt. 
 
    Will stuck out a hand with a smile that was easy and friendly. “Hey, man. Deshawn’s told us a lot.” 
 
    Rooster accepted the shake with a darted glance to Deshawn. 
 
    “Good stuff only,” his friend assured.  
 
    Will hooked a thumb toward the Jeep. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to the boss man and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    Rooster didn’t react; he couldn’t. It felt like his boots had been nailed to the pavement. The impossibility and strangeness of the situation, held at bay by Deshawn’s calming presence, by Dunbar’s, crashed down on him all at once now. He was so completely out of his element, and he couldn’t breathe suddenly.  
 
    “Hey,” Deshawn said, softly, and came to stand beside him. Rested a hand on his shoulder. “I know it’s a lot to take in.” 
 
    “Understatement.” 
 
    “But these are good guys.” He squeezed Rooster’s shoulder. “And they can help us get Red back.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “You and me, brother. Just like old times.” 
 
    Rooster finally managed to drag a breath into his lungs. He felt helpless in a way that he hated. Reeling. After everything, after losing Red, this shouldn’t have been the thing that broke him, but he felt fractured. Unfixable and balanced on a knife’s edge. 
 
    “Roo,” Deshawn said, and it hurt to remember that the guys in the unit had called him that, mockingly, but not unkind, before it had turned to something sweet in Red’s mouth. “You with me.” 
 
    Rooster forced a jerky nod. “Yeah.” 
 
    Deshawn gave him a pitying glance that hurt to look at, but nodded. Twitched an encouraging smile. “Let’s go meet Rob and the rest of the boys.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He let himself be led.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Jeep carried them up a slight rise to what looked like a fort nestled in the shadows of one of the higher peaks. It looked carved into the hilltop, constructed of heavy stone with narrow windows. European in all of its lines. They pulled up to an honest to God – what was it called? – portcullis of heavy iron set in a high, arched opening in the stone wall. The Jeep braked, and the portcullis slid up with a rattle, slow and ponderous. When it had cleared them, their driver piloted them into a large circular chamber with a hard-packed dirt floor. Arched gateways, some open and some sealed with heavy wooden doors, led off in all directions. The driver took the center one, and they plunged into a tunnel with electric lights set at intervals overhead. 
 
    Rooster turned to Deshawn in the back seat, cool breeze in his hair, Deshawn’s face flickering in and out of view as they moved under the lights. “What the fuck, man?” 
 
    Deshawn was grinning irrepressibly now. “Just wait.” 
 
    They ended up in an underground garage full of Jeeps, trucks, Humvees, and a few sleek sports cars Rooster was too distressed to stop and admire.  
 
    “Is this a castle?” Rooster murmured, voice bland with shock, mostly joking.  
 
    “That was the idea,” Will said as he climbed out. “It’s not as old as a real one, obviously, only about a hundred years.” 
 
    He was serious, Rooster realized.  
 
    The driver stayed behind in the garage. When Rooster tried to grab his bags, the man waved him off and said they would be taken care of. Feeling naked without thirty pounds of guns slung over his shoulder, Rooster followed Deshawn and Will to a sleek, modern elevator that glided smoothly upward.  They emerged in a room that overlooked the courtyard beyond, and, above the crenellations atop the gate, the mountains beyond, still wreathed in mist.    
 
    The first thing Rooster noticed was the massive computer set-up in the center of the room, a wide, half-circle desk with an array of flat-screen monitors spread out across its surface, some showing maps, others long strings of text, and three devoted to black-and-white security feeds.  
 
    The second thing he noticed was the man – the boy – sitting in the swivel chair. He was turned to the left, looking at the monitor there, and Rooster got a look of an almost dainty profile, a cap of straw-colored hair that fell past small ears; narrow shoulders, and wrists, and ankles, where his skinny jeans didn’t quite reach to the tops of his sneakers. He wore an oversized hoodie and too many leather bracelets. He didn’t look up when they entered.  
 
    “Much,” Will called as they approached the desk. “Where’s Rob?” 
 
    The kid didn’t look up. “Out.” His accent marked him as British, too. He blew his hair out of his face and tapped something out on the keyboard. 
 
    Will sighed, and Rooster had the impression they’d done this same routine a thousand times. “Where’s John?” 
 
    “With Rob.” 
 
    “Much,” Will repeated, firmer this time. Rooster realized that was the kid’s name. 
 
    The boy – Much – sighed elaborately and turned a bored look on them. “They’re on the way back.” His gaze slid over Rooster. “Who’s the side of beef?” 
 
    “Rooster Palmer,” Rooster said stupidly. “You let kids work in your company?” he asked Will. 
 
    Much narrowed his eyes; a laughable show of threat. 
 
    Will grimaced and said, “We try not to use the K-word.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Much said, and turned back to the computer. “Here’s Rob.” 
 
    On the screen, the portcullis went up and two figures on horseback rode into the courtyard.  
 
    Without meaning to, Rooster walked deeper into the room, past the desk and right up to the window to get a better look. 
 
    “Oy. What’s he doing?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Much and Will, he registered, but his attention was on the courtyard and the circling riders.  
 
    They’d trotted in, and the horses were excited; tossing their heads and tugging at the bits. Not fractious, but still full of energy from the ride. Both were big-boned, heavy-legged draft types. And their riders: 
 
    Both in those awkward skintight English riding pants and tall black boots, and dark green jackets with hoods. One, the larger of the two, carried a rifle in a scabbard strapped to his back like a sword. And the other had a longbow and a quiver of arrows.  
 
    Something tickled at the back of Rooster’s mind, a tense crawling sensation that left him suppressing a shudder.  
 
    Deshawn came to stand beside him. 
 
    “That’s your boss? The one with the bow?” Somehow, he knew that was the case. 
 
    “Yep, that’s Rob,” Deshawn said, and the tickling in Rooster’s head intensified. There was something in his friend’s voice – not smugness, but a secret barely held in check.  
 
    Rooster couldn’t see the speakers set in the walls around the courtyard, but he heard the crackle and then the distorted echo of a voice over a sound system; it was Much – he could heard him right behind him, too. “We’ve got company, Rob. Get up here.” 
 
    The man with the bow swung off his horse, smiling, and waved up at the window with a gloved hand. Rooster saw his mouth form the words, Just a second. 
 
    Someone came out on foot to take the horses. The other rider, Rooster noted, was huge. No wonder they’d ridden Percherons.  
 
    By the time the sound of footfalls crossed the threshold, the tickling in Rooster’s mind had become an awful scratching. He was missing something here; something everyone else wanted to smile about.  
 
    “So this must be Rooster,” yet another British-accented voice said, and Rooster turned.  
 
    The man they’d all called Rob was unremarkable. At first glance. Pleasant-faced, but not distracting in any way. But the longer Rooster stared at him – his easy smile, the copper flash or his hair when he pushed his hood back – the more he started to think that behind the camouflage of vagueness lurked something foxy and sharp. His eyes were bright, and his canine teeth were just a little too sharp. When he strolled into the room, seeming unconcerned, it was with the coiled grace of a predator. Under his loose green jacket, there was a soldier’s body, ready for battle. 
 
    And his hair. The light hit it just right and it was red. For a moment, Rooster’s breath caught. Could he…? But no. It wasn’t the same shade as Red’s. A darker russet, with lots of brown. He wore it longer than military regulation; it clung to the sweat at his temples.  
 
    He’d never met the man in his life, but there was something almost familiar about him. Forget itching; there were warning sirens going off in his brain now.  
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Rooster.” He stuck out his hand; freckles across the knuckles, old, hard calluses on the palm and fingers. He wore a three-fingered archery glove. “I’m Captain Locksley, but all the boys just call me Rob. Welcome to Lionheart.” 
 
    And then it all clicked into place. Some tiny scrap of schoolboy knowledge finally fitting the pieces together: Will Scarlet. Much. John. Rob Locksley. 
 
    His mouth felt numb. It was hard to work his tongue. He asked, “Where’s Friar Tuck?” 
 
    Rob laughed, delighted. “Sleeping, I expect. He does a lot of that when he’s got into the good wine.” His eyes danced; they were green, a deep forest green. “You figured it out quicker than I thought.” 
 
    Processing all of this was impossible. He turned to find Deshawn smiling at him. 
 
    “Your boss is Robin Hood,” he deadpanned. 
 
    Deshawn shrugged. “Again: your girl shoots fire out of her hands.” 
 
    Very true. 
 
    Rooster turned back to the man – the legend – in question. Still smiling kindly at him. Slowly, he reached out and took the offered shake.  
 
    Rob gave him a firm grip and then let go. “Alright. Someone said something about staging a rescue?” 
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    “There have always been groups like the Institute,” Rob said from the head of a conference table that looked very much like it had come from the Middle Ages. On the stone walls around them hung crimson banners stitched with golden, rampant lions. Rooster had a vague idea what they were all about, part of the business name no less, but he’d been lucky to figure out Robin Hood on his own. No doubt someone would fill him in at some point.  
 
    “But the Ingraham Institute,” Rob continued, “is the first one to have government funding and total protection from all the alphabet agencies.” He turned to his right. “Much?” 
 
    The kid, face invisible save for a narrow sliver of nose and a corner of an eye through his pale hair, tapped something on the laptop in front of him and an overhead projector whirred to life. An image appeared on the wall behind Rob’s chair: an old black-and-white photo of an utilitarian building in the snow, a smiling man in a lab coat standing in front of it.  
 
    “Dr. Charles Ingraham,” Rob said, gesturing behind him to the photo. “He was the first notable American to use medical science to try to explain supernatural phenomenon. Thousands had done it before him, all the way back to the beginning, but he had a grant from Harvard and was performing experiments on wolves in his school-provided labs.” 
 
    Much made a disgusted noise.  
 
    “Wolves?” Rooster asked. 
 
    Rob’s pleasant expression grew wry. “I’ll get to that. But be warned: you aren’t going to believe it. Okay, so, Ingraham. One of his lab rats was Russian, so he convinced the university, and eventually the damn president, to send him to Stalingrad as part of the Lend-Lease program the US had with the Soviets.” 
 
    Rooster nodded. That at least made some real-world sense.  
 
    “He’d been in contact with a man named Philippe being kept on retainer by Stalin. It was all very convoluted – a whole anti-Soviet White plot – and at the end of it, Dr. Ingraham was killed in a fire. But not before obtaining video and photo and biological evidence that werewolves exist, can be created, and can be used to wake and assist vampires.” 
 
    Rooster stared at him. 
 
    “I know,” Rob said, growing serious. He braced his elbows on the table, hands linked as he leaned toward Rooster imploringly. “It sounds completely crazy, no doubt to a military man like yourself. But here I sit. In the flesh. And Deshawn tells me your Red is a mage.” 
 
    Rooster swallowed three times, and finally picked up the water bottle that had been set in front of him before the meeting. “She,” he said, hesitant, after he’d had a sip. “She has…these powers.” 
 
    “When you came home from Iraq, you could barely move,” Deshawn said levelly from across the table. “Red put her hands on you, and look at you now; you’re bigger than you ever were on active duty.” 
 
    “I got better.” A weak protest. A false one, he knew. 
 
    Rooster gripped the water bottle hard in his left hand – his bad hand – and felt the plastic crumple. Water droplets spilled over his knuckles. The pain was only a low buzz. She hadn’t healed him in the traditional sense, but she’d pushed the pain back and let his body heal itself. 
 
    “The more magical technology becomes, the less humans are willing to believe in actual magic,” Rob said.  
 
    Rooster looked at him, chest tight. “What are you, then?” 
 
    Rob grinned, flashing those too-sharp teeth again. “ ‘Now this is the Law of the Jungle — as old and as true as the sky;
And the Wolf that shall keep it may prosper, but the Wolf that shall break it must die,’ ” he recited. “I always loved Kipling, and I don’t think that’s just my English bias talking. I am a wolf, friend. Richard’s wolf, and this is my pack.”  
 
    Rooster looked at Deshawn, brows raised. 
 
    “No.” Deshawn shook his head.  
 
    “Only my Merry Men,” Rob explained. “The rest of our ranks are filled with highly capable humans.” 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Rooster said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Deshawn agreed. “But what’re you gonna do?” 
 
    “Ugh,” Much said. “Can we just get on with it?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Rob said, waving. “Next slide, please.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “The Institute isn’t some kind of big evil government entity,” Rob explained. “Their heart’s in the right place. But their methods are questionable at best. 
 
    “Humans and immortals haven’t had much in the way of meaningful interaction in the last few centuries. The last, most notable instance was of Vlad Tepes leading his armies against the Ottoman Empire.” 
 
    A new slide clicked into view, a painting of a man with an angry, scowl, a dramatic mustache, and a ridiculous hat.  
 
    “His supporters accused his brother of killing him and arrested him. Valerian. I tried to buy him from them, but.” Rob shrugged. “They wouldn’t negotiate and they went deep underground.” 
 
    Rooster listened, disbelieving, thoughts growing fuzzier and fuzzier by the second. 
 
    “We’ve been in business for a long time now. I haven’t wanted to be on the Institute’s radar, so we haven’t intervened. But when I met Deshawn, I realized things have gotten really out of hand over there.” 
 
    “Red…” Rooster started, and trailed off, overwhelmed.  
 
    Rob’s expression became grim. “She’s a mage. A kind of vampire Familiar that can wield all sorts of magic. There aren’t many of them left – to my knowledge, Philippe was the only one of record who’s ever worked willingly with the Institute. So I see they decided to breed their own. Raise them up as lab rats.” His brows drew together, gaze darkening. “If I’d known that, before…” He shook his head. “We’re going to help you get her back, Rooster. And I’m going to have a word with whoever’s in charge.” 
 
    “A word,” Rooster said with a snort.  
 
    Rob just smiled, cocky. “It’s high time those of us that are left make our presence known. If the Absence is awake again…as you Yanks say, shit’s about to hit the fan.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got sandwiches,” Deshawn said as he led the way into a fairly standard mess hall. Long tables, vending machines, and a stainless steel kitchen that looked cold at the moment. He went to the fridge and started laying packaged lunch meats and cheeses out on a big butcher block island.  
 
    Two guys with crew cuts and green camo sat at a small table off to the side, eating and talking quietly.  
 
    Rooster’s attention went to the gray-headed, round-faced man slumped over another table, plastic cup at his elbow, snoring into the crook of his other arm.  
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    “Tuck, yeah,” Deshawn said, following his gaze as he started setting bread slices on plates. “He’s like that a lot.” 
 
    “’Kay.” 
 
    Deshawn sighed. “I know you’re freaking out.” 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    Deshawn put exactly three slices of ham on the bottom of each sandwich. “You are.” 
 
    And Rooster snapped. “Yeah, okay. I am.” He turned away from the sleeping man – fucking Friar Tuck – and stormed over to the island. Braced both hands against its edge and realized he was shaking. “Yeah,” he said, biting off the word now. “I’m freaking the fuck out. The Deshawn I used to know would be too.” 
 
    Deshawn wiped his hands on his pants legs and lifted a deceptively calm look. “Oh, that’s how you wanna play this?” 
 
    “I’m not playing, asshole. This is – this is – it’s fucking insane!” he spluttered. And oh shit, black spots were crowding his vision. He gripped the counter hard and tried to take deep breaths. Fuck this. Fuck all of this. 
 
    Deshawn’s tone softened, became soothing. “I know, man. Hey, I know, okay? It’s insane, yeah. It took me a long time to believe any of it. Just give it a minute to sink in.” 
 
    But that wasn’t what went down his throat like a jagged lump of metal. The thing that was slowly making his brain implode.  
 
    “You’re supposed to be the normal one,” he admitted, and the last thread of control snapped. “Jesus, D, you’re the stable guy. With the wife, and the kid, and – and fucking table manners.” 
 
    Deshawn cocked a deceptively mild eyebrow.  
 
    “You know what I mean! You’re the guy with his shit together; not the guy who goes and gets a crazy, probably illegal job with a buncha fucking werewolves they made a Disney movie about!” 
 
    “Oh, I get it. I’m just your support system. The boring sidekick. Got it.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I–” 
 
    “I should stay home, and get fat, and leave all the scary shit to you, right?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Deshawn sent him an unimpressed look. “You’re not my wife, or my mom, so do me a favor and stop acting like it.” 
 
    Rooster sighed, deflating. He was still too shocked and exhausted to carry anger for very long. “That’s not what I meant,” he repeated, pathetic this time.  
 
    Deshawn added a little mustard and laid the top slices of bread on the sandwiches. Slid one across to Rooster. “Eat that.” 
 
    Rooster picked it up and took a dutiful bite.  
 
    “As long as we’ve been friends,” Deshawn said, “I thought you knew me better than this.” He sighed. “Me joining the Corps, that wasn’t just putting in my time. It didn’t traumatize me, the things we did over there; I’m not broken. I don’t have any regrets – except that you got hurt.” 
 
    Rooster set the sandwich down, stomach too tight to eat.  
 
    “I thought – I think everybody thinks – that when you get out, you can take a deep breath again. That you can go back to your life. That you have nightmares, yeah, but that it gets better over time. You start to feel human again.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. It…” Rooster could see his friend struggling to say it just right. “I was so goddamn bored. I was climbing out of my skin.” 
 
    He breathed a laugh. “I know that makes me sound shitty, but it’s the truth. I was home with my family, I was trying to set up my own business, and all I could think was that I was wasting my – I dunno – my talents. Not everybody has the stomach to do what we do,” he said, seriously, looking at Rooster. “It just seems like a waste not to spend my time protecting the people who need it. Doing something positive. Any kid on summer break can cut grass; but I can put a bullet in a man, and not even lose any sleep.” 
 
    Rooster went still; he’d been standing still, but he realized, when a moment of perfect calm stole over him, that he’d been twitching. Yeah, he thought, I get that. A bone-deep understanding passed between them. Maybe they were sick, but it didn’t matter: there was no changing it.  
 
    “I have a family,” Deshawn said, “and I love them more than anything. But I’m a Marine, too, and that’s not something I can switch off. I’m not more normal than you, brother. I’m just not.” 
 
    Slowly, Rooster nodded. 
 
    “Now. You gonna tell me again what I’m like? Or can we actually get some shit done?” 
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    The Ingraham Institute 
 
      
 
    Dr. Talbot came to see her. She’d been waiting for that; dreading it. And in some ways, the dread was the worst part of it, so Red knew a moment’s relief when the door to her room opened and the smiling, bespectacled doctor walked in with a file tucked under one arm.  
 
    Just a few hours ago – though she didn’t know for sure because she couldn’t see the sun and there wasn’t a clock in her cell of a room – a motherly, kind-faced nurse had come to help her sit upright and get her back against the wall. The cuffs had stayed on, but a longer chain had been stretched between the two, so she could lower her arms from her chest; hold a spoon to eat the soup offered to her; rest her fists now against her thighs as she sat, cross-legged, on the bed and watched Dr. Talbot shut the door and move to take the chair across from her.  
 
    Her heartbeat pounded, but she felt disconnected from it; like its impression was muffled by the cuffs, too, just like her power.  
 
    Dr. Talbot sat, settled his white lab coat around himself, put the file in his lap, and beamed at her. “It’s wonderful to see you again, ah–” He not-so-subtly peeked into the file. “Ruby, now, is it?” 
 
    She didn’t respond.  
 
    “There’s a lot to catch up on,” he continued, unperturbed. “Both for you, and for us. But suffice to say we’re all extremely glad to have you back in the fold.” 
 
    The fold. Like she’d been a part of something. Like she hadn’t been laid flat on a steel table and had a grown man’s fingers push a speculum in her and announce her ready for breeding.  
 
    “I understand that your powers have matured significantly in the last five years…” He trailed off, waiting, one hand lifting in a little go on gesture. He wanted her to tell him about that. 
 
    She swallowed hard, and said, “Where’s Rooster?” 
 
    It was gratifying to see that, even for just a second, she’d knocked Dr. Talbot off his course. “Oh. Um.” He recovered, but that momentary waver had been enough to give her hope; to let her see: this man, who’d been a part of her birth, and her raising, and her treatment as a fatted calf, was uncertain. Maybe he was even a little afraid of her.  
 
    Rooster thought she was sweet. A guileless child. Even under the fire. But Talbot knew better.  
 
    “That’s your friend, hmm? Yes, well, I’m afraid that–” 
 
    “No,” she said, firm, and the doctor’s mouth fell open. “I made a deal with that guy. Jake.” The fucking liar. “He said he’d leave Rooster alone if I went with him. And I did. So where’s Rooster?” 
 
    Dr. Talbot blinked at her a moment, dumbfounded. Then his expression shifted into annoyance…laced with that sharp uncertainty that gave her hope. “I assume he’s wherever Major Treadwell left him. But.” His brows gathered. “Something to think about, young lady: that friend of yours killed a lot of men in the past five years. He’s very lucky to be alive; he ought to be on death row.” 
 
    “Is he safe?” she pressed. 
 
    Dr. Talbot blanked his face with obvious effort. Shrugged. “I don’t know. Major Treadwell’s orders were to shoot to kill if necessary.” 
 
    They stared at one another.  
 
    Dr. Talbot sighed. “I can see that you’ve changed since we knew one another last. Appealing to your sense of responsibility is obviously not going to work outright. Very well.” He opened up the folder and paged through the papers inside. “Here.” He pulled out a glossy photo and held it up so that she could see it. 
 
    She refused to lean forward, or squint, or show any interest. But she couldn’t help but register the grisly scene that he’d offered. Rocky, sandy soil; a distant mountain range; the corner of a modest brown house. And people. A half dozen laid out across the ground like stepping stones; outstretched legs, reaching arms, necks snapped back. And they looked like they’d been…chewed. Pulpy, messy wounds. Clumps of gore strewn across the hard-packed dirt.  
 
    “Afghanistan,” Dr. Talbot explained. “Up in the mountains. One man wiped out an entire village. He feasted on them. And he wasn’t a man at all anymore; he was a corrupted thing.” He took a breath, and afterward, he looked tired. Old. “Five hundred years ago, a very brave prince marched, in secret, deep into the heart of the retreating Ottoman Empire, across deserts and through villages where the locals had never seen an outsider, and didn’t care whose empire they were a part of. He found a secret, safe underground place, and he buried his uncle there – along with all of his uncle’s germ warfare.  
 
    “There are so many idiot, spiteful little terror cells that have cropped up in the wake of Usama bin Laden’s death, and one of those groups, searching for religious relics to sell, found something very, very different. A pre-biblical plague has been loosed upon the world; it’s what did this.” He rattled the picture. “It’s a threat we’ve known could come, that we’ve been preparing for for a very long time. It’s why you and the others like you were created. 
 
    “There hasn’t been a full-scale outbreak yet, but it’s only a matter of time. Eventually, someone will wake the uncle, and then. Well.” He shrugged. “No one wants to see that happen.” 
 
    Red kicked her chin up. “I don’t believe you,” she said.  
 
    But she’d seen the photo. Oh, God, she’d seen it.  
 
    “Of course not,” he said with a sigh. “But maybe you’ll believe the prince.” He turned toward the door. “Vlad?” 
 
    A slight pause, and then the door opened, and Red wished for the cuffs to be gone all over again.  
 
    The man who entered reminded her, in a vague sense, of Fulk. Long dark hair and sharp features…but this man was broader, more heavily muscled. And the wide plane of his forehead, the slant of his cheekbones spoke of a culture farther east than Fulk’s crisp Britishness. And there was such overt threat coiled within this man’s body, a sense of other, a hard edge.  
 
    He eased the door carefully shut and moved to stand beside Dr. Talbot’s chair, gaze trained on Red. 
 
    “This is the one?” he said. Heavy accent, something she didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Talbot said. “This is…Ruby.” He stumbled over the name; she’d only ever been “dear” before, when she’d been a serial number and not a human.  
 
    The man – Vlad – stared at her without expression. “She’s young. And small.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you know as well as I do that a mage’s power isn’t rooted in the physical. She’s quite strong, I can tell you.” 
 
    Red curled her hands into fists; her knuckles went white. 
 
    Vlad squatted down in front of her, so they were on eye level. His gaze moved across her face like a physical touch; she felt it against each freckle. “You look like your mother.” 
 
    “I don’t have a mother.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth twitched. “You are angry. That’s good. I can use that.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together to keep from baring her teeth at him. 
 
    He seemed to know it. He smiled, and his canines were long and sharp. He stood and turned to Dr. Talbot. “I want to see how she gets on with the boy. Sasha.” 
 
    “Very good. We’ll set up a supervised meeting between them.” 
 
    Vlad cast a look back at her over his shoulder. “You should have told her what she was, doctor,” he said, tone gently scolding. “From the beginning. What we all are. And what we’re up against.” 
 
    A note of unease in Dr. Talbot’s voice: “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Annabel thought Fulk was intended to be Vlad’s wolf Familiar. 
 
    Annabel was wrong. 
 
    Sasha realized that the moment his escort led him into a white, brightly-lit room and he saw the redheaded girl standing in the far corner, wrists cuffed together with a short piece of chain the same way his were.  
 
    She stank of fire. The mage girl.  
 
    He growled before he could stop himself, a gentle rumble that prompted the guard behind him to nudge him with the end of his baton. “Hey, none of that.” 
 
    Fulk entered, his presence like a soothing hand down the back of Sasha’s ruffled neck. “Let’s all be civil,” he said, cool gaze directed toward the guard. “That will be all, private. I have them firmly in hand.” 
 
    The guard muttered “creepy fucker” under his breath and quit the room. The door closed behind him with a resounding thump.  
 
    Fulk held both hands clasped loosely behind his back; against the clean white backdrop of the room, his black-clad legs looked especially long. He’d left off his red jacket and wore a sleeveless Def Leppard shirt. He could have looked like a degenerate; he looked instead like the baron he was. It was all in the carriage, the lofty angle of his head.  
 
    He looked first at the girl, and then at Sasha. Cameras, he mouthed, and Sasha darted a glance up into the corner and spotted one, wrapped in black shatterproof glass.  
 
    Sasha nodded.  
 
    Fulk turned back to the girl. “I have to apologize on Sasha’s behalf. He doesn’t care for mages. Had a rather bad experience with one, so, it’s understandable. But he’s actually quite pathetically friendly when you get to know him.” 
 
    Sasha growled, but it wasn’t especially threatening. A token protest.  
 
    The girl’s head lifted; she leaned to the side a fraction to see around Fulk, to send her startled gaze Sasha’s way. She had very green eyes. Save the smell, she reminded him nothing of Philippe, so that was at least one point in her favor.  
 
    “Well, you are,” Fulk said mildly. To the girl, softer, almost kind: “I trust someone’s explained to you about Familiars?” 
 
    Her gaze moved back to him, inscrutable, and she finally said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, then we can skip that part.” He began a slow, dignified pace, back and forth across the room. “The two of you have the honor of having been chosen by Vlad to be his left and right hands,” he said, as if reading from an official announcement. Words he’d been told to say, Sasha knew; he could scent the other wolf’s disgust with the whole business. “As such, it’s important that the two of you learn how to work together.” He paused, glancing between the two of them. “And that you not kill one another.” 
 
    Then he just stood there. 
 
    Sasha shifted forward a cautious step, the chain between his cuffs chiming against itself. “It’s true, I don’t like mages,” he said, stiff and formal. 
 
    The girl watched him, outwardly calm. But Sasha could smell her fear; sense the fluttering of her pulse, rabbit-fast.  
 
    “Have you ever killed anyone?” he asked. 
 
    No hesitation: “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you ever killed one of your friends?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something,” Fulk said.  
 
    Sasha took a deep breath…and it got caught halfway to his lungs. He’d been able to shore up his panic and push himself through the days here. The conversations with the doctors, all the blood samples, and the tests. Earlier, they’d put him on a treadmill with a dozen monitors taped to his chest and had him run until his legs gave out. It had been uncomfortable, yes…but suddenly it was all unbearable. Pressing down on him. Annabel had said the others were coming, but were they? And here he’d been cooperating. And was about to be made Vlad the Impaler’s Familiar, and he couldn’t… 
 
    “Sasha.” Fulk stood over him.  
 
    Oh. He’d sat down on the floor, somehow. Or maybe his knees had buckled. Sasha tipped his head back and looked up at the other wolf. 
 
    Fulk snapped his fingers. “Sasha, get up.” 
 
    His breath sawed in and out of his lungs as if he’d just staggered off the treadmill. “I can’t – I just…but Nik…” 
 
    Fulk sighed and crouched down in front of him, something almost like softness in his face. “You’re having a meltdown.” 
 
    “I can’t – I won’t…” 
 
    “Listen to me.” His hand closed around Sasha’s neck and squeezed. “I know,” he whispered, too low and close for the cameras to pick it up. “I know, alright? I belonged to the same master for centuries, and I still have nightmares. I know. But right now, it’s more important to stay alive, and to earn some trust. You won’t see Nik again if you fuck this up. Alright?” 
 
    Sasha breathed. In and out.  
 
    He thought about Nik being hungry, and irritable, slipping into one of his too-long sleeps because he refused to feed. 
 
    He thought about the warmth of sunlight falling on the bed through the window, sheets that smelled like pack; the awful buzz saw snoring that Nikita denied. Shoulders touching on the sofa, fingers combing through his hair. Safe, and warm, and not owned, but loved. 
 
    He closed his eyes and breathed some more. Worked on slowing his lungs. 
 
    “Okay,” he whispered. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He got them to shake hands, though Sasha visibly flinched. Just a fraction. The girl, Red, remained stoic throughout, but Fulk could feel the vibrating anxiety lifting off her like steam. She was worried, and frightened…and furious, too. The mages he’d known – the girl’s own father, judging by scent commonalities – had possessed a smug superiority. Not her. She was just enraged.  
 
    Fulk had no idea how it would all shake down; he knew things were coming to a head, could feel the pressure swelling to fill all the dark crevices of the manor, but right now, he was just tired.  
 
    He stripped on his way through their opulent suite, down to his CKs by the time he reached the bathroom with its historic marble and modern fixtures. He started a bath and unbraided his hair in front of the mirror.  
 
    His fingers picked with careful familiarity through the tight little braids that Anna liked to layer over his ears. Each day was a slight variation on a similar theme: pulled back at the crown so it didn’t fall into his eyes, but artfully twisted and threaded with flowers, and sometimes even jewels. “Better than a doll,” she’d said on more than one occasion, laughing, beaming, pressing her soft warm cheek to his as she kissed the corner of his mouth. He liked it long, that had been the style in the year of his birth, but he’d gladly let her shave it if that was what she wanted. The simple joy she found in his hair, playing with it, styling it, filled him with an echoing sort of joy.  
 
    As if summoned by thoughts – really, it was the scent, the magnetism of having imprinted on one another as mates – Annabel appeared in the threshold, shoulder propped against the jamb.  
 
    “Mm,” she hummed, Southern accent coming through strong. “Look at the handsome thing I stumbled across. I’m a lucky, lucky girl.” 
 
    He shook out his loose hair; a piece fell over his left eye and he flicked it away with his fingers before he turned to face his wife. His mate.  
 
    Her expression flickered, gamely trying for aroused, but falling more toward the worried truth. 
 
    “Sasha’s falling apart,” he said, voice heavier than intended. “And this girl, Red, I don’t…” Why, he wondered, did the responsibility of things always fall to him, of all people? 
 
    Anna came to him, soft and yielding now, the façade wiped clean. “Oh, baby.” She hooked her arms around his neck and pulled his face down into her throat. Stroked his hair. “It’s okay.” 
 
    He pulled back, hands braced on her shoulders. “No, darling, it’s not.” 
 
    She sighed. “I can at least say it, though. And no matter what, we’ll stick together.” Her eyes were imploring in a way they hadn’t been in a long time. They’d been together so long, attached and connected, reading one another’s impulses. They hadn’t had to ask such a thing in forever. 
 
    He nodded. “Right.” 
 
    She studied him a moment, eyes widening in reaction, finally. “Fulk.” 
 
    The best way to say terrible things was just to say them; he’d never had trouble delivering bad news before Anna came along, but after over a century together, the words scraped his throat on the way out. “If Sasha’s friends come for him, and they manage to pull off an escape, I want you to go with them.” 
 
    For a seemingly-endless moment, she didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe, didn’t react. And then her face twisted up and she shoved him, hard. He took a step back and his hip hit the edge of the counter.  
 
    “You dumbass,” she hissed. She slapped him for good measure, hands hitting his chest with a satisfying smack. Her mouth worked, and her chest heaved as she sucked in a few breaths. “Dumbass,” she repeated, eyes wild in a way he knew meant she was overcome.  
 
    He caught her wrists in both hands when she moved to strike him again. “Darling, listen to me.” 
 
    She growled.  
 
    “I’m being completely serious.” 
 
    “So am I, and you’re a dumbass!” Her eyes glittered like jewels, sheened with tears she fought valiantly to check.  
 
    He leaned in close so they were almost nose-to-nose. She smelled like acrid panic. “Listen,” he repeated, gently, chest aching. “I think they’ll fail. They can come and throw themselves against the walls all they want, but they won’t succeed. 
 
    “If, though. If by some miracle they get inside, and they get hold of Sasha – I won’t stop them, but I can’t help them. And when Sasha is gone, they’ll take it out on me. I won’t let them have you, too.” He growled now, lower, deeper, darker. A threat to anyone who would dare touch her. “Vlad’s not getting a matched pair in us.” 
 
    “Then come with me.” She twisted her wrists, but not to get away; only to wrap her hands around his own wrist-bones and cling tight, nails scoring his skin. “We’ll go together. We’ll go right now.” 
 
    How many times had he dreamed of such a thing? Stealing away in the dark; leaving the car, all their things. Shifting and running four-legged through the tangled Virginia forests. Running beneath full and new moons. Not stopping until they dove off a cliff into the California ocean. Cutting his hair, hiding in Bali, or Bangkok, or Anchorage.  
 
    But if they got caught…when they got caught.  
 
    He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to Anna’s. Steam from the bath filled the room, hot and choking. “They only want me,” he murmured. He was the legend, the one with the strength to make wolves, the one who could make the perfect Familiar for vampire royalty. “Let me keep you safe. Please, darling.” 
 
    “No.” A shaky whisper, but he felt the tensile steel in her fingers where she gripped him. “Together or not at all.” 
 
    He whined. 
 
    She whined back.  
 
    “Come get in the water with me.” 
 
    He unclothed her deftly, gently, long fingers lifting off her black tank top, working the button fly of her cutoffs. He twisted off the taps and tested the full bathtub with one hand – the water was so hot it almost burned. He lifted her up and stepped inside, careful, folded them both down into the tub, Anna perched sideways in his lap, his long legs bent, toes snugged up to the porcelain.  
 
    The tap dripped, soft plunks into the water.  
 
    Annabel pressed her face into his throat, her breath even warmer than the steam. 
 
    He gripped her shoulder too tight, but she didn’t protest. “I’m so sorry, darling.” 
 
    She made a soft inquiring sound, a little wolfish ruff.  
 
    “I always wanted you to be free, and I can’t…” The lump in his throat rose and he choked it back down. 
 
    “Oh, baby,” she murmured, smoothing her hand across the red mark on his chest where she’d smacked him. “That doesn’t matter to me. It never has.” 
 
    But it had, once. Freedom. It had been worth death, for her. He still felt sick every time he remembered plunging the knife into her heart. Forgive me, darling. But then her eyes had opened, and she’d known him right away, and she’d smiled with blood in her teeth. He’d turned her into a creature made to be owned, and she’d only ever thanked him for it. Rejoiced in the chance to be together forever.  
 
    If they were human, he might have been able to drive her away. Scream lies at her, tell her he hated her, that he didn’t want her anymore; and maybe she would believe it, and tearing his heart out, letting her walk away, would be worth it if it meant she was away from this nightmare. Safe and sound.  
 
    But they were wolves, and their love was a living thing that could be scented, and heard, and touched between them. Lying to each other was impossible.  
 
    “I wish I could make you leave,” he whispered, eyes burning. 
 
    “I know.” She shifted around carefully so she could put both her hands on his face. Wipe the wetness from beneath his eyes with equally wet thumbs.  
 
    She pressed her mouth to his, and it felt like he’d failed, even though he’d done that long ago, when he refused to let her die.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    41 
 
      
 
    As far as plans went, this one seemed pretty shitty.  
 
    “Do you have a better one?” John – Little John – asked and sounded somehow kind in his mocking. He was a mountain of a man. Werewolf. Whatever. With a smile to match.  
 
    “No,” Rooster hated to admit, sighing. 
 
    “Alright, then. This’ll work. We do this sort of thing all the time.” 
 
    Rooster glanced over at Deshawn, who nodded.  
 
    John peeled off a strip of duct tape and said, “Hold it steady. Like that.” He taped the small little flip-phone to the inside of Rooster’s arm and then tugged the baggy sweatshirt sleeve down over it.  
 
    “Tuck,” John prompted, and when nothing happened, turned around with a sigh. “Tuck.” 
 
    The friar came awake with a snort. “Wha…? Oh, yes, right.” 
 
    John sighed.  
 
    Rooster silently berated the old man for ruining the Disneyfied idea he’d had of Friar Tuck for most of his life.  
 
    They stood in an armory roughly the size of the house Rooster grew up in, surrounded by enough weapons and tech to storm the beaches at Normandy. Their plan, though, was much simpler than that.  
 
    Tuck fumbled a pair of narrow reading glasses from his pocket and slipped them on his nose; they sat crooked; the lenses were smudged. “What am I doing now?” 
 
    Deshawn sighed. 
 
    John patiently said, “A glamour. For the phone.” He tapped the concealed cellphone taped to Rooster’s arm.  
 
    “Oh, yes! Just a moment.” He laced his fingers together and cracked his knuckles. Wiggled the fingers of his right hand, afterward, and then passed his palm slowly down Rooster’s arm, not touching, just hovering. 
 
    Rooster felt goosebumps spring up in the wake of his non-touch, and suppressed a shudder.  
 
    They’d told him that Tuck was like Red. A mage, they called it. But Tuck, according to Rob, was much weaker. He had a rudimentary grasp of power, but nothing like the fire-wielding and wound-healing that Red could manipulate without thought.  
 
    But it wasn’t Tuck they were sending in to find Red. Nor any of the wolves. 
 
    Just Rooster. With a glamoured phone. 
 
    Knuckles rapped the doorjamb. “Ready?” Rob called. 
 
    Rooster took a deep breath. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita had bragged once, to a young vamp maneater just before he’d put him down, that he’d never fed from a human.  
 
    He couldn’t say that anymore. 
 
    Cut off from Val’s help, unable to contact him, it had taken nearly two days to pin down the exact location of Blackmere Manor in the deceptively deep forest outside of Richmond, but they’d finally found it. Even a half mile away, in a rental cabin, Nikita feel the hum of the place. Power – both electrical, and supernatural.  
 
    His breath came in stutters, but his hands were steady as he unzipped his duffel bag and pulled out the secondary garment bag within. He laid it out on the lumpy, quilt-covered bed, alone for the moment in the cabin’s one bedroom. Hesitated a moment.  
 
    Most would have chalked this bag – the way he’d kept it in the back of every closet of every apartment he’d lived in for the past seventy-five years – up to nostalgia. But it wasn’t that at all. It was fear. A fear that one day he’d stop kidding himself that he was somehow morally superior to all the other monsters. He didn’t kill anymore…except he had. Except he did. And he would kill today.  
 
    With a sound like a gasp lodged in his throat, he unzipped the bag. As it gapped down the middle, revealing what lay inside, the last of his nerves bled out, replaced by a calm so unshakable it felt almost like bliss.  
 
    Yes. This was him. The real him. 
 
    “Hello, old friend.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was unremarkable from the street. A beat-up galvanized mailbox with flaking numbers, and a dirt track that led off the road and plunged down through the trees. It was a long driveway. Rooster walked down it for a half hour, until sweat had gathered along his skin, under his hoodie. Fall was approaching – he could see it in the first brown edges of the leaves that crowded overhead, shading his path – but mid-afternoon temperatures remained warm. Muggy. He swatted a mosquito away from his face as he followed a sharp curve. On the right, a hill reared up, faced with granite, shaded by clumps of thin tress. On the left, a ravine opened, deep and jagged as a knife wound, the slope plunging down into a stream.  
 
    Not for the first time, he decided this plan was stupid. His only means of communicating with the others – his team – was with the phone taped to his arm, and he wasn’t supposed to touch it until he was out of other options. They needed a man on the inside, a human man, one the Institute people would be forced to apprehend.  
 
    “What if things go south?” he’d asked back at Lionheart.  
 
    Rob had sent him a smile that he probably thought was reassuring. “We’ll get you out, don’t worry. One way or another.” 
 
    But Rooster had the feeling the “other” included him being dead, and that wasn’t something he wanted to happen before he made sure Red was safe and free.  
 
    After that. 
 
    Well, it didn’t much matter. 
 
    The elevation around him leveled, and after the next bend, he passed through a set of heavy wrought-iron gates with cameras poised on its stone pillars.  
 
    He took a deep breath, and kept walking.  
 
    Then, there was the house.  
 
    Lionheart’s façade was impressive and battle-ready, but nothing like the palatial, opulent stone face of Blackmere Manor. Two sweeping wings that he could see, sun glinting off thousands of mullioned windows and the shape of a conservatory, far off to the left, so far it might be in another zip code. From the gargoyles on the pitched roofline to the iron-banded double front doors, every exquisitely-wrought detail had been designed to terrify and impress.  
 
    But the most terrifying aspect of all was the group of helmeted, armed men in tac gear flooding down the front steps and running at him, shouting for him to put his hands up and get down on his knees.  
 
    Rooster curled his hand around the butt of a gun that wasn’t there and knew a crushing, momentary panic. This would never work. This plan was shit.  
 
    But then they were circling him and all he could do was press his hands to the back of his skull and sink slowly to his knees in the dirt.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina turned all the walkies on and tuned them to the same channel. Lined them up on the table in front of her and let out another breath that was doing nothing to regulate her pounding heart.  
 
    Behind her, Jamie paced. Alexei sipped vodka straight from the bottle, passing it every now and then to Lanny who took a slug and passed it back.  
 
    Trina lined up the walkies again. Again. Fiddled with the straps on her Kevlar.  
 
    “Nik,” she called toward the closed bedroom door. “You ready?” 
 
    She heard the latch click, and the tread of boots, and turned… 
 
    And felt her mouth drop open in shock.  
 
    Expressionless, Nikita stepped into the room in black skinnies and t-shirt…under an ankle-length black leather coat. Boots. Gaiters. Fingerless gloves. And perched on his head: the black fur cap with the hammer and sickle. She’d seen him like this before, in the vision Val had shown her. 
 
    Gone was Nikita the grungy millennial, and in his place was Captain Nikita Baskin, Chekist.  
 
    “For real?” Lanny asked. 
 
    Nikita didn’t react. He gazed steadily at Trina. “Ready.” 
 
    42 
 
      
 
    Under different circumstances, Red thought Sasha might have been delightful company. He had pale eyes that somehow managed warmth; a pretty smile, two of his teeth just a touch crooked. She liked his hair, the platinum shagginess of it, and the vulnerable curve of his neck when he bowed his head. 
 
    But, circumstances what they were, Red didn’t trust anyone. 
 
    And Sasha seemed to be going through some sort of drug withdrawal.  
 
    He pressed the soles of his slipper-socks to the floor and tipped his head back against the wall, breathing in shallow shudders through an open mouth. His lips and eyelashes trembled; an unconscious vibration she swore she could feel from a foot away. Sweat stood out on his brow, temples, upper lip, and throat, a greasy sheen that glued tendrils of hair to his cheeks. His shirt clung to his chest.  
 
    A twinge of sympathy found its way through her suspicion. “What did they do to you?” she asked.  
 
    His eyes opened a crack and slid over. An aborted smile quirked one corner of his mouth. “Kidnapped me. Drugged me. They keep drugging me.” 
 
    She blinked, surprised despite herself. He wore the same kind of cuffs that she did, but if he was…what Fulk had said he was. What they were. Then maybe it wasn’t so simple as cutting off a flow of power like he was an electrical box. Not like with her.  
 
    “Is it because you’re a – a wolf?” she asked, stumbling over the word a little.  
 
    “No.” His smile stretched, his chapped lips cracking. “It’s because they made me. Seventy-five years ago. And they know I hate them.” His Russian accent lent the words gravity. Hinted at a threat.  
 
    “Seventy-five…” She lifted her brows. “But you look–” 
 
    “I was nineteen when I was turned.” When she only stared: “You look surprised. And you can make fire.” 
 
    “Yeah. Very true.” 
 
    He shut his eyes again with another unsteady sigh. “Did they leave him alive?” 
 
    The skin on the back of her neck prickled. “Who?” 
 
    “The human you smell like. The one they took you from. Is he alive?” 
 
    “They won’t tell me. I hope.” It hurt too viscerally to think otherwise. “What about you?” 
 
    He made a small huffing sound and smiled again, eyes still closed. “Mine is very stubborn.” The smile slipped. “And he feels very guilty. All the time. He will come for me, even though he shouldn’t.” 
 
    Red shifted to a more comfortable position, one that mirrored Sasha’s: feet on the floor, back to the wall. “That sounds like Rooster.” 
 
    He snorted. “His name is Rooster?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, defensive, “what’s your guy’s?” 
 
    “Nikita.” The name full of longing and worry and hopeless affection. She wondered if her own voice had sounded that way to him. 
 
    “Another Russian, huh?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Russian?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Rooster?” she shot back. Then softened: “His name is Roger. Rooster’s just a nickname.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    They lapsed into silence.  
 
    It wasn’t uncomfortable, so Red couldn’t explain the way the confession built and built in her gut until she had to bring it up and let it out. Maybe it was the unlikely comfort of knowing the person beside her was a prisoner, too, brought here against his will. 
 
    “I was born here,” she said, quietly. Fulk had said wolves could hear like dogs – like real wolves. That she could speak softly enough to keep the cameras from picking up the words.  
 
    Sasha lifted his head away from the wall and looked at her.  
 
    “Not here, exactly, in this place. But at the Institute. The one in New York. I was raised there. In a lab.” 
 
    “Shit. Really?” 
 
    “Fulk says he can smell who my parents were, but I never met them. I’m just…an experiment.” A weapon, she added silently, because she understood, finally. She guessed Sasha was a weapon, too.  
 
    “I…” he started, and then cocked his head, eyes going to the ceiling. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I think something’s happening.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Of all the ways in which this job was worse than deployment, Jake had to give it to the bastards that the accommodations were decent. Well, lavish, actually.  
 
    Jake left his own sumptuous suite, with its four-poster and giant gilt mirror and real Oriental rugs, and walked down the hall to rap on the door of Ramirez’s room. When he didn’t get an answer, he looked first one way down the hall, and then the other. This was one of the windowless passages on the second floor, and though the hall was wide, the dark paneling and flickering sconces gave the impression that the walls were slowly closing in on him. Despite its richness, the manor had the air of a haunted house about it, and he suppressed a shudder. 
 
    “Ramirez,” he called, and knocked again. “Adela. You alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” she barked from the other side. Which wasn’t like her. She was coy, infuriating, and superior. But she wasn’t snappish. 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Asshole.” But that wasn’t a no, and he was starting to worry.  
 
    He cracked the door and peeked in, then eased it open the rest of the way when he saw that she was sitting on the side of the bed in workout gear, her head in her hands.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, taking an uncertain step forward. “Is it your leg?” She wore shorts, and he could see the heavy bandage on her thigh. “Do you need to go back to medical?” 
 
    She sat up, pushed herself up, hands on her knees. Her hair, tied back in a loose knot, looked damp, like she’d just had a shower. She was very obviously not wearing a bra under her Nike tank top. And she was glaring at him. “Boundaries, dude.” 
 
    But what snared his attention was her foot. The right one. Because it…wasn’t quite the same as the left. And then he jaw the faint pink line of a scar around her calf. 
 
    “Hey. Eyes up here, asshole.” 
 
    He jerked and lifted his gaze to meet her furious stare. Not just angry, but desperate, spooked. Self-conscious. “Sorry–” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You got hurt. I wanted to check on you.” 
 
    She sneered and dragged the folded blanket over from the end of the bed, up into her lap; it shook out over her knees, hiding her bandage…and her mismatched feet. “Right. ‘Cause you’re such a nice guy.” When she angrily tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, he saw that her hand was shaking.  
 
    “Because you’re part of my team, and I was concerned,” he said. “What happened with Vlad?” 
 
    She made a face, but not fast enough. He saw a ripple of shock, even fear, before she shuttered her expression and just looked sour. “Nothing.” 
 
    Jake waited. 
 
    “He’s creepy as shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, finally, some of the fear peeking through her façade. “Do you know what’s in the injections they give us?” she asked.  
 
    He shrugged. They’d told him it was an experimental drug, and he hadn’t cared what was in it or what the side-effects might be. There were people capable of living without sight – capable of thriving, even – but he didn’t have the grace or the temerity to be one of them. He’d signed – as best he could without being able to see the pen or paper – and never asked twice about the shit they were pumping into his veins.  
 
    “Why, do you?” he asked. 
 
    “I think–” 
 
    The walkie on his belt crackled to life. “Major Treadwell,” one of the guards said. “We have a situation.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rooster wasn’t proud of the way his stomach turned over when one of the guards cinched a blindfold tight around his eyes. Rob had warned him that something like this might happen, and he’d been mentally preparing himself, but he was already without weapons; take away his vision, and he felt breathlessly vulnerable in the worst way.  
 
    At least no one noticed the phone, though. He was patted down roughly, the guard’s hand clapping right over the bulge taped to his arm, but the glamour must have worked, because he was cuffed and marched forward, the phone still there.  
 
    He tried to keep his breathing slow and regular. Strained his other senses. He was marched up the big stone front steps – he tripped on the first one and was caught by rough hands, shoved forward so that he was forced to find his balance – and then across hard-surface floors that sent all their footfalls echoing through what sounded like a wide-open space.  
 
    And then a voice said, “Wait,” and he knew who it was. 
 
    That motherfucker Jake.  
 
    Rooster ground to a halt, and clenched his jaw to keep from saying what he wanted to, which was some variation on I’m gonna fucking kill you, asshole. He tested his cuffs, but they held.  
 
    “Where did he come from?” Jake demanded, and Rooster took a small bit of satisfaction in the fact that he sounded unmoored. “Nevermind, just…”  
 
    Low murmurs of conference, and then Rooster was pushed forward again. Hard. He tripped on the edge of a rug and was hauled upright. Shoved on.  
 
    They walked for a long way, a time during which Rooster heard distant voices, strange echoes, and the chirp and crackle of walkie-talkies. A sense of bustling activity, and of worry. And of soaring ceilings that trapped and projected sound in unexpected ways. He’d walked through countless bases and buildings, and this place sounded like none of them. 
 
    Finally, he was put in an elevator and rode a short distance down, his stomach dropping unpleasantly. A hand settled on the back of his neck, and squeezed, once, almost gently. He knew that was Jake, somehow, and he longed to be able to drive his elbow back through the guy’s nose.  
 
    When they stepped off the elevator, Rooster was hit with a strong smell of dust. Dampness and disuse. Their footfalls echoed differently here, and the air was cold, and stale.  
 
    Another walk. And then a staircase leading down, and around. And down, and around.  
 
    A low grating sound, and a hiss, like an airlock. Clang of metal. 
 
    A vault, maybe. At the very least a cell.  
 
    Rooster’s pulse pounded like parade drums in his ears; his heart felt like it might crack a rib.  
 
    Finally, he was pulled up short, and turned around. 
 
    The blindfold was removed. 
 
    Two guards flanked him, holding his arms though he was cuffed, and Jake stood in front of him. His expression, truly pained, slowed the burst of hate that rushed to fill Rooster’s chest. Slowed, but didn’t stop.  
 
    Rooster said, “Where is she?” 
 
    Jake sighed. “How did you find this place?” 
 
    “I wasn’t in the Army. I can actually get shit done.” 
 
    Jake’s lips pressed together a moment. “Whatever you’re trying to do here, Rooster, you didn’t succeed. Now’s not the time to be a smartass. The people here are gonna want answers, and it’ll go easier on you if you talk to me.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s talk. Where is she?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. I tried, his expression said. He stepped back out of the cell; the two guards at his arms removed his cuffs. Locked him in. The barred door slid shut with an ominous clang.  
 
    And then Rooster realized that he understood something. That he’d overlooked all the signs: the outward reluctance, the apology. The fact that he was still alive.  
 
    “The drug trial,” he said, and though the other two guards walked on, Jake lingered, half-turned away. “The one for wounded vets. You were one of the ones they let in, weren’t you?” 
 
    Jake stiffened, a quick, reflexive movement, and Rooster knew he was right.  
 
    “I tried to get into the trial,” Rooster said, and was surprised to find there was no bitterness in his tone. Look at what these people had done to Jake; he didn’t wish himself in that position, the gun hand of some shadow organization. “But they rejected me. Said I wasn’t ‘stable’ enough. What about you, huh? You plenty stable?” 
 
    Jake looked at him a long moment; a muscle in his cheek spasmed like he was about to say something. But in the end, he walked off, silent, and the two heavy doors shut with the finality of coffins closing. 
 
    Rooster let out a deep, unsteady breath and glanced at his surroundings. There was a stone wall at his back, and on his right; bars ahead, at the door, and to his left, between this and another cell. A metal cot frame with no mattress and a stainless-steel prison toilet were the only furnishings.  
 
    At least he wasn’t cuffed anymore.  
 
    He sat down on the edge of the cot and plucked at the sleeve of his sweatshirt. Might as well make the call; he was stuck and there was nothing he could learn here, down in the bowels of this fucking place.  
 
    A low scraping sound launched him to his feet. His pulse leapt, and he spun a tight circle in his cell, arms outstretched, wishing like hell it was a knife strapped to his arm instead.  
 
    “Somebody there?” he barked, putting every ounce of Marine Corps bravado he possessed into the words. 
 
    Sound like an inhale. An exhale. A chuckle, dry and rusty. He heard the first sound again, the metallic scrape, and he saw movement. Not in the cell beside his, but in the one beyond it. It was dimly lit, and his view was of shadows sliding over one another, down low against the floor.  
 
    Then another shift, and a face slid into the dim light of a caged bulb.  
 
    A lightly-accented man’s voice said, “Oh, don’t worry, I can assure you I’m chained up – how is it you Americans say? To hell and back? I don’t know.” A pale hand lifted and pushed snarled, pale hair back from the face, revealing blue eyes. “I am like you: a prisoner.” 
 
    Rooster eased back down to the cot. “Yeah? What are you in for?” 
 
    “Killing my brother,” the man said. “Or, attempting to, I suppose. Only I wasn’t actually attempting. I just needed the great lout to sleep for a little while.” 
 
    “O…kay.” 
 
    “It’s all very tedious.”  
 
    Great, Rooster thought. They locked me up with a fucking lunatic.  
 
    “It’s very boring down here,” the man said, and Rooster noticed two things when he shifted again: 
 
    One: he wore a heavy silver collar and matching cuffs, all of it hooked together with a mass of chains. 
 
    And two: there was a little orange cat curled up on one of his thighs.  
 
    “I’m Val,” he said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Rooster.” 
 
    A pause.  
 
    “Oh,” the man said, finally, smile forming on his gaunt, shadowed face. “Rooster. Oh, really?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Val had been thinking quite a lot about the end of days. Ragnarok, his mother’s people had called it. When the heroes were summoned and Loki’s children broke the world.  
 
    Melodramatic ponderings, perhaps, but he supposed it was only natural that he should sulk and dwell on worst-case scenarios when he couldn’t dreamwalk.  
 
    Hobble him, his brother had said, and he’d rattled the cuffs on his wrists and laughed. Laughed right in Vlad’s face like the insolent little shit anyone who’d ever known the two of them had always claimed he was.  
 
    But then the techs had come in, and they’d pushed up his clothes and stuck little electrodes all down the back of his neck, and along his collarbones, and hooked their trailing wires into the collar that locked around his throat tight enough to choke him.  
 
    It was a shock collar, Vlad had explained. When he dreamwalked, he went down into a sort of trance, and his heartrate slowed, even slower than a normal resting rate, as if he truly did leave his body. When that happened, Vlad said, dispassionately, the collar would be triggered, and it would flood his body with electricity. Three short, sharp pulses designed to pull him back to his body. New technology, he said, the likes of which wasn’t anywhere near ready for human use.  
 
    He’d tried it, once, when Vlad and the lackeys had left, just to see what it was like. 
 
    He was still shaking, fingers spasming of their own accord, nerves still jangling with tiny aftershocks.  
 
    So, naturally, his thoughts turned to the apocalypse.  
 
    For the Vikings, Ragnarok had not been a true final reckoning. Life – a new life – would begin after. It was merely an end to the gods. The old way dying to make room for the new.  
 
    And if the old way was stirring…out where Vlad had buried it…if Romulus truly was waking… 
 
    Then he supposed all the things he kept threatening just to get a rise out of the doctors were indeed unfolding.  
 
    If he was searching for a sign, it had just been dropped two cells over.  
 
    “Rooster,” he said again, and his blood sang in his veins. A dread so acute it felt like joy. “A nickname, hm?” 
 
    A beat. “Yeah,” his new companion – Rooster – said slowly. 
 
    No doubt Val sounded crazy, but that was out of his control, now. His pulse beat like bird wings inside the cage of his chest. “Tell me, Rooster, are you at all familiar with any of the old religions? Let’s just say, oh, hypothetically…the Norse gods, perhaps?” 
 
    Another pause. “Uh. No.” 
 
    “Okay, not so hypothetically, then. Do you know anything about the Norse gods?” 
 
    “No.” The light was dim, but Val could see him, sitting on the very edge of his cot, big-shouldered, and strong, his too-long straw-colored hair the stuff of longship captains.  
 
    Val could have choked on delight. Could have vomited from the fear. “Well, allow me to elucidate.”  
 
    He was vibrating, and it wasn’t just aftershocks, now. Poppy sat upright on his leg and meowed a little protest. He stroked the back of her neck with shaking fingertips. “I’m only half Norse, you see,” he said. “My mother was Norse. I have her hair. But, that’s not important. Anyway – she talked often, when I was a child, about the old legends. Humans call them myths nowadays, but to her it was religion. Like Jesus on the cross. Father tried to bring her over to Eastern Orthodoxy, as he had done, but she only did it as a token, to please him. Deep down, she still made offerings to her gods. 
 
    “She didn’t like to talk about Ragnarok. A gentle soul, my mother; she could rip a man’s head from his body with one movement.” He mimed doing so, as his chains would allow, and they rattled. Poppy hissed in displeasure and retreated to the shadows. “But talking about the end of the world – of the gods – depressed her. So she didn’t talk about Heimdall slaying Loki, or Balder being the only one to return, but she would talk about the beginning. About the way three cocks crowed to herald the start of it.” 
 
    Rooster stared at him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “There was Fjalar in the wood, and there was the soot-red rooster at the gates of Hel. And there was Gullinkambi. Golden Comb. The glorious red rooster that lived in Valhalla, whose crow woke the gods and heroes so that they might ready for the coming battle.” His smile was starting to hurt his face. “Which one are you, Rooster?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    This guy was batshit crazy.  
 
    Maybe that was the point, he thought, briefly: lock him up with a psycho who drove him so nuts he eventually hanged himself with his own boot laces.  
 
    “Look, man, I have no idea what you’re going on about, but it’s got nothing to do with me.” He shifted back on the cot so he could rest his head against the cool stone wall, and pointedly didn’t glance back over at his fellow prisoner: Val, he’d said his name was.  
 
    “Hmm, maybe not,” Val said. “A coincidence perhaps. But I wonder.” 
 
    Rooster bit back a sigh and pushed up the sleeve of his hoodie. Started picking at the edges of the duct tape.  
 
    “Do you believe in coincidences? Because I don’t. They happen, to be sure, but in general, pessimist that I am, I don’t think chance comes much into play…What do you have there?” The chains clicked together as he pushed up onto his knees.  
 
    “A phone,” Rooster said with a grunt as he pulled the tape loose, and took a good chunk of his arm hair with it.  
 
    “Ooh.” Val gave another creaky chuckle. “How did you sneak that in, I wonder?” 
 
    “Magic.” Which was apparently what was giving him three bars of coverage this deep underground. Huh. 
 
    There was more chain-rattling as Val perked up another notch. “Who are you going to call?” 
 
    “The Ghostbusters,” Rooster deadpanned. When he didn’t get a response, he turned to glance over at his fellow prisoner, thumb hovering over the Call icon. Val was frowning at him. “You know. The Ghostbusters?” 
 
    Val’s expression turned sad. “I’ve been locked up for five-hundred years. I’ve learned quite a lot about your world, considering, but not all of it.” 
 
    “Five hundred…” Jesus. “Are you. Um.” He wet his lips. “One of those…those wolf things?” 
 
    A fresh smile stole across Val’s face, knife-sharp, and there was just enough light for Rooster to make out the sharp points of his canines. “Oh no. I’m much worse.” 
 
    Rooster turned back to his phone. 
 
    “You didn’t answer me. Who will you call? The person who magicked your phone?” 
 
    “Friends.” 
 
    “Ah. An escape plan.” 
 
    Rooster hesitated another moment. The guy was just staring at him, with his too-sharp teeth, like something out of one of those terrible movies Red loved. “What?” 
 
    “Do you really think these friends of yours will be able to get you out of this cell? That they’ll fight their way down three levels to find you?” 
 
    “I…” Deshawn would try, and probably get himself killed in the process. As for Rob and the others, he only had legend to go on, and no firsthand knowledge.  
 
    “Here’s a thought.” There was something suggestive, almost obscene, in Val’s smile now. “How about you set me loose, and let me help you?”   
 
    Rooster looked at the bars. At the phone. At his lack of weapons. And back at the blond in shackles. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I dunno if you noticed this or not…but you’re chained up as fuck, man.” 
 
    “An inconvenience, yes.” 
 
    “Dude–” 
 
    “But now that you’re here–” 
 
    “Look at me.” Rooster gestured around him. “You’re not the only Rapunzel in this tower, okay? I have to sit on my ass and wait to be rescued, too.” 
 
    Val snorted. “So unimaginative. Listen to me.” He rocked forward and pressed his thin face to the bars. “If you get a gun away from one of the guards, will you know how to use it?” 
 
    For the first time in days, Rooster felt himself crack a smile. “Yeah. You could say that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jake didn’t knock, just let himself into Dr. Talbot’s office, and was rewarded, momentarily, by the affronted look the doctor lifted toward the door. It was smoothed over quickly to a look of surprise, because Talbot was nothing if not committed to his kindly doctor façade, but for a heartbeat, Jake had seen what lay beneath: something oily, desperate, and angry.  
 
    “Major Treadwell,” he began. On his computer screen, angled so that Jake could see, a man’s face stared out: a live Facetime session. Jake noticed, absurdly, that the man on the other end of the line had startlingly red hair; the same color as Ruby Russell’s. 
 
    But speaking of Russell… 
 
    “Sir,” he said before the doctor could say anything else. “It’s Roger Palmer. He walked up the driveway about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    Dr. Talbot’s face blanked over with shock. “He what?” 
 
    “He was unarmed. Walked all the way from the road; several cameras picked him up.” 
 
    “He’s alive?” A spark of anger glimmered to life behind the lenses of his glasses. “I thought you neutralized him?” 
 
    Jake thought of the trees bending toward the girl, the unholy light in her eyes. The unemotional tone of her voice as she’d bargained with him…and he’d known he would go along, because she was a girl wrapped in fire.  
 
    He heaved a sigh. “I left him unconscious and bleeding out in a forest in Wyoming. There’s no conceivable way he could have found his way here.” 
 
    “And yet,” Dr. Talbot’s voice was deadly calm, “he did.” 
 
    “I’m going to interrogate him. Personally. I was just headed back to the cells now, but I wanted to let you–” 
 
    “The cells?” The doctor braced his hands on the desk and shoved himself to his feet, the color bleeding out of his face. “You put him down there with Valerian?” 
 
    “Well, yes, those are our only cells…” But the fine hairs on his arms lifted. What had he done?  
 
    Dr. Talbot said, “Go and get him.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina tipped her head back, all the way back, and looked up at the hammered-pewter sky through the interlacing branches of the tree she was supposed to climb. A stout oak with wonderful thick branches, perfect for hooking her legs around and maintaining her balance while she took her shots.  
 
    She let out a wobbly breath. “I’m not a sniper.” 
 
    Beside her, Lanny snorted. “Yeah, I knew that.” 
 
    “Smartass,” she said without any heat, and turned to look at him. He wore jeans, and a black shirt under a Kevlar vest. Very dressed-down detective on a bust. He carried a shotgun propped on one shoulder, and a .45 at his waist. “You look hot.” 
 
    “That’s what I was going for.” 
 
    Trina crashed against him; threw her arms around his waist and he caught her hard with his free arm, squeezing her so tight she felt her ribs shift. She pressed her face into the collar of his shirt, tucked her nose over it so she felt warm skin, and took a deep breath of him.  
 
    “Don’t get killed,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t decide you like sniping so much that you run off and join the Army.” 
 
    “I am so serious right now, Roland.” 
 
    “I know.” He dropped his face into her hair, breath warm down the back of her neck.  
 
    She held him a long moment – as long as she dared; not long enough – and finally pulled back, dashed at her eyes with the back of one gloved hand. “You better go.” It hurt to look at his face, its familiar, comforting array of planes and lines.  
 
    “You wanna boost?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be good.” 
 
    He did it wrong, grabbing her by the waist and lifting her, sure to get a double handhold on her ass when he pushed her up to the lowest branch. But it made her chuckle, and she figured that was the point, especially when she looked down and saw his wistful, tight-edged smile.  
 
    “Be safe,” he said. 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    I love you. 
 
    With one last glance, he melted off into the underbrush, much quieter and smoother than he’d ever been as a mortal man.  
 
    Trina took a deep breath and started climbing, the Mosin-Nagant heavy against her back.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    43 
 
      
 
    “Hold the bars with both hands, like that, yes. I believe all the metal’s connected. Conducive, that way,” Val had said. “And just wait. This might take a moment.” He’d wrapped his own hands around his bars, as well as he could, so his thick cuffs were touching the steel.  
 
    “Wait for what?” 
 
    “You’ll know it when it happens.” 
 
    That had been…how long ago? He didn’t know.  
 
    He’d never been electrocuted before.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    As awareness returned, he realized that he’d let go of the bars at some point during his fit. Seizure. Whatever it was.  
 
    Rooster blinked open blurry eyes and saw that extra lights had been turned on overhead, so bright they hurt – or maybe that was the aftereffects of electrocution.  
 
    Voices echoed off the stone walls. Shuffle of feet, clank and creak of his cell door opening. 
 
    He lifted his hands and saw they were trembling. Not only that, but the shock seemed to have reversed Red’s pain-suppressing magic. His entire left side was alive with hurt.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t the worst off he’d ever been.  
 
    His vision finally settled in time to see that three guards had come down; two were headed for the cell on the end, and one had come in to see why he was spasming on the ground. 
 
    “Shit,” the guy said, leaning low over Rooster, not protecting his sidearm at all. “Do you think…agh!” 
 
    Not his most impressive performance, and it hurt like hell, but the guard ended up unconscious on the floor, and Rooster got shakily to his feet with the man’s gun in his hand. He bent down to retrieve the stun baton from his belt, too. Armed it…and caught the first of the other two guards in the face with it when he turned to see what all the noise was about.  
 
    He turned the gun on the other. 
 
    “Wait,” Val rasped. He’d pushed himself up to a sitting position from his electrified sprawl on the floor, but he shook like a newborn foal. The crazy fuck was smiling, though. “Leave them alive. P-p- damn it. Please.” He gave a few wheezy coughs. “I need to…to…” 
 
    Rooster cracked the man across the temple with the gun instead, and he dropped like a bag of hammers to lay beside his twitching colleagues. “What’s the plan here?” He ached all over, and it felt like his teeth were vibrating, he couldn’t stop shaking, but adrenaline was as powerful a drug as any. And as his head cleared by the second, Rooster knew the urge to move. If they were making a break for it, it had to be now, and it had to be fast.  
 
    “Cuffs,” Val panted, with a gesture that was either meant to jangle them, or was just a spasm. 
 
    “Keys?” 
 
    “Check them.” 
 
    Unsteadily, hurrying and clumsy, he did, and hit pay dirt.  
 
    “The collar first,” Val instructed when Rooster knelt in front of him. “Watch the electrodes.” 
 
    There were electrodes, he saw, more than a dozen, tiny round things trailing green wires, stuck down the back of Val’s neck, across his shoulders, and down his chest. And inside the cuffs and the collar, there were spikes too, he saw, leaving bloody scratches on Val’s pale skin.  
 
    “Jesus Christ, what is this?” It was mostly rhetorical. And partly a reaction to the smell. Up close like this, it became readily apparent that no one had allowed Val to bathe in a very long time.   
 
    “It’s a shock collar,” Val explained with a weak laugh. “Like for a dog.” 
 
    “Yeah. I got that.” 
 
    The metal was new, untarnished, and it opened with a quick turn of the key. Val hissed as Rooster drew it away, and they didn’t have time. This was taking too long. 
 
    “Here.” Rooster moved one of Val’s trembling hands up to the guy’s own collarbone, and the electrodes there. “Pull those off while I get the cuffs.” 
 
    He complied with a soft grunt of effort.  
 
    The mass of chains, cuffs, and collar hit the stone floor with a sound that seemed bigger than it ought to be. Val blinked at his bloodied wrists a moment, chest hitching as he breathed. 
 
    “Can you stand?” Rooster asked.  
 
    “Yes, just…Here. Drag him to me.” He gestured limply to one of the unconscious guards. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Rooster was already in deep as it was. And fuck these guys, seriously. Fumbling a little, he managed to move one of the guards close to Val. Close enough for Val to grab the man’s arm and drag him, with much difficulty and cursing, up into his lap. He turned his head with a shaking hand, so the guard’s throat was exposed; Rooster could see the pulse beating just beneath the skin.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Val ran his tongue across his lip, staring down at the man’s neck. He took a few deep breaths, and muttered something in a language Rooster didn’t understand. It sounded reverent, like a prayer.  
 
    “We don’t have time–” Rooster started. 
 
    And Val ducked his head and bit the man’s throat.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fulk dreamed of vampires. Strange ones, three of them – one in particular who smelled faintly of Sasha. 
 
    Then he snapped awake and realized he could smell vamps. Barely. It was more a tingling down the back of his neck. He growled, an automatic reaction, and Annabel stiffened as she came awake against his chest.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    There had been a dozen things he was probably supposed to do – the least of which was make sure Sasha and the girl hadn’t killed one another. But between the lulling warmth of the bath, and the sticky heat of Annabel’s skin pressed against his, he’d pushed responsibility aside and let the moment turn into the kind of slow, melting sex that left him breathless, panting endearments against her throat. After, they’d pulled down the sheets on the bed and stretched out on the cool silk, limbs intertwined. Fulk hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but he obviously had. 
 
    He sat up, now, fuzzy-headed, still very much naked. “Vamps. Close.” 
 
    Anna bolted upright, cursing like a sailor…or like the Southern farm rat she’d been when he met her. “Motherfuck…shit, shit, shit. Where are my fucking…” She scrambled off the bed, snatching for the clothes they’d left scattered.  
 
    Fulk got to his feet, but didn’t reach for his clothes. He went to his wife, and caught her by the shoulders.  
 
    She froze, head tipping back. “What?” 
 
    “Stay here for me. Please.” 
 
    She heaved a ragged breath. “Say something like that one more time, you chivalrous asshole. I dare you.” 
 
    “Anna.” 
 
    She growled, and snapped her teeth together. But when he’d dressed and was leaving the room, she stood with her arms wrapped around herself, glaring at him.  
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The plan was simple, and also terrifying. 
 
    “They have Sasha. I don’t care how many of them I have to cut down,” Nikita had said back at the cabin. “If you can’t handle that, then you don’t need to come.” He’d been dispassionate, ice-cold.  
 
    Trina had insisted she could do this, and so she would.  
 
    Through the scope of the rifle, she watched the team of black-clad guards milling around on the manor’s front steps. Watched a shadow detach itself from beneath a window, and melt up the side stairs. Watched an echo on the other side do the same. Lanny and Alexei, the distraction. Pandemonium as the guards noticed them, and split their attention to both sides to intercept them. 
 
    And then there was Nikita. He stalked up the steps like the predator he was, breeze playing with his long coat. 
 
    “You’re just going to walk right in?” she’d asked before. 
 
    “Yes. It’s the last thing they’ll expect.” 
 
    And that’s what he did. He carried a variety of handguns, and she wouldn’t let herself look away as he used one to clear out the guards.  
 
    The bodies fell. One after the next. The gunshots were distant cracks, likes eggs breaking. And then the three of them swept inside the massive double front doors, Nikita on point.  
 
    Trina took a deep breath… 
 
    And heard a twig snap down below.  
 
    She jerked her face off the stock and glanced down, letting the rifle’s weight pull it down, too, so it was aimed at the man standing beneath her tree.  
 
    Eyes wide and white-rimmed in his dark face, he was dressed in dark green, head-to-toe, some sort of tactical gear. He carried an AK, with a knife and a sidearm strapped to his hip.  
 
    He was not, she noted, wearing the black of the front door guards.  
 
    Slowly, he lifted an empty hand up, palm toward her. Wait.  
 
    They were both breathing hard, the competing rhythms louder than the birdsong around them.  
 
    “You one of them?” she asked. 
 
    “No. You?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    They stared. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Trina asked. Her hands sweated on the stock, and she tightened them.  
 
    An echoing sheen of sweat dampened his forehead, glittering in the slanted sunlight. “I’m on a rescue mission. How ‘bout you?” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    More staring. 
 
    “I’m Deshawn,” he said, finally. 
 
    “Trina.” 
 
    A sound startled her, and she flinched; Deshawn flinched. It took her a moment to realize that what she’d heard was a walkie-talkie, and not her own. 
 
    “Those are my friends,” Deshawn explained, pointing to the radio on his belt. “I need to check in.” 
 
    She nodded, and he reached for it with deliberate, careful slowness.  
 
    “Who are your friends?” she asked. 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rooster’s brain whited out. All he could think was an endless loop of holy fucking shit as he stared down at the man…the whatever he was…drinking another man’s blood from his throat like a…like a… 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Like a vampire.  
 
    Finally, Val released the seal he’d made of mouth and throat with a sucking pop and tipped his head back against the edge of his cot. He exhaled in a long, low groan, eyes shut, mouth curved up in a smile…red and wet with fresh blood. He licked his lips. “My God.” 
 
    Rooster thought he might be sick. 
 
    “Do you know how long it’s been?” Val’s voice came out dreamy, satisfied. He cracked his eyes open to blue slits. “Hell, I don’t even know how long it’s been. Too long.” 
 
    Rooster took a step back. 
 
    “Oh, relax. Bring me another one.” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    Val chuckled. “Fine. I’ll do it myself.” 
 
    He pushed the man – the body; it was no longer breathing, the skin an awful gray color now – off his lap and got to his feet with only a little wobble. He looked much steadier; the shakes had receded. He shut his eyes again, expression blissful, as he pushed his hair back with both hands. His face was flushed now, deep spots of color under each cheekbone. The scratches on his wrists and neck seemed paler, as if they were healing by the second.  
 
    He wiped his palm across his mouth, and then looked at it. And then licked the last traces of blood off his skin. “Mm.” His gaze flicked up to Rooster, and he smirked, all teeth. “Horrified?” 
 
    Rooster didn’t respond. 
 
    “Step aside.” He gave a dismissive flick of his fingers, and when Rooster stepped back, Val bent down and hauled the second unconscious guard up by his collar like he was a doll. Like he was nothing.  
 
    Rooster’s stomach convulsed and he turned away, unable to watch.  
 
    He could hear, though, and that was almost as bad. The quiet, wet sounds that, if he shut his eyes, could have been almost sexual.  
 
    He swallowed his rising gorge. “Look, you need to hurry up.” 
 
    A pause. A slurp. “Don’t rush me,” Val said, voice thick. Thick with blood. 
 
    After an eternity, one in which any number of things could be happening upstairs, Rooster heard the body hit the floor with a meaty thump.  
 
    “Ah,” Val breathed on a satiated sigh. “One more.” When he moved past Rooster to get out of the cell, and into the hallway, moving to the third guard, his steps were the rolling strut of a predator. All shakiness and exhaustion had left him. In tattered rags of clothes, his hair a snarled mess, he had the bearing of a king, as he pinned the guard with a foot to the groin – the man came awake with a shout of pain – and bent to lift him up into an embrace as gentle as a lover’s, as strong as a monster’s.  
 
    Rooster shut his eyes, and finally, it was finished.  
 
    Val walked up to him, grinning, lips, and tongue, and teeth red. “Now, what will we do about your problem?” he murmured in a voice like silk.  
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare,” Rooster said, hand tightening on the grip of his pilfered gun. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it, darling.” 
 
    Rooster started to move – shove him, shoot him, duck him, something – but Val was too fast. His hands closed on Rooster’s shoulders, an immovable grip, and before Rooster could react in any way, Val lunged in and kissed him. 
 
    But kiss was too kind a word. Val attacked his mouth. Rooster had time to register a press of lips, the oily heat of fresh blood, a tongue shoving roughly between his lips. The copper of blood inside his mouth.  
 
    Then Val pulled back, his grin awful. There was a fresh, weeping bite mark on the inside of his arm. He’d bitten himself? 
 
    Rooster wanted to vomit. He started to spit. 
 
    “It’s not theirs,” Val said. And then: “Swallow that.” 
 
    Rooster did, only because his throat was convulsing, his whole body was convulsing. A shudder rippled through him, as exhilarating and pleasurable as an orgasm.  
 
    Val clapped him on the shoulder. “Wipe your mouth.” He did the same for himself. “And let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was a suicide mission. Or it would have been, for someone else. Someone who wasn’t a former Soviet attack dog too hell-bent on killing everyone in his path to worry about jeopardizing his comrades. He’d never been any good at keep his friends alive before, why start now? 
 
    Nikita mowed through guards in the manor’s soaring foyer. A group of lab technicians in white coats cried out and threw themselves down onto the expensive rug, hands flying to cover their heads.  
 
    “Where is Aleksander Kashnikov?” Nikita demanded, shouted really, his accent thicker than it had been in years. When no one answered, he fired a shot straight overhead, and heard crystal shatter. A few thick pieces rained down on the floor around them, and the lab coats screeched collectively. “Where is he?” 
 
    “You’re fucking insane,” Lanny muttered, and Nikita was dimly aware that he was clearing the rest of the foyer, checking for threats. “I love it.” 
 
    Nikita lowered his Smith & Wesson, so its barrel was trained on the huddled techs as he stalked toward them, wooden bootheels kissing the floor with a sound like gunshots. He was reminded, ridiculously, of walking across the Kremlin’s high-gloss floors.  
 
    “Are you deaf?” He reached them, and toed a cowering woman’s hand away from her face. She made an animal sound of terror and looked up at him through a sheen of tears. “Where is my wolf, bitch?” 
 
    “So angry,” Alexei mused at his side, but made no move to stop him. 
 
    “D-d-downstairs,” the woman stuttered. 
 
    Then that was where he would go. 
 
    He didn’t realize he was in the process of stepping over the woman until a restraining hand landed on his arm. 
 
    “Whoa,” Lanny said when Nikita snarled at him. “I get it: you’ve got a one-track mind tuned to Sasha. But maybe we should figure out how to get downstairs first, yeah?” 
 
    Nikita snarled again, because this was going too slow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lanny sighed. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jamie wasn’t ready to shoot people. Even if he could work the gun – which he knew he could thanks to practice with Trina’s dad – and even if the threat was very prevalent – which it was at the moment – killing wasn’t something Jamie could stomach.  
 
    “You killed last night,” Nikita had told him levelly, and he’d been overcome by a wave of nausea.  
 
    It hadn’t felt like killing. That night – “come here, little one” – with the weight of a comforting hand at his nape, and the heat of a living body at his chest, the wonderful, thrilling bloom of fresh blood in his mouth, he’d felt so very alive. How could death beget that kind of wild self-aware life?  
 
    In his sated, post-blood ecstasy, it had been so easy to overlook the two dropped bodies. The way Nikita and Lanny had hefted them over a fence and into a tangle of roadside kudzu.  
 
    But he had killed.  
 
    And he didn’t think he could do it in good conscious, unless his blood lust was up.  
 
    So for now, the plan was to blend in. To find Sasha. 
 
    They’d bought a cheap blazer on the way down, and as soon as they were past the door, he ducked into a dining room with a table as long as a football field and shrugged into it. Put a pair of useless glasses on his nose and a fake ID badge hanging out of his pocket. A disguise that would have never worked under normal circumstances, but right now, with Nikita and Lanny creating a violent distraction, Jamie might be able to slip in unnoticed.  
 
    He took a deep breath, started forward, and caught his reflection in a gilt-framed mirror.  
 
    Just weeks before, he’d been worried about final exams and portfolios. Now? He was a party to murder, and rescue, and had fed off a man’s blood. Had taken his life. 
 
    He shivered all over, and walked deeper into the house. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There were two doors that led to the cell, one made of bars, and one that looked like something used to secure a bank vault, or the hold of a Navy ship. Beyond that was a spiral stone staircase, straight out of a castle, and the only way was up. 
 
    Val went first. They encountered more guards on the ascent, but Rooster never had to fire off a shot. Val broke one’s neck and sent him tumbling down the stairs past Rooster. Another he looked like he might bite, and Rooster hustled him past with a terse, “Not time.” Val sighed and slammed the man’s head against the stone wall.  
 
    At the top, they emerged into a long, low-ceilinged stone room that Rooster recognized by smell: the place of dust and mildew. He saw boxes arranged on several long rows of metal shelves; boxes stacked in corners; boxes gone damp and sagging apart, spilling books like rice from a sack. Boxes that looked charred at the edges.  
 
    He couldn’t see any guards yet, but heard shouts and running feet.  
 
    Val grabbed his sleeve and towed him around a shelf. “You’ll probably need that gun now,” he said, primly.  
 
    He slid into the role of shooter without thought. He handled a gun the way other men handled shaving razors, or the gearshifts of cars. A brainless, instinctual exercise, without flinching. One. Two. Three. Four.  
 
    He turned to find Val dropping the fifth, wiping his mouth with his tattered sleeve, eyes electric with something like joy. “Come on.” 
 
    Another staircase, and then–  
 
    It had to be a lab. A seemingly endless stretch of low tables and desks cluttered with everything from computers to beakers. A stunned once-over revealed designated workstations, metal tables, half-walls and curtained partitions; industrial coolers and fridges, big banks of monitors. Heavy wooden doors lined the walls. And it was chaos: tipped-over chairs, strewn papers, abandoned monitors. Rooster saw flashes of white as techs hid beneath tables. Others were disappearing behind the sliding-shut doors of an elevator. Screams. Shrieks.  
 
    “Shit,” he murmured, and was almost overwhelmed.  
 
    A young man with glasses and a pocket protector tried to sneak past, and Val snatched his arm. The kid squealed and went limp.  
 
    Val gave him a shake. “My weapons. Where are they?” 
 
    The kid went the color of spoiled milk and gaped up at him. “I – I – I.” 
 
    “My sword, you idiot. My daggers. I know they’re here.” 
 
    “Tr-try the – the weapons room,” he finally stammered. When Val dropped him, Rooster thought he might have fainted. Val leaned down, snapped his laminated ID badge from his lapel, and stepped over the poor boy.  
 
    No, not a poor boy. These were the people who’d treated Red like a science fair project. Fuck all of them.  
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Rooster growled, tailing Val as he began opening doors and looking for the promised arsenal.  
 
    “Believe me,” Val said, trying another, and then another in rapid succession. “When we run into my brother, you’ll wish I was armed…Ah! Here.” 
 
    Like everything else about this place, the weapons room was impressive as hell. Cabinet after cabinet of guns and knives in all varieties. An indoor shooting range.  
 
    And set off by themselves, two ornate wooden cases with velvet lining the color of blood. One was empty. The other held an honest-to-God sword. The daggers arranged around it had jewels set in the hilts, but the sword – simple, masculine, and gleaming – was the showstopper.  
 
    Val pulled the little padlock apart like it was made of taffy and murmured something low in another language as he lifted the sword from its velvet bed. Tilted it so the overhead light ran down its length in one long flash.  
 
    “Hello, gorgeous,” he said in English, and smiled with all his teeth showing.  
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” Rooster growled.  
 
    There was a scabbard, too, sturdy leather with an intricate strap that Val ducked through so sword and scabbard lay down his back. “Yes, fine. Let’s get the children.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The walls of their room dampened the scents and sounds beyond, but Sasha could still tell that something was happening. A great stirring of panic that lifted his hair on end.  
 
    He wanted, so badly, to believe that Nikita…that the others…And yet he feared it, terribly, because Nikita was brave, and stubborn, and wonderful, but this place was a fortress, and rescue wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Sasha,” Red said beside him. “What are you–” 
 
    “Shh.” Footsteps just outside the door. He grabbed her wrist, straining to listen, ready to bundle her into the corner as best as his shaky limbs could manage if someone came through the door with the intent to hurt them. They were too valuable to kill, he knew, but there was no way Dr. Talbot would let Nik waltz right in and drag them out. “Listen.” 
 
    An electronic chime as a keycard was used, and the lock disengaged.  
 
    Sasha began to shake – shakes on top of drug shakes – and he gritted his teeth, fighting with a sudden wave of faintness. He couldn’t black out now.  
 
    The door opened to two scents: one vampire, one human. Not Nik, and not Vlad, a stranger, but… 
 
    Someone knelt down in front of him on the floor. Blue eyes, and tangled waist-length blond hair. Smell of human blood, and rags for clothes; pommel of a sword protruding over his shoulder.  
 
    He wasn’t polished and gleaming, dressed in velvets and high-gloss boots, and Sasha could actually smell him now, for the first time. But there was no mistaking… 
 
    “Val?” he asked, and to his great shame, tears filled his eyes.  
 
    The prince who’d first visited Sasha when he was eight, who’d told him how to kill Rasputin, and save Nikita, smiled at him now, so tenderly. He reached to touch Sasha’s face, cupped his cheek, swept his thumb across it. The warmth and solidity of him was a shock. “Hello, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Are you – are you really here?” As if the touch wasn’t enough proof. 
 
    “Yes, I really am. Let’s get those awful things off, shall we?” He produced a key. “Your Nikita’s here, and he’s mad as a wet cat.” 
 
    “Nikita’s here?” 
 
    The first cuff came undone with a little click. “Yes, can’t you hear all the shooting?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Val knelt down in front of a pale-haired boy, face melting into sweetness, and they talked about…something, as Val undid his cuffs.  
 
    Rooster didn’t really see any of that. His eyes went straight to Red, who sat crouched against the wall, wrists cuffed together. She looked toward the door, and in the second before she recognized him, the sheer terror on her face made him want to stomp back out into the main lab, drag lab coats out from under tables, and put bullets in them.  
 
    He watched her see him, really see him, and she scrambled to her feet and ran to him. She couldn’t put her arms around him, but that didn’t matter. He caught her and tucked her into his chest, enfolded her into his own arms, big enough for both of them.  
 
    He didn’t say anything, because he couldn’t. He pressed his face down into her red hair and felt the warmth of her breath in the hollow of his throat, listened to the way it hitched and caught.  
 
    “You came,” she whispered. “You came.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he choked out.  
 
    When he lifted his head, he saw that Val had got the boy up on his feet, though he was wobbly. Val had an arm looped around his waist. The boy’s hair was glued to his forehead with sweat, and the dark circles beneath his eyes stood out prominently against too-pale skin. He looked sick.  
 
    Val studied him with clear concern. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You don’t look it. Where’s Talbot?” 
 
    “Prob – probably in his office,” he boy said, and his teeth were chattering.  
 
    Val growled – actually growled, like an animal. After the blood-drinking, it still managed to surprise Rooster, that catlike sound.  
 
    “Here.” He steered the shaking boy toward Rooster and Red. “Make sure he doesn’t fall down. I want a word before we leave.” 
 
    “What the hell?” But all he could do was catch the boy by the shoulder and pull he and Red along with him as Val charged out of the room and toward a door marked with the name Dr. Edmund Talbot on a gold placard.  
 
    “Watch him,” Rooster said, entrusting the sickly kid to Red, who laid a comforting, if insubstantial hand on his shoulder, and scanned the lab around them. It was eerily quiet. Everyone had either fled, or was hiding. How there weren’t more guards coming at them, Rooster had no idea. His hand tightened on his gun.  
 
    A sound brought his attention back to the door: Val kicking it in. There was a splintering crack, as if a brace had been broken, and the door flew inward to reveal Jake standing just inside, gun at the ready.  
 
    A gunshot.  
 
    Val shuddered as the bullet hit home.  
 
    Rooster lunged forward, bringing his gun up. 
 
    But Val, somehow, though Rooster could see the gory exit wound in his back, didn’t fall. Instead, he laughed. “Lovely try, Major,” he said.  
 
    Jake tried to move, to get off another shot, but Val was impossibly fast. He batted the gun away with one hand, and gripped Jake’s jaw with the other.   
 
    “But you missed the important part.” Val’s hand tightened, knuckles going white, and there was a crack of bone breaking.  
 
    Jake let out a high, thin scream, and Val tossed him away. He landed half-over a chair that then toppled, and lay still.  
 
    “Oh,” Red gasped, clutching at Rooster’s sleeve.  
 
    A man with glasses fumbled across his desk, a horror-struck, desperate attempt to defend himself while being too panicked to go about it properly. Rooster recognized that emotion. Reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there, wanting to flee, your knees too weak to hold you up. 
 
    Val leaned over the desk and clapped both his hands over the man’s, pinning them to the wood. “All my love to the family,” he said, and turned back to the door. 
 
    “Oh, him you don’t kill?” Rooster asked. 
 
    Val hesitated in the doorway, and though he feigned bored, Rooster saw a little tic in his jaw. “His daughter doesn’t deserve that.” Then he shouldered past them. 
 
    Rooster spared Jake a glance; he had no idea if he was dead, or just unconscious. At the moment, he didn’t care.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita caught another vampire’s scent behind him just in time to duck the knife that knocked the hat from his head and buried itself in the paneling of the library wall.  
 
    “Shit,” Lanny muttered, whirling, shotgun at the ready.  
 
    Alexei yelped, and tripped, and dragged himself up hastily.  
 
    Nikita spun as he stood, gun leveled on the creature in the library doorway.  
 
    He was Nikita’s height, but broader through the shoulders. His face, the harsh angles of it, its stony utter lack of expression, pinged something way back in Nikita’s memory. The widow’s peak, the tied back long hair. This was not a young vampire, oh no. No laboratory creation. This was the real deal. 
 
    And he carried a sword.  
 
    “Who are you?” Nikita asked him in Russian. 
 
    He answered in Romanian, an old dialect. “The Son of the Dragon.” 
 
    Dracula.  
 
    “Did he just say–” Lanny started, and Nikita waved him to silence.  
 
    His heartbeat throbbed under his skin, a painful pressure that felt like it would punch through him like he was only made of tissue paper. Under the strong blood-spice of Dracula – of Vlad – was a hint of a transferred scent: the pine needle musk that Nikita’s sheets smelled like back home.  
 
    The house was pandemonium beyond this room, filled with the thump of running feet, shouts, confused questions, the crackle and squawk of radios. But here, in this book-lined room, Nikita could think of nothing but that familiar scent. Just a trace. Fresh. Alive. 
 
    “Vlad Dracula,” he said with formality. “I think you’ve met my wolf.”  
 
    Vlad slid into English, too. Accented, but perfect, like an expat who’d been speaking it half his life, and not just a few weeks. “I have met Sasha, yes. But he’s not bound to a master, that I can tell. Not yet.” 
 
    Nikita flashed his fangs with a low, warning growl.  
 
    “You’re the one in the file. The Chekist.” He pronounced the word like it amused him. “Nikita Baskin.” He tipped his head to the side, weighing. “You are a young one.” 
 
    This was a game. No, it was a dance. Nikita felt the weight of Kolya’s knives sheathed at his back and wished suddenly, desperately for this old friend. Kolya was the dancer, he thought with choked-back panic. Not me. With everyone else in this horrid castle, he could rely on brute force, on terror, his powers, the still-impressive black coat that had frightened Soviets, and frightened a whole new generation of peasants today. But here now, with the Wallachian prince of legend, intimidation wasn’t an option. There was only winning…and winning might mean death.  
 
    He fought to keep his voice neutral. It came out tight. “Where is Sasha?” 
 
    “He is safe,” Vlad said mildly. He didn’t move, but the sword caught the light somehow, a persistent glimmer. “You should not worry.” 
 
    “There are other wolves,” he said, thinking of the ferals they’d never been able to find back in New York. Of the wolves that Val had told them resided here…And where were they? The baron and his American baroness? Hiding? Choosing not to take sides? Assholes. “You can use them. For your tests.” To be your slaves, he didn’t say. “You have no need of Sasha. He isn’t a good war dog anyway. He wouldn’t be useful.” 
 
    But he remembered Sasha’s chin smeared with blood, the appalled excitement in his eyes, glinting bright as the sun-warmed snow. That was the beautiful thing about Sasha: he was all youth, and spark, and heart, and curiosity. He killed like he did everything else: passionately.  
 
    If he was doing it for someone he loved.  
 
    Vlad’s face did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Is that why you don’t use him?” His head tipped the other way. “Or do you use him for other things? He smelled like you, all the way down to his scalp.” 
 
    Another growl rippled up his throat, unbidden, this one a direct challenge. “I don’t have a beef with you. Whatever you’re doing here, I don’t care. All I want is Sasha.” 
 
    Vlad seemed to consider it. Or pretended to. “No.” 
 
    Nikita started forward, brought up short by Lanny’s hand on his shoulder. He growled again, a true snarl this time.  
 
    “Do you want to fight me?” Vlad asked, and he sounded truly curious, the bastard. “Maybe I should tell you first: I have no…what’s the word? Fetish? Yes, fetish. I don’t care about Sasha. He is young, and skinny, and a boy besides. I don’t want a pet, Captain Baskin. But if I’m to go into battle, I need a wolf at my side. That’s how it was done in the old days – in my father’s days. And then again in mine. A wolf to act as right hand. My wolf died over five centuries ago, and so you see, I have need of one. Dr. Talbot said he would provide, and he has provided Sasha. Sasha who is, as I say, not bound to anyone. He is, as the Americans say, free for the taking.” 
 
    “You fucking–” 
 
    “Hey,” Lanny said, squeezing Nikita’s shoulder hard. He must have been very strong as a man, because as a vampire, his big boxer’s hand threatened to dislocate Nikita’s shoulder. To Vlad: “Okay, look. Mr. Dracula. Shit. Wow. Anyway. You can see my friend here is upset. And you get that, right? He’s not normally the sort of person who sticks his nose in other people’s business. Which is ironic since he was secret police, you know–” 
 
    “Lanny,” Alexei sing-songed, the tone belied by an undercurrent of stress. “Perhaps stick to the point, starshoi, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah. What I’m getting at is: these guys? Nikita and Sasha? They’ve been together, just the two of them, a real long time. They’re like a coupla old marrieds. I haven’t met a lot of wolves, but there have to be others, and it’d be real great if you could – bond, or whatever – with one of them. You don’t wanna break up best friends like this, huh? Also, he’s freaking out. Look at him. I don’t wanna ride all the way back in the car with him when he’s like this. Come on, bro, whaddya say?” 
 
    Nikita vowed to kick Lanny right in the balls at the first opportunity, the stupid meathead.  
 
    Or maybe hug him, because that little spiel had made him feel like family.  
 
    Vlad took a step forward, and they collectively tensed. They were all of a height, but Vlad managed to look down his nose at them. “When my uncle wakes, it won’t matter that you and your friend are together. Nothing will matter. Are you so selfish that you would stand in the way of my war over one person? That you would let friendship be the thing that breaks the world?” 
 
    Nikita felt a brittle smile steal across his face. “You arrogant idiot. The world’s broken a thousand times. You missed most of it while you were asleep. It always breaks, and stupid people always die trying to keep it from breaking, and it always mends itself in the end. I can live through that. I have. But I won’t live without him.” He’d find a way to end it all, finally, once and for all if that was the case. “Get in my way, and I’ll go through you, Son of the Dragon or not.” 
 
    Lanny hissed out a breath. “Writing checks you seriously can’t cash,” he whispered.  
 
    “My lord Dracula,” Alexei said, taking a hesitant, non-threatening step forward. He must have finally shaken off his shock. “I’m sure there’s something we can work out. We are both, after all, royalty – both princes, even – and I’m sure, just as my papa would say, that there is nothing a little diplomacy won’t–” 
 
    Vlad turned a look on the tsarevich that made even Nikita’s knees feel weak. “Shut up. Russian princess.” He turned back to Nikita. “Through me it is, then, Captain.” He lifted his sword.  
 
    “Both of you, go,” Nikita said, shrugging Lanny off, and raising his gun. “Find Sasha. I’ll hold him.” 
 
    Lanny cursed extravagantly, calling him an idiot, but he grabbed Alexei, and they went.    
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The noise coming from downstairs. The scents.  
 
    Annabel’s hands, clammy with nervous sweat, skidded and slipped as she popped the latch on the box that Fulk had dragged out from beneath the bed. Most of his treasures of the past – he called it “old junk,” but she’d seen the way he looked at some of the jewelry and, especially, a few hand-carved wooden figures – were kept safe at a self-store facility in Georgia. But this box went with them everywhere. Just in case. His one concession to the threat that they pretended didn’t exist, but which had haunted their every step, from Beijing, to Paris, to Rio.  
 
    She finally got the latch and flipped the lid back. He’d pulled his longsword out just minutes before. The shortsword remained. And the American cavalry saber; that was the one she pulled out and unsheathed, the hiss-ting of the blade drawing a familiar comfort.  
 
    Stay in the room, sure. Like hell.  
 
    She was headed for the door when a sound froze her in her tracks. Downstairs was a discordant symphony of panicked noise, but this sound had come from above. Faint, but distinct. She–  
 
    She caught the first faint whiff of strange wolves before a dark shape moved toward the window, a blur, and the glass shattered.  
 
    Fulk! 
 
    Anna threw her head back and howled.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For such a short distance, the elevator moved awfully slow.  
 
    Rooster had Red shoved behind him while they waited for it to arrive; she gripped the back of his hoodie with both fists, not wanting to let go. He understood; if he could have spared his gun hand, he would have picked her up and carried her against his chest. Beside them, the boy, Sasha, braced himself with one shoulder against Rooster’s and fought hard shivers that left his breath coming in short, sharp pants.  
 
    Every second the elevator took to come was another second when they could be set upon. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” Rooster chanted under his breath.  
 
    Only Val seemed unbothered. He swayed gently side-to-side, dreamy smile on his face, watching the doors with obvious anticipation. Weirdo.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, the car arrived with a polite ding and the doors slid open… 
 
    To reveal two men in jeans and Kevlar. Both carrying guns.  
 
    “Shit.” Rooster fingered the trigger of his stolen gun–  
 
    And Val laughed. “Detective Webb and his pet tsarevich in the flesh.” 
 
    “Hey,” one of the men, the younger one, protested.  
 
    The other guy, dark-haired, with a nose that looked like it had been broken more than once, opened his eyes wide in surprise. “Dude. Val? You’re loose?” 
 
    “Very much so. You were looking for us?” 
 
    Both men – neither of which made aggressive moves toward them – peered around Val’s shoulders. 
 
    “Sasha,” they both breathed out at the same time, relieved.  
 
    Broken Nose stepped off the elevator and went to the blond boy, took him by the shoulder and peered into his face, brows knitting. “Shit, kid, what’d they do to you?” 
 
    “I’m f-f-fine.” Sasha brought a hand up to cover the other man’s. A clumsy movement. 
 
    “Yeah, you look fine,” the guy quipped. Then he looked up and met Rooster’s gaze, not-so-subtly positioning himself between Sasha and everyone else. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Somebody trying to get the fuck out of this place,” Rooster said.  
 
    The guy stared at him a moment, then nodded. “Let’s see what the weight sensor’s like on this elevator, huh?” 
 
    “Lanny,” the other one said. “Nikita–” 
 
    “What about Nikita?” Sasha asked, forcing himself to stand more upright. 
 
    Val tipped his head back, and looked at the ceiling. “He’s meeting my brother, yes?” A sharp edge in his voice, half-anger, half-anticipation.  
 
    Sasha made an unhappy whimpering sound.  
 
    “Hey, kiddo,” Rooster said, turning to Red. “How goes it with the fire?” 
 
    She looked tired, but she smiled, and twirled her newly-freed wrists. “Ready.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The wolf who came in through the window, landing in a neat tuck and roll on the rug, showering glass when he stood up and shook his head, was dressed all in dark green, a hood covering his hair, a bright reddish lick of it poking out the front, glued to his forehead with sweat.  
 
    Annabel clutched the saber so tightly her knuckles cracked, but she didn’t swing it. She’d missed her chance, she realized; if she wanted to catch him by surprised, she should have sliced at him as he was rolling, while she’d been gaping in surprise. Now, she’d have to go at him face-to-face, when he could defend himself.  
 
    They stared at one another, a long moment that seemed to stretch. He smelled like fresh sweat, like excitement and pumping adrenaline…but nothing darker than that. His face was flushed a bright pink under his dusting of freckles, but she could find not even a trace of malice. If anything, he looked curious. 
 
    He tipped his head to the side and gave a soft, questioning ruff.  
 
    She growled, but it was more of a question than a threat.  
 
    “I like your saber,” he said, gaze shifting to it, and, huh – Fulk had always taught her that to take your eyes off an enemy was as good as lying down and giving up. So. He wasn’t worried…or, a more hopeful voice in the back of her head suggested, he didn’t mean her any harm. “Civil War era, right?” 
 
    She swallowed around a dry throat. “Who are you?” 
 
    He executed a flourishing bow. “Robin of Locksley, at your service, ma’am.” He straightened with a smile that turned his freckled face to something foxy…and merry. “Now, unless you think we ought to duel, I really should help my friends.” 
 
    “Rob,” a voice said at the door behind her, and she cursed herself for her lapse. While she was busy trying to decide if he was friend or foe, others had joined him. No doubt they’d rappelled down through windows, too.  
 
    She ducked to the side so she could press her back to the wall and look at both of them. The newcomer was massive, his own green garb stretched tight over arms as big around as her waist.  
 
    He spared her a curious glance, then looked to Robin. Rob. “You good?” 
 
    They were both English, she noted. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” Rob looked over at her, brows raised in silent question.  
 
    “My husband–” 
 
    “Won’t be harmed. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “The Impaler’s down there.” 
 
    He grinned. “This should be interesting, then.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita got off two quick, accurate shots before his magazine was empty. Shots that hit the target, but did nothing, because Vlad was wearing Kevlar. Of-fucking-course he was. And then there wasn’t time to reload, because Vlad was on him with his sword.  
 
    Nikita pulled two of Kolya’s knives from his belt, and whirled.  
 
    He slashed out, one fast slice, intending to catch Vlad down the back of his arm. He couldn’t get at the meat of his torso, his heart, specifically, but he could get him bleeding. Sever the important tendons and ligaments that held him upright.  
 
    But he didn’t get the chance. Even though Vlad had swung with full-body momentum, he recovered almost right away, and he knocked the tip of Nikita’s knife aside with his sword.  
 
    There was an awful clanging sound, and a bolt of pain up Nikita’s wrist, and the knife winked like a shooting star as it sailed across the room.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Nikita ducked the next swing. It was a big, two-handed sword, and its movements were necessarily telegraphed. But he couldn’t count on being able to dodge every blow. He would tire, and one would connect, and he’d be cleaved right in half.  
 
    Another swing, another duck. Nikita swiped low with the knife and was rewarded by a deep slice on Vlad’s thigh. The tac pants slit and he caught a glimpse of a thin red line of blood before he had to duck again, leap back, retreat.  
 
    Vlad pushed him relentlessly back across the floor, faster than anyone with a sword that heavy should have been able. Nikita tripped over the edge of the rug and went down on his hip, already scrambling to right himself. His hand touched something soft and fluffy. His hat! He curled his fingers in its fur.  
 
    The problem, Nikita realized – because there was always a fatal flaw in every one of history’s great heroes – was that he was fighting a prince, who fought like a prince. And Nikita was just Moscow street trash.  
 
    Vlad prepared another swing.  
 
    Nikita bolted up, close, inside his guard, and whipped his hat across the prince’s eyes.  
 
    Vlad made a startled sound, and it was the opening Nikita needed to drive his knife up to the hilt in his belly, just beneath the edge of his Kevlar.  
 
    A grunt, and another swing that Nikita barely danced back from. He put a good seven strides between them, and waited to see what would happen. While he pulled a fresh magazine from his coat pocket, of course. He wasn’t an idiot.  
 
    Vlad had a red scrape above one eyebrow where the sharp edge of the hammer and sickle badge had cut him. Nikita got a good look at it while Vlad’s gaze was downcast, fixed to the knife hilt protruding from his gut. He grimaced, wrapped his free hand around it, and pulled it out.  
 
    A chill rippled through Nikita, moving from the inside out. He was in Russia again, watching Rasputin’s skull pop and crack and knit itself back together again. Captain, you’re going to have to do a lot better than that.  
 
    The bloody knife hit the rug with a soft sound. Vlad lifted his head, snarled, and charged.  
 
    The magazine clicked into place, and Nikita racked the slide, but Vlad was on top of him, and there wasn’t time–  
 
    A white blur crashed into the prince’s side. Focused on Nikita, caught off guard, Vlad tumbled into a wingback chair that splintered on impact. The white blur was on top of him. 
 
    And it wasn’t a blur at all, but a shaggy white wolf, snarling furiously.  
 
    “Sasha!” 
 
    Nikita leapt up, gun forgotten in his hand, every ounce of concentration and energy arrowing into one goal: get Sasha the hell away from Vlad. Which wouldn’t be easy, because Sasha had Vlad’s sword arm in his jaws, savaging it.  
 
    Nikita reached out in a moment that seemed endless, slow-motion. He grabbed for Sasha’s thick ruff, intending to drag him back.  
 
    Vlad grabbed Sasha’s face with his free hand. Nikita saw fingertips go for eyeballs, heard Sasha’s whimper, and Vlad shoved Sasha off of him. No, he flung him. Sasha tumbled across the floor and slammed into a low coffee table with a sharp lupine squeal of pain.  
 
    The sound tugged at Nikita. Every last bit of him wanted to run to Sasha, to shield him, pick him up, check that he was alright. But he couldn’t do that, not yet, not with Vlad still a threat, getting to his feet, dripping blood all over the carpet and holding his sword in an unflinching grip, gnawed-on arm or not.  
 
    Throughout it all, from first glance to the last strike, Vlad had been expressionless and unemotional. Nikita was just something to be dealt with, calmly, rationally. But now, as he lifted his sword, Nikita saw the first flash of rage on the prince’s face.  
 
    He raised his gun. 
 
    And stumbled back from a sudden, searing wall of fire.  
 
    It was so hot, Nikita gave up on keeping his eyes open and tucked into a fast roll across the carpet. When he came up, squinting, he saw the mage at the helm of the fire: a very young redheaded girl, face gone white with strain.  
 
    The fire roared, then flickered, caught, retracted. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and made a low, anguished sound of frustration. She couldn’t hold it much longer, he understood. 
 
    “Thank you, dear, that’ll be all.” Val – a bedraggled, shaggy, rag-clad version of the polished prince who’d appeared in Trina’s grandmother’s living room – strode past the last flash of fire, a sword of his own in-hand. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Vlad muttered something dark in Romanian.  
 
    Val answered in kind.  
 
    Light sparked along blades as swords came together with a sharp ring. 
 
    Nikita didn’t bother to watch. He scrambled across the rug and dropped to his knees beside Sasha, still in his wolf shape, curled up with his legs tucked, eyes shut, whining quietly.  
 
    “Sashka.” He stroked his fur, but got no response.  
 
    “Can you carry him?” Lanny asked from above him. “We need to go.” 
 
    “Yes.” And he gathered his wolf up in his arms.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fulk had left their bedroom with his sword in his hand and his heart in his throat. Chaos meant one thing: the rescue attempt was underway. And he knew, with a certainty that made him feel sick, that only someone with sword training and preternatural strength had a prayer of getting between Vlad and the doomed rescuers.  
 
    He’d reached the portrait gallery when a man dressed all in green crashed through one of the soaring windows and rolled into a ready crouch, one hand braced on the carpet runner, the other on the butt of a handgun.  
 
    Not a man, but a wolf. 
 
    He stood up slowly, eyes trained on first the sword in Fulk’s hands, then Fulk’s face. His brows rose up until they disappeared into the glossy dark curls that fell over his forehead.  
 
    “Le Strange?” he asked. 
 
    And that was when Fulk noticed he wore green. Lincoln green.  
 
    It had been a long, long time since he’d bumped into one of Locksley’s boys, but he’d been left with an impression. If memory served, this one was Scarlet.  
 
    “Are you one of Sasha’s people?” Fulk asked. 
 
    Scarlet’s brows raised another notch. “Sasha? We’re here for the girl. And her angry Marine.” 
 
    “Oh.” He hadn’t expected that. 
 
    Scarlet smiled a little. “You gonna get in my way?” 
 
    Fulk didn’t know. “You broke my window,” he said to stall.  
 
    Scarlet’s smile stretched. “Word has it it’s not your window anymore. Or did you invite the Institute in?” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to answer. A howl shivered through the air: Annabel’s.  
 
    Any other time, Fulk would have never turned his back on Will Scarlet. But now, with his mate calling him, he turned and bolted. He heard Scarlet behind him, running too, and didn’t care.  
 
    The gallery T’d into the main hallway, and at the intersection, another Lincoln green-clad wolf darted past, headed for the main staircase – and the cacophony that floated up from it. Fulk hung a hard left and followed, falling in beside the second wolf. 
 
    Who was Rob Locksley.  
 
    The man glanced over and managed a double take, even as he was running. “Le Strange?” 
 
    “Get your people out, and stay out of my way,” Fulk snapped.  
 
    They pulled up at the railing, gazes drawn down, all the way to the massive foyer where a fresh batch of guards had finally arrived from the barracks and were pouring in through the front doors.  
 
    “Ah, shit.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was those cuffs, Rooster knew. He didn’t know what they were made of, or how they did it, but they sapped Red’s energy, and her power. She’d had just enough juice for one forceful show, but in the aftermath, she crumpled. 
 
    Rooster caught her around the waist with his free arm and towed her toward the door – toward the light that poured in across polished floors, a beacon drawing them out of his place.  
 
    He pushed everything – the clang of sword meeting sword; the curses and hurried movements of the others – from his mind save leaving. Getting Red to safety.  
 
    They staggered out of the room that looked like a library into a soaring space with a grand staircase and a marble inlay floor. The foyer.  
 
    He heard the thud of boots just seconds before he saw an incoming wall of black-clad armed guards.  
 
    Almost. They’d almost made it out. So close.  
 
    Rooster tightened his arm around Red, pulled her into his side. “Stay with me,” he said, and trained his sights on the leading guard.  
 
    The guard who took his next step, then stiffened, then collapsed to the floor.  
 
    With an arrow sticking out of his neck.  
 
    Rooster glanced up wildly, and found Rob and Will standing on the balcony above, fresh arrows nocked.  
 
    He couldn’t help it; he laughed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    44 
 
      
 
    The first meeting of the blades moved up Val’s arms as a shockwave. He felt the collision in his bones, in his back teeth, clenched so tight he thought they might crack. Vlad had always been the physically stronger of the two, and he was proving it now, well-fed, rested, fit from a strict training regimen.  
 
    But Val had the emotional advantage.  
 
    He was fee. 
 
    And his belly was warm with fresh human blood – he could weep with ecstasy to taste man-blood on his tongue for the first time in so long.  
 
    So Val braced his feet against the floor, met his brother’s next strike with a parry, and laughed, high and wild, the sound as bright and sharp as the meeting of the swords.  
 
    “You’re wounded, brother,” Val said, stepping back, blocking, parrying. “I can smell blood.” 
 
    Vlad grunted – disapproval, and not effort, Val thought.  
 
    “I hope it won’t affect your fighting.” 
 
    Vlad surged forward with an aggressive flurry of strikes.  
 
    Val deflected them, but he had to retreat seven steps backward, arms shaking with the effort. Shit, he wasn’t going to be able to keep this up for long. The long muscles in his back were already starting to burn.  
 
    But he grinned at his brother, even if his laugh was breathless. It was too fun not to goad him like this.  
 
    The next clang sent sharp bolts of pain shooting up Val’s arms, and he spun away, gasping, retreating.  
 
    Vlad granted him a moment, his own broad chest heaving. “What do you think is going to happen?” he asked, brows set at stern angles. “That you can overpower me? Because you can’t.” 
 
    Val panted; sweat on his palms made his sword grip slippery. The others, he noted – Nikita and sweet Sasha and their pack; and the mage and her Marine, her Gullinkambi – had left. He registered scuffles and barked orders, and much milling about out on the front steps. Heard, even, the distant crack of a rifle, and male shouts of alarm. They’d gotten away, then, all of them.  
 
    In that sense, he’d been victorious.  
 
    Even if his brother was about to run him through. 
 
    “How about this,” he said, struggling to get his breathing under control. Beneath his ratty clothes, sweat poured down his body. His left calf cramped up, sharp and sudden. “Let me leave, and you won’t have to see me again. You won’t even have to hear from me. All I want is to be left alone.” 
 
    He’d meant it as a jest, a challenge. But as soon as he said it, Val realized it was the truth. With a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach, Val acknowledged that his aspirations of the past – to be seen as a worthy member of his famous family; to foster a peace between the Empire and Romania, not to help the Empire, as all his doubters had claimed, but to finally drag Romania out of an endless crusade; to gain some sort of brotherly affection from Vlad; to lead – were just that: past. All he wanted, all that he’d wanted for years now, was to lie down in spring grass and watch clouds scuttle across the sun. Feel the breeze. Smell modern cities, and the insides of restaurants, and eat until he was painfully full. He wanted to know the texture of Mia’s hair against his hand. To sit a horse again. To sleep on silk sheets, and know a willing sex partner, and run until his legs were jelly, the wind in his clean hair.  
 
    He was a purebred vampire prince. Romanian Royalty. Roman royalty. 
 
    And all he wanted was to disappear into the world, and never be reminded of those things again.  
 
    “Please,” he said, voice twisting piteously. “Just let me go.” 
 
    Vlad stared at him. Lifted his sword. Attacked.  
 
    Val brought his own up with arms that screamed in pain, and the strike sent his blade spinning out of his hands. He gave a wordless cry of alarm and pain, and reached for the gun he’d picked off a dead guard and jammed in his fraying waistband. He wasn’t sure he’d know how to use it, but he’d watched Rooster. It couldn’t be that hard… 
 
    Vlad’s blade caught him where his neck and shoulder joined. Cleaved him there. Cracked him open. The sword hit his sternum, on the inside, skidded around his heart, lodged in his ribs. Not fatal. But.  
 
    He didn’t register falling, or Vlad drawing the sword back out of his body. Didn’t hear or feel any of it. 
 
    Suddenly he was on his back, looking up at the high coffered ceiling, the heat and strength bleeding out of him, heart throbbing jaggedly. He couldn’t breathe. The light was fading. 
 
    Vlad’s face appeared above his. “A kill for a kill,” he said, emotionless.  
 
    “No.” His voice came out a thin rasp. His vision blacked over. “I never…wanted to kill you.” 
 
    And then he was gone. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Fulk vaulted over the railing, landed lightly on the balls of his feet, and entered the library just in time to see Vlad cut his little brother almost in half. He watched, sick to his stomach, as Val crumpled, and Vlad braced a fit on his hip, leaned back, and pulled his sword free with an awful sucking sound and a fresh arterial spray of blood.  
 
    Vlad stepped back, and watched Val twitch and spasm, and bleed all over the carpet without any expression.  
 
    Fulk couldn’t say that he liked Val, not the way that Anna did. But. This… 
 
    “Did you kill him?” Fulk asked, and Vlad whirled to face him, bloody sword lifting.  
 
    His dark eyes moved over Fulk, noted his own sword. “No. But he will sleep for a while. He can’t cause any more trouble.” His head tilted. “Maybe I should have killed him, yes?” 
 
    Fulk swallowed hard. He was aware, suddenly, that he’d done nothing of any use today. He hadn’t helped anyone escape, hadn’t taken Annabel and fled. He was still here, same as ever. His sword might as well have been a matchstick for all the good it had done. 
 
    “Do you hate him?” he asked, nodding toward Val, who it was hard to look at.  
 
    “No,” Vlad said, like it was obvious. “He has always been full of hate, and that is not useful. It is a waste.” 
 
    Fulk didn’t respond.  
 
    “What has happened to the wolf? Sasha?” 
 
    “I think he’s gone.” 
 
    “Ah.” Vlad looked at him and Fulk wanted to squirm. “Then it’s a good thing there are other wolves here, yes?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We need leverage,” Trina had said, and Jamie had understood. The best way to push back against a secret, sinister organization was to expose it.  
 
    He found the computer terminal on the main floor, in a room that looked like a parlor. It could have been nothing; it looked like an afterthought. But when he touched the mouse, the screen lit up, and oh. Yes, this was something.  
 
    He used the keycard he’d swiped to log in, plugged in the flash drive he’d brought, and started moving files.  
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    Trina lowered her great-grandmother’s rifle with a surprisingly steady exhale. Without the scope, the front lawn of the manor house was dotted with shapeless black blurs, all of them still.  
 
    She’d pulled her gun on her share of suspects in her time as a beat cop, and then a detective. But before today, she’d never killed a man.  
 
    Now, she had more than half-a-dozen under her belt.  
 
    She didn’t know how she felt about that, so she resolved to consider it later, when there was time to weigh and measure her own morality.  
 
    For now, a group of ragtag escapees limped into the forest, and she shinnied down the tree to greet them.  
 
    When she landed on the leaf litter below, Deshawn said, “That was some damn impressive shooting.” He’d watched the whole thing through high-tech binoculars, on the radio with his team inside.  
 
    “Thanks.” She slung the Mosin-Nagant back of her shoulder where it weighed against her spine more than it ought to.  
 
    Rustling announced an arrival. The first to step through the screen of shrubs were the tall blond with his arm supporting the little redheaded girl, both of them flanked by archers in green hoods. Deshawn’s people. 
 
    The next popping and snapping of branches had Trina standing up on her toes, breath catching.  
 
    Lanny. 
 
    And then Alexei.  
 
    And Nikita…carrying Sasha. A big, limp white wolf that he cradled like a baby to his chest.  
 
    Trina swallowed a sudden lump in her throat. “Is he…?” She didn’t dare say it. 
 
    Lanny came to her; he looked whole, not limping, not favoring either side. He had a scratch on his forehead, but it was already healing. He pulled her into a short, hard hug, the sweat on his skin gluing them together, his breath hot against her scalp as he sighed.  
 
    “He’s alive,” he said. Then, quieter: “Nik’s pretty fucked up in the head about it, though.” 
 
    She stepped back, hands still clasped around Lanny’s thick biceps, and looked at her great-grandfather. He was utterly expressionless…in a spooky way, his gaze trained on the wolf, the best friend, that he carried.  
 
    She nodded. “We need to get somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Where’s Jamie?” 
 
    “He texted me. He’s coming.” 
 
    The sharp snap of a twig behind her heralded his arrival; everyone turned toward him, hands reaching for weapons, and he emerged from the underbrush with hands raised, empty palms flashing white in the gloom of the forest. “It’s just me.” His gaze came to Trina. “I think I got what we need.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned back to Deshawn…standing between her, and her people, and his people. He extended a hand. “You guys need a lift? We got a bird.” 
 
    She accepted his shake. “No, thanks. We’re good.” 
 
    He nodded, and produced a small black business card from one of his pockets. “Here, that’s us. If you ever need a friend.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and meant it. 
 
    She didn’t take a deep breath until the manor was far, far behind them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha shifted back to his human form on the long walk back to the rental cabin, but he didn’t wake.  
 
    Nikita laid him out on the rental cabin’s bed and dragged over a chair to sit beside him and wait. And wait.  
 
    Sasha’s chest rose and fell in a shallow, rapid rhythm. His lashes flickered as his eyes moved beneath the lids; restless, but never opening. Smudged with shadows, sunken. Just like his cheeks, and his belly beneath his ripped and stained white shirt. He’d always been slender, with knobby wrists and ankles, caught in that slim teenage shape forever. But he looked like he’d lost ten pounds or more since Nikita had last seen him. His hair needed washing, clinging in greasy clumps to his forehead. Nikita reached to push it back off his face instinctively, lingering after, hand cradling the top of his skull, feeling the sweat and excess body heat there in his skin.  
 
    “Nikita,” Trina said from the doorway. So gently. “We can’t stay here. We’re too close to the manor and it isn’t safe.” 
 
    “He’s feverish,” he said. His mouth was so dry it was hard to form words; brittle and crackling on his tongue. In Russian, “What did they do to you?” 
 
    “Nik,” she prompted. 
 
    “When he wakes.” 
 
    She gave a cut-off little sigh and walked away, easing the door shut most of the way. He could hear the others’ conversation out in the main room; it flowed over him like white noise.  
 
    “We can’t just–” 
 
    “Shh, he’ll hear.” 
 
    “He’s out of his damn gourd anyway.” 
 
    “Sasha smells like chemicals. They poisoned him.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know that. I can smell it.” 
 
    “Would you two keep it down?” 
 
    “What about Val?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He was loose, but he didn’t get out. I don’t think.” 
 
    Nikita scraped his blunt nails gently along Sasha’s scalp, slow pets, the way he’d always liked. He did smell of chemicals: strong human medicines, and street narcotics, the kind of nasty stink he sometimes detected on bums and junkies.  
 
    Could Sasha detect him in his sleep, he wondered? Was Nikita’s familiar scent a comfort?  
 
    “Sashka.” He trailed his fingertips down behind Sasha’s ear, down the side of his throat, over the fluttering pulse there. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Sasha murmured wordlessly and shifted on the bed, a tiny half-roll, wanting closer to Nikita, pushing into his hand.  
 
    “Sasha.”  
 
    His eyes opened to slits, that well-loved pale blue that should have been cold but had always been full of such youthful warmth. His gaze – glassy and unfocused – moved back and forth across Nikita’s face. He worked his jaw a moment, wet his lips. “Nik? Is it…are you real?” He made a pitiful attempt to lift one limp hand.  
 
    Nikita caught his hand with his free one, and squeezed it tight. “Yes, bratishka. I’m real. We’re going home.” 
 
    Sasha smiled faintly, rolled the rest of the way over, pressed his face into Nikita’s hip, and fell back to sleep.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “How’s she doing?” Deshawn asked, stopping to lean a shoulder against the wall beside Rooster, mirroring his posture.  
 
    When they’d walked into Lionheart – Rooster for the second time, and Red for the first – Much had met them with a bored, put-upon expression and walked them to a locker room. “No one else will come in,” he promised, sulky and teenagerish, and left them alone. Rooster sent Red in first, and now stood outside, letting the cool concrete wall hold his weight, breathing in and out in a slow, regular rhythm. Trying not to think too much about any one thing.  
 
    Red had been inside a long time.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, automatically. Then: “Quiet.” He cast a glance down the hall; once inside the main stone structure, the Lionheart facility was made smaller and more modern and usable by hallway, conference rooms, and bright electrical lighting. He could have been in a military facility anywhere in the world, its exposed ceiling pipes and its bleach-scented cleanliness a sort of comfort.  
 
    “She’s been through a lot,” Deshawn said.  
 
    He didn’t have to say that neither of them knew exactly what she’d been through. Through the chaos of the escape, and then the nerve-wracking ride back up into the mountains overlaid with the loud chop of the rotors, there hadn’t been a chance to talk about her captivity.  
 
    Rooster recalled something she’d said once, years ago, something she’d brushed off, and tried to laugh about, but which had tightened the skin around her eyes and mouth until her smile was a brittle mask. “I think they were going to try to breed us. Maybe even to each other.” With other children she’d claimed were her siblings.  
 
    His hands closed into fists inside his hoodie pocket. 
 
    If the way he clapped his shoulder was any indication, Deshawn knew it. “Maybe this isn’t the time to have this conversation, but I think you probably already know this: you two can’t keep going like you have been. Running. I don’t how the Institute keeps finding you, but they do. You guys can’t keep doing this on your own anymore.” 
 
    Rooster sighed, but nodded. He knew that. To be honest, he’d known that two towns and two shitty hotels ago. But he hadn’t wanted to believe it.  
 
    “I talked to Rob before Double Dee and I flew out to get you,” Deshawn continued. “There’s a place here for you – both of you. If you want it.” 
 
    Rooster searched his friend’s face, thinking for at least the tenth time in the last few days that he’d never really known him…but that wasn’t true, was it? He hadn’t known about Lionheart. About werewolves, and storybook heroes made flesh. But he’d known that Deshawn was the sort of person who wanted to help others; that if he offered safe harbor, he meant it.  
 
    “Is this you telling me I can stay as a friend? Or is this a job offer from Rob?” 
 
    “Both,” Deshawn said, hand tightening, eye contact steady. “You don’t have to decide right away.” He squeezed one last time and step back. “Talk it over with Red. When y’all are ready, come to the mess hall. It’s Tuck’s night to cook.” 
 
    Tuck. Another mage.  
 
    Rooster wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but he thought it might, might be a very good thing for Red to have a chance to talk to someone like her. Someone who could answer her questions without wanting to lay her out on a table and “breed her.” 
 
    He raked a hand through his hair. “Yeah. Thanks, man.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The showers were the communal kind, with stainless steel walls, and no curtains. Red felt small, exposed, and chilled as she shed her clothes and left them folded on the bench beside the fresh ones Rooster had dug out of her bag for her. But the boy – Much? – with the snarling mouth and beautiful hair had promised they’d be left alone. The locker room stretched empty and gleaming around her, so she cranked on the hot water and stepped beneath the spray when it started to steam.  
 
    When the jets hit her, skin immediately pinking under the heat, she realized that the chill wasn’t physical; it resided in some deep untouchable place beneath her breastbone.  
 
    Someone had set out a fresh bar of Ivory soap, still in the box, and a bottle of Head & Shoulders. Masculine, functional scents. She reached for them, hands only shaking a little.  
 
    The problem, she reflected, as she shampooed her hair, was that everything had gone right. And so, so much of it could have gone horribly wrong.  
 
    Staying at the Institute, becoming Vlad’s…mage. His left hand? She still wasn’t clear on the details. Would that involve…sex? Would she be a kept pet? She feared so, yes. All of that had left her chest tight with panic; she’d wanted to cry, and kick, and scream. But at the end of the day, she had power. She was valuable. While Rooster – so precious, and brave, and damaged – was only a regular human. He had no value for the Institute, and they could have killed him – would have.  
 
    That was unthinkable.  
 
    She finished up quickly, not wanting to linger, needing to see Rooster standing in front of her, suddenly, alive and unharmed. When she soaped her arms, she noted that the marks from the cuffs, the scrapes and pinpricks of their spikes, had already faded, looking days old rather than just hours.  
 
    It was too quiet in the locker room when she shut off the water. She struggled into the clothes Rooster had left, the t-shirt and yoga pants clinging to her wet skin and making it difficult, wrung her hair out over the drain, and went to find him.  
 
    Rooster stood just outside the door, hands in his pockets, the wall looking like the only thing that held him up. It wasn’t the shakiness of deep pain, though; only regular exhaustion.  
 
    Red let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding and wrapped her arms around his waist. Pressed her face into his chest, the firm curve of muscle warm beneath the sweatshirt.  
 
    “Oh,” he said with a touch of surprise, and wriggled his hands loose so he could put his arms around her in turn.  
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slow, allowing herself to accept the reality of his presence. He’d come to get her. Had come into that awful place to find her… 
 
    Her throat ached.  
 
    “How did you find me?” Her voice came out pitiful. She snugged her face tighter against him. 
 
    “That was all Rob and his guys. I was just along for the ride.” 
 
    “Not true.” She turned her head a fraction, and could see his hand on her shoulder. Not gripping, not hovering; his touch had always been a blend of respectful, but sure. Full of caring. It was his left hand – his bad hand. The back of it still bore a spiderweb scrawl of thin, silvery scars. The gunshot wounds in the forest she’d healed with one touch; she’d felt the bullets worm their way from his flesh; felt his body reknitting. But the old hurts, the ones that were already scars the first time they’d met, she’d only been able to smooth and suppress.  
 
    Her gift only worked on fresh wounds. The old ones would always be a part of him, as unshakeable as the sun lines at the corners of his eyes.  
 
    In her own selfish way, she loved the marks. They proved he was a person who’d made sacrifices; someone who, despite his stoic silence, felt deeply, and passionately.  
 
    She felt his face in her hair, the warmth of his breath against her scalp. “Deshawn said we could stay if we wanted.” 
 
    She’d already figured as much, but nodded. Anxiety tugged lightly at her stomach. She trusted Deshawn, and she was grateful for Lionheart’s help keeping Rooster safe. But. They were warriors. They weren’t the Institute, but they had a mission. Rooster was a Marine, and she was an engineered weapon. What little she’d seen of Rob Locksley, he didn’t seem the type to let resources go to waste.  
 
    No, she told herself firmly. If they asked for their help, it wouldn’t be the same. Not even a little bit.  
 
    She eased back a fraction so she could tip her head back, rest her chin on his chest and see his face. “What do you think?” 
 
    She wasn’t expecting the anguish that she found in his expression. His gaze slid away from hers and his mouth tucked in at the corners, a frown that looked restrained. “I think I can’t keep you safe.” 
 
    “Rooster.” 
 
    “So.” He shrugged, uncomfortable. “I think these people are okay. And I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    He stood head and shoulders above her, but she wanted to gather him close and stroke his hair, soothe him as if he was a child.  
 
    She stared at him until he finally made eye contact again. “I don’t care where we are, so long as we’re together,” she told him, willing him to understand how much she meant that.  
 
    He stared at her a long moment, studying, until the little crease between his brows smoothed, and a softness stole across his stern features.  
 
    To her surprise, he lifted a hand and carefully tucked her damp hair behind her ear, callused them brushing gently across her cheek afterward, again and again.  
 
    “You came,” she said again, softer this time, the wonder and love settling over her afresh. 
 
    The tiniest smile touched his mouth. “Always.”  
 
    When he leaned down, she stood up on her toes so she could meet the kiss halfway. 
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    “If I don’t go back to work, I’ll get fired,” Sasha reasoned. He gripped the doorframe between the kitchen and the living room and told himself it was just to have something to do with his hand, and not because he was swaying on his feet again.  
 
    Withdrawal, Trina had declared it, a hand pressed to his sweat-damp forehead. She’d prescribed – non-professionally, of course – plenty of rest, fluids, and foods that would be gentle on his stomach. Sasha knew that his wolf metabolism would purge his system sooner than that of a human, and that this was only temporary, but he felt terrible. Shaking from the inside out, in turns hot and then cold, nauseated and crampy.  
 
    At the kitchen stove, Nikita hummed a disagreeing sound and flipped another pancake onto the plate he held, already heaped to a level that made Sasha’s stomachache worse. “No working. Working isn’t resting.” 
 
    Sasha huffed with annoyance, and told himself the sound wasn’t as unsteady as it had been yesterday. (It was, but he refused to acknowledge the truth.) “But I missed so many days already–” 
 
    Nikita set the plate down too forcefully with a sound like it might break, and turned to face Sasha, expression carefully blank – too blank – his knuckles white where he gripped the spatula. “I said no.” 
 
    Sasha gave a truly sad excuse for a growl. “You’re not my mother.” 
 
    Something flickered in Nikita’s eyes before he doubled down on the blank impassivity. “No. She would make you borscht instead of pancakes. Like a good nurse.” 
 
    He moved with deliberate care as he set the spatula aside, moved the skillet off the eye, and took the plate to the table where a fork, napkin, and bottle of syrup already waited. He pointed at the pulled-back chair. “Come eat.” 
 
    Sasha’s stomach grumbled, even as his tongue grew thick and salty with revulsion at the idea. Instead, he folded his arms, stuck his chin out and said, “I can’t lose that job. The tips alone–” 
 
    “Shut up about the fucking job,” Nikita snapped in Russian. “You can’t even comb your hair, so I don’t want to hear one more word about the job.” 
 
    And there was the anger that Nikita had been keeping so carefully under wraps the last three days.  
 
    In the car on the drive back, and now here at home in their apartment, Nikita had been unfailingly gentle and attentive. Soft smiles and gentles touches. Offers of blankets, and socks, cool washcloths on Sasha’s overheated throat and face. He’d cooked, and puttered quietly around the apartment; the floorboards didn’t even creak when he tiptoed from one room to the next. He’d helped Sasha bathe when he was too shaky to stand upright in the shower, had washed his hair and used the much-hated hair dryer to blow it out after. He’d been as sweet and overwhelming as any mother. 
 
    He hadn’t been much like himself at all. Not once had he shown the fury Sasha knew he must feel. 
 
    It was a relief to see it now.  
 
    “I know you’re very angry,” Sasha said. 
 
    A muscle ticked in Nikita’s jaw.  
 
    “Because I was stupid enough to let myself get caught–” 
 
    “No.” Nikita sliced a hand through the air to cut him off, eyes flashing again. “I am – I am – enraged. That they hurt you. That they touched you. I’m not angry with you.” 
 
    “But…” The room titled, and Sasha didn’t think it was just the dizziness. “I was so stupid. I went off alone, and I didn’t think…” 
 
    He trailed off when Nikita let out a growl of his own, this one sharp and punched-out, forceful. “That was stupid. You were stupid. But I can’t–” He sucked in a sudden breath, and then couldn’t seem to stop. 
 
    He was hyperventilating.  
 
    He was panicking.  
 
    Oh, Nik.  
 
    Sasha pushed off from the doorframe and went clumsily around the table to throw his arms around his best friend, who was very much melting down. Sasha pressed his face into Nikita’s throat and whimpered, wondering if this was the first time since this whole ordeal began that Nikita had allowed himself to feel any way about it. Had he strapped his emotions down tight under that old black coat and put one foot in front of the other? Yes. That was his way.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sasha said, stroking the tense line of his back. “I’m sorry I made you worry.”  
 
    Nikita pressed his nose and lips to Sasha’s temple, his breaths short and harsh. He squeezed Sasha tight, and tried, unsuccessfully, to swallow the wounded sounds that gathered in the back of his throat.  
 
    “You take very good care of me.” 
 
    Nikita sniffed hard. Sasha felt warm, wet droplets at his hairline.  
 
    They stood that way for a long time, the morning sunlight stretching slowly across the floorboards like a lazy cat.  
 
    In a suspiciously thick voice, Nikita said, “I’ll talk to Brian. He won’t fire you.” Because he had Rasputin’s gift for persuasion, and he would use it in this case, to ensure Sasha got to keep the job he liked best.  
 
    “Thank you.” Sasha blew a warm breath against the side of his neck, gratified by the goosebumps it raised. “Help me eat the pancakes? My stomach still isn’t so good.” 
 
    Nikita made an assenting sound and let Sasha pull back. 
 
    Nikita was the last to let go.  
 
    They sat across from each other at their wobbly café table and Sasha smothered the pancakes in syrup, to which Nikita rolled his eyes. They were red-rimmed, but Sasha didn’t comment.  
 
    Instead, he said, “Tell me what happened.” Because he’d felt too poorly up ‘til now to hear the whole story.  
 
    Nikita told it in a bored voice, which was no less than Sasha expected. But his fingers twitched on the tabletop when he spoke of meeting Trina’s family – his family. Sasha ached for him, thinking of Kolya, the son as an old man, meeting his unchanged, unknown father. He wanted to crawl into Nikita’s lap, but forced himself to shovel in pancakes instead.  
 
    “That was stupid,” he said when Nikita talked about walking straight in the front door of the manor.  
 
    Nikita shrugged. “But it worked.” 
 
    “Because you had more help than you expected.” 
 
    “Hmm. It worked out.” 
 
    “You said that.” 
 
    “I’m saying it again. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    A dark worry blossoming, Sasha set his fork down. What he’d managed to eat so far rolled over ominously in his stomach. “Nik. It was a suicide mission.” 
 
    Nikita studied the fake wood grain of the tabletop. 
 
    “Did you…would you have cared if you died?” 
 
    Nikita’s head lifted, eyes slate gray in the late morning light. “As long as you escaped, I didn’t care what happened to me.” 
 
    Sasha groaned. “Ugh. You are terrible.” 
 
    Nikita tilted his head. 
 
    “No, you are. Are you so– Do you not– How do you think I would feel?” His voice cracked. “If you died. Do you think I would be okay?” 
 
    Nikita went very still.  
 
    “What do you think I would do? Shrug, and say, ‘Oh well, he didn’t care if he died, so I don’t care either.’ Do you think I would find a new roommate? Do you think I would be even close to alright?” His voice shook, and it had nothing to do with withdrawal. “Or you so selfish that you don’t care what that would do to me? Or are you just an asshole?” 
 
    Nikita’s throat moved as he swallowed. “You know I don’t think that.” 
 
    “Then why are you so quick to sacrifice yourself?” 
 
    “Because I can’t…” The words grated out of him. “I can’t think when…” His chest lifted and fell, quick shallow breaths again.  
 
    Sasha did go get in his lap that time, though the kitchen chair groaned and threatened to collapse. Though there wasn’t room. He tucked his head under Nikita’s chin and was grateful for the hand that lifted immediately to run through his hair.  
 
    “I think,” he mused aloud, “we’re what they call codependent.”  
 
    Nikita snorted.  
 
    “Promise me something.” When Nikita didn’t respond, Sasha cupped the back of his neck and squeezed. “Promise.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, alright.” 
 
    “No more suicide missions. No matter what. That goes for both of us.” 
 
    Nikita petted his hair some more. Faintly: “Alright.” 
 
    “Nik?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Will they come after us? Vlad, he–” A shiver stole through his body. 
 
    “No, bratishka. They won’t.” 
 
    Another silence fell, this one peaceful, warm with the comfort of closeness.  
 
    “Nik?” Sasha asked after a while, as an idea struck. “What happened to Val?” 
 
    Nikita stiffened, just a moment, one second of pause, and then his fingers continued sliding through Sasha’s hair, down around the curve of his skull. But that pause was all Sasha needed to know.  
 
    “He didn’t get out, did he?” A sweeping sadness filled Sasha like a wave.  
 
    “He might have, we don’t know,” Nikita hedged. 
 
    “But you don’t think he did.” 
 
    Nikita sighed. “I think it isn’t likely.” 
 
    Sasha whimpered.  
 
    “He made his own decision,” Nikita said, firmly. “I went there for you, not him, and he knew that.” 
 
    “Nik. Val’s the one who told me how to turn you – to save you. He’s the reason we’re here now, together.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nikita said. And then again, when it had fully sunk in. “Oh.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s alright,” Sasha murmured into the collar of his friend’s sweater. 
 
    But he didn’t believe that. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina stirred sugar into her coffee with lazy movements and didn’t glance up until the man who’d taken the seat across from her cleared his throat.  
 
    “Oh.” She feigned slow surprise, and lifted her head to greet him with a smirk. “Hello, Dr. Fowler.” Inwardly, she heaved a sigh of relief. Up ‘til this moment, she’d seriously thought he might turn up with his feral wolves or a handful of armed guards.  
 
    But it was just him, looking harried and put-out.  
 
    He smoothed his hands down the thighs of his slacks beneath the table, and it looked like a nervous gesture. “Detective Baskin,” he said, tone clipped. “It seems like you’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she hummed, noncommittal. “Is a cop ever not busy?” 
 
    His mouth tightened, tugging harshly to one side. His voice came out an angry hiss. “The damage you’ve caused, you and your friends–” 
 
    She held up a finger, and he fell into a sputtering silence. “Before you go off on an angry supervillain tirade, let me introduce my friend Jamie to you.” 
 
    On cue, Jamie stood up from the table behind her and sat down to her left. He set his laptop on the table, turned it toward Dr. Fowler, and clicked Play. 
 
    “You’re going to want to watch this,” Trina said. “Though I imagine you’ve seen it before.” 
 
    Though reluctantly, Dr. Fowler’s eyes went to the screen…and then widened. He made a shocked, outraged sound that he quickly smothered with the hand he pressed over his mouth.  
 
    “How did you–? When did…” 
 
    “I think he gets it, Jamie, thanks.” 
 
    Jamie shut the laptop lid.  
 
    Trina folded her arms on the table. “Okay. So. Here’s where we’re at: we have this video. And before you go thinking that you can whack me over the head and steal the computer, you should know two things. One: I’ve got two vamps watching my back right now.” She didn’t glance toward the corner where Lanny and Alexei sat with coffees and untouched Danishes. Through the process of their rescue attempt, the two of them had become friends. Alexei was currently laughing – eyes scrunched up and mouth open – at something Lanny had said. But both of them had their bodies angled toward her, ready to leap to her defense.  
 
    “Two,” she continued. “We’ve already uploaded this video to several other computers, some flash drives, and the cloud. So. You can’t get rid of it. And I have a friend who’s been instructed to upload it to YouTube should I suddenly disappear.” 
 
    He took several deep breaths, staring at her.   
 
    “You’re a smart man, Dr. Fowler. I think you know what kind of global panic would break out if the general public saw what’s on this video.” 
 
    He swallowed. His expression cycled through several variations on fury, but she could see the defeat there, too. Finally, he said, “What do you want?” 
 
    She flashed him her coldest, angriest smile. “I want, in no uncertain terms, to be left the hell alone. Lanny, Jamie, Alexei, Nikita, and Sasha. My family – because I have no doubt that at this point you know who and where they are. You’re going to leave all of us alone. Forever.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” he seethed quietly. “You have no idea what’s coming.” 
 
    “I have some idea.” She nodded toward the computer. “And if I ever feel like I need to get involved, then I will. But right now, you and your Institute are going to have to make do without us. The monsters you’re making can do all sorts of things, but they can’t navigate the PR storm that’ll rain down on your heads if that video leaks. How successful do you think your war efforts will be if the voting public starts demanding to know just exactly where their tax dollars are going?” 
 
    He glanced away, eyes shiny behind the lenses of his glasses.  
 
    “What’ll it be, Doc?” 
 
    “Fine,” he bit out, and pushed to his feet. 
 
    Trina watched him walk all the way out the door, down the sidewalk, and around the corner before she collapsed onto her elbows, letting the table hold her weight. “Holy shit, I didn’t think that would work.” 
 
    “You didn’t?” Jamie asked, scandalized.  
 
    “It was worth a shot.” 
 
    Across the café, Lanny winked at her.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “…should have both your badges for this!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Not even a goddamn phone call! And with open cases!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Stop saying that, I’m trying to yell at you!” 
 
    “Yes–” Lanny started, and Trina stepped on his foot.  
 
    Captain Abbot had been screaming for a while. His face had turned an alarming shade of plum and Trina thought the big vein in the middle of his forehead could blow at any moment. The office door was shut, but she glimpsed the occasional curious face peeking in through the gapped blinds.  
 
    It was no less than they deserved, so they’d resolved to endure it and then offer apologies.  
 
    Momentarily derailed, Captain Abbot braced his hands on the edge of his desk and took several huge breaths. Trina wondered if she was about to have to administer CPR. 
 
    “Sir,” she said, and his glare was enough to make any vamp or werewolf cower. “It was completely unprofessional of us, and we’ll understand if you need to take some sort of disciplinary action. But we were afraid that announcing the trip would tip off the dealer we were trying to track.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment. “The dealer who sicced the dogs on our vics,” he said, slowly, repeating their concocted story back to them. “Who went underground. Who you tracked to Virginia.” His gaze flicked between the two of them. 
 
    “That’s right,” Trina said with a confidence she didn’t feel. They decided to admit to getting as far as Virginia on the off chance they’d been captured by a traffic cam or something. You couldn’t be too careful, Nikita had reasoned. The best lie was the one that stuck closest to the truth. “But like I said, the trail went cold.” 
 
    “We’ve got CIs on the lookout for him,” Lanny said. “And a reward’s been offered. If he shows his face again in New York, we’ll know about it.” 
 
    Their captain gave them a long, flat look. He didn’t believe them, she knew…but they had a spotless record, and Abbot wasn’t the sort to start thinking the worst of his people. 
 
    Finally, he let out a deep exhale through his nose; it whistled faintly. “You’re both damn lucky you’re my best detectives, you know that?” 
 
    Relief crashed through her.  
 
    “You’re both riding a desk for the next week. And my body-snatching problem? I want it solved.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Absolutely, thank you.” 
 
    They talked over one another and ducked out of the office before he could change his mind.  
 
    A half-dozen heads whipped back toward computers and open case files as they stepped back into the bullpen, and Lanny smirked. “Buncha vultures. Coffee?” 
 
    “Dear God, yes.” 
 
    They went out to the cart on the sidewalk, and once they had warm paper cups in hand, leaning against the stone retaining wall in front of the precinct, Trina took her first deep breath of the afternoon.  
 
    Fall was coming, the days a little shorter, the heat an echo along the ground, the air smelling cooler and sharper, the first faint hint of an autumnal ripening. She tipped her head back and stared up the crisp blue wedge of sky she could see, framed on all sides by the lines of building roofs.  
 
    Lanny pressed his shoulder against hers, an undemanding touch that she returned with pressure from her side.  
 
    He breathed a quiet chuckle. “Can you believe we pulled that shit off?” 
 
    “No. Gonna take a few more days to sink in.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll really leave us alone?” He didn’t have to clarify who.  
 
    She winced. “I hope so. At least for a little while. That video…that’s the sort of thing that could cause one hell of a mass panic. They don’t want it getting out.” 
 
    “What about the other video?” 
 
    She frowned, and turned to gauge his expression. He looked mostly relaxed, a little tired around the eyes. Content. Healthy, which was the most important. But she saw the worry, too; faint, but persistent.  
 
    She offered a wry smile. “It feels like I accidently watched something top secret that would keep regular folks up at night if they knew the actual state of the world. Which. I did.” She sighed. “It’s terrifying. It’s unbelievable. But do I think that we could do anything significant to push back against it? No, I really don’t. So. I say we do what we can. Here in our city. For as long as we can.” Until the literal wolves gathered outside the door.” She reached up to touch his throat, the smooth place where a tumor had once lurked beneath the skin. “We have time now, and I want to take advantage of it.” 
 
    He covered her hand with his own. “Me too.” 
 
    Around them, pedestrians flowed down the sidewalk in an endless stream; cars belched exhaust, and people shouted, and horns honked, and New York greeted the coming of fall with its usual brash forthrightness.  
 
    Time, Trina thought with a smile. Nikita was probably right, and immortality wasn’t a gift. But time was. To her at least. They could figure out forever later; for the moment, she was going to relish every last bit of now.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jake woke, and slept; and woke, and slept. He didn’t know how many times that happened, only that there was so much pain, and he just wanted to go under again.  
 
    Finally, he woke fully, to the beeping of monitors and the drone of the heat working. His eyes were crusted almost shut, and it was long moments before he could blink them clear. His head ached abominably, and his body felt leaden. He lay on a hospital bed, hooked to all sorts of machines, but he was in a fancy, paneled bedroom in the upper part of the house.  
 
    Someone was seated in a wingback chair beside the bed, but when he tried to turn his head, pain arced through his skull and his vision whited out. 
 
    “Easy, easy, don’t move,” Dr. Talbot’s familiar voice soothed. He stood up and moved into Jake’s line of sight, a paper water cup with a straw held in one hand. 
 
    Jake tried to open his mouth to ask what had happened…and couldn’t. His jaw wouldn’t work. 
 
    He sucked in a panicked breath through his nose. 
 
    “Easy,” Dr. Talbot repeated. “Your jaw was broken and we had to wire it shut.” 
 
    A high, distressed whine rose in the back of Jake’s throat. 
 
    “You have to settle down,” Talbot said reasonably. “Thinking about it will only make it worse.” He brought the cup forward. “Here, try to drink a little water, that might help.” 
 
    He wrapped his lips clumsily around the straw and managed uneven suction. He sipped water through his teeth, just enough to wet his tongue and throat. He almost choked, but managed to swallow it down. 
 
    “The good news is that, thanks to your regular injections, the healing is going much quicker than it would under normal circumstances, so we should have you back to normal in no time at all.” Dr. Talbot offered a kindly smile as he sat back down, closer this time, so Jake wouldn’t have to turn his head to see him. “Better.” 
 
    Jake managed to waggle his fingers in a gesture that caused Dr. Talbot to smile and nod. 
 
    He had so many questions.  
 
    Dr. Talbot’s smile melted into a more professional façade. “At this point, after all you’ve been through, I think it’s become apparent that you’ll need to stay on with us if you hope to maintain gainful employment.” 
 
    That… 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Jake’s thought spun slow, but not so slow that he didn’t catch the underlying meaning in the doctor’s words: if he walked away from the Institute now, knowing what he did about the place, they would make sure he never worked again. It was either stay with them, or go hungry. Or, he thought, maybe even wind up at the bottom of a ditch, brakes mysteriously cut.  
 
    “Do we understand one another?” 
 
    He gave another little finger wave. 
 
    “Good. Then I can tell you that Prince Valerian was apprehended and is back in custody. The others, though, I’m afraid.” He sighed. “We’ve lost Sasha, and LC-5, and our security forces suffered a terrible blow.” 
 
    He pulled off his glasses and massage his eyes a moment, looking tired and despairing in a way Jake had never seen before. When he slipped his glasses back on, he studied Jake a moment, and then nodded. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    A flat-screen TV was set up on the dressing table across from the bed, and Dr. Talbot picked up the remote to turn it on. He shifted from the satellite feed to some kind of internal computer system, tapped through files, and then pressed Play. 
 
    A video started up, time-stamped in the corner five years ago. A facility very much like the one downstairs, brightly-lit, a sequence of three steel tables. On each one: a redheaded girl in a white gown…her feet up in gynecological stirrups. The camera didn’t show what happened below the waist, the filming done from their heads, but two doctors moved down the line, speculums flashing silver, examining each girl thoroughly.  
 
    Jake felt his gorge rise and swallowed it down. 
 
    The shot changed, now showing a sequence of boys in a white room, their hands held out in front of them, brows knit in concentration, as little tiny curls of flames sputtered and then failed in their palms.  
 
    “The idea,” Dr. Talbot began, as the video played silently on the screen, “was to manufacture supernaturally strong soldiers for the war that’s to come. It began with breeding the mages: LC stands for Liam’s Children. They are all his, his and his wife’s. Purebred mages raised and honed for battle. The one who calls herself Ruby Russell was the only one with any promise, and she escaped five years ago. Breeding mages, it turns out, is much trickier than it looks. 
 
    “We experimented with the blood serum after that. It was Valerian’s, and it didn’t always work. Some people it burned. It wasn’t until we had Vlad awake, had his blood, had perfected the medicine, that we were able to give it to you, and Adela, and the rest of your team. 
 
    “But even that is not a perfect solution,” he said, smile rueful as he watched the screen. “The old way, it seems, is still the best: a vampire warrior with his Familiars. I know that what we’re doing is morally unsound. But when you consider the threat we’re facing…” 
 
    He stopped the video, exited it, and pulled up another. This one showed the same desert landscape from the still photos Jake had been shown, the footage shaky and handheld, most likely from a cellphone. There was a scream. The shot bounced around, and then an image became clear: a man held another man by the head…and was eating his face.  
 
    Jake tried to sit up higher, and grunted in pain. 
 
    Dr. Talbot paused the video and turned to him, fear shining in his eyes. “We don’t understand it fully, yet, but Vlad calls it The Absence. His Uncle’s legacy. It consumes, and it spreads. And it serves its master: Romulus.  
 
    “The first King of Rome is trying to wake up,” he said. “He will destroy everything as we understand it. Vlad put him in the ground before, and he’s our only hope of stopping him now.  
 
    “If Nikita Baskin, and Sasha Kashnikov, and Ruby Russell refuse to help us? Fine. We’ll find others who will.” His mouth became a tight, firm line. “I still hold up stupid hope that Vlad might be able to bring his brother to heel, because we’re going to need all hands on deck for this, Major.” 
 
    He stared at Jake. “So. Will you help?” 
 
    And what choice did he have?  
 
    Jake lifted his hand up and down once, a kind of nod. Inwardly, panic gripped his insides like a vise. 
 
    Dr. Talbot smiled. “Very good. Get some rest. You’ll need it.” 
 
    He switched the TV back to the satellite feed. It was on TCM, an old black-and-white movie. 
 
    It took Jake a moment to recognize it, but when he did, the bottom dropped out of his stomach. 
 
    Dracula.  
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    He dreamed of his mother’s gods. 
 
    The All-Father, croaking ravens perched on his shoulders. Thor, every footstep another peal of thunder. Loki, alight with flames, laughing, laughing, as the world crumbled to ash around him. He dreamed of heaving seas, and serpent’s coils, and Balder, tears streaming from his face, clawing his way, alone, from the wreckage.  
 
    He dreamed of Ragnarok.  
 
    He dreamed of a cock’s crow, a loud bugling, heralding the breaking of the world. The call to the heroes…but he wasn’t one of those, was he? 
 
    And then he dreamed of his mother, her touch cool and soft on his face, her smile gentle, lit by the low-burning fire in the grate. “Did you have a bad dream, my little baby?” She reached to the table beside the bed and took up the little bell, folded his small hand around it. “You can always ring it when you need me. I’ll always hear it.” 
 
    But Val remembered that his mother was dead, and he opened his eyes with a gasp.  
 
    He lay on his back, staring up at the high stone ceiling strung with wires and bare bulbs. Tears slid slowly from the corners of his eyes, slipping into his ears, cold and uncomfortable. Pain pulsed through him, spreading outward from his slow-beating heart. He felt the bones and sinews knitting slowly back together; felt the coolness of air on parts of his body that should have been covered with skin. He could only move a little, and that was brought up short by the cuffs at both wrists and ankles.  
 
    “He’s awake,” a voice said. 
 
    A shadow fell over Val, and his brother appeared above him. His hair hung loose down his shoulders, silky soft, the only soft part of him. His face was its usual stony mask, revealing nothing. He stared down at Val as if he was an exhibit in a museum, and not his flesh and blood.  
 
    “You failed,” he said. 
 
    Val licked dry lips with an equally dry tongue. “Don’t I always?” 
 
    “You could have chosen to fight alongside me. But you chose to fight me, instead, like always. Do you really hate me that much?” 
 
    “Yes,” Val said, just for the satisfaction of saying. For the tiny gratification of watching the corners of Vlad’s mouth flex downward.  
 
    Vlad nodded, and sighed. “They won’t execute you.” 
 
    “Too valuable for that, huh?” 
 
    “But I will punish you.” 
 
    Val forced a laugh, hollow and hysterical. It hurt to laugh; it hurt to breathe. “What will you do, oh noble crusader? Impale me on one of your pikes? Add me to your forest? Or will you do what the sultan’s son did, and bend me over a table while I scream for Mother–” 
 
    “That’s enough.” 
 
    “I’ve been punished my whole life. What can you do to me?” 
 
    Vlad studied him a long moment. Then nodded, and lifted his head to glance at the technician who stood on the other side of the table. “Bring the collar.” 
 
    No, Val thought, insides shriveling. But with fake bravado, he said, “Are you that petty that you’d torture me because you didn’t get your way? Some prince you are – that’s what you’ve always done, isn’t it? You hurt the people who offend you.” The last he spit out as gloved hands snapped the collar around his neck, its cool weight spiraling his panic up, and up. Someone plugged something into it, a cord of some time. Val snuck a glance to the side and saw a machine that looked like a giant car battery, trailing lines that went up onto the table…and hooked into his cuffs.  
 
    “Some crusader you are,” he snarled at Vlad. “You couldn’t even save your own family.” 
 
    Vlad moved quick, a hand like a vise clamped on Val’s jaw before he could duck away. “And what would you have done? Compromise? There is no compromise with this evil. You’ve never understood that. Until you do, there can be no compromise between us, either.” He released Val and stepped back. 
 
    Val took a deep breath…that quickly turned into short, sharp pants. “Sometimes compromise is the only way to stay alive.” He’d meant to growl it, but it came out a whimper instead. 
 
    “And that’s what you want? That’s what you care about? Living?” 
 
    “Yes. If you’d ever allowed yourself to enjoy anything in life, if you–” 
 
    “My job is to protect my people.” 
 
    “Vlad–” 
 
    A low hum started up, and he felt the first hair-raising prickle of electricity.  
 
    “I did it to protect you all those years ago, you understand that, don’t you?” Val asked, desperate now, chest heaving in a way that tugged the pain into something sharp and bloody. “They would have cut out your heart and burned it. They would have done you like they did Father, and Mircea.” 
 
    Vlad didn’t respond. 
 
    “I just want to be loose. I’ll leave, and you won’t see me ever again.” 
 
    “When you’re ready to be sensible, we’ll talk again.” 
 
    “Vlad…”  
 
    Vlad looked at the technician, and nodded.  
 
    “No, Vlad, please…” He thrashed against his bonds, and he felt something in his shoulder give and start to bleed. “I’m your brother! Vlad, I’m your brother!”  
 
    The technician flipped the toggle, and his pleas turned to screams. 
 
    Vlad turned away. That was all he could see, through the pain and blue-white arcs of electricity that filled his mind: Vlad turning away. Again. Like always.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Val and the others will return in 
 
    Sons of Rome Book Three: 
 
    Dragon Slayer  
 
    Coming Soon! 
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