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    Characters of Note 
 
      
 
    Nikita Baskin: Former captain of the Cheka, Soviet Secret Police. Vampire born of the blood of the vampire Rasputin. Currently living in New York.  
 
      
 
    Sasha Kashnikov: Werewolf turned in 1942. Former Tomsk University student, and the son of a Siberian trapper. Currently living in New York with Nikita.  
 
      
 
    Trina Baskin: Human. NYPD Homicide detective. Great-granddaughter of Nikita. Member of Sasha and Nikita’s pack.  
 
      
 
    Lanny Webb: Vampire born of the blood of the vampire Alexei Romanov. NYPD Homicide detective, and Trina’s partner – personally and professionally. Former prizefighter. Member of Sasha and Nikita’s pack.  
 
      
 
    Alexei Romanov: Former tsarevich of All the Russias, presumed killed with the rest of his family in 1918. Vampire born of the blood of the vampire Rasputin. Member of Sasha and Nikita’s pack.  
 
      
 
    Jamie Anderson: Vampire. Former NYU art student. Member of Sasha and Nikita’s pack. 
 
      
 
    Prince Valerian: Purebred vampire. Son of Remus of Rome. Brother to Vlad Tepes. Former prince of Wallachia and freshly escaped from the Ingraham Institute. Powerful dream-walker.  
 
      
 
    Mia Talbot: Newly turned vampire, born of the blood of the vampire Valerian, her mate. Former equestrian who suffered from an inoperable brain tumor. Daughter of Dr. Edwin Talbot, head of the Ingraham Institute.  
 
      
 
    Prince Vlad: Purebred vampire. Son of Remus of Rome. Known as “Tepes,” The Impaler, and “Dracula,” Son of the Dragon. Former Prince of Wallachia, personal nemesis of the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet. Currently preparing an expedition from Blackmere Manor in Virginia to Bucharest, Romania.  
 
      
 
    Fulk le Strange: First Baron Strange of Blackmere. Werewolf. Bound Familiar of Prince Valerian. 
 
      
 
    Annabel le Strange: Baroness Strange of Blackmere. Werewolf. Bound Familiar of Prince Valerian.  
 
      
 
    Kolya Dyomin: Human revenant, brought back from the dead by the mage Liam Price. Formerly a Chekist under Nikita’s command during WWII. A dancer and a warrior.  
 
      
 
    Liam Price: Powerful mage known as the Necromancer, capable of raising the dead in addition to other abilities. Bound Familiar of Prince Vlad.  
 
      
 
    Lily Price: A mage, and Liam’s wife – as well as Annabel le Strange’s sister. Capable of wielding fire and healing the freshly wounded. 
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    I dreamed that I was loved, I woke and found it true and thanked God on my knees for it. True love is the gift which God has given, daily, stronger, deeper, fuller, purer. 
 
    ~ From the letters of
Tsarina Alexandra Romanov, 
last Tsarina of Russia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When I am dead, it will not hurt any more, will it, Mama?”
…
“When I am dead, build me a little monument of stones in the woods.” 
 
    ~Tsarevich Alexei Nikolaevich Romanov


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    New York City  
 
    1988 
 
      
 
    “Sashka…” 
 
    “But look at them. They’re so pretty. And they smell nice. And one will look nice, and smell pretty in our apartment! In the corner by the TV. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Nikita refrained from groaning, but barely. They stood on a corner, snowflakes sifting down from a winter sky gone dark early, cold enough to crack, while rush hour traffic chugged past, cars belching exhaust and throwing up little waves of slush. The tree lot, set up in the parking lot of what had once been a pharmacy, and was probably about to be a liquor store, once the plywood came off the windows, sparkled with dozens of strands of lights, the snow settling in the branches of the trees set up on display stands. A portable trailer cranked Christmas music out into the air, and the employees wore Santa hats.  
 
    Nikita’s stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten, or, more importantly, fed in more than twenty-four hours. He felt woozy, and more than a little weak, and all he wanted to do was get somewhere warm, choke down some microwaved soup, and let Sasha talk him into having a little drink from his vein. He didn’t want to haul a sap-sticky, needle-shedding tree ten blocks; not even a little bit. 
 
    But he couldn’t refuse Sasha, not when his eyes got big, and his voice got excited, and he wagged his figurative tail about something.  
 
    Nikita put on his sternest, chilliest expression. The one that little babushkas had quaked in front of, begging him not to take the last of their grain. Folded his arms for emphasis. 
 
    Sasha’s grin only widened, in that way that meant he knew he was about to get his way, but that he was thankful, and not going to gloat, because he was genuinely the sweetest person Nikita had ever met.  
 
    “Fine,” Nik huffed, breath pluming white in front of him. “Pick one out.” 
 
    Sasha gave a whoop and whirled, darted into the lot, where a couple wrapped up in furs gave him a startled glance as he shot past.  
 
    Nikita sighed and shoved his hands in his pockets, trying to keep out of the way of the other pedestrians. He took a breath… 
 
    And caught an unwelcome scent.  
 
    Vampire. 
 
    He lifted his head, and searched the sidewalk.  
 
    A dozen paces down, women bundled in furs and men toting briefcases splitting around him, a man stood – a creature. Dark-haired and unremarkable, but with a wry twist to his lips, like he knew a secret, and smelling of something that drank blood to stay alive. To stay strong. He stared right at Nikita, and tipped his head in silent greeting. 
 
    Nikita felt his fangs elongate in his mouth. He swallowed a growl, just barely.  
 
    One day, a vampire in this city would catch Sasha’s scent, and want to bind him as a Familiar. Whoever it was would have to kill Nikita first before that happened.  
 
    The strange vampire walked toward him, and Nikita put his shoulders back, and stood up to his tallest. To his slight satisfaction, he was a half-inch taller. Though, dressed in jeans, combats, and his favorite denim jacket, the one with the Romanov seal patch sewn to the collar, he didn’t much resemble the other vamp’s moneyed look: trench coat, wool slacks, wing-tips.  
 
    Nikita tensed, ready for a fight. 
 
    The vampire pulled up just an arm length away, and smiled. “Good evening.” He had a German accent.  
 
    Nikita bristled. He remembered mud, and snow, and rain; the crack of Katya’s rifle, and the low rumble of a Tiger. The whistle of bombs falling; the drone of Luftwaffe.  
 
    He took a breath, sinuses full of strange vampire. Not all Germans were Nazis, he told himself. Not all Germans were the reason he and Sasha were…what they were.  
 
    “What do you want?” Nikita asked, and his accent rolled out thick, spurred by his anxiety; he didn’t try to check it. 
 
    The stranger’s smile widened. “So you’re suspicious. That’s healthy. My name is Gustav. And your name is Nikita Baskin.” 
 
    Nikita bared his teeth. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Gustav shrugged, still smiling. “Word gets around in a city like this. You kill other vampires. Your own kind. You’re a bit of a celebrity, you know.” 
 
    Nikita growled, low enough he hoped the pedestrians couldn’t hear. “What do you want?” he repeated, and let all his agitated dislike bleed through.  
 
    “My, my, you’re impatient. I don’t want anything,” Gustav said, clucking. “Nothing beyond introducing myself. We aren’t like them.” He gestured at the mortals walking past them; more than a few tossed them halfway curious looks. 
 
    Nik checked that he was no longer growling; he wasn’t.  
 
    Softer, Gustav continued. “They’d never accept us if they knew what we were – what we must do to survive. It’s important to stick together. To keep company with our own kind.” 
 
    Nikita didn’t respond. And, the same moment Gustav’s nostrils flared in sudden interest, Sasha’s scent floated toward them. A moment later, he slid up to Nikita’s side, seemingly out of thin air, slightly bristled, projecting an energy of uncertain, but preparatory aggression.  
 
    “Hello.” To anyone else, he would have sounded friendly; to Nikita’s practiced ear, he sounded downright hostile.  
 
    Gustav smiled again, flashing his teeth; fangs long, just noticeable alongside his regular human teeth. “Ah,” he said, “your Familiar.” 
 
    Nikita growled – too loud this time. He didn’t care.  
 
    Gustav chuckled. “Now I smell it: not your Familiar. Your companion, then.” His dark eyes danced.  
 
    Nikita’s lungs opened up, ready for a proper roar. Sasha touched his arm, immediately calming.  
 
    “Who are you?” Sasha asked. He could ask truly rude things, and still come across as sweet. It was those eyes. “Why are you making Nik unhappy? Hmm? We’re Christmas tree shopping.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to make him unhappy, I assure. My name is Gustav,” he said with a bow that belonged to the manners of a previous century. “And if this is Nikita, then you must be Sasha.” 
 
    Sasha let out a quiet, lupine ruff of surprise. His hand tightened on Nikita’s arm; his features hardened, not a scowl, but almost. “Nice to meet you, Gustav,” he said, in a tone that Nik knew was a threat.  
 
    Nikita shook his arm loose – Sasha swayed in closer, on instinct, wanting the pack-contact in the face of a possible threat – and slung it across Sasha’s shoulders, who subsided happily beneath its weight. “Did you find a tree you liked, brastishka?” he asked, gaze pinned to Gustav.  
 
    The other vampire had trouble hiding his mirth.  
 
    “Yeah,” Sasha said. “I think it’s too big, though.” 
 
    “Show me. We can move some furniture around.” 
 
    “A moment, please,” Gustav said, before they could walk away. “I’d hoped you could meet my Familiar.” He lifted his hand above his shoulder, and signaled.  
 
    A woman walked around the corner, sleek and stylish, her hair big and bouncy, in tight jeans, and killer boots, and a leather jacket, and–  
 
    Oh. She was a wolf. The wind came at their faces, and carried her scent. A bound wolf, no less. Gustav’s.  
 
    “Your Familiar,” Nikita echoed, arm tightening around Sasha. 
 
    Sasha in turn braced a hand against his ribs; it was both a comfort – a soothing caress, bracing, even – and a place from which he could push off if he decided to throw himself in front of Nikita and be unnecessarily protective. 
 
    Maybe not unnecessary at the moment, given Nikita’s spiraling blood sugar.  
 
    The woman pulled up beside Gustav, folded her arms, leaned into him a moment, familiar and comfortable. She cast a bored look across them. “This is them?” Her accent was American.  
 
    “This is Hannah,” Gustav said.  
 
    Nikita didn’t comment. 
 
    Neither, to his surprise, did Sasha. He only jerked a fast nod, one which left Hannah smiling for some reason.  
 
    “We need to get going,” Nikita said, coldly, not caring if he was rude. He’d been rude his whole life. He was Cheka, for God’s sakes. And disliked people besides. 
 
    Gustav chuckled again, for reasons he didn’t understand. “Very well, then. Remember us, if you please. I don’t think we’ll stay in New York, but we might. I’d appreciate it if we weren’t on your kill list, Captain Baskin.” 
 
    Nikita showed his teeth. “Don’t give me a reason to put you on that list.” 
 
    He turned away, into the tree lot, towing Sasha with him. And kept walking until he sensed that the other immortals had moved on. 
 
    He didn’t realize he was growling – low and constant – until Sasha touched his hand and said, “Nik.” 
 
    “What? Oh.” He took a deep breath, and let it out as a sigh. He turned his head, trying to glance back over his shoulder even as Sasha took the reins, pulling him now, deeper into the rows of fragrant trees. “We should turn back. Follow them.” 
 
    “Why?” Sasha sounded like he was trying not to laugh.  
 
    “Well, because…” He didn’t want to say it when he glanced at Sasha, and found him guileless, unconcerned. “You didn’t like them either,” he said, more than a little defensive.  
 
    “I didn’t like them because you didn’t like them,” Sasha said, patiently. “But I don’t have any real problems with them. I’ll always back you up. But I’m not worried about them.” 
 
    You could take the Cheka out of the USSR, he supposed… 
 
    “You weren’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m…overreacting.” It caused a physical tightness in his chest to admit that. Nikita frowned to himself, and reached to massage the spot. He swayed a little; he really needed to eat. 
 
    Sasha moved in a little closer; his own personal scent smelled a lot like the needles of the trees around them, but sharper, wilder. He smelled like the Siberia that had birthed him. “I know you worry,” he said, his fond smile taking any bite or hint of condescension out of the words. “And you have good reason. We’ve seen more evil things than most. But not every vampire is evil, Nik. I’m sure there are plenty like you.” He rubbed both hands down Nik’s shoulders and upper arms, a fast, affectionate stroke.  
 
    Nikita snorted to cover the way he wanted to lean into the gesture. Sasha was so free with touch, always ready with his physical affection. He never wanted to take advantage of that; to impose. “God, I hope they’re not like me. They’re miserable and stupid if they are.” 
 
    Sasha grinned, but said, “Don’t say that. Come on.” He turned and looped his arm through Nikita’s and started forward again. “Let me show you the tree.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.”  
 
    “And if Gustav and Hannah ever are a problem,” he said, softer, “then we’ll take care of it.”  
 
    Nikita bumped their shoulders together in silent thanks. “I just like to leave my options open.” 
 
    “I know.” And in the dazzle of lights and gently falling snow, Sasha beamed at him, glorious as a winter angel. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    New York City 
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be Halloween in two weeks.” It was said hopefully, but Nikita didn’t react right away.  
 
    He stared at the street a moment longer; a windy evening, pedestrians clutching the halves of their coats together, exhaust snaking up in streamers from tailpipes. Then he dropped the blinds and turned to face his small living room with a knot that felt like dread lodged in his chest.  
 
    Sasha lay on his stomach on the rug, in front of the TV, watching Entertainment Tonight. They were talking about celebrity costumes from years past, amid a host of other things Nikita didn’t care about, but tolerated for Sasha’s sake.  
 
    He turned to look at Nik, tiny spark of hope shining in his eyes, but already visibly braced for a negative answer.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Halloween. In two weeks.” 
 
    “I don’t care about Halloween.” 
 
    “I know.” Small voice. Sasha turned back to the screen. “But it means Thanksgiving’s close. And then Christmas.” 
 
    Nikita studied him a moment, the pale flicker of his lashes in the blue of the TV light, the subtle lines of tension in his shoulders and arms. The drugs were out of his system – he was fully detoxed, according to Dr. Harvey, and what she’d been able to make of werewolf blood biology under her morgue microscope. But he didn’t eat quite enough, still; carried dark bags beneath his eyes; tired easily and early at night.  
 
    Nikita hadn’t fed from him. Had been drinking pig and cow blood chilled from the fridge since they’d returned from Virginia.  
 
    “We need to leave soon,” Nik said, voice frayed at the edges.  
 
    “Yeah.” Sasha lingered a moment, then finally got to his feet.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita…wasn’t doing well. 
 
    He was doing poorly. 
 
    He was doing shitty, to be blunt.  
 
    Sasha had reached a stage of anxiety over his best friend that reduced him to a clingy, whining mess; like a scolded dog trying desperately to get back into his master’s good graces, he followed Nik around as much as possible, plastering himself to his side on the couch when they watched TV, rooting up under his arm until Nik slung it around his shoulders with a sigh. At first, that sigh had been patient, but that patience was wearing thin. Last night, when Sasha spooned up behind him in bed, Nikita elbowed him back with a muttered, “It’s too hot for that.” 
 
    Sasha had curled up at the foot of the bed, shivering a little, because it hadn’t been hot, and he didn’t know how to make things better.  
 
    He felt he could be forgiven for his desperation… 
 
    But he regretted his plan now that it was sitting across from him drinking cheap bourbon.  
 
    The Wet Whistle didn’t have a dress code, per se, but it drew a crowd that tended to dress up for a night out on the town: slinky dresses, tight shirts with the top few buttons undone, artfully styled hair and expensive colognes and perfumes.  
 
    Lanny had obviously shown up straight from the gym, his leather jacket thrown over a sweat-stained muscle shirt and ratty old gray joggers.  
 
    Sasha had offered him a free drink, and he was now working on his third, scanning the pulsating crowd over his shoulder.  
 
    “Did I, uh, interrupt your workout?” Sasha asked. He was trying to be subtle and accommodating. But. Crushing anxiety and all that.  
 
    “Nah, I was done.” Lanny drained his glass and set it back on the bar, firing Sasha an expectant look over the top of it. 
 
    “I said one free drink.” 
 
    Lanny tipped his chin down, and his eyes got comically wide. Like he’d been practicing compelling in his bathroom mirror and thought making a face was somehow part of it.  
 
    “Don’t even try it,” Sasha huffed. 
 
    “I wasn’t gonna! Man, you’re wound tight tonight.” 
 
    Sasha gave him a look.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lanny pulled out his wallet and slid his card over, gaze drifting back to the dance floor. “Where’s your man?” 
 
    Sasha’s stomach did a little flip. Lanny talked about them like…well, he was still so freshly human. He dismissed the supernatural elements of immortal relationships, looking at it instead with human frankness. When he referenced Nikita and Sasha, he didn’t speak about them as vampire and Familiar; didn’t revere the ancient kinship of wolves and vamps born on the banks of the Tiber when the she-wolf nursed Romulus and Remus. No, he acted like they were just friends…or something more. A teasing light glinting deep in his eyes, a suggestive edge to his smirk. It wasn’t mocking, not really, but it was something. And it made Sasha’s palms sweat.  
 
    As if he could sense Sasha’s sudden discomfort – and he could now, since his turning – Lanny shifted back toward the bar, smile smug. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Sasha drew up to his full height, jutting his chin out stubbornly. “This is important. If you’re just going to make jokes about us, you might as well go back to the gym.” 
 
    “Home gym,” Lanny corrected. “And no, no, I know.” He let out a breath and sobered. Cocked his head and fixed Sasha with the kind of gaze that reminded Sasha that Lanny was a detective, after all. And a good one, according to Trina. “You didn’t see him after you got snatched. Dude was freaked out.” He lifted his brows for emphasis.  
 
    Sasha sighed. “I know.” Nik was still freaked out; Sasha could feel the guilt and fear buzzing under his skin when they touched.  
 
    “No,” Lanny said. “I don’t think you actually do.” 
 
    Sasha bristled. “What–” 
 
    “Nik hated being a Chekist, right?” Lanny pressed on. “That’s what Trina said. That he was just pretending, and he felt shitty about all the awful things he did, and he hated Stalin, and all that?” 
 
    Sasha snorted. “More or less.” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t seem like he hated it when he was shooting everything that moved and choking little kids to death and being a walking nightmare in general.” 
 
    A low buzzing started up in Sasha’s ears. “What?” he asked, voice faint and cracked.  
 
    “You were pretty out of it when we got you back, but you saw the jacket, right?” Lanny shook his head. “All his lecturing about drinking from humans, and then he did it himself. He initiated it. Because he needed to be strong enough to get you back. He compelled people, and killed people, and drank from people – to get you back. Dude, we went all the way to Buffalo and he met his whole entire family, and all he cared about was getting you back, even if he got himself killed in the process. However he’s acting now, whatever kind of upset you’re seeing? It’s not even close to how fucked up he was before.” 
 
    Sasha whimpered in the back of his throat before he could catch himself, then tried to cover it with a cough. “I…I know he feels…guilty…” 
 
    “Hey, look.” Lanny’s tone softened. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. But I thought you ought to know that he was pretty bad off…seeing as how you guys are co-dependent soulmates or whatever.” 
 
    Co-dependent. Yes, they were that. But it felt one-sided lately.  
 
    Suddenly, all the fretting and the stilted conversations and the avoidance caught up with him. He felt his eyes burn and looked down at the bar top, blinking away the shameful evidence of emotion. He was a pack animal, and he hadn’t been able to act like one lately, his packmate holding him at arm’s length when he most needed to reestablish bonds and intimacy.  
 
    Ordinarily, he wouldn’t confide in Lanny – in anyone else – but he’d reached a breaking point. “I,” he started again, halting, and then the dam burst. “I’m so worried about him. I can’t get him to feed, and he doesn’t want to eat, and he doesn’t laugh anymore, and he pushes me away, and I just…” He gasped a few times and then pulled himself forcibly together, looked up at Lanny miserably through a screen of hair that had fallen over his face. 
 
    Lanny said, “You mean he actually laughs?” 
 
    “He laughs a lot.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a hot second.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Sasha amended. “He laughs sometimes.” When it was just the two of them.  
 
    “Do you want me to talk to him?” Lanny asked.  
 
    “Please.” It hurt to say, but he was desperate.  
 
    And Lanny, thick as a slab of beef most of the time, seemed to know it. He offered a crooked little smile. “First time for everything, huh?” Because it was the first time in their seventy-seven years of cohabitation that Sasha didn’t know how to reach his best friend. “Sit tight. Where is he?” 
 
    “Table duty, up on the mezzanine.”  
 
    Lanny threw back the last of his fourth drink and slid off the stool, melted into the crowd.  
 
    By the time he was out of sight, someone had taken his place on the stool. A female someone.  
 
    She smelled of perfume, sweat, deodorant, and the sticky-sweetness of alcohol – not in an unpleasant way. She propped her elbow on the bar, slid the dregs of her pink cocktail toward Sasha, and smiled at him. One of her dress straps slipped a little down her shoulder. Her hair was black, black, black, her lips the pink, pink, pink of ripe grapefruit.  
 
    There was a part of Sasha that would always feel like the blushing boy Ivan had dragged into a prostitute’s home back in Moscow. But he’d had plenty of years fielding advances at this point; just because he’d never done anything about his interest in sex didn’t mean it wasn’t there, lurking warm and insistent beneath his skin.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, voice pitched soft enough that he wouldn’t have heard it above the crowd if he wasn’t a wolf.  
 
    “Refill?” He scooped her glass up as she nodded, but he hesitated. Just a second. Her eyes were fixed to him in that way that spoke of laters and hotel sheets and fingernails digging into skin.  
 
    “Thank you.” She made a point of brushing her fingers over his when he passed her a fresh glass.  
 
    He knew, in that moment of skin on skin contact, that if he asked for her number, she’d give it readily. And not because he’d compelled her – he couldn’t do that. But because his too-long pale hair and wasp waist did something for some women. “Boy toy,” one customer had called him before.  
 
    This customer bit her lip. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-one,” he said, because he couldn’t reasonably pretend to be much older than he looked. His ID said 21, anyway. 
 
    “Hmm,” she purred. “You busy later?” 
 
    The thing was…Sasha wasn’t made of stone. He wasn’t immune to the promise of sex, the heady idea of it, of being, the way he’d always craved, with another person, and not just his hand and a few vague fantasies.  
 
    He just didn’t want to have sex with her. 
 
    But… 
 
    His gaze dropped to the bar, to the section where, beneath, in a plastic bin, he collected cocktail napkins with women’s numbers. And he thought of Nikita – spike of pain in his chest, shortness of breath – and the way he hadn’t smiled in the weeks since they’d returned from Virginia.  
 
    “Maybe,” he hedged, and did his best to give the woman a sultry look. Was that something women wanted from men? Sultry? Whatever. “You see, I have this very handsome friend…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita smelled him first; thus was the vampire’s curse. Fresh sweat, bourbon, and his own personal markers. Nikita tensed – he was leaned back against the wall, arms folded, already strung so tight that he hadn’t known it was possible to tense further. He managed, though, as Lanny slipped between two tables and walked up to him with a wide, overdone grin.  
 
    “Nik. Dude.” He extended a hand for a fist-bump. 
 
    Nikita pretended he didn’t know what that meant, tucking his hands a little deeper into his armpits. 
 
    Lanny studied him, a single moment of sharp focus that plainly said, You’re not fooling me, man. Nikita heard it in his head in Lanny’s obnoxious New York accent. Then Lanny glanced over at the hulking George, who stood to Nik’s left. George was a bouncer who, unlike Nik, actually looked the part: six-seven, neckless, bulging with muscles.  
 
    “This guy,” Lanny said to him, grinning, jerking a thumb toward Nikita. “Total sourpuss, you know?” 
 
    George grunted something noncommittal.  
 
    “So, hey, this place is jumping,” Lanny continued, looking up at George–  
 
    Looking at him, Nikita suddenly noticed with a start. His dark eyes blown wide, all pupil. The subtle shift of his voice, the dropping into a lower, velvety register, moved across Nikita’s skin unpleasantly, like the buzzing of insects.  
 
    “Maybe you should go keep an eye on the dance floor, huh?” 
 
    George blinked, and then, slowly, pushed off the wall and shifted away through the crowd, head-and-shoulders above the patrons.  
 
    Lanny turned around and slumped back against the wall in the place George had vacated, breathing out a gusty sigh. “Shit. That’s hard. I think I pulled something in my brain.” 
 
    Nikita was too disturbed by the realization that Lanny had been practicing to take the obvious joke bait. “You’re getting stronger.” It didn’t leave his mouth as a compliment. 
 
    Lanny shrugged with his face and his shoulders. “Alexei’s been showing me some things. Said it might come in useful.” He turned to Nikita, smile wry. “Never know when you might have to storm a castle, you know?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” Nikita asked. 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you that you have no social skills?” 
 
    Nikita turned his head away, faced forward. Beside him, Lanny smelled of Trina, sweat, bourbon…and Sasha. He’d been to the bar first.  
 
    Lanny chuckled. “I can smell you getting aggressive. Down, boy. I’m not moving into your territory. I don’t swing that way.” 
 
    Nikita growled. A low, threatening, leave-it-alone growl.  
 
    But Lanny was an asshole. So. 
 
    “If you know what I mean,” Lanny added. 
 
    “Everyone always knows what you mean,” Nikita said through his teeth. “Idiot.” 
 
    Lanny rolled his eyes, overhead blue neon catching electric in the whites. “Okay, ordinarily, I would humor your raging asshole tendencies. I actually think they’re hilarious. And you tried to fight fucking Dracula with a pocket knife – mad props for that. But this is serious.” He made a face. “Apparently, you’re acting like even more of a raging asshole than usual at home, and seeing Sasha cry is like – well, it’s like looking at a kicked puppy. For real. So whatever’s going on with you, you need to get over it and start being nice to your boy. The world isn’t ready for a crying Sasha.” 
 
    The breath left Nikita’s lungs like he’d been punched; it was a familiar feeling at this point. He hadn’t been able to breathe properly in weeks.  
 
    Lanny softened, head tipping back against the wall. “What’s going on with you? I don’t care if you hate all of us – you probably do. But what are you doing to the kid?” 
 
    Nikita gritted his teeth and glanced away, afraid his face would reveal too much. Even after a hundred years of schooling his features, Sasha-related distress had the ability to strip him bare.  
 
    “I have a theory.” 
 
    Shut up, Nikita wanted to tell him – meant to tell him – but he couldn’t unlock his jaw and form the words aloud.  
 
    “I think, somehow, for some reason, you didn’t realize that the only thing in your whole miserable existence that meant anything was Sasha. And that freaks you out. Because you love him. And you’re thinking, ‘Maybe if I push him away, he can find someone else to get attached to.’ And you think that will make him safer, or better off somehow, or…I dunno. Whatever. I’m not selfless like that, so I’m just spitballing here. 
 
    “But I think you know that can’t work out. He’d be miserable, you’d be miserable.” 
 
    If Nikita clenched his jaw any tighter, he thought it might crack. Dima had always called him a martyr. He’d said it fondly, usually followed it up with a light smack to the back of his head. And Nikita knew that he was.  
 
    Lanny wasn’t wrong, but Nikita wanted to punch him in the face anyway. Maybe because he was right.  
 
    “When I first met you guys,” Lanny said, “I thought you were…” He wisely trailed off when Nikita growled. But then: “Are you in denial or something? Or do you really not know that you–” 
 
    Before Lanny could finish, and before Nikita could then follow through on the face-punching, the sea of bodies in front of them parted and a woman stepped through. Curves, and a tight dress, and flawless makeup, and a smile that had probably turned the head of every man on her way through the club.  
 
    Her eyes moved between the two of them a moment, then settled on Nikita.  
 
    She smelled like perfume, fruity cocktails, and, faintly, Sasha.  
 
    Black dread filled Nikita’s stomach before she said, “Hi, are you Nikita?” 
 
    Nikita didn’t move, so Lanny answered for him: “Yeah, he is.” 
 
    Her smile widened a fraction. “I was just talking to your friend at the bar. Sasha.” 
 
    Oh shit, oh shit. 
 
    “He says you guys might be interested in hanging out later.” 
 
    Oh…wait. 
 
    You guys. Sasha was always gently steering women Nikita’s way when he was in a bad mood, assuming – sometimes very correctly – that Nikita needed to blow off some steam.  
 
    But maybe tonight he wanted to do that together.  
 
    Maybe… 
 
    “Sure,” Nikita said, surprising himself, and Lanny, too, if the elbow in the ribs was anything to go by. “We get off at two.” 
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    Lanny left the club feeling like he hadn’t accomplished what he’d set out to, but he’d tried, and that was what counted, right?  
 
    Trina would give him The Look, he knew. Ask him why he hadn’t tried a little harder, expressed himself a little more clearly. “We talked about this, Lanny,” she’d sigh.  
 
    As if thoughts of her had summoned her telepathically, his phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and answered it with a cheery, “Hey, babe.” 
 
    “How badly did you fuck it up?” she asked.  
 
    “Hey, excuse you. Why do you assume the worst?” 
 
    She didn’t answer; he could envision her face. 
 
    “Look, it’s not my fault your gramps is having a big bisexual crisis or something.”  
 
    A couple passing the other way on the sidewalk gave him a sharp look. 
 
    Trina sighed. “Ugh, you’re terrible.” 
 
    “What part of that statement wasn’t true? And I tried, okay? He’s a stubborn asshole.” 
 
    She sighed again, softer this time. “Yeah, I know. Where are you now, have you left yet?” 
 
    “Walking back now.” 
 
    “Meet me at the hospital instead. Harvey has something she wants to show us.” 
 
    Alarms chimed in the back of his mind. “Oh shit, what?” 
 
    “She said it was our kind of thing, so I’m thinking…monsters.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It took a lot to impress Trina, especially these days, but Christine Harvey managed with flying colors. She’d taken the knowledge that Trina’s great-grandfather was not only still alive, but young-looking, and a vampire, in stride like a champ. Had even helped them by looking at Sasha after his imprisonment, testing his blood for drugs to the best of her ability. She’d just rolled with it, the knowledge that immortals existed, and that they could present a problem in New York.  
 
    “So,” she said now, peeling back the sheet that covered the face of her latest DB. “Something tore his throat out.” 
 
    That Trina could see, going by the gory wound in the poor man’s neck, clotted with dry, blackened blood.  
 
    “And gutted him, too,” Harvey added.  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a bear attack.” 
 
    “Yikes,” Lanny said with a wince.  
 
    Harvey sent him a look. “Yeah. Yikes.” 
 
    “Hey.” He held up both hands, which just served to highlight his grungy old workout gear. “I never gutted anybody, okay? I’m all about that pig’s blood life.” 
 
    Trina sighed. “We got a name?” 
 
    The case had come in to Simms and Bukowski, but Harvey had called them when she got the body on her table. She didn’t even bother to consult the chart, now. “Walter Rendell. Forty-eight. He’s a contractor who was overseeing the new Adamant building – it’s an accounting firm. They had a new-build going in, and he was pulling double shifts, according to his colleagues. Was at the site last night, after everyone else. They found him this morning, torn to pieces.”  
 
    Trina looked down at the wound in his throat and her stomach quailed. She remembered a manor house in Virginia, Sasha unconscious, and wolf-shaped. “Any chance the wounds were made with a human weapon of some sort?” 
 
    “This is punctures and tears. No clean edges, like from a knife. Not of any kind I’ve seen, at least.” 
 
    “Still…” Trina said, holding back a wince. “There’s lots of things that could…do that.” She gestured, and looked away. 
 
    Harvey covered the vic’s face again. “Could it?” she asked, dryly.  
 
    “I’d like to believe that.” 
 
    “It was a wolf,” Lanny said. He frowned, expression more serious than normal. “I can smell it.” 
 
    “You might have led with that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Lanny.” 
 
    “Three wolves, actually,” he elaborated. “Two I’ve smelled before.” He inhaled deeply, brow furrowing. “And one I haven’t.” 
 
    All the fine hair stood up on the back of Trina’s neck. “The ferals?” 
 
    “Yeah. Think so.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Harvey said, slicing her gloved hands through the air like someone was safe at home plate. “Ferals?” She only sounded a little panicked.  
 
    Trina and Lanny shared a look.  
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” Harvey said, “but I’m guessing a ‘feral’ werewolf is somehow worse than a regular one. It sounds worse.” 
 
    “Um,” Lanny said elegantly.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Trina said, and earned lifted, doubtful brows. “No, really. We’ll take care of it. Where was the body found?” 
 
    They got an address, and a few more details she’d gleaned from the detectives, and bid Harvey a good night.  
 
    In the hallway, headed for the exit, Lanny said, “I caught a whiff of a vamp, too.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I didn’t wanna say it in front of Harvey and freak her out more. But, yeah. It was real faint, though. More like one of the wolves smelled like a vamp…? I dunno. I can’t explain it. But there’s one that’s put his stink on this, somehow.” 
 
    Trina sighed. “Nikita won’t be happy about that.” 
 
    “Is Nikita ever happy about anything?” 
 
    “He’s dealing with some stuff.” She heard the defensiveness in her voice, and pointedly didn’t glance Lanny’s way to catch whatever face he made in response. “Speaking of which: what exactly did you say to him tonight?” 
 
    They reached the heavy double doors at the exit and pushed through. The nights were getting colder, and Trina immediately wrapped her arms around herself as they walked to the railing that edged the loading dock, and leaned against it.  
 
    Lanny dug out a cigarette and took his time lighting it. 
 
    She cleared her throat.  
 
    “Hm. Yeah.” He made a face on his first exhale, turning his head to blow the smoke away from her. “I talked to him. Both of them, actually. Said they were being stupid, respectively.”  
 
    The news settled in her stomach, something akin to dread that she didn’t understand. “Shit.” 
 
    “Keep in mind they’ve been together a long time, babe. Longer than you’ve been alive. I’m sure they’ve been like this before.” 
 
    “Yeah.” But this seemed like it had to be different: it wasn’t just the two of them anymore. They’d become a part of a pack, perhaps unwillingly. And Nikita had finally met his son, and the tsarevich that had been a part of the family he’d been loyal to for so long. Sasha had been taken from him…That was a lot of change in a short span of time. “I just feel bad for them.” 
 
    Lanny nodded in understanding, and took another drag, gazing out over the half-dark parking lot.  
 
    She took a moment to admire his profile. The little bump at the bridge of his twice-broken nose; the way his lips fit against the cigarette filter; the strong, corded lines of his throat, framed by the popped-up collar of the leather jacket he’d pulled on over his workout gear.  
 
    She took a deep breath and tried to let it siphon away some of her tension on the exhale. She worried about Nik, because he was her family, and she worried about Sasha because he was Nik’s family, and a sweetheart, and pack besides, at this point. But she couldn’t let that worry consume her; couldn’t obsess about things she couldn’t change.  
 
    “What else did you do tonight?” she asked, shifting closer. They wouldn’t touch outright or put arms around one another – no one knew they were together, and broadcasting it publicly seemed like a bad idea – but the proximity was nice. He put out heat like a furnace, tangible even at a few inches away.  
 
    “Worked out.” His gaze slid over, touched with amusement, but curious. “I told you that.” 
 
    “Yeah. But then your mom called me.” 
 
    His eyes widened. The cigarette fell out of his hand, and landed on the concrete below.  
 
    “She said you’ve been dodging her calls. She thinks you are, anyway. But I told her you wouldn’t do that. You’re just busy.” 
 
    He blew out a breath. “Shit.” 
 
    She spoke softly, without judgement. She would damn well judge him for clipping his toenails in bed – “What the hell are you doing?” she’d exclaimed when she found him doing that in her bed – but in this, family stuff, she wanted to be a safe place for him. “When was the last time you talked to your mom, Lan?” 
 
    He was quiet a long beat. Inhale, exhale. “Not since before,” he said, like an admission, tone grim.  
 
    She worked to keep the shock from her voice. “Not since before Alexei turned you?” 
 
    He made a sound in the affirmative.  
 
    Trina took a breath and swallowed her initial reaction – managed not to call him a dumbass. “Okay,” she said instead. “That – wow, okay, that’s been a long time. You’ve at least texted her, though, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Couple times.” 
 
    “So she knows you’re alive. Good.” 
 
    “I talked to Pauly,” he said of one of his brothers. “He knew I was sick.” He made a face. “Now he knows I’m not anymore. I’m sure he passed it along to Ma.” 
 
    “How did you explain the not being sick thing to Paul?” 
 
    “Uh…kinda didn’t. He doesn’t need to know.” 
 
    Dumbass nearly slipped out again. But he did have a point. Her own family, brought up by two people who’d not only escaped the Soviet Union, and its war-torn countryside, but who’d known Nik, and what he was; two people who’d fought alongside Sasha and Rasputin – well, they didn’t have exactly normal sensibilities when it came to the supernatural.  
 
    Who was she to judge how he handled breaking the news to his family that he was not only well, but immortal? 
 
    Carefully, she said, “I’m not saying you have to tell her…everything. But I think you do have to go and see her.” 
 
    He sent her a look. 
 
    “I can come with you. Of course I will,” she added. She rested a hand over his, where it gripped the security rail in front of them. “We’re…well, we’re pack, aren’t we?” She smiled. “You don’t have to do anything alone.” 
 
    “Pack’s for wolves,” he murmured.  
 
    “Which we have.” A thought occurred. “Unless you said something really stupid to him tonight.” 
 
    Lanny scoffed. “He’s not going anywhere. Him and Gramps just gotta figure their shit out.” 
 
    “Pretty sure calling him ‘Gramps’ isn’t helping with that.” 
 
    “Hey, he’s your gramps. Your great-gramps. What am I supposed to call him?” 
 
    She faced out across the parking lot, a smile tugging at her lips. She knew he would never admit it, but she thought that, secretly, Nikita enjoyed having a new pack. Sasha would always be his favorite – his beloved, if he’d ever let himself admit it – but he did care about the rest of them. Even liked them, though he’d deny it bitterly.  
 
    “How about,” Lanny said, “we shelve all our personal shit and figure out who’s eating people in our city, yeah?” 
 
    She snorted. “All our personal shit?” 
 
    He turned to her then, eyes going wide, the whites bright in the dark. “Well, I mean…” His expression slid into a smirk, the one that doubtless worked on lots of women – it worked on her, at least. “Not all.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “You eat yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He slung an arm around her shoulders, heavy, strong, and comforting. He was healthy, now, alive, and vital, and whatever else was going on, she could revel in that fact. “How ‘bout Chinese?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” She let him steer her down the steps and toward her unmarked, not as scared as she might have been. The scariest thing of all had an arm around her, right where she wanted it.  
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    “Nik.” Sasha thought he did a decent job of keeping his voice even. “What are you doing?” 
 
    They stood at the sinks in the men’s room, still at the club, the lurid blue neon shining down on the black tile of the floor and walls, and rendering Nikita’s normally-pale complexion downright ghastly. He cupped water in his palms, splashed it on his face, and used his wet hands to slick his hair back off his forehead. Skin pallid, the bags beneath his eyes dark as bruises, he looked sick. He couldn’t have eaten at any point in the past twelve hours, and the only blood he’d had for weeks had been pig – and that sparingly. Small sips from the same pint out of the fridge that couldn’t possibly be good anymore.  
 
    Nikita braced his hands on the edge of the sink and stared at his own reflection a moment, water dripping off his chin, darkening the chest of his plain black t-shirt. He’d put his jacket on, the soft, faded denim one with the Romanov patch, the one whose collar Sasha liked to scent out of instinct. Ready to leave the club; ready to go out front and meet the woman he’d told to wait for them. 
 
    Sasha’s heart knocked hard against his ribs. “Nikita,” he tried again. “This is a bad idea.” 
 
    Nik turned to look at him then, finally, his gaze eerily flat. “It was your idea,” he said, with a note of accusation.  
 
    “Yes.” Nikita must be able to hear his pulse, the awful throbbing of it, so forceful it hurt, made it hard to breathe. “I thought that you might…you’ve been very…” He didn’t want to say it, the words foul-tasting on the back of his tongue.  
 
    “It was your idea,” Nikita repeated, firmer, jaw clenched tight. “You want to have some fun? Want me to show you the ropes?” 
 
    He could see it all too vividly: clothes crumpled on the floor, a tangle of sweaty limbs, and the scent and sound of someone who wasn’t pack, who wasn’t even a friend, in Nik’s bed. In the place where Sasha offered his throat, and held his best friend as shivers wracked him; where they clung, and swallowed down things they should have said seventy-seven years ago.  
 
    Nikita had a woman every now and then, and, occasionally, a man, his jaw always tight afterward, like it was now. But Sasha was never there for that. He would send him off with a shaky smile, and a sip of blood, wanting to ensure that he stayed well in control of himself, that he didn’t do anything he’d regret.  
 
    But now Nik wanted them to be together. To take that woman home. To–  
 
    He swallowed convulsively against a surge of bile in his throat. He was madly, desperately afraid for that to happen, and he didn’t even know why.  
 
    (Don’t you, though? a mocking voice in the back of his mind asked. You know.) 
 
    “It’s been weeks since you fed properly,” he said, aiming for reasonable, though his voice trembled. “If you want to – want to go home with her. Just. Let me feed you, first.” He reached to unzip his jacket with an unsteady hand. Adrenaline chased through him, chilling him. He didn’t want to send him off, no – stay, please, just come home and stay with me, and talk to me, and let me touch you again, he wanted to say. But he wanted to be fed from, so badly; wanted the heat and weight of bodies pressed flush together, the prick of the fangs, Nik’s breath hot as it fanned across his skin, as he panted, greedy – needing Sasha. He wanted to be needed.  
 
    “I’m not feeding from you,” Nikita said, turning away, head hanging down between his shoulders. Hands bloodless where he gripped the sink. Wet hair flopping back over his forehead. He looked at the verge of something – smelled like it, too. Tense, and frantic, and sweating.  
 
    “Nikita, you need–”  
 
    “I said no!”  
 
    Sasha reeled back. The words, the tone, hit him like a slap. “Why not?” 
 
    Nikita breathed raggedly, the sound bouncing off the porcelain below.  
 
    “Why not?” Sasha repeated, and the back of his neck prickled, hackles raising. His wolf pressed up close to his skin, riled. “The drugs are gone. I won’t make you sick. You already are sick,” he said, voice hardening. Anger bled through his despair, and he latched onto it, glad of its strength. “You’ll end up biting that poor woman, and it’ll be my fault because–” 
 
    Nikita’s head whipped around, pale eyes narrow, blazing, teeth bared. “Because I can’t control myself?” 
 
    “You can barely stand!”   
 
    As if to prove otherwise, Nikita straightened his arms, and drew himself upright. He held onto the sink, though. Bared his teeth in a grimace. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. And you’ll be furious with yourself if you hurt an innocent mortal. Here.” He shrugged off his jacket, and laid it over the neighboring sink. Tipped his head to the side, exposing his throat. “Have a drink, and–”  
 
    “I will not use you!” Nikita shouted, a growl punching out of him that rattled the mirrors on the wall. It echoed through the cold, empty room. As did the silence that followed.  
 
    Sasha finally sucked in a breath when his lungs started to hurt, staring at his friend’s face, the pain etched into it, his elongated fangs.  
 
    It hurt to breathe, and his voice came out small. “Is that what you think? Really? After all this time? That you’re using me?” 
 
    Two hectic spots of color bloomed along Nik’s sharp cheekbones, and he turned away, hanging his head again, ashamed. “I drink your blood,” he growled, rough and low. “I take your life into my body. There’s not another word for it but use.” 
 
    “Nik.” Sasha ached. “I’m a wolf. I was meant to give you blood.”  
 
    Nikita shook his head.  
 
    Sasha stepped in closer, hand hovering, afraid to touch – it broke his heart, that fear, but he didn’t push through it, not now, not when he felt as if they were poised on a precipice. “I am. This is what we are. We take care of each other.” We need each other, he meant, but didn’t say. “You came to get me, in Virginia, when–” His voice caught. “Why won’t you let me help you? Why do you keep pushing me away?” 
 
    Silence stretched. So long that Sasha wilted back, hand falling to his side. Why couldn’t they get past this? Why were they stuck in this terrible limbo? Nikita had always felt such guilt, but he’d at least let Sasha try and soothe it; let him be close; would let him sit in his lap, and stroke his hair, and allow their bond to ease the tension in his limbs.  
 
    But since Virginia it had only been distance. And coldness. And this ever-widening chasm that Sasha didn’t know how to span.  
 
    “Nik,” he said again, helpless.  
 
    Nikita shook his head, water droplets flying off the ends of his hair, and finally stepped back from the sink, smoothing his hair back with both hands. He trembled all over. Exhaled. “If you want to fuck that woman, she’s probably still outside.” 
 
    The crudeness of the statement sent Sasha back a step. “Is that…is that what you want?” 
 
    Nik looked at him, gaze gone flat, disinterested. “Did you not mean to share her?” 
 
    Another step back. Sasha felt like he was being goaded. This wasn’t Nik, not at all. He hated this. But he wanted to help his friend. If this was the way to do it…to span some of that distance… 
 
    “Whatever you want,” he said. “But you must feed first.” On that he was firm.  
 
    Nikita drew breath to respond–  
 
    And the bathroom door swung open. The woman poked her head inside, expression caught between invitation and question. They’d left her waiting a long time, and she was starting to wonder.  
 
    “You guys about ready to go?” she asked, smile widening, affected.  
 
    Nikita turned to look at her. “Yeah. Coming.” 
 
    Sasha could admit that she was pleasant. And beautiful. And that she’d been perfectly polite, and that he had been the one to initiate all of this; that she was merely accepting an invitation. And on some level, Sasha found her alluring. In a way.  
 
    But when Nikita looked at her, Sasha saw red.  
 
    And finally, finally, he placed the emotion that had been hounding him all night: jealousy. He was wildly, furiously jealous when he thought of Nikita having sex with this woman.  
 
    A tiny explosion unfolded in his brain. An avalanche of years’ worth of realizations, tackling him all at once. He’d always wanted Nikita; he’d never shied from his own urges and emotions. But he’d never let that steer him before; had never actively felt hostile toward anyone on the receiving end of Nikita’s attraction.  
 
    Virginia had brought some things into focus for both of them, it seemed.  
 
    But if Nik wanted this… 
 
    A phone trilled.  
 
    After a moment, it became clear that it was Nikita’s.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, fishing it out, and Sasha didn’t miss the way he swayed, off-balance, weak and in need of blood and food. “It’s Trina,” he said, reading the screen. 
 
    Sasha could have kissed her. “Maybe some other time,” he told the woman with an apologetic smile.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When a man’s intended hook-up was interrupted by business, one probably wasn’t supposed to feel relief. But Nikita did.  
 
    They walked from the club to the hospital in silence. He felt Sasha’s eyes on him, darted glances; felt the wolf’s emotional upheaval, the taint of stress and anger on the air, and something even sourer, like grief, almost.  
 
    Nikita was tangled, too. Relieved, mostly, because though the woman was pretty, and he might have, on another night, taken up her ready offer on his own, the idea of sharing Sasha with her left him sicker than he already was. Most of his energy went toward keeping upright, keeping steady, not keeling over. His pulse beat high and thready in his ears, and the edges of his vision flickered; if he didn’t eat, and soon, he’d do a header on the sidewalk.  
 
    But the thought of Sasha in ecstasy with someone else… 
 
    “We’re here,” Sasha said, and touched his arm, and Nikita realized he’d almost run right into the brick wall of the building.  
 
    “Oh. Right.”  
 
    Sasha pulled his hand away, and it was a loss.  
 
    They went around the back, through the dark loading dock where there always seemed to be puddles, no matter the weather, and pressed the buzzer at the heavy steel door beneath the one flickering security light.  
 
    “Yeah?” Dr. Harvey’s voice came through scratchy, uncertain.  
 
    “Nikita and Sasha,” Nikita said, and a moment later the buzzer sounded and the door unlocked.  
 
    Harvey waited for them in the hall, outside the morgue proper, arms folded, head tipped against the wall in a way that spoke of fatigue. She straightened, though, as they approached, and Nikita recognized the way her shoulders pushed back and her hands tightened into fists; she might trust Trina, and believe her, and even value their opinions, but she still wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea of having two preternaturally strong immortals across from her.  
 
    “Hi, Christine,” Sasha said with an easy smile.  
 
    Harvey smiled back at him – and just him. No one was afraid of Sasha. The folded arms and tense spine were for Nikita, he knew. “Hey, guys. I told Trina you didn’t have to come tonight–”  
 
    Nikita waved her off. “Might as well. Where is he?” 
 
    She led them through the swinging doors into her exam room, and the scents hit Nikita the second he crossed the threshold: blood, death, gore, wolves.  
 
    Familiar wolves.  
 
    Sasha growled beside him.  
 
    The body lay sheet-covered on the slab, and Harvey went to its head, lips twisting in a wry smile. “Lanny said that two of the wolves smelled familiar.” 
 
    “The ferals,” Sasha said with a low growl. 
 
    But the problem was, all three smelled familiar. Nikita just couldn’t place the last, the female, the one who was obviously bound to a vampire master.  
 
    Harvey folded the drape back, revealing a pale, dead face, and a throat savaged by fangs. “I thought,” she said, tone careful, polite, “that you guys might have a better feel for who our perp might be than Lanny. No offense, but – he’s kind of an idiot.” 
 
    “And a new vampire besides,” Nikita said, stepping up to the table, leaning low, inhaling.  
 
    A memory assaulted him: a sidewalk, snow, Christmas music. A vampire with an accent, and a female Familiar… 
 
    He sucked in a breath. “Gustav.”  
 
    Sasha whipped around, eyes wide. “Hannah,” he said, like a curse. “His wolf. It’s her.” 
 
    “Acquaintances of yours, I take it?” Harvey said, doing an admirable job of masking her nerves.  
 
    Nikita’s stomach tightened; he gagged, and spun away from the table. Choked on nothing – there was nothing in his stomach.  
 
    “Shit,” Sasha said.  
 
    “Is he alright?” Harvey asked, distant, as if from down a tunnel.  
 
    Nikita swayed, and barely caught himself against the wall, the tile cold and slick beneath his palm. He retched, and nothing came out, and he was going to faint–  
 
    An arm came around his shoulders, iron-strong. He heard Sasha say something polite and excusing, a murmur compared to the rush of blood in his ears. His feet shuffled, and his vision turned to black spots, and when it came back, he was leaning against the railing that overlooked the loading dock, Sasha holding him upright.  
 
    A wrist appeared beneath his nose. “Feed,” Sasha said sweetly, “or I’ll force you.” 
 
    His fangs elongated. The world narrowed down to his mouth, full of saliva, and the thumping vein in front of him, freely offered.  
 
    Blood. Wolf blood. Sasha’s blood. 
 
    He opened his mouth, and breathed across the tender inside of his wrist–  
 
    “Hullo!” someone called from down in the loading dock.  
 
    Nikita reeled back, vision swimming. Inhaled. Smelled two wolves. Saw them, man-shaped, standing below.  
 
    One tall fellow with pleasing features and glossy dark hair, and the second short, slight, and tow-headed. A teenager, at most.  
 
    Sasha’s wrist fell away, and his arm tightened across Nikita’s shoulders. He growled, body tightening where it was pressed to Nik’s.  
 
    “Hello,” the dark-haired stranger said again, softer. He had a British accent. “I’m assuming you’re Nikita Baskin and Sasha Kashnikov?” 
 
    Nikita couldn’t answer, his throat clotted with nausea, his head spinning.  
 
    Sasha bowed up beside him, growl touching his voice. “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Friends. Potentially,” the man – the wolf – answered. “We saw your work in Virginia, and we want to discuss a potential business arrangement. An alliance.” 
 
    Sasha’s growl deepened.  
 
    “This,” the strange wolf said, touching the boy’s shoulder, “is Much. And I’m Will Scarlet. We’re friends of Robin of Locksley – his pack. And Familiars of Richard the First, the Lionheart, King of England.” 
 
    Nikita shut his eyes, and tried very hard not to succumb to unconsciousness, belly gnawing at itself.  
 
    “Perhaps we should get him something to eat before he passes out,” Will Scarlet suggested.  
 
    And then Nikita did just that. 
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    Nikita came to propped up in the corner of a dim booth, Sasha warm beside him, a hand resting on his thigh beneath the table, a grounding pressure.  
 
    “He alright?” an unfamiliar voice asked.  
 
    “Yes, fine,” Sasha said, faux cheerful. “Just needs to eat.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll get your order right out.” Footsteps retreated.  
 
    Nik cracked his eyes and took a breath, inhaling familiar scents. They were at the Lion’s Den, wedged into a favorite booth, his face resting against the wall paneling just beneath a beer sign. His limp hand had been curled around a tumbler of vodka. Sasha beside him, and, across from them, the two wolves: Will and Much.  
 
    Nikita conjured a pathetic growl.  
 
    Sasha patted his leg. “Drink your vodka. I ordered you a grilled cheese.” 
 
    It took three tries to lift the glass, and he only barely managed not to slop the vodka down his shirtfront.  
 
    Scarlet watched him with what Nikita read as careful blankness.  
 
    Much, however, for all that he looked fifteen, and sullen, his pale hair framing his face, sneered openly, lip peeling back off his teeth.  
 
    “Much,” Will said with a sigh. To Nikita: “He’s rude. Ignore him.” 
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    Nikita managed a sip, the chilled vodka splashing across his tongue in waves of cold and then hot, a welcome fire down his throat.  
 
    “You helped us escape,” Sasha said, hand pulling away – Nik immediately regretted the loss of its heat and weight on his thigh. “At the mansion. You were with Red.” 
 
    Will nodded. “We were, yes. She and Rooster are a part of our team, now.”  
 
    “Who?” Nikita asked.  
 
    Much snorted.  
 
    Will sent him a surprisingly patient look.  
 
    Sasha rested a hand on Nik’s shoulder. “Vodka,” he prompted, gently.  
 
    Nikita drank some more.  
 
    “The mage from the Institute,” Will said, speaking low enough so as not to be overhead – and slow enough for Nikita’s foggy brain to keep up. “The redheaded young woman who used her fire against Vlad Tepes.”  
 
    It rang a bell. Faintly.  
 
    “She and her human companion – Rooster – have been under our protection for the past few months. Working alongside us.” 
 
    Nikita frowned. “How did you find us outside the hospital?” 
 
    Will’s indulgent look suggested he’d already told this to Sasha. Nik wanted to hear it for himself.  
 
    “Trina, actually. She gave her name and information to one of our officers – Deshawn Williams. She didn’t mention this…?” 
 
    She had. He thought. He was too fuzzy from low blood sugar. Trina had called tonight, told him about the murder, suggested he go talk to Harvey, but she hadn’t said–  
 
    Sasha’s hand landed on his arm, and Nik realized he was glaring at Will Scarlet. Growling, a little.  
 
    “Trina didn’t know,” Sasha said, soothingly. “They didn’t call ahead, which I told them was rude, and they’ve agreed not to do it again. But. They got into town, and when Trina wasn’t home, they picked up our scents and came to find us.” 
 
    “You sniffed us out like hunting dogs?” Nikita asked, incredulous. His fangs scraped across his lower lip, too long for the middle of a pub.  
 
    Much sneered again. 
 
    Will looked like he suppressed a smile. “No. Like wolves.” 
 
    “Do you not have cellphones?” 
 
    Their server returned, tray heaped with plates that he began doling out, heedless of the bristling tension at the table. 
 
    Really, the tension was only Nik’s. No one else seemed bothered by this encounter, since he didn’t think teenage insolence really counted.  
 
    A plate thumped down in front of him: grilled cheese on thick buttery toast, small mountain of fries beside it.  
 
    His stomach shrank.  
 
    When the server left to get them drink refills, Sasha leaned in close and said, “Eat. Please.” Soft, but urgent. Begging.  
 
    Nikita lifted a fry with a shaking hand and dutifully nibbled at the end, stomach cramping.  
 
    “I do apologize,” Will said. He looked distinctly roguish, in a battered old canvas jacket, long green hoodie, jeans, and with his hair in haphazard curls across his forehead, but he spoke like someone who’d been brought up in a royal court somewhere. Or, at least the way Nikita imagined someone who had would sound. “We’ve bungled this a bit, I’m afraid. But we came only with the friendliest of intentions.” 
 
    Nik glanced over at Much, who’d ordered a bacon cheeseburger the size of his head, and who was trying to take an unsuccessful, messy bite of it, ketchup and grease dripping down onto his plate.  
 
    He set the fry down and drained off his vodka. “Which are?” 
 
    “Recruitment, of a sort.” Will fished something from his pocket and flipped it out onto the table. A business card, Nik saw, matte black, with a glossy embossed lion on it. One word: Lionheart.  
 
    “Lionheart,” Nikita said, without taking the card. “As in…?” 
 
    “Richard, yes.” 
 
    “So he’s a…” 
 
    “Yes. Turned, actually, during the Third Crusade.”  
 
    Nik lifted his brows. “I don’t keep up much with world history.”  
 
    “Shame,” Will said with a grin. “It’s quite useful. But, here allow me to–” He leaned forward, rested a fingertip on the card. Gearing up for a speech of some kind.  
 
    Nik thumped his empty glass down. “No.”  
 
    “No?” Will asked, not surprised, but questioning. You sure of this?  
 
    Much snorted, licking a piece of wayward bacon into his mouth.  
 
    “Whatever you’re about to say, don’t bother,” Nikita said. “I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “Nik,” Sasha said, “Will was telling me a little about Lionheart while you were…” 
 
    “Passed the fuck out,” Much supplied.  
 
    Sasha gave a low, quick chuff of warning. To Nikita: “They help people. Mortals who are having trouble with immortals.” 
 
    Nikita stared at Will.  
 
    “We’re military contractors, of a sort,” he explained. “As wolves, we have a bit of a leg up on mortal soldiers, as you can imagine. We take private cases. Special ones. The kind governments don’t want leaked to the public.” 
 
    “You mean the kind that pay well.” 
 
    A head tilt of concession. “Sometimes.” 
 
    He thought the rolling in his gut was only part blood sugar sickness, at this point. “No,” he repeated. “Not interested. We have jobs. We don’t want to join your little crusade.” 
 
    A smile, edges sharp; not mocking, but pitying, almost. “You were in that house, Nikita. You fought with Dracula himself. Are you really going to paint this as a crusade? Like it’s something we’re taking upon ourselves? A war is brewing. A big one. Maybe the final one. We’re only gathering what allies we can.” 
 
    Silence reigned afterward. A long moment. Nikita never broke the wolf’s gaze. 
 
    Finally, Will gave a little sigh and glanced away. “Finish your food,” he said to Much. He himself had only ordered a whiskey.  
 
    Sasha’s elbow touched Nik’s ribs, and he mechanically picked up his sandwich and forced a few bites while Much crammed down the rest of his burger.  
 
    “We’ll be in town for a week or so, I think,” Will said, sliding out of the booth. He pulled out his wallet and thumbed a few bills down onto the table. “I wrote down my number and the name of our hotel on the back of that card. If you change your mind in the next few days, or you just want to talk, please call. Come on, Much.”  
 
    The small wolf wiped his face hastily with a napkin and then slipped out.  
 
    Will gave them one last surveying glance, and nodded. “Lovely to meet you both. I do hope you’ll think of us as allies.” And they left.  
 
    Nikita stared at the tufted leather across from him, the whole booth still scented with strange wolves, breathing shallowly through his mouth.  
 
    “Nik,” Sasha said, softly, beside him.  
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I passed out at the hospital, and I woke up here.” And for the first time since then, he turned his head to really look at Sasha.  
 
    Blue eyes big and full of guilt, Sasha wore the kind of uncertain expression that made Nik want to put arms around him immediately; pull him in close and assure him that everything was alright – that they were alright. He’d watched him tear a man’s throat out with his teeth without a backward glance, but with Nik, he was always afraid he’d done something wrong; especially lately.  
 
    God, Nik hated himself.  
 
    “I carried you,” Sasha said, gaze dropping to his lap. “Mostly. Your feet held you up, a little.” Quick, humorless smile. “The server thought you were drunk when we came in.” 
 
    His pulse beat quick and light in his ears, and his next words tasted foul in his mouth. “Why did you – why did you go with them? Why did you listen to them?” 
 
    A tiny shrug. “They were bound, I could tell. And they weren’t – they weren’t bad, Nik. I could tell that, too. And they helped us, before. I just…” He trailed off, biting at his lip.  
 
    A realization dawned, one that kept Nikita up more nights than he’d like to admit, one that frightened him worse than facing off from Dracula. He alone wasn’t enough for Sasha. He didn’t doubt the love, the caring, the desire to be close – more often than not he’d pushed those things away, lately, bastard that he was – but Sasha had so much love to give. Eventually, at some point, he’d find a pack as loving, welcoming, and warm as he himself. One that could provide him with everything he needed.  
 
    It was Nikita’s greatest fear, and yet he sabotaged himself at every turn.  
 
    Maybe for the better. Maybe Sasha would be better off… 
 
    “I’m scared,” Sasha whispered, and it took Nikita a second to drag himself out of his own pity party and register the words.  
 
    “Scared? Of what?” His heart was climbing, was up in his throat now.  
 
    Sasha lifted a glance up through his lashes, unintentionally alluring; Nikita’s breath hitched. “I spoke with Dracula, Nik. Some. He’s violent, and he’s frightening – but he’s not like Rasputin was. He isn’t trying to trick anyone. Not that I could tell. He’s…he says there’s a war coming. A bad one.” He shuddered. “I don’t want anything to do with that. But.” 
 
    “But nothing,” Nikita said, finding some firm ground at last. Protectiveness he could do. Looking after Sasha, shielding him. He twisted in the booth, so they faced one another fully, and put a hand on Sasha’s shoulder, tight enough that his knuckles turned white, but Sasha didn’t flinch away from the touch.  
 
    “Sashka, listen to me.” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Whatever this war is, whatever those people” – he stabbed a finger toward the empty side of the booth across from them – “want to fight: that isn’t our business. It isn’t our fight. We lived through our war.” Flashes of memory: blood on snow, the cry of ravens, the stench of burned hair. “It took its pound of flesh, and we don’t owe anyone anything. Do you hear me? Not a thing.” 
 
    He was panting through an open mouth, head swimming, heart hammering. Drowning in Sasha’s gaze.  
 
    Finally, Sasha blinked and turned his head away; nodded, hair slipping loose from behind his ear and swinging forward to shield his face. “That’s the thing about war, though,” he said, still soft. “It has a way of sweeping people up, whether they want to fight or not.” 
 
    It did, didn’t it? That was how Sasha had come into his life, after all. A war had sent him speeding across the wilds of Siberia on a train, bound to collect an innocent boy so he could be turned into a weapon.  
 
    Nikita swallowed down the urge to be sick and withdrew his hand.  
 
    “You should eat,” Sasha murmured. “And then we’ll go home.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He managed to choke down the sandwich, helped along by another glass of vodka. After, he could at least walk home on his own two feet, even if he did stagger a few times, and catch himself against a mailbox, once. He let Sasha worry about unlocking their apartment door when they got there.  
 
    He went to the couch, and all but fell on it, exhausted, and weary in a way that had nothing to do with a lack of food.  
 
    “Don’t stay there,” Sasha said, relocking the door and going to the kitchen. “You need to lie down.” 
 
    Nikita tipped his head back and closed his eyes; listened to the rattle of things moving around in the fridge.  
 
    “The shaking will be worse this time.” Ice cubes falling in a glass. “You’ll need more sugar, I think. Where is – ah, there. Hold on.” 
 
    Footsteps. And then a sigh. Something landed softly on the table, and then Sasha came close and knelt at his feet. Plucked at Nikita’s boot laces.  
 
    Nik cracked his eyes open; his vision was blurred, but he could see the glass of Sprite on the table, the box of crackers, and he could definitely see Sasha unlacing his boots.  
 
    A lump formed in his throat. “Don’t.” 
 
    “No.” Sasha sounded not just tired, but exasperated. “I’m done with that.” He tugged one boot free and reached for the laces of the other.  
 
    “But,” Nik started.  
 
    “Shut up.” Sasha made it sound sweet, but he was firm.  
 
    Nikita closed his mouth and waited. Perhaps the first smart thing he’d done all night. 
 
    Sasha pulled the other boot off, and then set them neatly beneath the coffee table. He stood, and collected the Sprite and crackers. “Wait here,” he said, with the air of a command, and went to Nikita’s bedroom, flipping on lights as he went.  
 
    Nik stared up at the ceiling, throat tight when he tried to swallow. I won’t use you, he’d said earlier. And here he sat, utterly useless. A burden.  
 
    Sasha would be better off with other wolves – with immortals like Will Scarlet, with a job, and a pack, and… 
 
    And away from Nik. Possessive, and needy, and standoffish.  
 
    “You’re thinking something stupid, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “Come on.” Warm, familiar hands touched his own, and Nik opened his eyes to see Sasha studying him with fierce tenderness, a wrinkle of concern pressed between his brows. “Let’s get to bed.”  
 
    Nikita stood, shakily, letting Sasha pull him upright. A sound built in his throat – low and distressed – and he swallowed it down. “I can walk.”  
 
    “I know you can.” But Sasha looped an arm around his waist and helped him along anyway.  
 
    In the bedroom, the small, dim lamp burned on the nightstand, the one that wouldn’t hurt his eyes too badly after feeding. Nik had hurried out of the room earlier, on the way to work, leaving his blankets in a crumpled heap at the foot of the bed. In just the last few minutes, Sasha had straightened the covers, folded them back neatly; had even emptied the ashtray, and left his smokes and lighter within easy reach. Beside the Sprite, and the crackers, laid out on a clean plate.  
 
    Nik shut his eyes, fighting a sudden, overwhelming urge to cry. He’d pushed Sasha away last night, and here lay such simple kindnesses; such automatic, complete care.  
 
    He drew in a shuddering breath.  
 
    “Lie down,” Sasha said, gently, voice right in Nik’s ear. He urged him toward the bed, and Nikita didn’t fight it this time. He couldn’t.  
 
    He lied down as slow and stiff as an old man, on his back. When his head landed on the pillow, it reinforced just how drained he was. Not merely tired, or low on sleep, but flirting with a true vampire sleep. The kind of deep, coma state that needed a wolf’s blood to wake the sleeper. 
 
    Just as his sire, Rasputin, had needed.  
 
    The thought chilled him to the bone.  
 
    Sasha toed off his own boots, and tugged off his shirt, launching it across the room and into the hamper, neat as a three-point shot.  
 
    Nikita stared. He could have blamed it on his condition, his oncoming swoon, but that wasn’t it. He’d been staring – stealing glimpses, looking too long, wanting – for decades now.  
 
    In the soft glow of lamplight, Sasha looked carved from marble. Pale, and sculpted with lean muscle, shoulder-length hair ruffled from his shirt. His eyes glowed, gem-bright in the dimness. He met Nikita’s gaze, and offered a smile, heartbreaking in its sincerity, in the way it was touched with sadness.  
 
    He was beautiful.  
 
    Nikita loved him more than anything. He ached.  
 
    He swallowed with difficulty, fangs already elongating. “I’m sorry, Sashka.”  
 
    “You should be.” Sasha climbed onto the bed beside him, kneeling at his hip, close enough for his heat and scent to wrap around Nik, and comfort him. But he wanted him closer; there was no such thing as close enough. “The next time you try to starve yourself when I’m perfectly healthy and–”  
 
    “No,” Nik said, and Sasha went still. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    After a moment, Sasha exhaled; his face twitched into a complicated expression, pained at the edges. “Everything is a lot.” He shifted closer; put a hand on Nik’s shoulder, swung a leg over his hips, and leaned down. Delicious warmth and slight weight, bearing him down into the mattress, blanketing him. “Now, hush.” He tipped his head, shook his hair back out of the way, and brought his throat right up to Nikita’s mouth. “Drink.” 
 
    He spoke calmly, soothingly, but his heart raced where it beat wildly against Nik’s chest; his breath hitched as their ribcages swelled against one another.  
 
    Nikita wanted to touch his face, to tip his chin down, and lock their gazes, and tell him everything. But his gaze latched onto the stretch of pale throat before him, the visible throb of the pulse there. Safe, warm, with his wolf, blood offered…. 
 
    Everything else faded away, until there was only a vein, and his hunger.  
 
    He opened his mouth and bit.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The bite seemed to touch every nerve, all the way down to his fingers and toes. The sensation of fangs breaking his skin moved through Sasha like a body blow. He gasped, and shut his eyes, reeling.  
 
    Nikita’s mouth closed around the wound, and Sasha went boneless. This. This was what he’d craved. 
 
    To be needed.  
 
    Touching head to toe, heartbeats echoing one another, Nik’s arms tightening around him with every pull, he rested his forehead on Nik’s shoulder and just breathed. Drank in the scents of home, and safe, and pack, and Nik. Mate, he thought with a painful inner pang. Because he knew now, after meeting the le Stranges, that wolves could mate, that they did. And he didn’t know of any other word that better described what Nik meant to him. Nik called him bratishka – little brother.  And maybe that was all it was to Nikita, but it was so much more than that to Sasha.  
 
    Tears built behind his closed eyelids, and his breath came in rough, hitching little starts that pressed their chests together, because he didn’t know how to put that into words. How did you tell someone that you loved them so much, so hopelessly, that you wanted to melt together, until you were no longer two separate beings, but one? That even if you cherished the closeness you already had, you wanted more?  
 
    Selfish. It was so selfish, and Sasha was ashamed of himself for wanting something that Nikita didn’t.  
 
    He didn’t…did he? 
 
    As he fed, Nik grew hard against Sasha’s hip. His pulls came harder; he made low, deep rumbles in his throat, like a lion purring, and his hips began to move in shallow, unconscious twitches. Natural, mindless; a reaction to the live blood filling his belly.  
 
    Sasha’s own stomach clenched with want, though. An inexpert, vague sort of urge to grab, to touch what skin he could, to hold. Virgin or no, his hips knew the rhythm, old as time. A dance he longed to join.  
 
    He’d tried, once, decades ago, the first time Nik fed from his vein. The two of them alone, denned up in a hollow in the snow. Sasha had felt his desire, and offered to touch – but Nikita had brushed him away. Disgusted, he’d thought, or simply uninterested.  
 
    But now, tonight, fueled by weeks of distance, tired, and frustrated, and his head still full of that woman’s face. The cold threat in Nikita’s eyes in the club bathroom; show you the ropes.  
 
    Now, he ventured again.  
 
    He slid a languid hand down Nikita’s torso, the firm swell of pectoral, and the too-flat washboard of his sunken stomach, warm even through the cotton of his shirt. Reached down between their bodies, and pressed his palm over the growing bulge in Nik’s jeans.  
 
    Nikita moaned, and he lifted up into the touch, a full-body arch.  
 
    But a moment later he pulled off Sasha’s vein with a gasp. “Sasha–” 
 
    “Drink,” Sasha ordered. He pressed his hand down harder. “Please. Please–” His voice broke. “Nik…I want…” He panted into the collar of Nik’s shirt, not daring to pull back and meet his gaze, afraid of what he’d find there.  
 
    It was silent a moment save the rough scrape of their breathing.  
 
    And then Nikita sighed, and he nuzzled into Sasha’s throat again; Sasha felt the hot trickle of blood running down his neck, just before Nikita’s tongue traced the droplets back to the wound. He lingered there a moment, lips moving over the punctures: small, wet touches like a kiss.  
 
    Voice rough, wet, deep: “What do you want, lyubimyy?” 
 
    Sasha shivered. Tears slipped hot down his cheeks, and he pressed his face into Nik’s throat. “You. I just want you.” 
 
    Nikita purred a comforting sound. “Sweet baby, don’t shake. It’s alright.” He went back to the wound and started to drink again.  
 
    His arms closed more securely around Sasha, and he rolled them onto their sides. One hand smoothed down Sasha’s bare back, comforting and electrifying at once, and kept going. Past his waistband, over his ass – Sasha shifted forward with a whine, wanting more – and down to his thigh, pulling his leg up and over Nik’s hip. He urged him in closer, and rolled his own hips. 
 
    “Like this,” he murmured against Sasha’s skin. “Move with me.” 
 
    Sasha gasped and kept gasping, head tipping back. He couldn’t breathe, and his heart raced, but he could move, and he did. Grinding his hips against Nik’s, forward and retreat. Even through their jeans, he could feel the shape and heft of Nik’s cock, pressed up right against his own. 
 
    Nik drank, and they moved together, and the air between them grew hot, and close. Sasha clutched at him; pushed up his shirt and passed shaking hands over sweat-sticky bare skin. Wriggled closer and closer until they were flush, too hot, too close for Nikita to keep feeding.  
 
    A high, keening whine left his mouth as he came, starbursts wheeling behind his closed eyelids, every nerve on fire.  
 
    “God, God, oh God,” Nik murmured against his throat, and kissed him there, smearing hot blood.  
 
    Mate, Sasha thought, mine. And lost consciousness.  
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    The Lion’s Den had become the informal gathering place for their little group. Their pack, Alexei supposed. He wouldn’t let himself think family yet. Not when Nikita still hated him a little bit, and not after the fate that had befallen his real family, over a century ago.  
 
    It was a pub that managed to be both sprawling and cozy, full of nooks, allowing for privacy even on crowded nights. No one there cared that Nik smoked, nor that Sasha didn’t exactly look twenty-one in his fake ID photo. Alexei liked it – mostly because it was a place where he could go to keep company other than his own.  
 
    But some nights, he craved something a little different.  
 
    The fights broke up around ten-thirty – early for a Friday – and after there was the usual period of bets changing hands; Jamie’s hands had almost been too small to hold their night’s winnings.  
 
    Lanny had left to go see Sasha at the club for reasons he hadn’t wanted to relay to Alexei. Jamie had said something about a painting he was working on.  
 
    That had left Alexei alone. Not that he minded; he was overdue for a trip to Nameless anyway.  
 
    Because here was the thing: Alexei liked his new little pack. Truly he did. And he respected Nikita, even if the other vamp still mistrusted – and maybe hated – him. But Alexei wasn’t ready to commit to the kind of isolationist attitude to which Nik ascribed. Not quite yet. He still, occasionally, craved the company of those that haunted dark places.  
 
    The bar that he went to occupied a basement beneath a warehouse. You had to access it via a hatch, and a ladder, and once down had to pass the inspection of a hulking werewolf doorman whose name Alexei hadn’t been able to gain yet. The bar itself was mostly just that: a bar, poorly-stocked, a few scattered tables tucked along the cold, windowless concrete walls. It stank of spilled beer, urine, unwashed bodies, and immortals. It wasn’t called Nameless, exactly, but it had no name, and so everyone had to call it something.  
 
    It was crowded tonight. Alexei slid onto an end stool beside a female vampire who smelled like a fresh kill, and like a distaste for small talk. The bartender, a bound wolf, strolled over, expression bored.  
 
    “Vodka?” 
 
    Alexei was something of a regular. “Please.” 
 
    He turned around and put his back to the bar while he waited for his drink, elbows braced back on its edge, to survey the night’s patrons.  
 
    A surprising number of humans occupied the tables tonight – well, he thought a stranger might find it surprising. But the three men playing cards in the corner booth were regulars; one dealt blood slaves, Alexei knew. A human sitting alone at a table, staring down into a dirty glass of half-drunk beer, was a bounty hunter, one aided by the nose of a wolf friend who hadn’t shown yet, or maybe wouldn’t. A vampire named Dante held court in his usual booth, surrounded by pretty young mortal women who hung on his every word, blue light glinting off all the product he’d put in his hair.  
 
    Piss-poor company, all of them. But Alexei kept coming back.  
 
    The vampire beside him slid off her stool and headed for the door; Alexei released a deep breath that eased the tension in his shoulders.  
 
    Piss-poor company, and they made him nervous. But here he was.  
 
    A glass thumped down on the bar and he twirled back around to pick up his vodka. He met the direct stare of the bartender, and paused, glass held in front of his face, tension dialing back up again. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “There’s scent on you,” he said, flatly.  
 
    Alexei lowered his glass, slowly. “Yes. That’s how…scents usually work.” 
 
    The wolf’s nostrils flared as he inhaled, face blank, eyes shining like cold marbles. “I recognize him. One of your friends.” 
 
    For a moment, panic gripped him. Was this someone with a vendetta against Lanny? Surely not young Jamie, who’d never stepped a toe out of line in his life. Probably there was someone he’d brushed past at the fights tonight; he had to be wearing dozens of scents by now, from gamblers to the hotdog vendor he’d bought dinner from just an hour ago.  
 
    But the wolf said, “It’s that vampire that kills other vampires.” 
 
    Ah. Nikita, then.  
 
    “Don’t mind him,” a smooth voice said to Alexei’s right, and a vampire slid onto the now-vacant stool beside him. “Carey has a tendency to jump to conclusions.”  
 
    Alexei tried hard not to look startled as he turned to the newcomer. But then he felt his brows go up.  
 
    This wasn’t the sort of vampire who frequented a place like this. Finely dressed, he wore a sleek, fitted three-piece suit, with a wool topcoat draped over his shoulders. His dark hair, slicked back with a tasteful amount of pomade, spoke of the past century in a way that was an elegant throwback, intentional, rather than outdated.  
 
    He offered Alexei a fang-tipped smile, but made no move to shake hands – perhaps he could sense that Alexei wouldn’t be willing to touch him. “Good evening,” he said. “I’m Gustav. And this is my bar.” 
 
    “Y-yours? But you…” Alexei gestured toward his clothes.  
 
    Gustav laughed. “Doesn’t exactly seem to match my aesthetic, does it? But, yes, this is my place. I think it’s important that people like us have the chance to gather together in safety.”  
 
    “People like us,” Alexei echoed. His skin prickled, nerves awash with uneasiness, but he couldn’t say why. Certainly this Gustav was much more civilized company than Nameless’s usual set. But…perhaps Nikita was rubbing off on him. He was suspicious.  
 
    Gustav could probably tell, if his grin was anything to go by. “Immortals, of course. Though I’d say you’re of a totally different class, aren’t you, your grace?” 
 
    Alexei hissed in automatic reaction, and ducked low on his stool, darting a glance toward the other patrons. None seemed to be listening. “Don’t – no one calls me that. Not anymore.” And better yet, how did this vampire know? 
 
    Gustav looked surprised. “If that’s true, then you’d be the first person I’ve met who didn’t want to be treated like royalty.”  
 
    “I’m not royalty.”  
 
    “But you are the Tsarevich Alexei Nikolaevich Romanov, yes?” 
 
    Alexei gritted his teeth, and didn’t answer.  
 
    Gustav leaned in close, close enough for Alexei to smell another bound wolf on him, a female, and lowered his voice, conspiratorial. “Most of the immortals who come in here are young. Weak. Nobodies. But you were going to be the emperor of Russia.” His gaze shifted over Alexei’s face, searching, serious. “You honor us with your presence,” he said, sincerely, and sat back.  
 
    Alexei reached for his vodka and downed it all in one, long swallow. “Yes, well. Thanks.” He moved to slide off his stool.  
 
    Gustav halted him with a gesture. “Carey was right before. You do smell like Nikita Baskin.” 
 
    Alexei’s pulse jumped. But he lifted his chin, and drew on old courtly manners, responding coolly. “He’s a friend.” 
 
    “A friend.” A single brow lifted. “One walking around with your family crest sewn to his jacket. Pretty bold for someone who made a career serving your family’s murderers.”  
 
    The words bit, quick and sure, like a serpent strike. They hurt. Alexei swallowed and said, “It’s more complicated than that. And, frankly.” He got to his feet. “None of your business.” 
 
    “You’re right, it isn’t. But I thought it prudent to warn you that, given his reputation, Captain Baskin isn’t welcome in this establishment. I’m sure you understand why, and you of course may come whenever you like. But.” He gave a close-lipped, apologetic smile.  
 
    “Of course,” Alexei said, woodenly.  
 
    Gustav produced a card, black with silver lettering. He offered it between his first two fingers, slick as any modern, mortal businessman. “Here. If you should ever find yourself in need of a friend.” 
 
    Alexei stared at it a long moment. “I have friends.” 
 
    “As you’ve said.” 
 
    Another beat. Then he snatched the card and turned for the exit.  
 
    Behind him, Gustav chuckled.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6 
 
      
 
    Sasha woke slowly, his body warm and relaxed beneath the covers. And beneath the weight of the arm thrown around his middle. A brief, fierce joy filled him. Before Virginia, and especially before Trina and Lanny had come into the picture, waking like this would have been normal. But it had been weeks, now, and he wanted to savor it for as long as Nikita would let him.  
 
    And then, like dawn breaking, he remembered what else had happened last night. He hadn’t forgotten it – he never would – but the sense-memory of it flooded his mind, and set his heart racing, and he opened his mouth on a silent gasp.  
 
    Nik shifted behind him, sheets rustling. Cool fingertips brushed Sasha’s hair aside, drawing a shiver, and then his face pressed into the back of Sasha’s neck, cold nose and warm breath.  
 
    Sasha held very still. 
 
    “Sashka.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. Just a moment. Took a deep breath full of familiar, well-loved scents: their apartment, this bed, the sheets that smelled like both of them. All of it undercut by the low musk of sex, dizzying and thrilling. And probably doomed never to repeat.  
 
    It doesn’t matter, he told himself. He loved Nikita. He was pack, he was family, he was the single most important figure in Sasha’s life, and nothing could change that. Not even rejection; not even if Nikita told him, gently, that last night had been a mistake. That some lines shouldn’t be crossed.  
 
    He exhaled slowly, dread pooling in his stomach, and twisted around so he lay on his other side, so they faced one another. Heart pounding, he opened his eyes.  
 
    Nikita’s head rested on the pillow only a few inches away, gaze impossibly soft. The little groove so often pressed between his brows, a sign of tension and worry, was smooth, his expression relaxed, wide open in a way it never was.  
 
    Sasha wasn’t prepared for the raw, vulnerable look of him then, for the gentle steadiness of his stare, and he swallowed down the shocked little sound that tried to climb his throat.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Nikita asked, and even his voice was soft.  
 
    Sasha’s mouth was dry, and he had to wet his lips. Even then, his voice came out a croak. “Yes.” 
 
    “Did–” His brows tensed. “I didn’t hurt you, did–” 
 
    “No.” Sasha pressed his hand flat to Nik’s chest; felt the quick throb of his heartbeat, as unsteady as his own. “No, I’m fine. You didn’t–” His breath caught, and he bit at his lip.  
 
    They were at the precipice again. Still. They had been for a while, and probably even longer than that, Sasha thought. He wanted to leap across it, but if he didn’t land. If he fell… 
 
    Slowly, as if trying not to startle him, Nikita lifted his hand between them. And laid it, gentle as thistledown, on Sasha’s face. Cupped his jaw. Stroked his cheek with his thumb. “I think,” he said slowly, “that I’ve done a very bad job of showing you how precious you are to me.” 
 
    Sasha sucked in a breath.  
 
    Nikita tipped forward, bridged the gap between them, and pressed their foreheads together.  
 
    Another breath, almost a gasp. Sasha felt the sting of tears and shut his eyes, the warm touch of skin-to-skin an anchor.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nik whispered. His thumb swept back and forth, soothing. Grounding. “I’m so sorry. I can’t…” He sucked in his own unsteady breath, his whole body shuddering against Sasha’s. “You are everything to me. Everything.” Fierce. And then, uncertain: “I want to show you. If…you want. If you…” 
 
    “Yes.” Sasha angled his head, surged forward, and kissed him.  
 
    It had to be a terrible kiss. Sasha had no idea what he was doing, and just mashed their mouths together; too hard, too fast. Their teeth clicked.   
 
    A split-second where he panicked. What if he shouldn’t have? What if Nik hadn’t meant–? 
 
    But then he felt Nikita’s lips curve against his own. A smile.  
 
    Nik pulled back a fraction, just far enough to ease the pressure – but he didn’t break contact. His hand slid down so it cupped the side of Sasha’s throat, and he kissed back. Gentle, skillful, coaxing. With the kind of finesse Sasha wanted to have, but had been too overcome to attempt.  
 
    Sasha sucked in a breath through his nose, still now, feeling Nikita’s lips move delicately against his own.  
 
    It was happening. He’d imagined it – sometimes, when he hadn’t dashed his own hopes out of fear. But to live it now – the soft flick of the very tip of Nik’s tongue against his closed lips – defied all imagination. Was he dreaming? Had he hit his head?  
 
    Nik retreated a little farther, just enough to whisper, “It’s better to go slow at first,” hint of a laugh in his voice. Then he pressed back in for a slow, thorough kiss that left Sasha clutching at him, mouth opening in complete, helpless offering.  
 
    Nik hummed a pleased little sound. He tilted his head, deepening the angle. Pushed up on his elbow for better leverage, his hand sliding down Sasha’s throat, over his collarbone, to his chest.  
 
    He finally pulled back, and Sasha whined a protest, eyes opening. He wasn’t ready for the sight of Nik braced above him: the blown pupils, and the wet, soft mouth, and the way he looked absolutely ravenous. A hunger that was largely anguish, like a bruise that wanted to be pressed on.  
 
    “Sasha,” he said, voice in tatters. “Baby.”  
 
    His phone rang.  
 
    The familiar, innocuous iPhone chime froze the moment. They stared at one another, both fighting for breath, chests heaving.  
 
    The phone stopped.  
 
    And then rang again.  
 
    Nikita growled savagely, and rolled away, reaching for the nightstand.  
 
    Sasha dropped his forearm over his eyes and blew out a breath. Baby. The word echoed like the tolling of a bell in his head.  
 
    “What?” Nik snarled.  
 
    Sasha could hear Trina on the other end of the line, taken aback. “Good morning to you, too.” 
 
    He growled again, an awful, aggressive, open-mouthed sound.  
 
    Sasha rolled onto his side, and laid a hand on the small of his back.  
 
    The growl choked off, a low, unhappy rumble, but not as openly hostile. “What do you want?” he asked, half-civil.  
 
    A pause. Trina said, “Did you go by the morgue last night?” 
 
    Nikita panted a moment; reached with his free hand to push his hair off his forehead. “Yeah,” he said, and the growl finally died away completely.  
 
    “Lanny said he caught a familiar scent.” 
 
    “Yeah. Us, too. We should…” He sighed. “We should meet up.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Trina said, brisk and busy. “Diner in a half hour? I’ll call Jamie and Alexei.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    If she heard the defeated note in his voice, the one that had Sasha rubbing soothing little circles into his back, she didn’t let on. “Great. See you then.”  
 
    The call disconnected.  
 
    Nikita tossed the phone on the bed and they sat there a moment, just breathing. “We should go,” he said at last.  
 
    Sasha sat up. “Yeah.” He slid out of bed and was rounding the end of it, heading for the door–  
 
    When Nikita caught his hand, and tugged it gently. He glanced up, and met Nik’s regretful look.  
 
    “Later,” he said, firmly. “Later, Sasha. I promise.” 
 
    Butterflies fluttered in his stomach. He’d waited this long; he could definitely wait for later.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Pass me the ketchup?” Lanny asked, holding out his hand.  
 
    Trina slid it along with a snort of disgust.  
 
    “Hey, half of America puts ketchup on their eggs.” 
 
    “But…so much of it?” Jamie asked, brows lifted skeptically.  
 
    “You’re disgusting,” Alexei said with undisguised delight.  
 
    “You guys are just jealous,” Lanny said, and shook an obscene amount of ketchup over perfectly good scrambled eggs.  
 
    “Of what?” Jamie wanted to know.  
 
    Trina checked the time on her phone, and not for the first time wished she wasn’t the only woman in their strange little group. She loved Lanny, and Nik, and Sasha, was starting to love Jamie, and she didn’t hate Alexei. But being the only girl in the boy’s club was getting old.  
 
    As was being the only human.  
 
    “Where are they?” she wondered aloud. Sasha tended toward punctual, if not early, and always managed to drag Nikita along with him. But they were fifteen minutes late, today.  
 
    “Hey,” Lanny said, after he’d already shoveled ketchupy eggs into his mouth. “Maybe my little nudge helped and they’re…” He waggled his brows.  
 
    “For the love of God, close your mouth,” Jamie said, turning toward the window with a grimace.  
 
    Trina sighed. “You’re–” 
 
    “An awesome matchmaker?” 
 
    “An asshole.” 
 
    “They’re here,” Jamie said, as the two Russians passed the big plate glass window beside them, headed for the door.  
 
    “Lanny,” Trina warned. “Don’t you dare say anything stupid to them.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, affronted.  
 
    Jamie glared at him, then he and Alexei, without prompt, slid out of the booth and went to snag chairs, leaving the good seats for Nik and Sasha.  
 
    Sasha slid in first, into the window seat, with a cheerful, “Good morning.” His face looked tired, though, Trina thought, noting the dark smudges beneath eyes that sparkled in the sunlight. Tired, but anxious, too. A rapidly-healing pink bite mark graced his throat, the distinct dots of puncture wounds.  
 
    Nik looked as stone-faced as ever; he wore a black hoodie under his denim jacket, the hood pulled up over his head. His color was better than the last time she’d seen him, though; he’d finally fed. Good.  
 
    The waitress circled back just as Alexei and Jamie wedged their chairs in at the table’s end, and took Nikita’s order of “black coffee and toast.” Sasha wanted orange juice and oatmeal.  
 
    When they were alone, effectively walled in by the clatter and tumble of busy morning diner sounds, Nikita said, “It’s Gustav,” without preamble.  
 
    Alexei went very still, for just a second, and then picked up his coffee mug, expression clear.  
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” Trina said. “Who’s Gustav?” 
 
    Nikita pulled a packet of cigarettes from his jacket pocket, frowned at it when he remembered he couldn’t smoke in here, and put it away. “A vampire we met thirty years ago.” 
 
    She felt her brows go up. “Just the once? And you remembered his scent that well?” 
 
    He sent her a direct look. “This one I did.” 
 
    “Alright,” she said, when he didn’t back down. “Who is he?” 
 
    He glanced away, then, just as the waitress returned and thumped down plates. When she was gone, Nikita shook his head and said, “Not a friend.”  
 
    Trina looked to Sasha – whose cheeks gleamed rosy pink in the incoming sunlight. A trick of the glass, she guessed. “We met him and his Familiar years ago. It was….” He narrowed his eyes and tipped his head, thinking. “The eighties. Late eighties.” 
 
    “You had that mohawk, then,” Nikita reminded.  
 
    “Oh, yeah! Eighty-eight, then. I only had it the one winter.” 
 
    Trina tried to imagine Sasha with a mohawk; it would have suited his black leather jacket and tight jeans look – in fact, both he and Nik didn’t seem to have outgrown the eighties when it came to fashion – but she thought the shoulder-length hair suited the narrow shape of his face.  
 
    “It was Christmastime,” he continued. “And we were shopping for a tree. Or, I was. Nik was still on the sidewalk.” 
 
    Trina snuck a glance toward her ancestor, easily imaging his sour face – much like the one he wore now – as he waited, hands in pockets, for Sasha to finish up whatever fun thing he was doing so they could go sit moodily in a bar somewhere. But then he surprised her, his gaze flicking toward Sasha, his expression softening a fraction. A minute change, but one that offered a glimpse of bottomless warmth and fondness.  
 
    “I caught their scent, Gustav and his Familiar, and went to see. He knew who we were,” Sasha continued, and Trina could hear the way memory sent a chill down his back, the catch in his voice. 
 
    “He knew what I’d been doing,” Nik said, and lowered his voice a fraction. “That I don’t like other vampires.” 
 
    “That you kill them,” Alexei said, voice flat, drawing all their gazes. Face still blank, pale; throat bobbing as he swallowed.  
 
    Nikita met his stare, his own expression shifting from his usual, vague irritation to a kind of cold detachment that left Trina’s fingertips drumming on the table. She’d seen this look enough times to know what it was; to know this was the face of a government-sanctioned killer.  
 
    “I kill the ones who need killing,” he said, flat-voiced.   
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Ahem,” Trina said, clearing her throat. “I don’t think we’re here to argue, are we?” 
 
    They glanced away from each other, guilty.  
 
    “Nik,” she said, “did Gustav kill that man?” 
 
    “No. But the wolves did.” 
 
    “His wolves?” Lanny asked. “How many does he have?” 
 
    “Two were the ferals from earlier this year,” Sasha said. “Could you smell them?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lanny fidgeted in his seat a little. He was still new at this, and Trina had the sense he was self-conscious among their older immortal friends; that he didn’t trust his instincts just yet, but didn’t want the others to know. “But there was another one.” 
 
    “That’s his Familiar,” Sasha said. “Hannah.” 
 
    Nik growled, just one low pulse, and Sasha touched his arm to quiet him.  
 
    The sooner this breakfast was over, the better. “We need to get hold of Gustav, then,” Trina said.  
 
    “And kill him?” Alexei asked, mocking.  
 
    “And stop him from siccing his wolves on innocent civilians,” Trina said, firmly, before Nik could respond. “If he’s been in New York since the eighties, then he knows what he’s doing is illegal. Finding him’s the first priority. We’ll worry about what to do after when it’s time.” 
 
    She earned nods from everyone, Alexei’s reluctant, Nikita’s just a single dip of his head.  
 
    “I mean it,” she said, and sounded like her mother, God. “I don’t care how badass any of you are, I’m the one with the badge.” 
 
    Lanny cleared his throat. 
 
    “We’re the ones with the badges. And this guy he killed? Ended up on our ME’s table. So it needs to go through the right legal channels.” 
 
    “Going to tell your boss about vampires?” Nik asked, lifting his brows.  
 
    “Maybe,” she bluffed.  
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched, once, and he glanced back down at his toast. 
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    They split up after breakfast with the intent of searching for Gustav’s trail.  
 
    “See you tonight?” Jamie asked Lanny at the door, just before he and Trina headed off in the other direction.  
 
    “What’s tonight?” Trina asked, and it was probably good Lanny’s back was toward her, the way his eyes went suddenly, comically wide.  
 
    He shrugged and managed a casual, “Yeah.” He turned to Trina and they walked off toward her unmarked car. “Hitting the gym,” he told her. “I’m gonna get our young Jamie super jacked.” 
 
    She snorted.  
 
    Alexei stuck his hands in his pockets and started the opposite direction, Jamie hustling to catch up. “That was stupid.” 
 
    “Shit, I know,” Jamie said with a wince. “I forgot.” He chewed his lip a moment as they walked, expression troubled. He had such a conscience, this boy. So very, very young as an immortal, still doubting, still resistant to his own nature.  
 
    But Alexei felt a certain softness for that kind of doubt. “You think Lanny’s being foolish,” he guessed.  
 
    “I think Trina’s gonna be really pissed when she finds out he’s been fighting humans for money.” 
 
    “Weak humans,” Alexei said. “Who want money. They fight willingly.” 
 
    “With no chance of ever winning,” Jamie said, voice growing frustrated. “It’s not a fair fight. Lanny’s stronger than all of them, and he’s absolutely destroying these poor guys. Where’s the sport in that?” 
 
    “You think he does it for sport?” Alexei stepped around a letter-carrier who was opening a mailbox, and dodged a woman’s leashed, snapping Yorkie. “He’s doing it for fun,” he continued when he and Jamie came together again. “Because he’s strong, and because it feels good to put that strength to use.” 
 
    When he snuck a glace, he found Jamie gaping at him, horrified.  
 
    “Don’t look so innocent. You fed from a man’s throat.” 
 
    “Yeah, but – but,” Jamie sputtered. “That was – that was different!”  
 
    “Because that man was a rapist?” 
 
    “Well…yeah!” He closed his eyes a moment, and made a frustrated sound – and nearly ran into someone handing out fliers. Once he’d straightened, and apologized, and caught up – Alexei had kept walking during the awkward giving of sorrys and excuses – he let out a deep sigh and said, “If you’re a lot stronger than the people around you, you shouldn’t abuse that. Maybe that’s just what I believe, but it’s important. And Lanny’s not playing fair. He’s taking advantage. I don’t like that.” 
 
    “And yet,” Alexei said, voice going sing-song, “you play his bookie every night.” 
 
    No comment. A glance proved Jamie had caught his lower lip between his teeth, chewing it unhappily, a fang glinting in the sunlight.  
 
    Alexei relented and put an arm around his shoulders as they walked. “You are very sweet.” 
 
    Jamie made a half-hearted attempt to shrug him off.  
 
    “You are. Just like my father.” Bitterness rose, a sudden, choking tide of it. “And look where that got him.” 
 
    Jamie looked at him, eyes wide – he could feel it. But he didn’t look back, steering Jamie down an alley.  
 
    “Here. I want to show you something.” 
 
    Jamie tried to hold back, but Alexei pushed him on. “Show me what?” Less curious, more hostile.  
 
    “A place I’ve been going to. You’ll like it.” 
 
    That earned a dramatic sigh, but Jamie stopped resisting and went along.  
 
    In the bald daylight, the entrance to Nameless looked less sinister and more sad. A gritty, greasy, falling-apart shell of a building, its floor littered with detritus better left unidentified. The hatch opened with a groan. 
 
    Jamie peered down into it, and then cast Alexei a flat look across the dark opening. “You’re not serious.” 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Alexei said, and started down the ladder.  
 
    After a moment, he heard Jamie mutter a curse and follow.  
 
    The usual nighttime doorman – door wolf – had been replaced with a near-identical comrade. Also a wolf, also bound. He smelled, Alexei now knew, like Gustav.  
 
    “Good morning,” Alexei greeted brightly. 
 
    The wolf lifted a disinterested glance and grunted.  
 
    Jamie landed behind him, and reeked of anxiety.  
 
    Alexei could relate, somewhat. Being around a large, powerful wolf who wasn’t a packmate or Familiar had a certain nerve-wracking quality. But they were vampires: Rasputin-related vampires. They had this. And Jamie needed to learn how to embrace his strengths.  
 
    “We’re going in, then, if you please.” 
 
    The wolf finally looked at them – judgmentally – then cracked the seal on the door and opened it on its squealing hinges.  
 
    Nameless looked a little bigger when it was empty. Only the human bounty hunter occupied his usual booth; the bartender, Carey, stood slouched on his elbows, playing with his phone. The usual blue neon slicked everything in a sickly glow.  
 
    “Wow,” Jamie said, deadpan, “what a nice place you brought me to.” 
 
    “Shut up.” He went to the bar, and Jamie followed. What else could he do?  
 
    Once they’d pulled out stools, and climbed onto them, Carey the wolf finally lifted his head, gaze disinterested. He smelled of wariness, though.  
 
    “You,” he said flatly.  
 
    “Yes, me,” Alexei said. “I’ve brought a friend. Is your master here?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Do you know when he’ll be in?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re his Familiar.” 
 
    Carey stared at him a moment, expression bored – still giving off anxiety. “Do you want vodka?” 
 
    Alexei sighed. “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t want vodka,” Jamie hissed when Carey turned to pour their drinks. “It’s ten in the morning.” 
 
    “One vodka won’t get you drunk,” Alexei said, accepting the two glasses as they thumped down in front of him. “It’s good for you. Here. Drink up.” 
 
    He threw his own down and motioned for another.  
 
    Jamie sipped at his with a shudder.  
 
    “I have to get a new bottle,” Carey said, and went out from behind the bar and through a Staff Only door that must have led into a storeroom.  
 
    Jamie said, “Lex, what are we doing here?” 
 
    If these silly twenty-first century children were going to insist on a nickname, he supposed Lex was better than the dreaded Alex.  
 
    “Hey,” Jamie prompted, when Alexei only stared down into his empty glass.  
 
    “I come in here sometimes,” he finally said. “It’s an immortal bar.” 
 
    “An immortal dive. And yeah, I can smell that. But why?” 
 
    He shrugged. Older though he might have been, he felt young, suddenly. Perhaps foolish. Perhaps more than a little resentful, even rebellious. “It’s nice. Being around others like us.” 
 
    Jamie executed a slow turn on his stool. “There’s no one in here.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Alexei snapped. “Being around immortals who don’t think our own kind are awful.”  
 
    Silence a beat. “You’re talking about Nik,” Jamie said, his voice low, and flat. Disbelieving.  
 
    Where the hell was Carey with the new bottle? “Christ, he isn’t God,” Alexei said, spinning his empty glass in little circles. “You can say something bad about him and the world won’t end. Yes, I’m talking about Nik.” 
 
    Another pause. “I never said he was God,” Jamie said, with infuriating calm. “Why are you so worked up about this, anyway? Why now?” 
 
    Before Alexei could respond – and a good thing, too, because he wasn’t sure how to put his feelings into words yet – Carey returned, unhurried, cracking the cap on a fresh bottle of Smirnoff. “Talked to Gustav,” he said, still disinterested, as he refilled Alexei’s glass.  
 
    Beside him, Jamie went very still. And then said, “Gustav?” 
 
    Carey’s brows lifted the slightest fraction. 
 
    Alexei tossed back the vodka and slid to his feet. “On second thought, we’ll come back again another time.” 
 
    “Did you say–” Jamie started, but Alexei grabbed him, pulled him off his stool – “Hey!” – and dragged him to the door.  
 
    It paid to be stronger, sometimes.  
 
    A lot of the time.  
 
    When they were back out on the sidewalk, amid the brightness of sun, which they squinted against, and the barrage of sounds and scents and whirling colors, early autumn wind snatching on their clothes, Jamie shook loose and rounded on him. But not, as Alexei had expected, with fury. With a wide-eyed startlement instead.  
 
    “This guy Gustav we’re looking for. You know him?” 
 
    “I’ve met him,” Alexei hedged. “That’s his bar.” 
 
    “And you didn’t say anything at breakfast?” 
 
    “Why? So Nikita could kill him?” 
 
    Jamie opened his mouth to respond…and then closed it. 
 
    Pedestrians streamed past on either side of them; a man elbowed Jamie with a quick, vicious “get the fuck outta the way.”  
 
    “Alexei,” Jamie finally said, his gaze the most serious Alexei had ever seen it. “Someone killed and ate a part of a man. And Nik and Sasha say this Gustav guy is involved. Please don’t tell me you don’t see anything wrong with that.” 
 
    “If you tell them–”  
 
    “Threatening me? Classy.” 
 
    Alexei ground his molars. “I want to figure out what’s going on first. Something is happening, yes, but if Nik finds Gustav first, he’ll only kill. He never cares about the why.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re giving him enough credit.” 
 
    “And I’m warning you.” 
 
    Jamie stared at him, still not frightened, only disappointed, which was worse, in a way. Then he sighed, shook his head, and turned away.  
 
    Whatever, Alexei thought with an inward snarl, and set off in the opposite direction.  
 
    But, if he’d been able to admit it then, he would have recoiled from his own aggression. He was very angry, and not completely sure why, and this was one of those moments when he wondered if Grisha’s siring of him had left him with such a taint… 
 
    Or if it had been there all along. 
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    Sasha tipped his head back against the cold bricks and stared up at the light-polluted sky that spanned the building tops above. He exhaled a plume of billowing steam, and watched it disperse in loops and curls. The bar – whose outer wall he leaned against now – would close soon. But there was still time. Time enough for the blond sipping gin and making eyes at Nik all night to crook her finger and invite him back to the bathrooms.  
 
    Sasha had had only one drink, but his stomach rolled.  
 
    “Lovely night,” a lightly accented voice said off to his right, and he startled, turning, growl ready in his throat.  
 
    But he calmed at once. He knew that voice. And there was no scent. Because the man who’d materialized beside him, long golden braid draped over one shoulder, sable cloak clasped beneath his chin, wasn’t really here. But was Sasha’s friend nevertheless.  
 
    “Oh. Val. Hi.” 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to frighten you,” Val said, flashing him a sharp, charming smile.  
 
    “It’s fine.” Sasha resettled, one foot propped back on the wall, letting his shoulders slump. “I’m just…waiting.” 
 
    “For Nikita.”  
 
    “Heh. Good guess.” 
 
    “Darling, you only ever wait for one person.”  
 
    Sasha stared at the opposite wall of the alley, its peeling band posters and messy, indecipherable graffiti.  
 
    “Lovely evening,” Val said again, “but a rather…unlovely alley, don’t you think?” A glance proved he was surveying it with flared nostrils and downturned mouth. “And I can’t even smell it.” 
 
    “It smells like piss,” Sasha informed him.  
 
    “I thought so.” A pause, in which Sasha went back to staring at the posters. In a delicate tone, Val said, “But why are you waiting on him tonight, dear?” 
 
    Sasha’s throat tightened; his stomach clenched. Because he wanted to fuck someone, he thought, gorge rising, and couldn’t say the words. They sounded crass and unfair in his own mind. “He, um.” He gestured over his shoulder, a limp sort of flapping gesture, as his pulse pounded in his ears. “Met…someone.” 
 
    “Ah,” Val said, far too knowingly. “A lovely lady, I suppose.” 
 
    Sasha swallowed with difficulty. “Yeah.” 
 
    “And this of course sits ill with you.” 
 
    “What?” Sasha turned his head – too sharply, he could feel it. A snap response. He fought to keep from frowning. “No. No, it…he worries too much. It’s good for him to…relax.” 
 
    “Relax, yes.” Val chuckled…but his smile slipped quickly, and his blue eyes were full of sympathy. He tipped his head back against the wall, the long, pale line of his throat exposed. “Oh, Sasha. Why won’t you just tell him?” 
 
    The back of his neck prickled. “Tell him what?” 
 
    Val leaned in close, very close. Sasha imagined he could feel the heat of his breath, but that was only…anticipation. “Sasha,” Val said, and his voice deepened, and his fangs grew long, and his eyes flashed. He tipped his face, so he could whisper right in Sasha’s ear. “Why won’t you tell him that you wish it was you he was fucking right now?” 
 
    Sasha made a shocked, choked sound, and Val disappeared with a thin curl of white smoke.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    They spent the better part of the day combing the city – what they could reach of it on foot. They went along mostly in silence. Partly because after seventy-seven years living with someone, living literally out of one another’s pockets, silences didn’t always need filling. But Sasha felt, was keenly aware, of an underlying tension, the one that had blossomed first thing this morning, the moment he opened his eyes and felt Nik’s arm lying heavy in the dip of his waist.  
 
    But unlike the tension that had haunted their apartment since returning from Virginia, this tension electrified him.  
 
    They walked close together. He wasn’t obvious about it, but Nik stole looks. Furtive little glimpses through his lashes, unconsciously enticing. His heartbeat kept skipping, quick jumps when Sasha was close enough to detect them.  
 
    Sasha kept tamping down smiles. Really? he wanted to say. You, too? Do you really?  
 
    But he knew. He could sense that the simmer of excitement in his belly tickled at Nik’s ribs, too.  
 
    They caught a few vampire scent trails, even followed them, but they weren’t Gustav, and they dead-ended.  
 
    Finally, when the shadows lay long across the sidewalks, and Sasha was about to vibrate out of his skin with anticipation, Nik turned to him, cocked a single brow, and said, “Dinner?” 
 
    Sasha let his grin break through; it hurt to hold it in any longer. “Wait. Are you offering to eat?” 
 
    The corner of Nikita’s mouth twitched; holding his own smile in check with difficulty. “If you’re not hungry–” 
 
    “I want Berger’s,” Sasha said. “Subs. With the vinegar chips.” 
 
    Nikita nodded, mouth still twitching. Voice mellow when he said, “Alright. We can do that.” 
 
    Sasha beamed.  
 
    “Are you going to smile like that the whole way home?” 
 
    “Try and stop me.” 
 
    “No.” Nikita’s smile finally appeared, smaller and softer than expected, quiet and fond. “I like it when you’re happy.” 
 
    His pulse skipped and skittered like a new spring colt.  
 
    It was a short walk to Berger’s, and they walked beside one another the whole way, even when it didn’t make sense, even when pedestrians had to veer around them. They broke apart to go around a light pole at one point, and when they veered back together, Nikita caught Sasha’s elbow with two fingers. A gentle touch, towing him back in, close enough the backs of their hands touched. He stared ahead the whole way, but Sasha could see the way the pulse beat rabbit-fast in the side of his throat.  
 
    Later, Nik had said that morning. And later lay just ahead now, getting ever closer as they waited in line, and traded money for fat sandwiches and vinegar-soaked, hand-cut chips.  
 
    Later chased them all the way home, and up the steps. It fueled the adrenaline pumping through Sasha’s veins until he had to clench his teeth to keep them from chattering. He couldn’t decide if he was eager, or nervous; probably both.  
 
    All his wondering and hoping, his amorphous, adolescent yearning that had become a clear and sharp-edged want, and now, here at last… 
 
    Nikita paused, their bag of food in one arm, his hand on the key in the deadbolt. He opened his mouth and took a breath through it, gaze pinned on the door. “Sasha,” he said, and all the amused lightness from earlier had bled into a heavy tone.  
 
    The bottom dropped out of Sasha’s stomach. “Please,” he whispered. 
 
    Nikita turned the key and let them in, going straight to the kitchen to set the bag down while Sasha, hands shaking, shut and relocked the door. “We have to talk, Sasha.” He shrugged out of his jacket and laid it over the counter, revealing shoulders drawn up high and tight with stress. “We need to. It’s important.” 
 
    Sasha wanted to scream. He bit his lip instead, his fangs growing too long in his mouth, and tasted blood. “Talk,” he said, surprised by the anger in his voice. He felt – felt attacked. To have spent all day with later beating like a second heartbeat behind his ribs, and then…to talk. “If it’s so important, why haven’t we ‘talked’ about this, I don’t know, at any point in the last seventy-seven years?” 
 
    Nikita sighed. He turned around, frowning, brows drawn together with unhappiness. Braced his hands back against the counter. “That’s exactly why we need to talk. Because we haven’t before – not about this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Sasha said around the lump in his throat, not caring if he sounded petulant. Inside, his wolf was howling. He didn’t want words; he wanted kisses, and warm hands, and reassuring embraces.  
 
    Nikita sighed again. “We have to–” 
 
    “Bratishka.”  
 
    Nik’s frown deepened.  
 
    “That’s what you call me. Am I a brother to you?” He dreaded the answer.  
 
    Nikita stared at him a long, unblinking moment, his chin tipped down so that his face looked narrower and sharper than normal. His nostrils flared. “No.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “For how long what?” 
 
    “How long have you not seen me as a brother?” 
 
    Nik didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. He did blink, at least. As the tension stretched tight as fraying rope. Then: “Never.” 
 
    If there wasn’t a saying about finally hearing what you wanted, and not being able to believe it, there should have been. Sasha closed his eyes, and felt the wet heat of threatening tears. “Don’t…” His breath came out in quick stutters. 
 
    “Sashka–” He heard Nik take a step forward.  
 
    He held up a hand to stop him.  “No. You said – you said you like it when I’m happy. Don’t say those things now just to make me happy. Not if you don’t mean them. I can’t – I can’t take that. If you want to talk, make it fast.”  
 
    Nik came forward anyway, and two hands closed around Sasha’s own hand, the texture of the skin the most familiar thing in his whole long life.  
 
    “Sasha. Look at me. Please.” 
 
    When Sasha opened his eyes, his best friend’s face was etched with heartbreak. His eyes shone unnaturally, bright flares like a gas stove.  
 
    His voice cracked. “I’m not saying it just to make you happy. If it does, that’s just a wonderful bonus.” 
 
    Sasha stared at him. 
 
    Nik let go of his hand – only to reach up and cup his face with both hands, delicately, like he held something precious. He was shaking, but his gaze didn’t waver. “I have wanted you since Ivan dragged you into your mother’s kitchen by the scruff of your neck.” 
 
    Sasha gasped. 
 
    “I have loved you since you looked up at me from that awful metal table, where I let them–” He gritted his teeth, and fought off a hard shiver. “Where I let them hurt you. And I’ve been very stupid, for a very long time, for not telling you before now.” 
 
    It was an effort to swallow; to make his throat work. “Why – why didn’t you?” 
 
    Nikita tipped forward, until their foreheads were pressed together, like this morning. “Because it was 1942. And it was Russia. And I was afraid,” he admitted, brokenly. “And I didn’t know if you…” He trailed off, the fear evident in his voice.  
 
    Sasha reached for him, then; took two tight handfuls of his shirt and pulled him in even closer. “I do. I have.”  
 
    They breathed a moment, ragged and open-mouthed.  
 
    “Katya,” Sasha said.  
 
    Nikita made a low sound in his throat.  
 
    “You loved her.” 
 
    “I did. But you are my whole heart.” 
 
    The words swept over him, a revelation. His grip tightened; Sasha felt his blunt human nails sharpen to the beginnings of claws, pricking through Nik’s shirt.  
 
    “I love you so much, my Sashka.” Nik pulled back, just far enough that their gazes could meet; eyes still glowing, tips of his fangs showing, breath warm over Sasha’s face. He vibrated with intensity. “I’m in love with you.” And it wasn’t just hunger and earnest love shining in his eyes, but fear, too. He was terrified; quivering with it. Afraid, now that he’d stripped himself bare, that Sasha might not feel the same.  
 
    Me too, me too, Sasha wanted to tell him. So full of doubt and fear, dogged by the prejudices of the last century, terrified to risk damaging the most important thing he had. I love you. I’m in love with you. I’ve wanted to say it so long… 
 
    But he didn’t have words at the moment, the wolf pressed right up close to his skin, glad and howling. So he slipped his arms around Nikita, hugged him tight, chest-to-chest, and pressed his face into his neck with a low whine. He wanted…so much…but right now, all he wanted was to hold and be held.  
 
    Nik hugged him back, warm, uneven breath rustling through his hair.  
 
    They stood like that for a long moment, until Sasha felt both their heartbeats slow. The adrenaline rush of the admission faded – but in a good way. They were still them, still close; still the most important being in one another’s lives. There had always been love.  
 
    You’re my whole heart changed things. Wonderfully. Sasha could have burst with happiness. But he didn’t feel frantic anymore. Didn’t want to grip and hold and plead. This, now, simple touch, was enough.  
 
    Nik took a deep breath, his chest swelling against Sasha’s. “I still want to talk.” 
 
    Sasha chuckled. “You never want to talk, ever, and now you tell me that, and we have to talk instead of kiss.” He was only partly teasing.  
 
    Nikita pulled back to shoot him an exasperated look – an ineffective one, given the dusting of pink along his high cheekbones, and the sparkle in his gaze. “Yes. We need to talk. Maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think you’ve ever…?” 
 
    Sasha’s turn to blush. “Um. No.”  
 
    “I didn’t think so.” No judgement. “And I want to tell you some things.” He leaned forward, and pressed a soft, lingering kiss to Sasha’s forehead. Then stepped back and turned away. “And we need to eat.” 
 
    Sasha heaved a big, fake sigh. “You’re finally hungry. Now. That’s great.”  
 
    But he smiled so wide his face hurt.  
 
    They unpacked their food and sat down in their usual kitchen chairs across from one another. From those first early days in the Soviet flat in Moscow, through Alaskan cabins, and LA apartments, and in diners on the long trip to New York; to here, now: there had always been tables, and chairs, and meals between them.  
 
    But tonight, Nikita actually took a massive bite of his sandwich, and kept eating.  
 
    Sasha was so glad to see it that he didn’t dare comment on it, afraid he might stop. Instead, he admitted, feeling his face heat, “Val actually tried to get me to confess to you before.” 
 
    Nikita swallowed, and his brows drew together. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was in the nineties, and he thought…” He trailed off, shrugging. He didn’t want to talk about that night, because he didn’t want to have to talk about Nik’s bar hookups. Not tonight, not with whole heart fresh in the air between them.  
 
    Nik’s tight, sideways smile said he understood. “Yeah. Well.” He glanced back down at his food, and then, to Sasha’s dismay, laid the sandwich back in its wrapper. “Val likes to get all up in everyone’s business.” 
 
    “Can you blame him? He’s been locked up for centuries.”  
 
    “Yeah.” The groove between Nik’s brows deepened, and he reached to wipe his hands with a napkin. Done with eating, then. 
 
    This was awkward.  
 
    Uncharted territory for both of them, and Sasha could sense that Nikita wanted to get this right as badly as he himself did. Desperately wanting to bridge the gap that had lain between them, that unlooked-at, unspoken chasm of their shared feelings, always carefully skirted for fear of the other’s intensity, and of ruining what they already had.  
 
    In light of all they’d lived through, it seemed pretty stupid.  
 
    Quietly, Sasha said, “What did you want to tell me?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” Nikita nodded, but his mouth got tight, cheekbones throwing shadows down the taut lines of his jaw. “I…” 
 
    Sasha had the impulse to reach across the table, and didn’t check it; covered Nik’s hand – balled tight into a fist around his napkin – with his own, and squeezed. Sasha said, “You can tell me anything.” It broke his heart that Nik didn’t already know that.  
 
    He nodded again, and let out a slow breath. “I know that the past is in the past. I know it doesn’t matter. Not now. But I want – I want to be honest with you. You know about Katya.” His gaze, trained on their hands, lifted, imploring. “But I wanted to tell you about Dima.” 
 
    “Dima,” Sasha echoed, confused, and then it dropped. Pyotr’s brother. The one killed in a Cheka raid before the pack had ever come to find him in Siberia. “Dimitri,” he said, and Nikita nodded yet again, and his gaze dropped, and his throat jumped when he swallowed.  
 
    Sasha’s breath hitched. “You and him…the two of you…” 
 
    “Yes. We grew up together. We…” He gritted his teeth, bared them; a hard shudder moved through his body, his hand trembling beneath Sasha’s palm. “I never told Pyotr. I never told anyone; I was always telling Dima he was too obvious, and we had to be more careful. I wasn’t – I wasn’t kind about it. I didn’t deserve…and then he died. And–” 
 
    He broke off with a surprised sound when Sasha let go of his hand, and, heedless of their half-eaten dinner, climbed over the table and into his lap. His arms came up immediately, though, holding Sasha to him as he settled, his face in Nik’s throat; not just holding, but clinging, hands curled tight and shaking.  
 
    Sasha reached up and stroked the backs of his fingers gently down Nik’s cheek; found the skin damp with tears. “Shh, it’s alright. I knew. Darling, I knew.” The pet name came as a surprise; it was one that Val always used, but it felt right, like something Nikita needed to hear. That he deserved, no matter what sort of self-flagellating ideas he had to the contrary.  
 
    “You knew?” Nik asked, voice watery and surprised.  
 
    “I knew that you loved him very much.” He’d floundered for only a second after Nik said it, and then it had slotted neatly into place. Ah, so that was why. “The way you talked about him. The look on your face when you did – you were so, so sad. I didn’t know that you and he” – 
 
    Black gloves, and black coats, and pale, frostbitten skin warmed by stolen kisses, in shadows, and in stairwells, biting and furious and desperate and secret. Nik, anguished by nature, hating himself, his gaze haunted.  
 
    –“were together.”  
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    “Nikita,” Sasha said, and let all his wounded sympathy bleed into his voice.  
 
    Nik took a shattered breath and pressed his face into Sasha’s hair. “I’m so afraid,” he said in a small, cracked voice. “It hurt to lose Dima, and it hurt to leave Katya, but I cannot live if I lose you. I’m so afraid something terrible will happen. I’m so – I’m so afraid I’m not allowed to be happy, and that if I kiss you, it’ll mean that you’ll…” He couldn’t finish, letting out a small, feline growl.  
 
    Sasha put his arms around his neck, and held tight. Pressed his nose to the side of Nik’s face. “You will never lose me,” he said fiercely. “Not ever. Wolves mate for life, and I choose you. You are mine, Nikita Baskin, and I won’t let you go. I will fight, and claw, and tear out every heart I have to to keep us safe. Don’t be afraid. Not of this.”  
 
    Nik’s mouth fell open on a low gasp. But for once in his stubborn life, he didn’t protest.  
 
    “I love you,” Sasha said, his voice half a growl. “I love you, I love you, I love you. And you will have me always. You always have.” 
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    Lanny’s nose worked like a drug dog’s these days. Trina refrained from telling him as much as they criss-crossed their way, slow and methodical, across their precinct, peering in dumpsters, lingering in alleys, Lanny’s head tipped back as he breathed deep, nostrils flared, searching for the scents they’d picked up off the dead body last night.  
 
    He paused, once, at the door of a dry cleaner, eyes sparking. “Maybe…nah.” Shook his head and pressed on.  
 
    They ate cart hotdogs for lunch, and then had to swing into a bodega for a bottle of Tums. The sun had sunk below the horizon, and the streetlamps were coming on; they’d just decided to call it a day and grab dinner, when Lanny froze, and he took a short, sharp breath in through his nose; it whistled faintly.  
 
    Trina’s hand went automatically to the butt of her gun. “What?” 
 
    He nodded forward down the sidewalk, his eyes wide, pupils expanding. “Them. I recognize them.” 
 
    Trina followed his gaze. A small crowd of teenagers stepped out of the Verizon store and headed for the street, laughing and hailing a cab. When they were past, Trina spotted two people standing totally still, side-by-side. A rangy young man with shining, curly dark hair, and a strikingly handsome face. The other was young, a boy, she realized, his expression sullen, white-blond hair cupped around his head in a grown-out pageboy cut.  
 
    “Wolves,” Lanny said, and then Trina recognized the older, handsomer one.  
 
    “Virginia,” she said. “They’re…” 
 
    Both wore modern clothes, mostly, but long-hemmed hoodies overtop their t-shirts and jeans. Long-hemmed hoodies in a very particular shade of green.  
 
    The wolves started toward them. 
 
    “What’s your read on this?” Trina asked, and for maybe the first time hated that she lacked his new, upgraded senses.  
 
    “They want to talk,” Lanny said. “They’re friendly. I think.” 
 
    And then the wolves were right in front of them. 
 
    Trina’s hand tightened on her gun. 
 
    The handsome one’s gaze flicked down, noting the movement, then lifted to meet her own. He smiled, charming and friendly. “Hello.” British accent. “I’m afraid we haven’t officially met as of yet. My name is Will Scarlet, and this is Much.” He laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder that was shrugged off. “We were–” 
 
    “At the Institute,” Trina said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Much’s expression soured, but Will’s smile became amused, his eyes shining.  
 
    “Bungling introductions all the way around, apparently,” Will said. “We spoke with Nikita and Sasha last night,” he continued, which was news to Trina, “and I suppose it’s only fair if we talk to each member of your pack.” 
 
    “About…?” Lanny asked. 
 
    “A possible alliance.” 
 
    Trina took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. She couldn’t decide, in the moment, if she was annoyed, or worried, or both.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Will continued. “I don’t mean to presume, and you’re of course under no obligation. I thought we might buy you dinner, and that we could discuss things further. Not tonight, obviously, if that doesn’t work for you. We’ll be in town for a few days.” 
 
    He was so…pleasant. Reasonable.  
 
    She traded a look with Lanny, who gave her his little eyebrow shrug. Her own human instincts told her these guys weren’t dangerous, and if Lanny wasn’t detecting anything nefarious, then she guessed they had no reason to be rude. Only… 
 
    She turned back to Will and said, “We’re not looking to get into the whole immortal superhero thing, understand. We have lives and jobs here.” 
 
    “Of course,” Will said. “But I’d still like the chance to talk, if that’s alright.” 
 
    She shrugged. “We were about to get dinner, anyway.” 
 
    He beamed. “Lovely.” 
 
    Much rolled his eyes.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Since you’re buying…” Lanny said, and led them to his favorite steakhouse. 
 
    Trina bit back a smile.  
 
    Once they’d ordered wine – a Cabernet the color of blood, Trina couldn’t fail to notice – and had their order put in, Trina fixed her best detective smile in place – the one that projected calm friendliness – and said, “I’m gonna go out on a limb and assume Nik told you to take a hike.” 
 
    Will had the grace to look chagrined. A true reaction? She wondered. Or him playing a part. He certainly fit the bill of the hopelessly charming Brit, and in her line of work, hopelessly charming people used that to their advantage – even as a weapon.  
 
    “Not in those exact terms, no,” he said. “But he didn’t want anything to do with me. In fact, I suspect if he hadn’t been unconscious at first–” 
 
    “He what?” Trina said, gut clenching. Her arms tensed, hand itching to go for her waistband again.  
 
    “He – well, he passed out, I’m afraid,” Will said, brows knitting together; polite regret. “It’s to do with his blood sugar, Sasha said.” He seemed baffled by the idea. “He doesn’t eat, apparently, and then.” He gave an elegant hand gesture. “Sasha all but dragged him down to the pub so we could chat. By the time he came around – and in bad shape, too – he was boxed in and rather forced to at least hear me out.” 
 
    “Shit, he hated that,” Lanny said. He picked up his wine and drained half the glass in one long, bad-mannered gulp. Trina could read the tension in him, though; the muscle that ticked in his jaw. The tightness around his eyes.  
 
    “He seemed to,” Will said. “But I think Sasha might have been receptive.” 
 
    “Receptive to what?” Trina asked.  
 
    He reached into an interior pocket of his hoodie and produced a small black business card with the casual flare of long practice. “Joining us,” he said, as he handed it toward her between two elegant, but callused fingers.  
 
    She held his gaze – and didn’t take the card. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, with a sideways smile. “I see.” 
 
    Lanny reached over and took the thing, though, tilting it so the soft lamplight flared over its gilt lettering. “Lionheart,” he read aloud.  
 
    “I already have one of those,” Trina said. Cool, but careful not to bite. She wasn’t nervous – but this bothered her, for reasons she didn’t yet understand.  
 
    “From Deshawn,” Will said, nodding. “He’s one of our best.” 
 
    Much – not allowed to have wine because there wasn’t a fake ID in the world that would allow him to pass for twenty-one – made a face and said, “Can’t we just get on with all this? They’re going to say no, anyway.” 
 
    “Why do you look like a toddler?” Lanny asked him, and Trina nearly choked on a sudden laugh, but managed to swallow it.  
 
    “You–” Much started, face going crimson, leaning over the table.  
 
    Will clamped a hand on his shoulder, and shoved him back into his seat. “Wolves,” he said, pleasantly, “as I’m sure you’ve realized after having been acquainted with Sasha, are arrested at the moment of their turning. If they’re turned. Born is another story. But. Much was only fifteen when–” 
 
    “Just ask them already,” Much said, snarling low in his throat – a true wolf sound. Glaring at Lanny. “I want to leave.” 
 
    Will turned his head to regard his friend. “We have steaks coming,” he said, low and soothing. “We’ll eat. I’ll do the negotiating. And then we can leave.” 
 
    “I’m not a child, you fucker,” Much hissed.  
 
    “Of course not, old chap.” Will patted him on the shoulder, twice, quickly, and then turned back to them with an apologetic smile. “I guess I should get to the point, then.” 
 
    “That’d be good, yeah,” Lanny said.  
 
    Will let out a slow breath. “Well, you see, the thing is: we handle supernatural security jobs.” He kept his voice low; Trina had to lean forward to hear, though Lanny, with his new vampiric senses, stayed put. “Sometimes, out in the world, things happen that mortals have a very hard time explaining. A few questions in the right ears, a few notes passed back and forth, some governmental phone calls, and we get notified. We have the experience, the knowledge, and the resources to get in and out of anywhere quickly, and efficiently. Our activities don’t even make the evening news, most times.  
 
    “But it’s important work. Work that we’re – uniquely qualified for.” 
 
    “You had helicopters in Virginia,” Trina reminded.  
 
    “We have lots of resources.”  
 
    Lanny cleared his throat; a rude, impatient sound. “Okay, so. Robin Hood is real, and he’s still out there Robin Hooding it up. You guys are out there fighting the good fight, or whatever.” He gave a mocking little salute with a closed fist. “You’re here because, why? You think we’ll drop our lives and come fight monster crime with you?” 
 
    Much snorted, mouth twitching into the hint of a nasty smile.  
 
    Will’s own smile was thin and tight. “The simple fact that the Institute stopped pursuing you tells me you have leverage on them. You’ve seen the videos.” 
 
    “We have,” Trina agreed, reluctantly.  
 
    “Then I think you can understand why we might be recruiting.” 
 
    Their food arrived in the midst of the loaded silence that followed, and Trina let herself get caught in Will Scarlet’s unwavering gaze. He was handsome, and charming, yes, but that was all a veneer covering steel. A steel that maybe shouldn’t have surprised her, but which did anyway.  
 
    That was the problem with immortals: they looked young, and smooth, and they spoke like modern men and women. But they were much, much older than she was – and they had the histories of violence to prove it. A kind of experience she couldn’t hope to match. 
 
    She would try, though. 
 
    When the server was gone, and their steaks sat steaming untouched in front of them, Trina said, “We’re just a small pack. And a pretty inept one at that.” 
 
    “Hey,” Lanny protested.  
 
    Will said, “I agree.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Will said. “You’re both obviously competent in your field. Deshawn says you handled yourself especially well in Virginia, Trina, but it’s not your pack we’d like to bring on with our unit. Only two of them, really. Or, rather, just the one. But it will be easier for all involved if he’s bound to a master.” 
 
    “Master?” Trina and Lanny asked in unison. 
 
    Will picked up his silverware, and unrolled his napkin from around it. “You might as well eat. This could take some time to explain.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A “binding,” Will told them, was a bond of blood and will imposed on a Familiar – mage or wolf – by a vampire. Sometimes it was forced, but often it was mutually agreed upon.  
 
    “There have been cases of abuse, obviously. Wolves subjugated to absolute slavery. But it is a bond broken only by death. And, most often, a great honor for the Familiars. Depending on their masters, of course.”  
 
    “You keep saying that word…” Lanny said.  
 
    “Master? It’s antiquated, I admit. But mostly appropriate. Perhaps you’d prefer something like ‘boss,’ though.” 
 
    “And you think Sasha,” Trina said, voice sharp with sarcasm, “needs a master?” 
 
    “I think he already has one. Nikita only needs to secure a true binding. To be honest, I can’t believe he hasn’t already.” 
 
    For the first time, she felt true anger stirring. Lanny started to respond, but she beat him to it. “You’re wasting your time, here. Nikita would never be Sasha’s master.” He adored that kid. “He’d be incredibly insulted if you ever suggested as much to him. He’d never make a slave out of him.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t be a slave,” Will said, with a patience that darkened her anger. “Between the two of them, it would be entirely reciprocal and willing.” 
 
    “Why would any dumbass want to bind himself to somebody else?” Lanny asked, sneering openly now. “What kinda backward-ass, Middle Ages shit is that?” 
 
    Will’s façade began to crack; underneath lay sternness. And something fathomless; a sense of age that lurked in his eyes, rather than on the smooth skin of his face. “It’s ancient. So you might say it’s very backward. But.” His gaze shifted to Trina, and, much to her sudden disgust, it pinned her in place, and left her feeling very small. “It’s the only way to prevent another vampire from forcing a bond on Sasha. A bond from, say, my master. Or from Vlad Tepes, or from someone much, much worse.” 
 
    “Why would anyone want Sasha?” she asked, much quieter than she’d intended.  
 
    “Because he managed to kill not only a mage who was trying to compel him, but his bound master as well.” 
 
    Memories that weren’t her own flashed through her mind: wheeling ravens, blood on the snow, Nikita falling, kill, kill, kill. She shuddered.  “That’s why the Institute wanted him.” 
 
    “He’s uncommonly strong of spirit. A true alpha wolf,” Will said. “Someone else will want that.” 
 
    “Well, he killed one master, he could kill another,” Lanny said, his unhappy voice edged with pride.  
 
    “Probably,” Will agreed. “Eventually. But what tortures might he endure first?” 
 
    They both stared at him, silent, food forgotten.  
 
    “It’s not pleasant to think about. But if Nikita cares for Sasha as you say, then he’ll bind him. And then they have a job offer with us, if they get tired of tending bar and bouncing drunks.”  
 
    He gave Much’s shoulder a light shove, and Much, a huge bite of steak poised in front of his mouth, grumbled, but slid out of the booth. He ate the steak, with a look of surly defiance, and dropped his fork on his plate with a clatter.  
 
    Will stood, and gave them a quick bow. “Think on what I’ve said. My number’s on the card.” 
 
    And then they both were gone.  
 
    They sat still a moment, and when Trina turned her head, she met Lanny’s wide-eyed gaze.  
 
    “Dude, what the fuck?” he asked, quietly. Then scowled and turned back to his steak. “Fuck them. They don’t know shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she murmured, but her heart was pounding.   
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    Sasha knew what he wanted. He also knew that, inexperienced as he was, he would be clumsy about stating it, even if Nikita’s little breakdown had beaten back his shyness and left him feeling bold and protective.  
 
    Slowly, Nikita’s breathing evened out, and his heartrate slowed to nearly normal. Sasha sat in his lap, stroking his hair, his face, his neck, his shoulder, until he’d quieted, and some of the shaking and tension bled out of his body.  
 
    Sasha tucked his face into Nik’s throat, and stayed there a moment, breathing open-mouthed against his skin. And then it struck him, a quick electric jolt, that he could kiss him there if he wanted to, over his pulse, and so he did.  
 
    Nik’s breath hitched, just once, and then he exhaled long and slow.  
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Just…I’ve been thinking about that. For a very long time.” 
 
    A chill moved through Sasha; a good one. He leaned in, and kissed his neck again; open-mouthed this time, slow, and wet, tracing Nik’s pulse with his tongue.  
 
    Nikita shivered, and his arms tightened.  
 
    “Let’s go to bed,” Sasha said, lips against his skin.  
 
    Nikita turned his head, and his breath rushed warm past Sasha’s ear. He held still a moment, only breathing.  
 
    Then a low, deep rumble echoed through his chest – Sasha could feel it – and he stood, suddenly, and lifted Sasha up in his arms like he weighed nothing.  
 
    Sasha barked a startled laugh, and held on tight, arms around Nikita’s neck. “You don’t have to carry me!” 
 
    Nikita answered with a low, throaty growl that held nothing of a threat; only a heated promise that left Sasha’s toes curling in his boots. He carried him to the bedroom – to Nik’s own bedroom – where the covers were still messy from that morning’s hurried departure. The room smelled of the two of them, of sex, and sweat, and blood.  
 
    Sasha’s belly clenched, and his hands closed tight on the collar of Nik’s shirt. His heart pounded. He wanted this. Oh, how he wanted it. But there were nerves, too; the fear that he wouldn’t please, that his inexperience would–  
 
    Nik set him down, and then followed him, hands braced on the mattress, looming over him, pale eyes glowing in the lamplight. When he spoke, his growl curled around the words. “I wanted to carry you.” Sharp angles of his face taut – but a new kind of tension. Not the usual stress and nausea, but checked desire; a want that had the tendons standing out down the sides of his neck.  
 
    Then his brows drew together, expression softened by a touch of doubt. “But if you don’t want–” 
 
    Sasha surged up, grabbed his collar again, and kissed him, hard. Bit his lip and felt a shudder move through him. He drew back just far enough to say, “I want everything. Everything.” Words laced with his own growl, rough and lupine.  
 
    Nikita’s mouth ticked up in a smirk; but his eyes shone with delighted fondness. Breathtakingly tender. “Me, too. Just maybe not everything all at once.” 
 
    Sasha whined.  
 
    Nikita laughed softly, climbed the rest of the way onto the bed, eased Sasha back down, and kissed him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    You didn’t live to see adulthood growing up in Soviet Russia without learning the art of repression. You repressed your hunger, on those long, frigid nights packed into concrete apartments with two and three and four other families. You repressed your irritation over the crying babies, and the stink of frying onions, and the hacking cough of a babushka. You repressed your patriotism. Your smiles. Your opinions. Your art.  
 
    And if you were a boy who liked to trace the shape of another boy’s smile with your eyes – who wanted to run fingers through soft hair and feel another boy’s breath warm on your neck – you suppressed that most of all.  
 
    Dima had been brave, but Nikita had always been the coward. Perfect at repressing. Dodging, ducking, denying, withholding – and then repressing the grief, too, when it came, howling through every anguished, echoing chamber of his damaged heart. He’d bottled up every awful thing, every horror, every slight, every fear. 
 
    Every want. 
 
    He’d spent decades forcing his gaze away from Sasha, not wanting to frighten him, to force him; to ruin them.  
 
    He’d been festering. But last night. Today… Sasha had taken a lance to that awful sore; he felt hurt, and bloody, and tender, but he felt clean. He could breathe.  
 
    And right now, he put all the things he’d ever repressed into the mental drawers where they belonged, and he settled his weight slowly, carefully over Sasha, and kissed him, and didn’t think about anything but making his sweet, sweet boy feel good.  
 
    Nik kissed him slow, and easy. Unhurried and coaxing.  
 
    Sasha melted under him, lips soft, parting at the slightest tease of Nik’s tongue. He had no idea what he was doing, was totally artless, but he wanted, and he was welcoming; his hands pushed through Nik’s hair, cupped his head, held him close. When Nik’s tongue slipped into his mouth, he lifted up off the mattress, yielding in an active, desperate way. His legs closed around Nikita’s hips, and he ground up against him.  
 
    “Nik,” he panted when the kiss broke for air, his voice half-human. He was already wrecked. Already hard. 
 
    He was so eager. He’d go off so quickly, Nik thought.  
 
    Then again, so would he.  
 
    Nikita was shaking. He’d never wanted anything in his life as badly as he wanted Sasha.  
 
    He rested his weight on one elbow and pulled back far enough to see. Sasha gave a wordless sound of protest, but Nik touched his face; settled his fingertips gently across his cheek and he stilled.  
 
    It should have been so simple: Sasha staring up at him, eyes dilated, mouth pink and wet from kissing, a rosy flush high along his cheekbones, platinum hair fanned out across the sheets, a halo, because he was probably, really, truly an angel. His thighs gripped Nikita’s hips like a vise, and all Nik wanted was to grind against him; to rut, and sweat, and tear clothes and feel skin on skin. He wanted to bite a little, too; wanted to drink; wanted to be inside him.  
 
    But the thing about waiting. About repressing…it could be hard to let go. And it meant that this moment – this first moment with his Sasha after he’d told him how much he loved him – carried the kind of weight that could crush him.  
 
    Sasha tilted his head a fraction, and his hands left Nik’s hair, and instead cupped his face; thumbs sweeping gently beneath his eyes. “You’re thinking too much.” He smiled with heartbreaking softness.  
 
    His voice wavered, high and thready. “I want to do it right.” 
 
    Sasha’s smile widened. “You will,” he said, with total faith. Then pulled Nik back down and kissed him again.  
 
    Once, almost chastely, on the lips. Then kissed his cheek, his jaw. A string of them back to his ear, where his breath came warm and damp. He gave a quiet little growl, and whispered, “Just touch me like you always wanted to.” 
 
    Goosebumps broke out all down Nikita’s back. “Baby, that’s a very long list.” 
 
    Sasha breathed a laugh right in his ear. “I did say everything.” 
 
    “Christ.”  
 
    Sasha was right: he was thinking entirely too much.  
 
    He pressed his face to Sasha’s throat and fastened his lips there. Sucked on the skin. Hard. 
 
    Sasha gave a little gasp and surged beneath him, hips rolling in helpless reaction.  
 
    Nikita worked on putting a mark on him – not the usual puncture wounds of feeding, but a simple bruise. A mark of a different kind of passion. And he reached down and rucked up the hem of Sasha’s shirt. Pushed it all the way up under his arms, and touched the smooth, warm skin of his chest.  
 
    Nikita knew how impossibly strong he was, but his skin felt baby-soft, the padding of muscle in his pectorals only thin. Nik touched him there, deliberate sweeps of his palm, caressing, his fingers shaking with wonder. Circled his nipples with a fingertip and felt them draw to hard points; felt the vibration of his quiet moan through his throat as he kissed a bruise there.  
 
    Nik pulled back just long enough to see the rapidly-pinkening hickey he’d left – smiling in satisfaction – then shifted down.  
 
    Only to pause again. To look.  
 
    They’d lived together for nearly a century; had seen each other in every state of undress; in illness, in his own case, in drunkenness and low blood sugar stupors.  
 
    But to look at him now, openly, to know that he could kiss, and touch him – that Sasha wanted that – was a revelation. It was like seeing him for the first time; his light musculature, and his sharp hipbones, and the little trail of platinum hair leading down from his belly button.  
 
    Nikita wanted to eat him alive.  
 
    “God, you’re gorgeous,” he murmured, and ducked his head to put his mouth on Sasha’s chest before he could respond.  
 
    He knew the taste of his skin; its scent of wolf and pine needles and Siberian snow. He laid an open, panting kiss over his heart, the wild beat of it, and let Sasha feel the faint hint of the fangs he couldn’t retract. Shifted over, and drew a pebbled nipple into his mouth.  
 
    Sasha whined, belly hollowing beneath Nik’s palm as he sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, that’s–”  
 
    Nikita sucked, and the words broke off into another whine.  
 
    He kept moving, dropping kisses, nipping here and there, just under Sasha’s ribs, loving the little whines and moans they drew from him.  
 
    His own nerves melted away. When he reached to unbutton Sasha’s jeans, he saw that his hands weren’t shaking. It was with surety and gentleness that he tugged the jeans down his hips, and took Sasha’s cock in his hand.  
 
    Just that simple touch had Sasha’s head kicking back, his mouth open, a growl building in his chest as he arched up off the bed. Unselfconscious, responsive – he was beautiful. He always was, but like this, trusting Nik…it filled Nik with a fresh, warm surge of love. A tenderness that ached.  
 
    “Alright, hold still a second, baby, and I’ll try to keep my fangs out of the way. Then he leaned down and took Sasha in his mouth.  
 
    Sasha did hold still, mostly, but he let out a hoarse shout, and his hands flew to Nik’s head.  
 
    Nik took him slow at first, shallow, relearning how to do this. Later, next time, he’d really draw it out, tease with his tongue and pull out all the tricks. But for now, he knew Sasha wouldn’t last, not his first time, not when he was already panting and babbling in Russian.  
 
    Nik opened his throat and took him deeper, curling his tongue and sucking lightly. Sasha’s hands slid down to the back of his neck, and Nik felt the prick of inhuman claws.  
 
    “Nik, Nik, I can’t – I’m going to–” 
 
    Nikita hummed.  
 
    Sasha came with a snarl that melted quickly into low, hurt whimpers. Nikita gentled him through it, swallowing, until he felt the claws at his neck draw blood. He drew off slow, and thumbed a stray droplet from the corner of his mouth, surveying the aftermath.  
 
    Sasha was wrecked. Flushed pink all over, glazed with sweat, hair tangled like he’d been pulling at it; gaze heavy-lidded and dazed.  
 
    Nikita sucked his thumb clean and felt a smile steal across his face, one so wide it tweaked his already-sore jaw. Warmth flooded his chest, and to his surprise, he realized it was pride. “Was that alright?” he asked, aiming for mild, probably ruining it with his stupid smile.  
 
    “You’re horrible,” Sasha said in Russian. Then laughed, and, in English, opening shaky arms: “Come here. And be naked, please.” 
 
    What an excellent idea.  
 
    Nikita stood and stripped without ceremony, dropping his clothes on the floor, watching Sasha gather the strength to kick off his boots and the jeans still bunched around his thighs.  
 
    “You’re making a mess,” Sasha said, nodding toward the pile of clothes Nikita had left on the rug.  
 
    “Nope. That was you,” Nikita said, still grinning like an idiot, climbing back on the bed and into Sasha’s arms.  
 
    Sasha enfolded him immediately; he seemed to want Nik to lie mostly on top of him, one hand petting over the marks he’d left at the back of Nik’s neck, the other arm snug around his waist. He closed his eyes and tipped their foreheads together, humming contentedly. “I liked that,” he murmured.  
 
    Nikita leaned in a fraction closer, just because he could, just because he wanted to, and brushed their noses together. “I’m glad. I did, too.” 
 
    Sasha’s voice was sleepy. Sated. “I like when you call me baby.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    Sasha fumbled along, eyes still shut, until he found Nik’s hand, and brought it to his own waist, encouraging Nik to pet over his ribs, up and down, which he did. Then, casual as anything, said, “You should fuck me.” 
 
    Nik pushed up on an elbow and made a sound that was embarrassingly reminiscent of an inquiring cat.  
 
    Sasha cracked his eyes open to blue slits. “Don’t you want to?” 
 
    “More than I ever want to eat solid food again.” 
 
    Sasha frowned. “You hate food. That’s not a compliment.” 
 
    Nikita leaned down and kissed him until he felt his lips curve up in a smile. “What I mean,” he said as he drew back, “is that this is your first time, and we don’t need to rush anything.” 
 
    “You’re very thoughtful and wise. It must be because you’re so old.” 
 
    Nikita bared his fangs at him and growled.  
 
    Sasha shut his eyes again, laughing. Happy, and glowing, and about to fall asleep.  
 
    Nikita leaned back down; snuggled up to him, put his face in his throat.  
 
    Sasha’s hand trailed unhurriedly down his back, skirting playfully around the dimples above his ass. “What about you, though? You still need to come.” 
 
    “No, I’m alright.” He was still hard, his blood still heated, little electric jolts moving through him every time Sasha shifted and his cock rubbed up against his hip.  
 
    Sasha made a disagreeing sound. “No, no, no. Here.” He urged Nikita to lie fully over him. Palmed his ass with a boldness Nikita hadn’t expected – but should have – and reached for Nik’s cock with his other hand. “Come on. Show me how you like it.” 
 
    He started to protest – Sasha was tired – but he caught a glimpse of his face, the determined set to his jaw. And he said, “Alright.” And closed his hand over Sasha’s. Showed him how hard, and how quick. His hips kicked, and Sasha’s fingers dug into the meat of his ass, encouraging him. 
 
    “That’s it,” he crooned, and suddenly he was the patient lover, and Nikita the breathless one unraveling. “You can lean on me; I can take it. I want to see you come.” 
 
    Nik braced both hands on the bed and let Sasha grip him; a fast learner, squeezing tight. Too dry, but there was sweat still slick on Sasha’s hip and belly, and that was where Nikita rutted, overcome, now, helpless to do anything but fuck into the tightness of Sasha’s hand and breathe right at his familiar throat, and let it wash over him.  
 
    And wash it did. Not just this moment – this act. A hand on his cock and a warm, sweaty body beneath his own. But the wondrous knowledge that this was Sasha. That the boy he cherished above all else cherished him back. That this was not just lust, but love; it was sweet, and so, so long-awaited. They could have had this years ago; could have had it in a terrible Soviet apartment building, when they were two mortal boys scared to death and full-up with longing.  
 
    His chest ached. He sucked in a ragged breath and realized he was crying; tears ran down his face, ran wet down Sasha’s neck.  
 
    And Sasha held him, and whispered to him in Russian: “Shh, it’s alright, I’m here. I’m here, darling, and I won’t ever leave.” 
 
    He came with a tiger’s snarl that turned into a choked sob, collapsing on top of Sasha. But that was alright – Sasha was strong; Sasha could take it.  
 
    “Oh my God,” he murmured, reverent. “My Sashka.”  
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    When they’d finally picked their jaws back up off the floor, Trina and Lanny finished dinner in silence, and Lanny asked for a doggy bag to take home the steaks Will and Much had left behind.  
 
    “Really?” Trina asked. “A doggy bag?” 
 
    “The doggies didn’t eat their meat, so I’m taking it home. In a bag. And I’ll eat it later.” 
 
    “Everything is wrong with that sentence.” 
 
    They walked back to her place, which was quickly becoming their place, what with first Jamie, and now Alexei using Lanny’s apartment as a home base.  
 
    Inside, in her cramped, cottage-inspired little space, Lanny had started to fill up the already-tight corners. A gym bag under the kitchen table; razor on the bathroom counter; smelly sneakers and clunky boots spilling out of the rack at the front door. At moments she felt halfway to suffocated; at others, she found herself smiling as she plucked one of his sweatshirts off the back of the couch and tugged it over her head, its sleeves hanging down past her hands. Love was a give and take, and she didn’t mind the compromise.  
 
    “You’re being awful quiet,” Lanny observed, once they were inside, and she was making room in the fridge for his – takeout. She refused, on principle, to even think doggy bag. 
 
    She stowed the steaks away and stood, reaching to pull the elastic out of her hair and shake it out over her shoulders; ah, the bliss of a taken-down ponytail. “I’m thinking.” She frowned to herself, and leaned back against the face of the fridge. She looked at him; really looked. “What did you think of those guys?” 
 
    He stood over the coffee table; he’d pulled another gym bag from beneath it – the underneath of every table held duffels of sweat-wicking clothes – and sorted through its contents, sniffing at a shirt, shrugging, and putting it back in. “The little one was a shithead. But it’s the pretty one I don’t trust.” 
 
    “I thought he was nice,” she said, just to see how he’d respond.  
 
    He paused, and lifted his head, already scowling. “What was it? The hair?”  
 
    She lifted a single brow, a move she’d seen Nikita execute with startling familiarity; a genetic trait, she guessed. “You’re the one who called him pretty.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment, then seemed to realize she was giving him her interrogation face, and resumed sorting through his bag, scoffing loudly.  
 
    “I can only look at them as a human. As a detective,” she reasoned. “So to my mind, the little one – Much – resents being fifteen forever, and is a shithead about it, yeah. But I didn’t feel like they were lying to us. Did you?” 
 
    He paused again, corner of his mouth hitching up in a thoughtful way. When he glanced up again, it was without heat this time. If anything, if she hadn’t known better, she might have said he looked intimidated.   
 
    “He wasn’t lying,” he said, gaze fixing somewhere in the middle distance. “I don’t even really know how I know that, but I do.” He frowned. “But he’s not telling us everything, either. I don’t trust him. And I definitely don’t think Nik and Sasha should trust him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “That’s what I thought, too.” 
 
    Lanny shook his head, looking frustrated. Then heaved a deep breath and picked up the bag. “I dunno. I’m gonna go change.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I’m working out with the guys tonight, remember?” 
 
    “Oh.” She’d forgotten, in the drama of dinner with two of Robin Hood’s friends. “Right.” She went to sit down on the couch as he headed for the bedroom. “Why the sudden surge in fitness for Jamie?” she asked, calling over her shoulder through the door he’d left open. She leaned forward to reach for a magazine on the coffee table. “He’s got super strength now. What does he need to lift weights for?” 
 
    He snorted. “He needed the super strength just to be able to lift weights in the first place.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass, Roland,” she said automatically.  
 
    Beside her hand, his phone lit up on the table. An incoming text. She didn’t touch it, didn’t read the screen on purpose – but it was right there. And she saw.  
 
    The text was from a number listed as private. It read: password 2nite is aftershave.  
 
    The screen went black.  
 
    Trina held very still – held her breath – and stared at the blank-faced iPhone. Trying to decide if she felt any particular way about what she’d just read.  
 
    On the one hand: not her phone, not her business. Lanny was an adult; they were in an adult relationship, and she trusted him. Didn’t need to keep tabs on him. She wasn’t his mother…who he needed to call, but that was another issue entirely. 
 
    On the other hand: password for what? 
 
    She heard the floorboards squeak as he moved toward her, and she sat back, letting her hand fall into her lap, magazine forgotten.  
 
    He reentered the room wearing basketball shorts and a fitted t-shirt with the sleeves cut out. She took a moment to look at him – to admire – to see the cut of muscle in his arms, and in his back, through the thin shirt; to notice the ruffled mess of his black hair and the stubble growing in along his strong jaw.  
 
    “You’re not making Jamie feel bad about himself, right?” she asked.  
 
    He dropped his bag at his feet and sent her an offended look. “No.” 
 
    “I’m just asking.” 
 
    “I might be an asshole, but I’m not, like, a monster.” He paused in the act of reaching for his phone, and his brows knitted together. “Or, well…”  
 
    She felt a twinge of guilt. “Lanny–” 
 
    “Anyway,” he said, smoothing his expression and nabbing the phone. He dropped it in the bag with the rest of his gear. “I’m the right amount of asshole for a personal trainer.” He hiked the bag up over his shoulder and turned to her. “I’ll be back late. Don’t wait up.” 
 
    “’Kay.” She smiled, and he leaned down to kiss her goodbye.  
 
    But even an hour after he’d left, she kept thinking about that text she’d seen. Password.  
 
    Nobody needed a password to go lift weights with his friends.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Super strength, he’d called it. That sounded cheesy, but Lanny hadn’t yet come up with a better way to describe what had happened to his body after Alexei turned him.  
 
    He’d always been strong. His mother – God, he was going to have to call her – had old home movies of him at age five, wrestling with his older brothers, and pinning them. He’d been ruthless even then, crowing about his victories, little fists raised over his head. His mother’s laughter rich and musical from the other side of the camera.  
 
    It was Dad who’d gotten him into boxing. Probably because it was a “gentleman’s sport,” as he’d put it, his accent lending extra credence to the idea. But really it was because Lanny hadn’t had the body type for wrestling; his shoulders too wide, his arms too heavy. And once he’d started hitting things, well…grappling lost some of its appeal. The hit, that satisfying smack, and crunch; watching the other guy’s head snap to the side…that was beautiful. That was a thrill nearly better than sex – and for him, certainly more addictive. He’d been quick on his feet, he could take a hit, and he’d leveled a kind of strength in his own hits that had left trainers delightedly baffled.  
 
    He’d never been a genius; never been a pretty boy. But he could knock the shit out of people, and so he’d poured every ounce of himself into doing just that.  
 
    Until the bar fight. Just stupid, drunken bravado. A long-time rival. And his hand… 
 
    He curled it tight in his hoodie pocket now, as he approached the open gate; he’d always bear the surgical scars down the back of it, but it didn’t hurt anymore. Not even a little.  
 
    Two excessively large and beefy guys stood sentry on either side of the gate; they smelled like protein powder and body spray, and had no necks to speak of. Their plain black shirts, and stances with hands folded loosely in front of them, made Lanny think bouncer. This was a side gig, standing watch at a nine-foot, barbed-wire topped chain link gate at the back of a slimy alley. Not a terrible way to earn extra cash, really.  
 
    “Aftershave,” he told them, as he approached, never slowing, and they nodded. Even without the password, they recognized him by now; he’d been coming at least twice a week for three months, now.  
 
    The alley ended in a brick wall, a wooden door set at its center, peeling green paint. When he gripped the knob, he felt sticky, and greasy, and grit under his palm. He went in, and through a ramshackle one-room apartment, old porcelain sink in the corner streaked red with rust stains, bare bulb flickering; voices came from behind the closed door of the bathroom. Another door at the back wall opened up into what had once been a large courtyard, one that serviced all the surrounding buildings that encircled the place like castle walls.  
 
    Big cracks marbled the pavement, and through them pushed dead and dying weeds, crumbling to dust beneath the feet of the spectators. And spectators there were: a crowd of about fifty or so, tonight. Men in ballcaps and leather jackets; blue-collar workers blowing steam after a long day, wannabe mafia types, bookies, and trainers, and fans. Women, too. Some of them looking for work, most of them with their boyfriends.  
 
    You could place bets at the folding tables set up along one wall; buy lukewarm beer and mixed drinks from another. Red plastic cups rolled along in the occasional breeze like tumbleweed.  
 
    And in the middle of it all: the ring.  
 
    It was ugly. Built of plywood and cinderblocks, laid over with mats that stunk so badly of feet he thought they must have been fourth-hand from a gym demolition. It was boxing, yeah, but there was a chain-link cage that closed the fighters in. And there was no bell, and no one was getting disqualified if they threw a low blow.  
 
    It was perfect.  
 
    Lanny wended his way through the crowd, headed for the long row of benches where fighters could set down their bags and get ready. A slim crowd of prospects, he saw tonight, only four men taping knuckles and shaking loose. An awed murmur followed his progress: regular viewers who recognized him.  
 
    “…that guy,” someone said. 
 
    “Oh, is he the one who–” 
 
    “That’s him!” 
 
    “Dude’s a beast!” 
 
    He suppressed a smile and kept going.  
 
    Alexei and Jamie were already here; Alexei sitting on the bench, one foot bouncing, working on the last nub of a cigarette. Jamie stood with his hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped, looking caught between anger and anxiety.  
 
    Lanny really didn’t want to deal with whatever was causing that.  
 
    “Fellas,” he greeted, tossing his bag down. “What kinda money are we looking at tonight?” 
 
    Behind him, Jamie muttered something too low for even Lanny’s new vampire ears to pick up. He wanted to sulk? Fine. Screw him.  
 
    Alexei stubbed his cigarette out on the sole of his boot and said, voice laced with excitement, “A good bit. See that guy over there?” He nodded and Lanny turned to follow his gaze.  
 
    To the far end of the bench, where a fighter sat pitched forward, flexing his already-wrapped hands, a heavyset guy massaging his shoulders from behind.  
 
    “Supposed to be going pro,” Alexei explained. “Everyone’s betting he’ll wipe the floor with you tonight.”  
 
    “Pro?” Lanny said with a snort. “Then what’s he doing here?” 
 
    Alexei grinned, a fast wedge of bright teeth in the dark. “Likes easy pickings, maybe? Wants an ego boost?” 
 
    “Broke, most likely,” Jamie chimed in. He flopped down on the bench beside Alexei with a deep sigh. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” Lanny asked, hackles lifting. He shouldn’t have asked, had planned to ignore him, but the guy’s attitude was worrying at already-keyed-up fight night nerves.  
 
    Alexei nudged Jamie’s shoulder with his own. “Our sweet Jamie is having an attack of the conscience, one might say.”  
 
    “Having a what?” 
 
    Jamie lifted his face, gaze almost pleading. “I’m starting to feel really shady for this.” 
 
    “Yeah, you looked real shady last time stuffing your pockets with cash,” Lanny said.  
 
    He shrugged, like his jacket was uncomfortable, but met Lanny’s gaze without wavering. “What happens when Trina finds out?” 
 
    “You’re really gonna do this?” Lanny pulled his shirt off over his head and Alexei took it from him, to fold it away into his bag. He swapped it for the tape, and Lanny held his hands out to be wrapped. “Really?” 
 
    Jamie winced. “I’ve been thinking–” 
 
    “After I won you all that money, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t care about the money,” he said, his hesitance giving way to true frustration. His jaw set. “I thought you were doing this a time or two. Just to see if you could. But now…Lanny….” He stood, and leaned in close, voice quiet. “This isn’t fair. None of these guys stand a chance against you. You know every time that you’re gonna win.” 
 
    “Fair,” he said with a snort. “You’re worried about fair.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    Fair.  
 
    “Don’t pick on your brother,” Mom used to tell Pauly. “He’s smaller than you and it’s not fair.” 
 
    But Lanny had been able to take it. He’d been big for his age, and strong, and he’d put his brother on his back. It was picking on the truly scrawny that wasn’t fair. Bullies at school breaking kids’ glasses, spitting in their lunches. It wasn’t fair what he did for a living, standing over bodies that had been raped, and stabbed, and shot, and mauled to death. It wasn’t fair that wars happened, and babies got cancer.  
 
    And it wasn’t fair that one stupid night in a bar ended his boxing dreams. And that illness had almost killed him.  
 
    “Life’s not fair,” he said to Jamie, staring him down. “You drink blood. You could pick that bench up if you wanted and chuck it clear across this courtyard. Is that fair? We’re stronger than other people. Why shouldn’t we get to use that?” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes widened, brows leaping.  
 
    “Leave if you want,” Lanny said. “But I’ve got fights to win.” 
 
    He started to turn away. Alexei had wrapped one hand – expert at it by now – and was working on the second. But he caught Jamie’s fast look of disgust.  
 
    “You sound a lot like your sire lately,” Jamie said, before he moved off. 
 
    Alexei froze. Lifted his head, locked eyes with Lanny.  
 
    Lanny felt a sudden lightning flash of aggression. His hands tightened into fists of their own accord as he listened to Jamie’s footfalls recede.  
 
    “Here.” Alexei tapped the back of his hand, and he flattened it again. “Ignore him. He’s being stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lanny agreed. But as fast as it had come, that spike of anger faded, and as he stood, watching the top of Alexei’s head, dark hair shining beneath the construction lights, disquiet took its place. After his turning, the first thing he’d done upon sight of Alexei was try to beat the guy to death. And now? He was siding with him over Jamie.  
 
    Probably he ought to reevaluate some things.  
 
    Alexei sat back, looking up at him with an excited smile. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Behind him, the emcee, a little rat-faced guy named Connor who everyone called Connie, shouted, “Next match!”  
 
    The big man at the other end of the bench stood, face contorted with an eager snarl.  
 
    Alexei slapped Lanny lightly in the chest and said, “Go win our money.” 
 
    In the ring, the winner wiped blood off his mouth with the back of his hand, and his opponent was bodily dragged out, unconscious. Lanny passed the victor on his way in, and the guy grinned at him, nastily, and spat a thick glob of blood at his feet.  
 
    Lanny grinned back. “I’ll see you after I get done with this asshole.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny was toying with his opponent.  
 
    Alexei hooked his arms over the fence board rail that kept the crowd off the cage and smiled to himself. Fuck Jamie for trying to bring down the mood tonight. Being a goody-two-shoes choir boy going on about fairness. Alexei still remembered, with aching clarity, what it had felt like to land on the hard stone floor, pinned beneath his papa’s weight, after the bullets tore through Nicholas’s body.  
 
    Fairness had no place in life. Only strength.  
 
    Lanny was quick. For such a muscular man, he stepped lightly on the balls of his feet, almost dancing. So far, he’d only been blocking, moving in, threatening, then moving back. Circling. Drawing more and more forceful punches from his opponent – punches that didn’t land. Vampirism made him strong, and fast, but the technique – the effortless perfection of each movement – was born of expertise and long practice.  
 
    The opponent threw another punch that didn’t land, and grunted in frustration, his already-sweating face going red. “Fuck you, chicken shit,” he said. “Fucking fight me already!” 
 
    Lanny grinned. “’Kay.” And then he launched his offensive.  
 
    He moved in close; no longer dancing, but taking a bold step. The opponent swung, and Lanny batted him away like he was a child. Lanny’s punch caught him on the jaw, and snapped his head back.  
 
    For a moment, the man went limp with shock; he fell back against the cage, hands dropping, not even protecting himself.  
 
    Lanny moved away. Gave him a chance to blink glassy eyes, shake his head, and regain his balance.  
 
    A low, excited murmur had started up in the crowd, bodies pressing along the rail. The champion, undefeated, was stepping back; giving his opponent a chance to recover himself, rather than pressing his advantage.  
 
    The show of mercy enraged the other man; he lurched forward, clearly still dazed, and brought his hands up. “Come on!” he roared.  
 
    And Lanny came.  
 
    He moved in with a few fast, effective jabs that sent his opponent back against the cage with a grunt. But the other man finally got off a lucky shot; his taped fist landed square on Lanny’s jaw. A good hit, from a big hand, and a strong man. Anyone else would have staggered back, half-blind from the sudden burst of pain. 
 
    But Lanny grinned, baring all his teeth, and didn’t budge an inch. Two more hits, and his opponent slumped to the ground, boneless and unconscious.  
 
    A cheer went up from the crowd, underscored by the groans of those who’d bet against him tonight.  
 
    Alexei felt a twist of satisfaction, as Lanny grinned and let Connie lift his bloodied hand up in the air. That was his offspring; his own blood had turned that champion – that warrior. Not just satisfaction, no, but pride. He felt almost like a glowing, proud parent, as Lanny sent that mean, fighter’s grin through the chain link to him, and Alexei grinned back. 
 
    And then he caught the scent of a strange vampire.  
 
    He whirled, but not before he caught the way Lanny’s smile froze, his eyes widening. His own senses sharpened; the normal blur of scents and sounds and impressions going razor tight; his fangs elongated, points pressing against his lip as he searched the crowd behind him.  
 
    The vamp was easy to spot, because he was staring right at Alexei, the faintest unnatural flicker in his eyes giving him away as an immortal.  
 
    Alexei inhaled, breathing in his scent even from across the distance of feet and bodies and cigarettes and beer.  
 
    He was big, this stranger, built like a fighter, like Lanny – only bigger, which sent a quick thrill of fear down Alexei’s back. Square jaw, heavily-muscled neck, big hands. He wore his dark hair buzzed close to his skull; Alexei had no idea how old he was, if he’d been turned in this century, or one that had come before. He could have been a Roman gladiator, or one of Napoleon’s captains, or an Iraq War vet. A warrior, like Lanny. All that Alexei knew – or at least thought that he did – was that, given the way he stood by the sign-in table, this vampire meant to fight his own. And that could pose a major problem.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In his fighting days – his human fighting days – Lanny had been keyed up his share of times. He’d enjoyed most fights, but some had elicited an extra flare of nerves and anticipation. Foaming at the mouth, his old trainer, Mack, had said, laughing, and he’d felt like it. That potent flare of violent eagerness; hands flexing, sweat sliding down between the heavy muscles of his pectorals, breath coming quick and shallow. Ready, excited, bloodthirsty.  
 
    He felt like that tonight. 
 
    He mowed through his next two opponents. Didn’t even bother to give the audience a good show; just left them unconscious to get it over with.  
 
    He watched the other vampire’s fights.  
 
    He was brutal, inelegant…but effective.  
 
    How could he help but be? Twice as strong as the mortals he fought.  
 
    Lanny couldn’t wait to get his hands on him. Finally, a real challenge.  
 
    “…Lanny.” Alexei was chattering at him. 
 
    He drained his water bottle, crushed it in his fist, and tossed it to the ground. “What?” he snapped, rounding on his sire.  
 
    The construction lights were bright enough to highlight a faint sheen of sweat at Alexei’s temples. He looked more than a little frantic. “Okay, listen. I agree with you about not having to play by mortal rules. I’m with you on that.” He chopped the side of his palm into his other hand to emphasize the point. “But that guy is huge.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    “But he’s more huge. And…Lanny.” He snapped his fingers as Lanny started to turn his head, and Lanny glared at him. “Pay attention.”  
 
    “Watch it, you little shit.”  
 
    “What if he beats you?” Alexei asked, and sounded genuinely worried that just such a thing might happen.  
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    “But what if he does? What will you tell Trina?” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re worried about what she thinks?” 
 
    He grimaced. “People being angry is so unpleasant.” 
 
    “He won’t beat me,” Lanny said, and turned away from him. The guy’s face was ruining his hype. “Go place a bet.” 
 
    “Lanny–” 
 
    “Go place a goddamn bet.” 
 
    Alexei muttered something low and furious in Russian, but stalked off.  
 
    Lanny dug a PowerBar out of his bag and ate half of it in one bite as he stared across the ring – now empty, blood being hastily mopped from the mat – toward the man, the vampire, he was about to fight.  
 
    The other vampire met his gaze, and grinned, flashing his fangs.   
 
    Lanny choked down the rest of the PowerBar, growl building deep in his chest. This was going to be fun.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    This was going to be horrible, Alexei thought, as the two vampires circled one another inside the cage. Both rippling with muscle, and gleaming with sweat. The stranger was a little bulkier than Lanny, his waist and neck thicker. But Alexei knew exactly how strong Lanny was, and that his veins burned with Grisha’s blood. 
 
    He’d pulled him aside moments ago, right before he went into the ring. “Compel him if you have to,” he’d said.  
 
    Lanny had sneered at him.  
 
    But Alexei prayed that he would, if he needed to. This other vamp was doubtless strong, but not just any old vampire could force his way into another’s mind the way the children of Grigory Rasputin could.  
 
    “Alright, boys,” Connie shouted through cupped hands, safe on the outside of the cage. “You know the rules.” 
 
    The bell dinged, and it began.  
 
    Lanny moved first this time; the other brute stood his ground, chin ducked, smiling, and let him come. 
 
    Alexei laced his fingers through the chain link and hissed out a breath between his teeth. “Lanny,” he whispered, “what are you doing?” 
 
    Testing the waters, apparently. He danced back, still circling, and his opponent turned with him. Alexei could see the pulse leaping in his throat, and the wild gleam in his eyes. He was a true fighter, through and through, and he was delighted to have a worthy contestant now. To be truly tested.  
 
    In Alexei’s estimation, a fair fight was nothing but a fight you stood to lose, and where was the fun in that? 
 
    “Come on!” a spectator shouted. “Kick his ass!” 
 
    They circled, circled, circled.  
 
    Dread surged in Alexei’s belly. Back out, he thought, wildly, knowing it would never happen. Just stop.  
 
    Lanny moved in again, and the other vamp lifted his taped hands, and engaged.  
 
    Strike, block, strike.  
 
    Jab. 
 
    Grunt.  
 
    Lanny tucked his shoulders, guarded his face, and moved in. The smack of his hit landing in the other vampire’s ribs cracked off the brick walls of the courtyard, loud as a gunshot. Not just a punch, but a bomb; bone had broken.  
 
    Alexei winced…and then gasped, along with the crowd, as the other vampire smiled and pushed back.  
 
    Lanny took a hit to his shoulder, to his middle, grunting, smile giving way to bared teeth. The lights glinted off his fangs, long and sharp, fully-extended. He shifted back–  
 
    And the other one followed.  
 
    Alexei’s fingers flexed, so tight his knuckles went white. Back up, back up… 
 
    Lanny blocked, blocked, blocked, jabbed, struck.  
 
    The opponent chased. It collapsed into one of those tight, quick, brutal exchanges. Punches, jabs, blocks all blurring, standing close as lovers dancing.  
 
    A crack. Worse than the last. Sharp, awful. The sound of injury.  
 
    Lanny fell. And didn’t get back up. 
 
    The crowd erupted, shaking the chain link of the cage, screaming, groaning, cheering. Some people loved watching a hero fall.  
 
    All Alexei cared about was getting to his offspring. He shoved his way to the gate – “Hey!” “Fuck off!” “What are you do–” – and clambered through, just as Connie was lifting the other vamp’s hand in victory. There was blood on his knuckles, blood on the mat, blood all over Lanny’s face, like a red oil slick, covering everything.  
 
    “Fuck,” Alexei swore, and tried to dodge around the winner to get to Lanny. 
 
    “Hey,” the vampire’s voice said, deep and commanding. He had a New York accent. Staten Island, Alexei thought.  
 
    Alexei pulled up short, and lifted his chin, jaw set. Terrified inside, but glaring anyway.  
 
    The other vamp leaned in, laughing, sour-breathed. “Hello, little prince. Your champion ain’t doing so good.”  
 
    “What–” Alexei started, shocked, but the opponent stalked out.  
 
    And there was Lanny to deal with. 
 
    Alexei blew out a deep breath, glanced over his shoulder – the other vampire was at the benches, collecting his hoodie and gym bag, swamped with admirers – and then went to kneel beside Lanny. 
 
    His offspring pushed up on an elbow, leaned over, and spat blood on the mat. “Fuck,” he said, voice wet, entire face wet.  
 
    Alexei sighed, shaking with nerves and relief. “Come on. Let’s get you up.” 
 
    There was no question of him going home to Trina like this. 
 
    Maybe, he thought with great regret, Jamie had been right.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12 
 
      
 
    A phone was ringing. The unobtrusive iPhone chime that only yesterday had sent Nikita into a rage.  
 
    This morning, though – and it was morning, weak sunlight filtering through the sheer drapes on the windows – Nik started to roll over, and was brought up short by the strong arms around his waist.  
 
    He’d been dreaming; rare, pleasant dreams. Soft, like light through a filter, warm with touch and taste and scent and sensation. Dreams of Sasha, the impossibility of turning to him not as friend or brother, but as the lover he’d always wanted to be, a role that he’d denied himself, tight hands on the reins, day after day. Dreams of letting go – but not falling, no. Flying.  
 
    He opened his eyes a sliver, pulled in a deep breath that smelled of Sasha, of the two of them, sweat and sex, and knew that it hadn’t been a dream. It took him a long moment, staring at his cracked-open closet door, blinking the sleep from his eyes while Sasha’s hands opened and closed aimlessly against his stomach, fingertips drawing lazy patterns on his skin, to realize that for the first time in a long time – maybe ever – he’d awakened without a jolt of panic. Pleasant dreams, when they came, always inspired swift feelings of guilt; pangs of regret, surges of worry that he’d said or acted in some unforgiveable way, giving away his most secret feelings.  
 
    Or he woke after nightmares, thinking they were in Siberia, or Stalingrad, or that shitty flat in LA in the fifties, when he’d worked for gangsters who’d sneered at him and threatened Sasha as a way to hold him in line. I know what you are, his slab-faced, over-pomaded boss had told him with a cruel smile. I know how to keep you in line. 
 
    He’d known some of what Nik was. He hadn’t known he was a vampire, though, and when he’d walked out of that house that night, covered in blood, even more of it in his belly, there’d been not one witness to go running to the cops.  
 
    But those were old memories. Foul and guilty. And they didn’t deserve the chance to creep into his conscience now, as Sasha shifted in closer behind him, breathing out deep and warm and dreamy against the back of his neck, and murmured a rough, “Good morning,” in Russian.  
 
    He thought of last night – kisses, and confessions, and Sasha’s face when he fell apart – and smiled. No more secrets. No more keeping things bottled up.  
 
    He rolled over in Sasha’s arms, Sasha’s hands playing over his ribs, and shoulders, and chest as he did, touching just to touch, unrestrained and unselfconscious. It would break Nik’s heart if he thought about it too much: the way Sasha had been pining too, innocent and wanting.  
 
    When Nikita was settled, Sasha smiled at him, soft and still sleepy, his hair messy on the pillow. He stroked across Nik’s collarbones, and then down the center of his chest, big circles, unhurried, tweaking lightly at his nipples when he passed them.  
 
    “Good morning,” Nik returned, in English. They felt like the most inadequate words, but in the moment, he was simply stunned.  
 
    He wanted to take in every detail. The drowsy contentedness in his half-lidded gaze; the way his lips looked almost bruised, still swollen, the tiniest healing nick in the plump center of the bottom one, where Nik had accidentally bitten him; the faded bruise on his throat where he’d bitten him purposefully, not to drink, but just to feel his flesh in his teeth while he rutted against him.  
 
    It was a good thing he was lying down, he thought, because he might have actually swooned. This was his precious Sasha, and they could have this.  
 
    His face must have been doing strange things, though, because Sasha reached to cup his cheek, brows drawing together. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m perfect,” Nik said firmly, and leaned in to kiss him.  
 
    They both had awful morning breath, but Sasha opened right away, sighing happily, inviting the flick of his tongue.  
 
    The phone started chiming again, and Nikita pulled back with a curse. He’d forgotten what woke them in the first place.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” Sasha offered, and rolled away to snag it off the nightstand.  
 
    No, Nikita thought, not wanting to lose his hands and arms and mouth. But leaning out from beneath the covers gave him a view of Sasha’s naked back, all smooth skin, sleek muscle, and the shadows of ribs.  
 
    Not a bad trade.  
 
    Sasha checked the screen, swiped, and answered with a cheery, “Good morning, Trina!” only slightly still rough from sleep.  
 
    Nikita could hear her on the other end. “Morning.” She had a smile in her voice, because no one could resist Sasha in a good mood. “Is Nik there?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll put you on speaker.” He did, and settled back down on his side so they faced one another, propped on an elbow, the phone resting on the sheets between them.  
 
    “What do you need me for?” he said, harsher than intended. But once he spoke, he realized he was pissed. “You couldn’t ask Sasha? I’m not his boss. I’m not anybody’s boss.” Some of it was about being interrupted again. But mostly he was affronted on Sasha’s behalf; like he was a child or an animal, and Trina only wanted to deal with the “adult.”  
 
    “Nik,” Sasha chided gently.  
 
    Trina was silent a moment, then said, “Is this a bad time?” 
 
    Nik started to answer – and Sasha put a hand on his arm. When Nik looked at him, his brows lifted. Be nice, his expression plainly said.  
 
    He sighed. “No,” he said, aiming for…not nice; he wasn’t sure he could do that. But at least polite. “It’s – what’s wrong?” 
 
    Another pause.  
 
    “You don’t ever call to chat, only when something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Probably because you don’t know how to chat,” Sasha said with a chuckle.  
 
    He had him there. 
 
    “Trina?” 
 
    “Actually.” She breathed out in a rush. “I’m sorry. I’m being dumb. I won’t bother you guys.” And she hung up. 
 
    Nikita looked at Sasha, who gazed steadily back, without expression. “What do you think it was?” 
 
    “Lanny,” Sasha guessed.  
 
    “Yeah.” He frowned at the idea. “That’d be my guess.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Dumbass,” Trina muttered to herself, setting her phone aside. She’d known not to call, but she had anyway. A moment of weakness.  
 
    Lanny hadn’t come home last night.  
 
    Which was fine. He was grown. She wasn’t his keeper. She wasn’t interested in keeping tabs on him in that way.  
 
    But.  
 
    The last time he’d gone missing without a call or a text, she’d found him behind a dumpster, turned into a vampire, so… 
 
    A little worry seemed justified. And she’d called Nik because…well, she wasn’t sure she wanted to examine that. It had less to do, she feared, with his level-headed vampire experience, and more to do with the fact that he was, like Lanny was always calling him, her gramps.  
 
    But it was, after all, eight-thirty on a Sunday morning. Calling hadn’t been the best idea.  
 
    She’d decided to have breakfast and stop worrying so much when her phone rang. It was Harvey.  
 
    “I’ve got another one,” she said when Trina answered, and beneath her usual no-nonsense tone, Trina detected a hint of nerves.  
 
    “Want me to come take a look?” 
 
    “If you think it might help.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny frowned at his reflection. He didn’t look like a guy who’d had his face caved in last night…but he didn’t look like a guy who hadn’t, either.  
 
    Dark purple-fading-green bruises mottled one eye and the cheek below it. His split lip had healed already, but a pink line still bisected it, marking the place where his flesh had been sliced by his own fang. By this evening, the damage would only resemble shadows; casual passersby would be able to convince themselves it was a trick of the light. But right now, he looked like he’d taken a wallop of a punch to the face. 
 
    Because he had.  
 
    “Fuck,” he murmured, and opened his top drawer to root around in the back. In his fighting days, he’d kept a few bottles of concealer, and he might have one left, though it was likely gummy and crusted with age. His fingers closed on smooth, cool glass, and he pulled out the bottle, triumphant – only to frown when he held it up to the light and found it little more than gritty brown sludge. Welp, there went that idea.  
 
    Jamie stood behind him in the hall just outside the open bathroom door; he’d been there for a while, staring. He might have startled Lanny pre-turning, when he finally spoke, but Lanny had felt his presence the moment he’d appeared. Felt it and ignored it.  
 
    “What are you going to tell her?” he asked. 
 
    Lanny looked at him via the mirror, and found – worse than the smug expression he’d expected – a little frown, brows tucked together. Superiority he could have mocked, but Jamie looked just as worried and guilty as he had last night.  
 
    “Shut up,” Lanny said, chucking the concealer into the trash and slamming the drawer shut.  
 
    “Your phone rang while you were in the shower. You’ve got six missed calls from her.” 
 
    Lanny whirled on him. “Did you–” 
 
    “I didn’t answer,” Jamie said, holding up his hands and taking a step back. His throat jumped as he swallowed, and the first note of anxiety entered his scent. But he kept his voice steady. “But she’s been trying to get in touch with you, and you look like that. Maybe you ought to have a way to explain it, huh?” 
 
    Lanny growled at him, just one low huff. “What do you even care?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, and hesitated, and started again, and hesitated again. He looked hurt. “You guys are all I have,” he said, voice gone quiet and miserable. “The pack. I’m not…” He took a deep breath and glanced away, his expression shuttering. “I guess I don’t like the thought of you and Trina having stupid relationship drama and ruining that. But.” He shrugged, a tight, tense little movement that revealed just how much he wasn’t saying. “I guess that doesn’t matter. Do what you want.” He walked off, back toward the living room.  
 
    Lanny stood a moment, hand on the doorframe.  
 
    You guys are all I have. 
 
    Then he followed.  
 
    Alexei sat at the kitchen table, coffee, bagels, and microwaved blood in coffee mugs already set out.  
 
    “Making yourself at home?” Lanny asked, dropping down into the chair next to him, surveying the tabletop and its precise spread. Not just bagels, arranged on a platter he hadn’t even known he’d owned with a decorative pile of strawberries, but two kinds of cream cheese, butter, jam, and plates of sausage and hashbrowns. Clear glasses of orange juice, and little pitchers for coffee creamer; a sugar bowl. All of it set in a way that was both practical and pleasing to the eye.  
 
    Easy to forget he was a real prince, raised in a palace, but then he’d go and do something like this.  
 
    “Here.” Alexei set a loaded plate in front of him, and slid over a steaming mug of blood. “Fighting’s all well and good, but there’s no need to live like animals all the time.” 
 
    Lanny picked up the plate and squinted at the delicate blue scrollwork at its edge. “This isn’t mine. Where did you get it?” 
 
    “A consignment store.” He cut into his sausage with knife and fork, dipped it into his blood, and then popped it in is mouth.  
 
    Lanny swallowed a wave of revulsion and put his own mug to his lips. I’m that, he thought. A thing like him, that drinks blood.  
 
    As was Jamie, who pulled out the chair the farthest from them – not very far at all, given the smallness of the table and the room around it – and started loading a plate of his own, mouth set in a line.  
 
    You guys are all I have.  
 
    There were moments in every day when Lanny forgot he was a vampire. Moments when he relished it. And moments, like this one, when it frightened him; when he felt like a child who’d been told terrible news. When that forever Nik always talked about stalked round the edge of the bed at night, growling at him. Or laughing. I’m not me anymore, he would think. And Trina would have frowned and insisted otherwise. Different dietary needs, was all.  
 
    And forever.  
 
    His violence, though, he knew with a sick feeling that had him setting his mug down, had always been there. Lying quietly when he was at school or work. Surging under his skin, a crackling electricity when he was fighting.  
 
    Jamie took a bite of bagel, picked his head up, and found himself being watched. His brows popped up with obvious agitation, and with a question. 
 
    Lanny shook his head and reached for his food. One thing at a time. He was hungry, and he needed to eat. Forever would crush him if he let it, but he could eat, so he would.  
 
    “Do you work today?” Alexei asked, scrolling on his phone with his free hand, distracted.  
 
    “I’m on call.” 
 
    “Hmm.” More scrolling. “Will you go see Trina after breakfast?” 
 
    Lanny looked at Jamie again, but he was hunched over his food, and wouldn’t look back. When he glanced Alexei’s direction, he found the tsarevich watching him with a bored little lift of his brows.  
 
    “Fuck this–” Lanny started, and braced his hands on the table, ready to shove to his feet. He didn’t have to sit here and let–  
 
    Alexei sighed and motioned him back down. “No, no, not like that.” A pointed glance toward Jamie – and a deepening of Jamie’s frown in response – brought Lanny up short. “I’m thinking logically. If you plan on seeing Trina today, and you were supposed to go back to her place last night, then you’ll need an alibi for your face.” 
 
    “An alibi.” 
 
    “Yes, an alibi is an excuse–” 
 
    “I know what an alibi is, dipshit, I’m a cop.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alexei said, patronizing. “Do you have one?” 
 
    He didn’t, and the set of Alexei’s brows made him want to smack the guy. “I’ll – tell her I was mugged, or something.” 
 
    “Yes, mugged.” Alexei looked like he suppressed a smile. “You, boxer, cop, vampire, of the turned blood of Grigory Yefimovich, were mugged…and lost.” 
 
    “We’ll say there were ten guys.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you go home afterward?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Tell her,” Jamie cut in, setting his bagel down with disgust, “that you got into it with another vampire. Not,” he rushed to say, when Lanny tried to protest, “that you were boxing for money. Shit. No, just say you ran into a hostile vamp on your way home, that you fought, that we helped you, and that you were afraid to lead the guy back to her place.” 
 
    “That…doesn’t suck. But I didn’t take any of her calls.” 
 
    Jamie huffed in annoyance and returned to his breakfast. 
 
    Alexei chuckled and said, “I think you’re on your own for that one.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Trina reached the hospital, that awful rear loading bay entrance she knew so well, she found Harvey standing outside with her shoulders pressed back against the sun-glazed bricks, white coat drawn tight around her middle, smoking a cigarette. She blew out a plume of gray smoke as Trina approached, expression haunted in the fraction of a second before she put her shields up. Then she dropped the cig to the ground, and stubbed it out with the toe of her sneaker.  
 
    “No Lanny?” 
 
    Trina tamped down the worry that flared to life in her belly. “Just me.” She offered a smile she knew was weak. “Same as the last one?” she asked, propping a shoulder against the wall, wishing, not for the first time, that she smoked, too. Maybe it would settle this burst of nerves.  
 
    Harvey folded her arms, fingers twitching restlessly. The wall threatened to crumble, a flash of true fear. “Not exactly. Come take a look.” She paused in the act of punching in the door code. “Did you eat yet?” 
 
    Trina’s stomach twisted with dread. “No.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The coldness of the morgue closed around her, tight and unforgiving as a hand when she followed Harvey inside. The door fell shut behind them with a loud metal clang, and goosebumps broke out down Trina’s arms, beneath her jacket. There was probably no place safer than right here, in the basement of the hospital, behind locked doors, surrounded by dead men without grudges or agendas.  
 
    But. 
 
    Harvey led the way into her lab, into the smell of old blood and fresh bleach, of chemicals of preservation…and something that wasn’t a scent at all. But a sense. A feeling of wrongness that slid down her back like cold oil.  
 
    A white drape covered the big steel table in the center of the room, but the bumps beneath it weren’t large enough to belong to a human body. 
 
    Not a whole one, anyway.  
 
    Harvey walked around to the far side of the table, snapping on gloves, and Trina moved to stand opposite her with a heavy sort of reluctance. She’d been here dozens of times; hundreds. This was her job. So why was she so hesitant now?  
 
    Because for the first time, the murders in this city had a link to her, however tenuous. The people dying had died at the hands of supernatural creatures…and as someone whose entire friend group was now composed of said creatures, it cut too close to the bone.  
 
    “Ready?” Harvey asked, and it sounded like an unnecessary kindness.  
 
    Trina schooled her features, and shoved the disquiet away. “Yeah.” 
 
    Harvey lifted the drape without ceremony.  
 
    An arm, hand attached, and a leg, foot missing. Badly mutilated. Unmistakable claw marks down the calf. The worst was the messiness; the way the limbs had obviously sat in the sun for a while, before being found.  
 
    “The scene,” Harvey said, sliding into her cold, professional tone; the ME voice of a doctor who’d seen more than her fair share of death, “was not too far from the boathouse in the park. A morning jogger found the remains. Bundt and Crusoe got the case. There was” – she hesitated a moment, a brief falter – “blood. Everywhere. And some other bits of tissue; organs, some bones. These are the only limbs even partially intact. The rest was just…scraps. There are” – she pointed to indicate – “puncture wounds consistent with canine teeth. Scratches consistent with the number of claws and relative size of large canine paws.”  
 
    “Wolf,” Trina corrected, quietly.  
 
    Harvey didn’t so much sigh as let out a shaky breath, and Trina looked up from the remains to get a read on her expression. What she found, behind Harvey’s clear splatter glasses, was a wide-eyed look akin to desperation. “Okay, wolf,” she said, voice tight. “What the hell am I supposed to tell the detectives when they come to the postmortem?”  
 
    It probably shouldn’t have, but her sudden burst of panic surprised Trina. “What did you tell them last time?” 
 
    “The truth. That something ate that poor man. And something ate this – well, judging by the size, shape, and musculature of the hand and arm, I’m guessing man, but I won’t know for certain until DNA gets back.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trina said. 
 
    Harvey’s brows lifted; she looked truly hostile for the first time in Trina’s memory. “That’s all you have to say? ‘Okay?’” 
 
    “We’re looking into it. We’ll find the guy – the wolf, who’s doing this, and we’ll–” 
 
    “What? Arrest him?” She coughed a harsh, humorless laugh. “Trina, this is absurd. This is–” 
 
    “I know,” Trina started, and Harvey interrupted.  
 
    “Do you, though? A few months ago, I learned vampires and werewolves exist. That they aren’t just movie monsters – and I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t watched Sasha–” Her voice hitched, a tremor moving through her, as she doubtless recalled the day Sasha had shifted in front of her, to show her that it was possible. He’d been smiling afterward, until he realized how rattled she’d been. “It was the best way to prove it,” he’d said.  
 
    “You know what I did that night?” Harvey continued, voice flat and tight like she was fighting to keep it even. “I went home, and I peed in a goddamn cup, and ran a drug test on myself.” 
 
    Trina felt her brows leap. “You…you did?” 
 
    “Of course I did.” Like it was a foregone conclusion. “I watched a man turn into a wolf. What part of that would lead me to believe that I was sane or sober?” 
 
    Trina was startled by the confession, but maybe she shouldn’t have been. Harvey had always been the soul of practicality; a medical doctor, dealing in facts, and stats, and hard truths. It broke her heart a little to hear her doubt herself like this.  
 
    “Christine,” she started. 
 
    If anything, her low, soothing tone seemed to further agitate her friend. “Why are you so accepting of it?” Harvey asked. “Did you doubt? At all? Or did you just eat up whatever they told you?” 
 
    Trina bristled. “Okay, I get that you’re scared–”  
 
    Harvey’s jaw set. 
 
    “–but you weren’t in my head the night I got to look at Nik and Sasha’s memories. At my dead great-grandmother’s memories. Of course I questioned. I’m a detective: it’s my job to question anything and everything. It’s also my job to piece together the evidence in front of me and come to a reasonable conclusion. In this case, vampires and werewolves are real.” And things scarier than that, she didn’t say. “And I’m just me,” she pressed on. “Human, and…ill-equipped.” A chill moved down her spine, and the breathlessness of true fear threatened. She pointedly didn’t look back down at the limbs on the table. She remembered the dream she’d had before Virginia, the wolves chasing her, and Valerian appearing to cut them down. She’d been choking on the panic, then – and that had only been a dream. What would the real thing feel like? What would… 
 
    She swallowed. “Honestly? I don’t feel well-adjusted. Sometimes I think I’m just bulling ahead so I don’t freak the hell out.” 
 
    Harvey’s posture relaxed a fraction, expression softening.  
 
    “Someone’s fucking – eating people, in this city. I’m just…trying my best,” she finished, lamely. 
 
    Harvey took a deep breath, and let it out in a sigh that lifted the loose hairs escaped from her bun. “I know.” Her gaze swept downward, toward her latest victim. “If you figure out who’s doing this – that Gustav guy, Nikita said? – what’s the plan?” 
 
    The buzzer sounded, up on the wall, and they both turned to look at the computer monitor set up over on the desk. The security feed at the back door revealed Nikita and Sasha, standing side-by-side. Nik was looking over his shoulder, scanning the loading bay. Sasha stared into the camera, and waved, smiling, face round, wide, and distorted by the convex lens.  
 
    “If our culprit’s a vampire, I think they’re the ones who are gonna have to take care of it.”  
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    Sasha pinched himself. He knew it was silly, but he’d been doing it all morning, taking the vulnerable skin on the inside of his forearm between thumb and finger and tweaking hard enough to bruise. He kept waiting for this to be a dream. Was terrified it might be. And what if it was? What would he do, then? 
 
    He’d awakened first this morning, a rarity. It was always Nik – always a light, troubled sleeper – who woke first, and, on the nights Sasha spent sleeping across the foot of his bed like the faithful wolf that he was, spent at least an hour smoking, fighting his own nauseating anxiety until Sasha got up and went to make breakfast. But this morning, when his eyes fluttered open, while his body was drowsy and pleasantly heavy, still, he’d sensed immediately that Nik still slept. Slept deeply. He’d turned his head on the pillow, and there he’d been, facing away, the sheet pooled at the narrow span of his waist, caught on a too-sharp hipbone. The pale pink of healing claw marks down his back, where Sasha had marked him, while they’d… 
 
    Sasha had swallowed down a sudden surge of happiness almost like panic. It had been perfect. He wanted to remember it. He wanted more of it. And he was afraid he might mess it up somehow.  
 
    But he would try his best. Damn, would he try. 
 
    So he’d rolled over, toward his best friend, his partner, his everything, who was now also his lover, and put his arms around him, and snuggled up close to his back. And waited for him to wake.  
 
    After Trina’s phone call, they’d decided they ought to get up, shower, dress, and go find her. See what was troubling her. There was nothing else they had to do that day, Sasha reminded him, and Trina was pack and family, to boot.  
 
    They’d showered together. Pulling apart had been difficult, and then, when they were standing together at the foot of the tousled bed, naked, the new sun painting Nikita all in marble, Nik had looked at him, and cocked a single brow, that cocky, self-satisfied look he so rarely used, and never on Sasha. Sasha had bridged the gap, and touched his face, and kissed him. Then they’d stumbled to the bathroom, and into the crowded shower stall, kissing, hands sliding wet and warm over one another.  
 
    I’m addicted, Sasha had thought, palming over the stark cut of Nik’s abs, and lower, the soft flat of his belly. One taste and he was totally, cripplingly addicted. They’d been kissing, hot water beating on their shoulders, and pouring down their faces, flavoring their kisses, but he’d wanted more. Like skin was too great a barrier now. 
 
    The thought left him feeling foolish, and greedy. Finally, finally things had taken a turn, and still he wanted to go beyond that, somehow. A nameless yearning that left him aching.  
 
    He’d gotten awkwardly to his knees in the tub, leaning in to return Nikita’s favor of last night.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t have–” Nikita started, and cut off with a low moan that echoed off the tiles, hands clenching in Sasha’s wet hair, pushing it off his face so he could see. “Baby.”  
 
    He wanted to hear that again, and again, and again.  
 
    After he’d come, slumped back against the tile, panting, head tipped to show his throat, and the starkness of his collarbones, Nik had pulled him to his feet and reeled him in. “Come here, come here, come here.” A chant, hands sliding down Sasha’s back, settling on his ass, encouraging.  
 
    Sasha came all over both their stomachs with little prompting, only a squeeze, and a little rutting, and Nik’s breath warm against his ear, calling him baby some more. 
 
    They rinsed off, toweled dry, and dressed, after. Ate toast. They didn’t speak, and for the first time in weeks, it wasn’t a loaded silence, but a contented one.  
 
    Finally, when they’d put the dishes away, and the coffee was gone, Nikita sighed and said, “I guess we better go check on her.”  
 
    Sasha had hugged him from the side, trapping his arms at his side, and kissed him loud and smacking on the cheek. “See? You’re sweet,” he’d said, laughing.  
 
    Nik had grumbled, but a smile tugged at his mouth. 
 
    Sasha had laughed some more.  
 
    They went to Trina’s place, and found her away, but her scent trail was fresh, and Sasha followed it the short walk to the hospital – to the morgue.  
 
    “Oh,” he said, pulling up short when they reached the now-familiar loading bay, and the key panel-locked steel door at the top of the concrete stairs. “You don’t think…?” 
 
    “No,” Nik said, right away, and Sasha wondered if he remembered finding the man’s boots sticking out from behind a dumpster. “She would have called. Must be a case.” 
 
    “Must be,” Sasha agreed, worry twisting in his stomach, and pressed the buzzer.  
 
    The door unlocked a moment later, and they stepped into the cool, chemical-smelling hallway to find Trina waiting for them, arms folded. Not exactly defensive, but not relaxed, either.  
 
    Sasha picked up worry; tracked the tension in the set of her shoulders.  
 
    He smiled at her. “Hi.” 
 
    Her mouth twitched to the side, a reluctant, but true smile. “Hi, Sasha.” 
 
    “Another body?” Nikita asked, because small talk had never been his strong suit, and because Sasha knew exactly how guilty he felt for being snappish with Trina earlier, but that he wasn’t going to apologize and play soft. That had never been his style.  
 
    Sasha loved him anyway. 
 
    Trina’s expression tightened in response to the bluntness. “Yeah. In the park. Still working on an ID.” 
 
    “Your case?” 
 
    “No. Someone else’s.” She paused. “It’s just pieces, left. The vic was eaten.” The last she said matter-of-factly, without any emphasis on the final word, but her throat moved as she swallowed hard.  
 
    Sasha didn’t bother to tamp down the soft growl that built in his throat.  
 
    “Want us to take a look?” Nikita asked, and his voice had gentled. Sasha was proud of him for that.  
 
    “Yeah, that’d be good.” 
 
    Sasha’s hackles went up the moment they stepped in the lab. He smelled wolf. The ferals he’d tracked before, the ones whose scent had been used as bait by the Institute.  
 
    He growled.  
 
    Dr. Harvey stood on the far side of the table, gripping the edge of the white drape. She lifted her brows in response to Sasha’s growl, and he cut off immediately, offering her a sheepish smile.  
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” she said, voice touched with wariness. “I don’t like the way it smells, either.” 
 
    “It smells familiar,” Nikita said, stepping up to the table beside Trina, looking down expectantly.  
 
    “Friend of yours?” Harvey asked dryly, and pulled back the drape.  
 
    Nikita took a short, sharp breath, and forced it back out through flared nostrils, muscle leaping in his jaw as he clenched it. He didn’t sway, though; didn’t show any of the usual signs of fainting or falling ill. He was well-fed, this time, in both ways that counted.  
 
    Sasha allowed himself a quick burst of pride before his gaze dropped to the table, and then he was checking a growl again. He pushed it down and stepped up alongside them, on Trina’s other side.  
 
    “Eaten, yes,” Nikita said.  
 
    Trina nudged him with an elbow. 
 
    “You said it, not me. And yes, it’s true. It’s also very irregular for a wolf.” 
 
    Sasha thought of the Russian wilderness, the musk of a deer; his own hands, tendons stark in their pale backs, as he gripped at shaggy coat; the give of flesh beneath his teeth, blood filling his mouth.  
 
    He blinked down at the human remains on the table, and wanted to be sick. He felt Nikita’s gaze, a quick check over the top of Trina’s head, but shut his eyes, and inhaled deeply, trying to sort out all the scents that lay in the dead limbs in front of him.  
 
    Blood, yes, dried and clotted. Fear-sweat, long evaporated, a rank layer over the regular sweat of exertion. And the wolves: two, both male, and healthy; their saliva stank of something desperate and wild, a dumb excitement. And a third wolf, one distant, not involved with the killing, but one that had brushed up against one of the murderers: Gustav’s Hannah.  
 
    He opened his eyes, and found Dr. Harvey watching him critically. 
 
    “The victim is male,” Sasha told her. “Healthy. I think he was probably running for exercise, before he had to run for his life. They tore him apart while he was still alive.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Trina breathed. 
 
    Dr. Harvey swallowed. “Yes, that was my conclusion, too, based on the amount of bleeding.” She indicated the raw edge of the dismembered leg with a gloved pinky finger. “Is it the same – wolves – as before?” She only stumbled over the word a little.  
 
    “Yes. The two ferals. And they’ve been in contact with Hannah.” 
 
    “She orchestrated the attack, then,” Nikita said. “She’s the captain.” 
 
    “Which means Gustav is,” Sasha said. They traded a look over Trina’s head, and Nikita had pulled on his old Cheka mask, the flat, terrifying look that meant he was on the war path – only his eyes betrayed his worry.  
 
    “If you can tell all that by smelling this” – Trina said, gesturing to the table – “why weren’t you able to track down Gustav yesterday?” 
 
    Nikita paced away from the table, hands clasped together in the small of his back; the pose did nice things to his shoulders. Stood him very upright; made it easy to imagine he wore his long, black leather Cheka coat. “We kept catching trails. Him, once, then her. Then both of them together. But they always stopped.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘stopped’?” 
 
    “Just what I said,” he said with a hint of impatience. They ended. One went into a bodega, and vanished. Another ran right into a brick wall. The wolf, Hannah, doubled back a few times, and then ended at the curb.” 
 
    “Okay.” Trina was starting to sound impatient, too. “What does that mean? Don’t tell me you two got fooled by fox hunting tricks.” 
 
    Nikita snorted.  
 
    “She probably got into a car at the curb,” Sasha said, before things could devolve into outright glaring. Trina might not have her great-grandfather’s guilt complex, but they resembled one another in ways beyond the blue-gray eyes they shared. Stubbornness, for instance, and pride. “The other trails, though, like at the bodega, had to have been scrubbed.” 
 
    “Is that a thing that can happen?” Trina asked, turning to him. 
 
    “I don’t…know, exactly.” 
 
    Her brows lifted. “Know anybody who would?” 
 
    Nikita turned around, frowning. “Maybe,” he said, and his tone said that’s enough. Sasha sent him an I’m okay look, which was ignored. “If anyone does, it’d be Colette.” 
 
    Trina turned to face him, brows still elevated. Well? 
 
    “I’ll call her,” Nikita consented, jaw still tight.  
 
    “Alright,” Trina said, with an exhale, and looked at the table again. She didn’t flinch, or wrinkle her nose, or show signs of any emotions save mental weariness and frustration.  
 
    Sasha knew that detectives, cops, like soldiers and doctors, had developed a kind of immunity to distressing, gory sights. And probably it was Trina’s training kicking in now, but…He wondered. Wondered if, blood kin to Nikita, she just had a high tolerance for this sort of thing.  
 
    “Say you talk to Colette,” she continued, “and say she helps you track him down. Then what?” 
 
    “Then I kill him,” Nikita said.  
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Trina said dryly.  
 
    Nik’s hands opened, fingers long and stark, and then curled into fists again, still tucked away behind his back. He looked at her over his shoulder. “You think I don’t have the experience?” 
 
    Trina met his gaze steadily. “Did I say that?” 
 
    “I’ve been killing my own kind for longer than you’ve been alive.” 
 
    This tension, Sasha realized, was getting way out of hand, and was terrible besides. He traded a look with Dr. Harvey, who looked baffled by the stare-down between the relatives.  
 
    In truth, Sasha knew Nik wasn’t angry with Trina; he had a sinking suspicion he knew what the problem was, and that Nik was, unhealthy to the bitter end, directing more than a small dose of anxiety at someone he figured he couldn’t offend permanently: his family.  
 
    The thought brought a quick smile to Sasha’s lips, but he smoothed it away, and said, “Nik, Trina–”  
 
    Dr. Harvey beat him to the punch. “How do you kill a vampire?” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at her, which broke up some of the mounting hostility in the room.  
 
    “I’m genuinely curious,” Harvey said with a shrug. She lifted a hand, fist clenched in an unmistakable gesture. “The old stake trick? Or is it holy water?” 
 
    Nikita snorted again, but sounded at least half-amused this time. “You cut out the heart, and destroy it.” 
 
    “Ah,” Harvey said, without expression. “Guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “You said this isn’t normal for wolves,” Trina said, and her tone, to Sasha’s relief, had become professional: a detective puzzling out the evidence, rather than Nik’s irritated relation.  
 
    “It’s not,” Nik said.  
 
    “Because wolves don’t need to eat anything besides human food, correct?” 
 
    “Right,” Sasha said.  
 
    She stepped back from the table, and folded her arms, mulling it over. “So why go after a human? A defenseless jogger?” She held up a staying hand. “I know they’re feral. But if this other wolf, Hannah, is with them, can’t someone control them? I mean, they were used as bait for you,” she said to Sasha. “So clearly they have handlers of some kind. If they really are mindless, then they aren’t to blame – someone is letting them do this. Or even encouraging it.” 
 
    “Hence killing Gustav,” Nik said; he started pacing again, behind her, hands flexing.  
 
    Sasha wanted to take his hands into his own, and still their movements; it looked painful at this point. That kind of agitation.  
 
    “I’m on board with that,” Trina said, and Sasha caught Harvey’s small, checked frown. “But I’d really like to know why this is happening.” 
 
    Nikita paused, and turned a mild look on her. “Sometimes, you never find out why.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be the case, here.” 
 
    “Hm.”  
 
    An intercom on the wall buzzed, and startled all of them.  
 
    “Shit,” Harvey said, letting the drape fall, and snapping off her gloves.  
 
    “We’ll let you get back to work, Christine,” Trina said, moving toward the door. 
 
    Harvey breathed an unamused laugh as she moved toward the intercom panel. “I’ll let you know if I find anything else.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They walked out with Trina, to the loading bay again.  
 
    Trina paused and rested her forearms on the steel rail overlooking the bay, sighing deeply, shoulders slumping.  
 
    Nikita sent a look Sasha’s way, brows flicking upward in question. 
 
    Sasha rolled his eyes, and earned a smirk. But Nik dug out his smokes and went about lighting one as he leaned on the rail beside Trina. Sasha went to stand on his other side, in the spirit of giving them space – but also wanting to press his shoulder to Nik’s and enjoy the way his own scent lingered on Nik’s throat like handprints.  
 
    “I’ll handle him,” Nikita told Trina, in a voice that probably wouldn’t have sounded all that soothing to a stranger, but which Sasha knew to be one of his gentler tones. “You don’t have to worry about it.” 
 
    She sighed again, and half-turned her head, expression pained. “I know. That’s not the problem.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “This is all just…” She shut her eyes a moment, brows drawing together. When she opened them, she fixed Nikita with a look. “Why now? I’ve spent my whole career chasing down some really sick people, but why now, in the past year, am I chasing down superpowered immortal sick people? If wolves and vampires have existed since Dracula’s time – since before that – then why is that all I see everywhere I look now?” 
 
    “They’ve always been there,” Nikita said, still gently, then corrected himself. “We’ve always been there. Here. It’s just, since you met us–” 
 
    “No,” Sasha spoke up. “Something’s changed, something that’s affecting all immortals.” His stomach clenched. “It’s the war.” 
 
    Nik took a hard drag on his cigarette and huffed on the exhale. “No,” he said, but sounded anxious.  
 
    “War,” Trina said, frown deepening. “The one Dracula was talking about? The one Robin Hood’s guys are talking about?” 
 
    Nik’s head whipped toward her. “You saw them?” 
 
    She winced. “They kinda bought Lanny and me dinner the other night.” 
 
    Nikita let slip a tiny growl on his next drag.  
 
    Sasha leaned forward so he could peer at Trina around him. “Last night?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We saw them the night before.”  
 
    “Guess you got the whole recruitment speech, too,” Nikita said with disgust, flicking the butt of his cigarette over the rail and down into a puddle. It went out with a hiss.  
 
    “Actually, no,” Trina said. “Not really. They wanted us to help them recruit you guys.”  
 
    Nikita stilled, halfway through reaching for another cigarette.  
 
    Trina’s gaze shifted to Sasha, concerned now. “They want you guys to join their war effort, which we told them you won’t do. But they also said it was important that you be…bound, Sasha.” 
 
    Nikita made a low, angry, catlike sound, and shoved away from the rail. “No.” He sliced a hand through the air. “No. Fuck them, no.” He whirled on Trina, growling, shoulders jacked up. “They already have an entire pack of wolves, but they need Sasha? No, fuck them, if they think they can–” 
 
    “They wanted you to bind him,” Trina interrupted, and he cut off mid-rant. “They want him to be your Familiar. And then for the two of you to work with them.” 
 
    A not-unpleasant chill skittered down Sasha’s back. Familiar. He remembered all too clearly what it had felt like to be Rasputin’s – he tried to shove the memories away when they surfaced. How he’d hated the hazy, contented way he’d felt in his master’s presence, knowing it was Rasputin of all people; vile in every sense.  
 
    But if it was Nik…his beloved Nikita…to whom he was bound. To feel his love and devotion through that blood bond, to belong to him… 
 
    The thought did pleasant things to his belly.  
 
    But Nik radiated distress. In a flat voice, he said, “Absolutely not.”  
 
    Okay, that hurt.  
 
    Trina looked steadily up at her great-grandfather. “I told Will you wouldn’t go for it.” 
 
    “Good–” 
 
    “But then he explained to me that Sasha is a very strong wolf, and that if you don’t bind him, some other vampire will try to force a bond some day.” 
 
    Copper tang of Grisha’s blood in his mouth. The forceful shove at his mind. Let me in, let me in. Standing, frozen and stupid, as ravens wheeled, and dived, and Philippe threw fire at his pack.  
 
    He barely managed not to choke, the air suddenly heavy in his lungs.  
 
    Nikita snarled. “I’d like to see someone try. I dare them–”  
 
    “Nik,” Trina said. “Have you ever thought about not being so goddamn miserable and defensive for one fucking second?” 
 
    If the words surprised Sasha, Nik looked like he’d been slapped. His growl cut off, and his shoulders dropped, and he stared at her, uncharacteristically wide-eyed.  
 
    Her tone softened. “I know that what happened in Virginia spooked you.” 
 
    “It didn’t spook me,” Nik said, without inflection, face still a blank mask of shock. He looked spooked right now, like someone whose secret had been exposed. Like–  
 
    It clicked, then. Sasha had already suspected, already known, in a way. But in that moment, his understanding sharpened, and his chest ached for his friend – for his lover.  
 
    He stepped up beside him and put a hand on the back of his neck, squeezed there, a grounding touch, like Nik would have offered to him had the situation been reversed. Nikita slumped a little further, exhaled a long, shaky breath. “It’s alright, darling,” he said, not trying to check the pet name. Nik needed to hear it, witnesses or no.  
 
    Trina’s brows lifted, gaze moving between them. She said, “It did spook you, and nobody blames you for that. I think you’ve been running around scared to death and feeling guilty as hell ever since. You’ve been terrible to be around, to be honest. You’re worried about Sasha.” When he started to protest, she said, “You’re terrified something’s going to happen to him. I get that. But can you please stop being a dick about it and talk to us?” 
 
    Nik’s mouth pulled to the side, a grim non-smile. He swallowed a few times.  
 
    Sasha squeezed his neck again, and felt Nik leaning into the pressure.  
 
    Trina continued to look between them, corner of her mouth twitching like she was holding back a smile. There was no way she’d missed that “darling.” “Not that it’s any of my business,” she drawled, and the smile started to break through. “Did you guys, finally…” 
 
    “No, it’s not your business,” Nikita huffed.  
 
    Sasha grinned. “We did!”  
 
    Her smile was dazzling, then. “You guys.” 
 
    Nik growled.  
 
    “You guys, that’s fantastic!”  
 
    Sasha felt a happy warmth stain his cheeks, and leaned against Nikita’s side, so they were pressed flush at shoulders, ribs, and hips. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I mean it.” She focused on Nik, then, smile softening. “Nik, I really mean it. I’m so happy for you two. It’s about time. You don’t have to be nervous.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous.” 
 
    “You’re shaking.”  
 
    He was, little chills that vibrated into Sasha.  
 
    “Did you think we didn’t know?” she asked, even gentler. “Nik, honey, we could always tell” – Nik tensed, and she seemed to know, cutting off with a little breath. “You deserve to be happy,” she said, finally. 
 
    “I keep telling him,” Sasha said.  
 
    “Okay, that’s…that’s enough,” Nikita said, with a little wave from both hands. At another time, even just a week ago, Sasha thought he would have turned away from them. But today, he stood beneath the steady weight of Sasha’s hand, and looked down at the ground instead, evading both their gazes. “We need to focus.” 
 
    Trina looked like she wanted to say more. 
 
    Sasha gave her an apologetic glance.  
 
    “We need to find Gustav, then,” Trina said, back to business.  
 
    A beat passed. Two. Then Nik took one last breath and lifted his head, expression composed again. “Yeah,” he agreed, with all his usual cynicism and intent. “We’ll go to Colette, see if she can help with a spell. Find him.” He gave her a pointed look. “You said you wanted to know why he did it.” 
 
    “Ideally? And in a broad sense? Yeah, I do. This town’s going extra crazy lately with this supernatural shit – no offense – and I’d love an explanation.” Her darted glance to Sasha told him she already suspected the reason: the war everyone from Dracula to Robin Hood seemed so bound to fight. “But if the Alexei fiasco taught us anything, it’s that arresting and questioning a vampire isn’t a reasonable thing. So. You catch him, find out what you can without getting hurt, and then do what you gotta do.” 
 
    “How outside the law of you,” Nikita said, trace of a smile gracing his lips. He needed to smile more; he was so handsome when he did.  
 
    “I’m a cop, not a saint,” she said, smirking in a way completely reminiscent of him.  
 
    “Speaking of. Where’s Lanny?” Nik asked, relaxing another fraction. He reached out to brace a hand on the rail. “I’m assuming that’s why you called this morning?” 
 
    Now it was Trina’s turn to get cagey. She shrugged. “It’s alright.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. What’d that idiot do?” Nik pressed.  
 
    Sasha turned his head, so he could whisper, “Don’t pester her,” right in his ear.  
 
    “She pestered us,” Nik whispered back, turning his own head, so their cheeks pressed together, briefly, and sent a delightful thrill through Sasha’s veins.  
 
    When they turned back to Trina, together, she’d cocked a single brow, and was smirking at them.  
 
    “Don’t be smug,” Nik said, sourly.  
 
    “Don’t be adorable,” she shot back. 
 
    Sasha had to laugh.  
 
    Nik rolled his eyes; but his shoulder pressed warm and firm into Sasha’s.  
 
    Sasha felt giddy. He wanted to throw his head back and howl, a joyful, full moon cry of celebration. Nikita was being prickly, because he was prickly about everything; because emotions were vulnerabilities in his mind, and he didn’t like looking vulnerable in front of anyone – in front of anyone who wasn’t Sasha. But he wasn’t denying; wasn’t pretending things were the same; wasn’t pulling away from Sasha’s arm against his own, and Sasha could be endlessly patient with any amount of prickliness, so long as this was real, and Nikita returned his love.  
 
    “We’ll find Gustav,” Nikita said, firmly. “Leave that part to us. You can try to keep your human police from getting into something they can’t handle.” 
 
    “I love how you think I can somehow control all of the ‘human police.’” 
 
    “You can try,” Nik said, some of the confidence coming back to his voice, returning her smirk now, the shape of their mouths the same.  
 
    “Ass,” she said, warmly. 
 
    Nikita breathed a laugh. He caught Sasha’s hand in his own, gave it a quick, hard, reassuring squeeze, then stepped away so he could dig out another cigarette. “Where is Lanny?” he asked.  
 
    She shrugged, and it looked too casual. Forced. “Dunno. Nobody tells me shit.” 
 
    Oh no, Sasha thought, and started to respond, to reassure her, when he caught Lanny’s scent. Close and coming closer, blown around the corner by the breeze. “He’s here,” he said instead.  
 
    Sure enough, Lanny rounded the corner a moment later, dressed as he usually was for work, in jeans, a plain dark shirt, and his thick leather jacket. Badge on his belt. 
 
    He had a whole mess of healing bruises down one side of his face.  
 
    “Hmm,” Nik hummed, and blew out a long plume of smoke.  
 
    Trina hadn’t been slouching, exactly, but she straightened. A slight movement, a stiffening of her spine, and the way Lanny’s gaze snapped to her, as he approached them, told Sasha he’d noticed it.  
 
    “I got your text,” Lanny said with a casual wave. He put his hands in his pockets afterward, and drew to a halt on the damp concrete of the loading bay below the platform. Tipped his head up to look at them, gaze flicking briefly toward the two of them.  
 
    Sasha knew when he caught the change in their scents. The new way they overlapped. He knew from his time spent with Fulk and Annabel le Strange that mated pairs smelled different; like they lived in each other’s skin. He didn’t know if it was the same for a vampire and wolf pair. But sex was one of the hardest scents to scrub off.  
 
    Lanny sensed it, judging by the way his eyes widened, and the way a sideways grin slowly tugged at his mouth. “Hey, guys,” he said, and Sasha knew right away that his tone, all cat-with-the-canary, would get Nik’s hackles bristling.  
 
    Nik gave a quick, sharp growl, and blew more smoke. “Where’ve you been, shithead?” 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” Lanny countered.  
 
    “Do you remember,” Nikita said with deadly calm, “what happened the last time we fought?” 
 
    It hadn’t been a fight, really. More of a choking out.  
 
    Lanny chuckled. “Dude, don’t be so sensitive. Congrats! Sasha, kid, congrats, man. I don’t know about this shithead, but you deserve it.” 
 
    Sasha tried to smother a laugh in his hand, but of course Nik heard, and shot him a dirty look over his shoulder.  
 
    Trina said, “What happened to your face?” And all the humor drained out of the situation.  
 
    “Oh. I. Uh.” Lanny cleared his throat, and winced. “Kinda got mugged.” 
 
    “Mugged,” she said, without inflection.  
 
    “Yeah.” Pained smile. “I was with the guys; ran down to the bodega to grab more Gatorade after our workout. Ran into these four vamps, and, uh, they were big.” 
 
    “Vampires mugged you,” Nikita said with disdain.  
 
    “Well, not very well,” Lanny countered. He touched his face. “Left a mark, though. We sent ‘em on their way, but they had our scent.” He turned to Trina, then, expression going earnest. “I didn’t want to lead them back to your place in case they were tracking me.” 
 
    “You didn’t call,” she said. Her tone was that careful kind, without inflection, one that hinted at incandescent anger kept in rigid check. A tone that had the potential to herald disaster.  
 
    “Yeah…” His hand shifted to the back of his neck; a blush was coming up beneath his bruises. “I was…unconscious?” 
 
    “You don’t know if you were unconscious? Jamie couldn’t call and tell me?” 
 
    “I…”  
 
    She blew out a breath and said, “Whatever. Glad you’re okay.” That sounded grudging. “There’s another vic. Not ours, but chewed up all to hell. Nik says it’s Gustav and the ferals again.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lanny said. “I guess–” 
 
    His and Trina’s phones went off at the same time.  
 
    Saved by the bell, Sasha thought.  
 
    “Dispatch,” Trina said, after she’d checked hers. “We’ve got a case.” She lifted her head. “I’ll talk to you guys later. Keep me posted?” 
 
    “We will,” Nikita said, grinding out his cig.  
 
    She nodded and started to walk for the stairs. She paused, though, and stepped in to give Sasha a hug – one he returned warmly, heart glad. “Good for you,” she whispered as she drew back. 
 
    She sent Nik a grin. “I’d hug you, too, Gramps, but I know you won’t like it.” 
 
    Nikita grumbled, but blushed, smile threatening. He turned to watch her leave; watched her go around the corner with Lanny, a gap longer than a handspan between the two of them.  
 
    Then he turned to Sasha. “He’s lying.” 
 
    Sasha sighed. “So is she. It’s very much not ‘whatever.’” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked nothing less than suspicious when, after breakfast, Alexei washed and put away all the dishes, pulled on his jacket, and said, “I’m going out for a little while.” He didn’t ask where he was going, though, which was good – Alexei wouldn’t have told him, and the refusal would have left Jamie even more sullen.  
 
    Something was going to have to be done about him. Plainly, he wasn’t going to be content waltzing through eternity, aimless and pleasure-seeking, like regular vampires.  
 
    The day had dawned sunny, but clouds were rolling in now over the building tops, the morning turning cold and overcast. A breeze tumbled bits of paper trash, and pulled at the hems of coats. The air was a riot of scents, the humid promise of oncoming rain the strongest. It left Alexei feeling…unsettled. More so than expected.  
 
    He was grateful to duck into the old building and head down the ladder to Nameless.  
 
    The werewolf doorman gave him a look, but opened the door wordlessly; Alexei privately wondered if he was mute.  
 
    The bar wasn’t empty; it never was. Alexei spotted Dante in his usual booth, a girl sitting on either side of him. And near the back noted a few loners: a vampire and a wolf, sitting at separate tables. No sign of Gustav. 
 
    But the wolf, a female drinking beer and paging through a magazine, smelled like his bound Familiar.  
 
    Ah, he thought, and headed that direction.  
 
    Her head lifted slowly when his shadow fell across her table, and she arched her brows, expression otherwise bored. “What?” 
 
    He put on his best courtly smile. “Good morning.” His mother’s crisp British accent, without a hint of Russian. The accent of his homeland, he’d noticed over time, came out when he was in a state of high emotion – or when he was around other Russians. “I hate to overstep, but I think – I think – you might be able to help me. I’m looking for Gustav.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment, expressionless, then snorted and looked back down at her magazine: motorcycles, he saw. “He’s not here.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed. But I thought perhaps, you being his Familiar–” 
 
    Her head snapped up, gaze narrow this time, openly hostile.  
 
    “–you might be able to put me in contact with him.” Hopeful lilt at the end, still smiling through his mounting unease.  
 
    “Like I said, Gustav’s not here,” she said. “And I’m not giving his number to some fancy little prince shithead.” 
 
    She knew who he was, then. He swallowed. “That’s an impertinent way for a wolf to speak to a vampire, don’t you think?” 
 
    “This isn’t the Old Country.” She put a dramatic, offensive fake accent on the words. “Beat it, fancy pants.” 
 
    For a moment, he was swamped with rage. It swept through him like a tide, red as the blood on the basement floor the night his family was slaughtered; black as the bruises that still sometimes swelled beneath his skin, that had crippled him as a human boy. How dare she, he thought, and for that moment of radiant anger, he wasn’t the vampire that bummed around Manhattan, couch surfing and occasionally turning a promising lover. He was Alexei Nikolaevich, Tsarevich of all the Russias, heir to the empire, and he ought to kill this insufferable peasant for her insolence.   
 
    Quick as it came, the rage was gone, leaving him feeling helpless and wrongfooted as the child he’d been when that old life had died. His hands curled to fists, and he turned away from her, mentally berating himself. No wonder Nikita was the de facto leader of their little dysfunctional pack: Alexei couldn’t even command respect from–  
 
    “Lex,” a voice called, when he was almost to the door.  
 
    He pulled up short and realized he was right beside Dante’s table. Dante was grinning at him over the rims of his perpetual sunglasses, and the women, cozied up at the vampire’s sides, looked at Alexei with an experienced, heavy-lidded sort of consideration. They might have been compelled.  
 
    Bristling with unhappy energy, his errand derailed, Alexei realized he was very, very open to suggestion all of a sudden. “What?” he asked, voice snapping.  
 
    Dante laughed, flashing his fangs. “Jesus, you’re wound tight. I was gonna ask if you wanted to join us, but now I think I’m gonna insist.”  
 
    “And if I refuse?”  
 
    Dante flicked the tip of his tongue over a fang, and despite the excess of hair product, and the terrible shirt, he was more than handsome when he smiled like that. He knew it, too. “Oh, you won’t.” 
 
    And he didn’t.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You want something to drink?” the blond asked, putting on a little show as she slipped out of bed and got to her feet. The curtains were open, and sunlight glinted off her nipple piercings. Her mascara was smudged, and she didn’t look unhappy about it, patting absently at her wrecked hair. She didn’t seem to notice the two small puncture wounds at her throat, already clotted from saliva. A few words from Alexei had seen to that oversight.  
 
    “No, sweetheart, I’m good,” Dante said, flopping back onto his pillow with a contented sigh. “You girls help yourselves, though. Fridge is fully stocked.” 
 
    She gave them a smile, then went to join her dark-haired friend at the bedroom doorway. Naked, they went down the hall toward the kitchen.  
 
    Dante reached over and slapped Alexei lightly on the stomach. “Still frowning, huh?” 
 
    He was. Up at the ceiling, now that the girls had gone, still loose-limbed, and sweaty, still catching his breath. But still unsettled, too.  
 
    When he didn’t respond, Dante sighed and sat up to get a cigarette from his nightstand. “Want one?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Dante rustled around, the lighter clicking twice; little sharp inhales. He settled back a moment later, on his side, propped on an elbow, and set a crystal ashtray on the mattress between them, an already-lit cigarette held out in offering.  
 
    Alexei accepted it with a murmured thanks and took a slow drag.  
 
    “You were looking for Gustav,” Dante observed, tone deceptively casual. He wasn’t an idiot, but he wasn’t half as suave as the ladies seemed to think he was.  
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Alexei twisted onto his side, mirroring Dante’s posture braced on one elbow, so he could tap his ash into the tray.  
 
    Dante’s hair had gotten hopelessly mussed, strands clumped and greasy with pomade hanging down past his ears, framing his face.  
 
    “You shouldn’t put so much shit in your hair,” Alexei said. “It would look nice if you just left it be.” 
 
    Dante raked it back with the hand holding his cig, grinning sharply. Self-consciousness glimmered in his eyes, though, poorly disguised. “You just gonna avoid the question?” 
 
    “Someone I know is pissed at him,” Alexei said. “I wanted to get his side of things.” 
 
    Dante snorted. “Everybody’s usually pissed at Gustav. Your friend’s gonna have to get in line.” 
 
    Alexei worked to keep his expression bland. He’d come home with Dante and today’s diversions thinking that, even though his morning had been a bust, he might as well have a little fun. But perhaps it would prove more useful than that. “Everybody?” he asked. “How so?” 
 
    “Oh, you know. Guys like him are always making enemies.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    Dante’s gaze – drifting lazily – flicked back to him, and then held, narrowing. He took a thoughtful drag and turned his head to exhale the smoke, eyes staying pinned to Alexei’s. “What’s this really about?” 
 
    “I already told you.” His pulse gave a little bump. He was a terrible liar; always had been.  
 
    All traces of his grin gone, Dante studied him a moment. Tipped his head to the side. “Who’s your friend? The one who’s pissed?” 
 
    Alexei shrugged. “Nobody special.” 
 
    “Liar.” A hint of a smile returned. “I heard you the other night, you know, talking to Gustav at the bar. You know Nikita Baskin.” 
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    “What is he, a celebrity or something?” Alexei grumbled, sucking down the last of his cigarette and stubbing it out.  
 
    “Kinda, yeah. Guy goes around killing vampires for fun or something. Word gets around. Speaking of.” He pressed his hand over his heart, dramatically. “You’re not his little apprentice or something, are you, Lex?” 
 
    “Ugh. No. Fuck you.” 
 
    Dante gave a facial shrug. “Can if you want. Or we can do it the other way. Whatever.” 
 
    Alexei rolled over onto his back with a groan, fluffy pillow cupping around his head. He made a mental note to ask where Dante had bought them. “He doesn’t do it for fun,” he said, before he could register the thought forming. It caught him by surprise. 
 
    “Who doesn’t what now?” Dante asked, shifting closer, so he could look down at his face. His expression was relaxed.  
 
    “Nikita Baskin. He doesn’t kill other vampires for fun.” 
 
    “So it’s a compulsion, then? He’s a serial killer?” 
 
    “No.” He made a frustrated sound, and smoothed away another frown when he felt it forming. “It’s – he thinks it’s honorable. He’s all about honor, that one.” Despite being a fucking Chekist, he reminded himself grimly. “He kills vampires who are killing or turning humans. The ones who hurt people.” 
 
    “The ones who bring willing ladies home to their lairs?” 
 
    “No, don’t be stupid.” 
 
    Dante chuckled. “Will you protect me if he changes his mind about that?” 
 
    “Shut up.”  
 
    “Oh, lighten up.” Dante stubbed out his cigarette and then set his fingertips lightly against Alexei’s sternum. Drew aimless patterns there, skating out to the sides, toward his nipples, but not touching them. “I’ve never seen someone so tense after coming. Is it really as bad as all that? What does Nikita Baskin want with…” His hand stilled, and his eyes widened. “…Gustav?” he finished, looking like he’d already figured it out. 
 
    Damn it, Alexei had said far too much. He could stop now, get up, get dressed, and leave – stop digging the damn hole – or he could see just how much Dante knew.  
 
    “Does Gustav kill humans?” he asked.  
 
    “I’m sure he does. That shouldn’t be a surprise.” 
 
    “Does he…he doesn’t sic his wolves on people, does he? Kill them that way?” 
 
    Dante looked surprised again. “Shit. What’s been going on?” His hand flattened out on Alexei’s chest, and it almost felt like a gesture of caring concern.  
 
    Dangerous, that.  
 
    “I don’t know.” He tried to sound flippant, but was afraid it came out worried. “Humans keep being eaten. Torn apart by wolves. The crime scenes stink of ferals and Gustav’s wolf, Hannah.” 
 
    “Christ,” Dante said, sounding truly worried for the first time. “There’s having a snack” – he tipped his head toward the door, toward the two women in the kitchen they’d fed from – “and then there’s eating people. Nikita wants a word, huh?” 
 
    “More than that. I haven’t agreed to help him,” he said with a sniff. 
 
    Dante grinned. “Yeah, but you’re gonna, aren’t you?” 
 
    He didn’t answer.  
 
    “You know.” Dante shifted, getting up on his knees. “For a prince.” His grin became mischievous, and he swung a leg over Alexei’s hips, so he straddled him. “You’re awful gloomy.” 
 
    “Princes are gloomy,” Alexei huffed, but interest stirred in his belly.  
 
    Dante leaned down into his face, laughing. He smelled like sex, and fresh blood, and smoke. He smoothed both hands across Alexei’s chest. “Prove you can have a little fun, and then we’ll talk about Gustav, if you want.” 
 
    Alexei scoffed. “Fun? What do you call what the four of us just did?” 
 
    “I call it lunch with a side of handjobs. Now I wanna fuck.” He leaned down and kissed Alexei roughly, with fangs, and Alexei didn’t think about Gustav much after that.   
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they finally came up for air, the angle of the sun had changed, and the women, and their clothes, were gone. One had left a Post-It note stuck to the fridge, a pair of phone numbers with a little smiley face in the corner. Dante flicked it with a fingertip before he opened the freezer in search of ice.  
 
    Alexei, in a borrowed velvet dressing gown, sat at the breakfast bar, a wadded-up paper towel pressed tight to his lip. It was still bleeding where Dante had bit it over an hour ago. The blood had made a mess of the sheets.  
 
    “Turning didn’t fix that?” Dante asked, frowning, as he pulled back and tossed Alexei a tube of frozen margarita mix.  
 
    Alexei barely caught it, then pressed it to his lip, hissing at the sting of cold. “It’s livable, now,” he said. “But it could still send me into a sleep if I wasn’t careful.” 
 
    “Ah.” Dante leaned a hip against the edge of the counter, draped in another velvet robe, and studied him a moment, arms folded. “Are they true? All the stories about your family?” 
 
    Alexei pressed the margarita mix tighter to his lip, and resisted the urge to scream. He stared at the other vampire until he glanced away, gaze flicking across his expensive kitchen.  
 
    It was an apartment with lots to look at. A shockingly spacious third floor walkup that Dante had furnished with a bit of Victorian flair, and populated with relics, knick-knacks, and curiosities that bore the patina of true wear. From the Persian rugs, to the hand-painted Japanese fans in shadow boxes, to the Louis XVI chairs, Alexei thought all of it authentic. A story behind the acquisition of every piece, no doubt. Dante might have called himself that – Dante, ugh – and he might speak with a modern American accent, and style himself like an eighties throwback, but the apartment hinted at more than one century of life. And occasionally, but only occasionally, his mask slipped, and Alexei caught glimpses of something very old and very lonely in his eyes.  
 
    He looked that way now, blunt nails tapping at the granite countertop, gaze resting unseeing on the medieval tapestry hung above the TV. It was a hunt scene, a mounted human pursuing a white stag, and the loneliness on his face left Alexei’s chest aching in an unfamiliar, unwanted way.  
 
    He pulled the tube of mix down and dabbed at his numb lip; no blood this time. “Some of them are true,” he said, surprised at his own openness. “Not the more lascivious ones.” He swallowed a growl as he remembered the things said of his mother, the bits of court gossip his sisters had whispered to him, cheeks blazing with righteous indignation. That Mama was a whore; that she gave herself to Rasputin; that she was a German spy trying to bring down the empire, and Papa. All those tales of orgies, and devil worship, and dark magic.  
 
    Well, there had been the séances…  
 
    “Rasputin, though,” Dante said, turning back to him, spark of curiosity in his gaze. “That part was true.” 
 
    “It’s true that he was a vampire.” It took an effort not to bristle. Not to show his fangs, and hiss, and defend the man he’d called Grisha, whom he’d loved, for so long. “And it’s true that he saved my life during my hemorrhages.” 
 
    “He turned you.” 
 
    “Slowly. One drop at a time, over years. I didn’t realize it had happened until–” His voice cut out, and he couldn’t go on.  He’d never put it into words, what had happened in that basement; what had happened afterwards, in the cold dark of the forest. When he woke up, and clawed his way out of the pit, and overtook a young Bolshevik soldier barely older than himself. Fangs in a white throat, a choked gasp, and his first taste of human blood. A feast.  
 
    He blinked the vision away. “I never told you who I was, but you’ve known all along.” More curiosity than accusation. The first time he’d met Dante, months and months ago, before he’d even met Nikita and the others, he’d been at Nameless, trolling, if he was honest. Dante had caught his eye with that grin of his, and told his female companions of the evening, “What do you think, ladies? Should we let an actual prince join us tonight?” 
 
    Dante looked at him now without any of the wicked gleam of then, or even of earlier today. He seemed another person entirely, as the sharp angles of his face were softened by an almost sheepish smile, a blush coming up in his cheeks. With his hair in wild disarray – longer than it appeared when it was all slicked back – and the plum velvet of his robe framing the slender, almost bony lines of his chest and clavicles, he looked like the curator of this houseful of oddities, and not just a modern shmuck. “I recognized you,” he said, almost gently. “Older than the photographs, yes, but your eyes and your nose – unmistakable. You look like both your parents at once.” 
 
    Alexei stopped breathing.  
 
    Dante straightened, movements slow, like he was trying not to startle a wild animal. “I want to show you something,” he said, softly, and padded barefoot out of the kitchen and down the hall.  
 
    Alexei slid off his stool and followed, blood pounding in his ears.  
 
    Dante went into the second bedroom, the one whose door had stayed shut. He opened it now, and flicked a switch that illuminated two old fashioned desk lamps, with green glass shades, their glow dim and inviting. It was a study, the walls nothing but loaded bookshelves, even around the window, where a section had been cleverly cut out and framed to allow the light in. A desk, and three chairs; a tufted leather ottoman. Books stacked on the floor, even; a drinks cart. Easy to imagine Dante snuggling down in the wingback with a drink, putting his feet up, and reading. Easy to imagine this version of him doing that, anyway; this unguarded, oddly soft version who was apparently not a playboy, but a scholar.  
 
    He cleared a space on the desk, and turned to his shelves, murmuring to himself and ticking off titles with a fingertip running along the spines of books. He pulled down three and laid them on the blotter, opening the leather covers with great care.  
 
    Alexei stood rooted in the doorway, dizzy, and not from blood loss. The pounding in his head intensified; he felt like a little boy again, in his father’s arms, going down, down, down the stairs to their doom… 
 
    “Lex,” Dante said softly, and the faintest hint of a British accent touched his voice. He’d paused in flipping through the books, worried look turned up to him. “It’s alright. Come see.” 
 
    He moved to the desk on wooden legs; almost limping, like he had as a boy, when hemophilia had lamed him. Dread churning in his gut, he looked down at the open books… 
 
    And found photographs. Old black and white ones.  
 
    Dante pointed to one with a slender finger, a group shot of men and women in formal clothes. At the center, seated, was a small, elderly woman with a shawl and a glittering kerchief on her head. And standing above her…  
 
    Alexei sucked in a breath when he recognized his parents.  
 
    “This was 1894,” Dante explained, voice low, soothing. “At Coburg. A family wedding. Your parents were only engaged, then.”  He turned the pages, slowly. More photos; handwritten notes on the lined pages above and below them. “Here. You were only a little thing.” A family photo, his own tiny face staring up at him, where he was seated on his father’s knee. And there was Mama, looking tired, and his sisters: Olga, Tatiana, Marie, and little Anastasia, the tomboy, the closest thing he’d had to a brother growing up. 
 
    A harsh sound filled his ears, and he realized it was his own breathing: sharp, panting breaths through an open mouth. He was hyperventilating.  
 
    “Alexei–” 
 
    He turned and fled. Attempted to. His legs were clumsy, and he couldn’t breathe, and he was shaking, and dizzy.  
 
    Dante came around the desk and intercepted him with laughable ease. Caught his shoulders and squeezed tight enough to hold him in place. Alexei would have had to wrestle him off, and right now, he couldn’t; could only growl feebly as he was pressed back against a bookcase and held there. He hissed, and showed his fangs. 
 
    But Dante’s face looked anguished. “I know, I know, I know,” he said in a rush, panting. “Let me explain. Please? It’s alright. I promise – please, Alexei.” Desperate, when Alexei tried to shove him off.  
 
    “Why do you have all those photos?” Alexei growled. If his pulse sped any faster, he would pass out. He tasted copper when he wet his lip, and found that the bite had reopened.  
 
    “Because it was my job. I’m a historian; I was employed by your great-grandmother Queen Victoria. Alexei – Lex.” 
 
    Dante looked very worried, in the moment before Alexei’s eyes shut.  
 
    Fuck, he thought, and passed out.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He came to with blood in his mouth, and fingers combing through his hair. He lay on his side on the rug, his head cushioned in Dante’s lap, while Dante fed him from his own bitten wrist and petted his hair with his free hand.  
 
    “Awake?” he asked, and yes, that was definitely a British accent.  
 
    Alexei swallowed one last mouthful, then passed his tongue over the wound and drew back, licking the last drops off his lips. He felt heavy, and exhausted, as he always did after he’d lost too much blood; but there was no pain, and his head felt clearer.  
 
    “You tricked me here,” he accused, without any heat. “You’re one of those freaks obsessed with my family.”  
 
    “No, love.” Dante smoothed a cool thumb along his cheekbone. “That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “Then why did you bring me back here? You only ever invited me along because of who I am–” 
 
    “I invited you along,” Dante said, speaking over him, “because you’re beautiful.” He tapped Alexei’s lips with a fingertip. His other hand continued scratching through his hair, and it felt divine. “And because I’ve spent decades fucking and drinking and trying to forget that I’m going to live forever, and because the first time I saw you in Nameless, I saw that you feel the exact same way.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Alexei huffed, but gooseflesh broke out across his arms.  
 
    “Hm. I saw how lonely you were before I saw that you were you. And even when I realized – well, I’ve not been in the habit of denying myself.” 
 
    He felt betrayed.  
 
    But he felt curious, too, and he didn’t suppose he had any room to talk when it came to deceiving people. He used his power of compulsion freely and without any care for consequences.  
 
    But he wanted to cry, at least a little bit. 
 
    He sat up, slow and unsteady, and Dante helped him, a hand on his shoulder. When they were face to face, he saw that Dante looked miserable with worry and guilt.  
 
    “Will you let me explain?” he asked. “Please.” 
 
    Alexei sighed. “Fine. I want wine, though.” 
 
    Dante’s mouth hitched up at the corners, a hopeful smile. “Wait here.” He squeezed his shoulder before he got up to fetch glasses.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “My name,” Dante said, blushing, but making game eye contact. He held his glass of merlot in a hand that trembled slightly, and looked impossibly young with his hair tucked behind his ears, and his legs crossed, velvet robe spread over his thighs, “is, um, Basil–” 
 
    “Basil? Are you joking?” 
 
    The blush deepened. “Shut up, yes, Basil. Basil Norrie. You can see why I go by Dante.” 
 
    “An equally stupid name.” 
 
    “It’s mysterious,” he defended. “And dangerous.”  
 
    “It’s a douchebag name. Which.” He gestured to him; Dante of the slicked-back hair and women on each arm was a douchebag. There was no getting around it.  
 
    Dante – Basil – turned beet red. “Anyway. I was born in 1701, and was turned in 1724. I was working on a research assignment with my mentor – in Egypt – and, well, we encountered a vampire. My poor mentor was killed, but I was turned, and.” He shrugged, and sipped wine, the gesture eloquent of a wealth of hurt and sorrow and confusion. “I decided, seeing as how I had lots and lots of time on my hands, that I might as well continue pursuing my studies. History is fascinating.” A sparkle came into his eyes. “I made it my mission to study all the royal families of the world. I was – well, I’d had a good education, one that put my family quite literally in the poor house. My parents both died of consumption, so it seemed I ought not to waste the opportunity they’d given their lives to offer me. And, gauche as it is, I admit to being fascinated with all the pomp and wealth of royalty.” Another shrug, this one self-deprecating.  
 
    “I wrote about the British monarchs that the young Victoria loved, apparently. She had me found and brought to court to meet her. I was petrified – I mean, the things I’d revealed about her family…But she was very kind and gracious. And she hired me. She wanted me to write similar records for Germany, and Russia, and France as well. I became her personal historian.”  
 
    “Didn’t she notice that you never aged?” 
 
    “Ah, well. Not exactly. After ten years or so, I stopped meeting with her. We traded correspondence through her secretary, and she didn’t see me again. I can’t imagine how I would have explained it to her, my agelessness.”  
 
    “Some humans are more understanding than you think.” 
 
    “That isn’t the sort of thing you reveal to the Queen of England,” Dante argued, lifting his brows.  
 
    “Maybe not,” he conceded, trying to be casual, and earned a warm smile. “What?” 
 
    “I–” He bit his lip, point of one fang showing, and hesitated.  
 
    “What?” Alexei pressed.  
 
    “I still can’t quite believe you’re alive,” Dante breathed, like a confession. “I knew of Rasputin, and there were rumors of your survival, but without any direct proof…My God, that first time I saw you at Nameless, I thought I’d faint. You’re alive.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m well aware.” Alexei shifted, uncomfortable with that kind of attention. Like he was some rare thing. Like all that mattered was that he was the tsarevich.  
 
    “No,” Dante said, like he understood. He set his wine aside and leaned forward, capturing Alexei’s free hand in both of his. He squeezed, just tight enough. “I’ve spent my whole long life studying families. Following their tragedies and triumphs, never interfering. I’ve watched – I’ve watched them fall apart. And be killed. And suffer. I…” He blinked and glanced down at their joined hands. “I’ve been in America since World War Two. Just…existing. Lost. I love history…but it’s only one tragedy after the next.” His gaze lifted, shockingly intense. Intimate. “Until I saw you. You’re the one who lived, Lex.” His hands tightened. “I’ve been a coward, only observing, never interfering – never using my powers for anything useful. But you’re here. You’re alive. Maybe not everything’s a tragedy.”  
 
    Alexei was stunned. Could only blink, stupidly.  
 
    “Tell me what’s going on with Gustav. If – if you want to. I want to help, if I can.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
      
 
    Colette was open for business. The little neon OPEN sign in the front window was lit, bright blue against the deep purple curtains behind it, and inside, bell jangling at the sound of their entrance, they found a full waiting room.  
 
    Nikita had always found it curious the number of mortals who looked to the occult for life’s answers. Searchers of love potions, protection spells, and hex bags. Those who wanted voodoo dolls – Colette didn’t make the real thing, and was offended whenever they were mentioned, her eye twitching in a telltale way. She’d once ranted for fifteen minutes about the difference between voodoo and hoodoo, and Sasha had sworn to never mistake the two again. Then there were those who wanted to have their palms read, their fortunes told. Who stared into Colette’s big crystal ball and believed the mist swirling inside it was real, and that the psychic’s predictions came from beyond…rather than from the scents she picked up on their skin, and the auras her sight enabled her to see around them.  
 
    Colette was a psychic, and a powerful one. But not in the way her human customers thought.  
 
    Today, Nik stepped into the rich, perfumed entryway and spotted two middle-aged women and one young man in the tufted velvet chairs. All three looked cagey and nervous; all of them stared a bit at Nikita and Sasha, their heavy black combat boots, and doubtless Sasha’s biker jacket.  
 
    Nik dropped into a chair as far from the mortals as he could get, and Sasha settled in beside him, between him and the others. Nikita touched his knee, briefly, wishing now that he’d chosen to be the buffer; to guard his mate from possible threats.  
 
    There were no threats here, but it was an instinct all the same. 
 
    Sasha turned a quick, warm smile on him, like he understood.  
 
    Colette emerged a moment later, patting a customer reassuringly on the back of her hand. “You must be patient,” she was telling her, long earrings chiming, voice musical and lilting in that put-upon way she used for work. Her skirt, thick emerald velvet, dragged across the floor behind her. “Your husband is a good man, but he can’t read your thoughts. It’s up to you to educate him, my friend.” 
 
    The customer, who clutched a tissue in her other hand and looked like she’d had a nice cathartic cry, nodded emphatically. “I will, I will. Oh, thank you Madame Colette. You’ve been wonderful.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, dear.” Colette gave her a serene smile and propelled her toward the door with a little wave. She linked her hands together, after, and looked at her other three customers. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be with you all shortly. Please help yourselves to tea and cakes.” She motioned to the table in the center of the foyer, laden with electric kettle and several covered plates.  
 
    Then she turned to Nik and Sasha. Her smile turned wry, and she motioned back toward her reading room with a sharp tilt of her head.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Colette,” Sasha said, beaming, when they were behind the thick curtain that blocked the room off. He produced the flowers they’d brought: a tiny potted African violet. “We brought you this.” 
 
    She took it with a sigh and an unimpressed look. The pot itself was a tiny ceramic teapot, with painted violets on its sides. It was cute, if you liked that sort of thing. Her gaze lifted to Nikita. “Nothing good happens when you two come around. What trouble have you brought me this time?” 
 
    Sasha’s brows knitted. “We just wanted to–” 
 
    “We need information,” Nikita said. “About a vampire named Gustav.”  
 
    Her gaze narrowed right away, tension stealing through her. “Now why would you expect me to know anything about him?” 
 
    Nikita met her stare with a level one of his own. “Because you know everything.” 
 
    “I’m flattered.” Her voice was no longer musical, just straight-up New York, completely done with them and their bullshit. “But I don’t need the drama, Captain Baskin.”  
 
    “No drama. Just information.” 
 
    She glared at him a long moment, then sighed and turned away, retreating toward her table. “Fine. You have ten minutes. No more.”  
 
    “We don’t need more,” Nikita assured, sitting down across from her, the glowing crystal ball between them. 
 
    Sasha sat next to him. “We’re sorry.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she said without heat. She propped her elbows on the table, her chin on her linked hands, and swapped a look between them. “How have you gotten involved with Gustav?” 
 
    “We haven’t, Nikita said. “But he’s murdering civilians, and that’s not tolerable.” He gave her the brief rundown of the situation.  
 
    She listened without comment, expression carefully guarded. “So you have no proof,” she said, at last, when he was done. 
 
    “I have his scent. I have bodies on tables in the morgue. That’s all the proof I need.” 
 
    She sighed. “He runs a bar for immortals. He is well-known and popular among wolves and vamps in this city. If you kill him with your human evidence, that will be a step too far, Nikita. The immortals of New York won’t ignore that.” 
 
    “Let them come,” he said, chest puffing up. “I’ll kill whoever challenges me.” 
 
    She groaned and massaged the place between her brows. Then she looked at Sasha, smiled at him sweetly. “Sasha, hon, will you be a dear and run go get the whiskey? It’s upstairs in the kitchen. Bring glasses, too.” 
 
    Sasha glanced at Nik, worried, wondering, but got to his feet. “Sure.” When Nikita nodded, he set off on his errand.  
 
    Colette waited until his footsteps had receded, Nik tensed and waiting for whatever she wanted to say, and then pinned him with a look. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He said, “I just told you–” 
 
    “No.” Her eyes flashed, her jaw set. She looked nothing like the palm-reader now, and every inch the ferocious warrior Nikita knew she’d once been. “Do you think I can’t smell it on you?” 
 
    Nikita stilled. He felt his face blank, and dread shivered deep in his belly.  
 
    “Nik,” she said, head tilted, tone softening a fraction. “It isn’t a bad thing.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’ve always loved him,” she said, a true smile breaking through. “And I know it’s always been reciprocated. I’m happy for you.”  
 
    “Yeah, well…” He felt a blush come up in his cheeks, and ducked his head.  
 
    “Nikita.” Earnest. Pressing. When he glanced up again, she was staring at him with eyes wide and imploring. “I’ve never steered you wrong before, so trust me now when I tell you that Gustav is bigger and more powerful than you know, and that it’ll only get one of you or yours hurt if you go after him. Random human civilians are not your problem.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “If he’s killing–” 
 
    “People get killed every goddamn day in this city. It’s not your job to make sure vampires behave. You aren’t a detective, and one day, that massive guilt complex of yours is going to get you killed. Is that what you want? To leave him alone?” She gestured toward the door Sasha had gone through.  
 
    He growled, softly.  
 
    “If Gustav isn’t coming after you, then don’t go after him. Love your boy, mind your business.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The case turned out to be a regular homicide. 
 
    Regular homicide. Trina hated herself for that callous thought. But a gangbanger shot, and rumors milling on the street meant it wasn’t the sort of case to occupy too much of their time. They had a lead on a suspect, and they’d talked to a woman who twisted her hands together in her lap, and cried freely, and told them what they needed to know about the vic. Open and shut. All over but slapping bracelets on their perp.  
 
    They sat at their desks. Lanny tossed his stress ball into the air and caught it, over and over, his movements reflexive and deft. He’d always been athletic, but there was a new ease and quickness to everything he did now that was the result of vampirism; Trina felt sure that no one else noticed. Only her, who’d spent years staring at him.  
 
    His bruises had all but faded, just faint shadows beneath the skin, now.  
 
    But someone had put them there, and she didn’t buy the mugging story for a second.  
 
    “Well, that was–” he started. 
 
    “Don’t say boring.” 
 
    “’Kay.” He didn’t say anything else, still tossing and catching the ball, gaze flicking over to hers across their pushed-together desks.  
 
    “This is our job,” she said. “We solve murders. No matter how interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    She bit her lip, and held back what she wanted to say. What she maybe wanted to scream. They hadn’t had a chance to say anything that wasn’t professional all day; work jargon, careful interview questions, reports to Abbot and a quick call to Harvey about their vic, who wouldn’t be autopsied until the morning. There’d been no time for vampires, or rogue werewolves, or family stuff, or whatever the hell that text he’d gotten last night had been about – the one that was undoubtedly related to the marks on his face.  
 
    Mugging her ass.  
 
    “What?” he asked. She’d been staring.  
 
    She swallowed her frustration with difficulty; it scraped her throat on the way down. Wanna grab an early dinner? she intended to ask.  
 
    Instead, she said, “You called your mom yet?” 
 
    His expression closed off, like a door slamming: jaw clenched, lips compressed, eyes black under the tube lights. “Haven’t had the chance.” He glanced away from her, hand tightening on the ball until it squished down to nothing.  
 
    “The–” she caught herself before vamps could slip out. “Guys who messed up your face. You think we ought to find them?” 
 
    “Why?” A humorless smile appeared. “So they can kick my ass again?” 
 
    “How many were there again? Two?” 
 
    Her tone brought his head around, his gaze narrowing. Too late she realized she’d slid into her interrogation voice; that benign, half-cool, half-friendly voice that promised she was on someone’s side, definitely, only curious.  
 
    At another time, the realization would have disturbed her; that wasn’t a voice you used on your lover. But right now, she leaned into it.  
 
    “Four,” he said, without inflection, unblinking.  
 
    “I thought it was three.” 
 
    He spun his chair so he faced her fully, and leaned forward to put his elbows on the desk. “Okay. So it was three.” He bristled with aggression, challenging her.  
 
    And she was done avoiding conflict. “What does ‘aftershave’ mean?” 
 
    His brows drew together, a muscle ticked in his jaw, and she was looking at Lanny the fighter, and not Lanny the cop.  
 
    Fighting, she thought, and it clicked into place in her mind, then.  
 
    “You went through my phone?” he asked, deadly quiet.  
 
    “The text came in while I was sitting there. I saw it.”  
 
    “You really gonna do this?” 
 
    “I’m–”  
 
    Harper shuffled past, hangdog tired, a cup of coffee in each hand.  
 
    Trina let out a slow breath that did nothing to abate her anger. This had been building for weeks – Lanny had been acting weird for weeks – and she wasn’t going to let it fester anymore. “You didn’t get mugged,” she said, just a whisper, when Harper was past. “You were the strongest guy I ever met as a human, and now you’re a vampire, and you’re gonna tell me you can get jumped? That you didn’t think to protect your face? No. Those bruises? You got hit boxing.” 
 
    His eyes widened, so fast she would have laughed at another time. For half a heartbeat, he looked absolutely stupid with panic. Then he doubled down on his scowl.  
 
    Gotcha, she thought, without any sense of victory.  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake–” he started. Put his hands on the desk, pushed back. Looked at her from beneath half-lowered lids. Considering. He was debating something, and that surprised her. He finally said, “What’s it matter to you?” 
 
    “Wow. Wow. I know you suck at romance, but really?” 
 
    “I suck at – what the hell’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I love you more than you love me. The thought popped, unbidden, into her mind, and once there, she found she couldn’t easily shove it aside. Even worse, it felt very, very true.  
 
    If he hadn’t been dying, if he hadn’t been out of time and options, and if he then hadn’t been turned…would he have ever kissed her? Would they even be together, risking their careers? Or would he have kept meeting women in bars, and–  
 
    She cut off the mental image that conjured. Shut her eyes, and took a sequence of deep breaths. What was happening to her? Why was she so insecure? 
 
    She could envision her mother’s face, the way she would cluck, and put an arm around her shoulders, and say, “Oh, honey, don’t let anyone bring you down like this.” 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Lanny’s indignant glare had melted into an expression of confusion edged with panic. She took a tight hold on her emotions – imagined them as tangible things, writhing snakes, that she could squeeze between her fingers until it was hard to breathe – and composed herself. It was a mental effort, and a physical one.  
 
    She said, voice as cold as she could make it, “Clearly, you’re engaging in something you don’t want to tell me about. Fine. I’m not controlling. You can have your secrets.” She stood up. “I need to take a walk.” 
 
    She was halfway down the stairs, boot soles loud against the old hardwood treads, when he caught up with her.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The voice in the back of his mind, which he guessed was his conscience, sounded uncomfortably like Jamie. You’re ruining things, you dumbass.  
 
    And then a voice that really was Jamie’s: You guys are all I have. 
 
    He watched Trina’s expression lock down. Watched all the hurt and anger get smoothed away beneath a mask she’d only ever worn around suspects, and never around him. Because right now, he was a suspect. Someone who was lying, who wouldn’t give her straight answers, and who she couldn’t trust.  
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuck.  
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, still wrestling with his own anger and frustration – and she just…got up. “I need to take a walk.” And did just that, walking away from the desk, from the bullpen, from him.  
 
    Two reactions occurred within him, simultaneously. That had happened before, in the past – when he was human – but never quite like this. This…this almost frightened him, it was so intense.  
 
    The first was a petulant kind of anger: that she’d left. That he hadn’t expressed himself with any kind of elegance. That she didn’t believe him; that this conversation had happened at all. The kind of reaction that usually left him kicking a chair leg or swearing nastily just to vent.  
 
    The second reaction was pure vampire. Half-fury, half-panic, because his mate was abandoning him. A snarl built in his chest, and he clenched his teeth to keep it in check. His hands flexed on top of his desk, tendons standing out stark, throwing shadows. His vision sharpened, and he wondered what his eyes looked like now; if his pupils had tightened to catlike slits.  
 
    He was on his feet before he registered moving. Out of the bullpen – he collided with someone, and growled.  
 
    “Jesus, what the–” A voice faded out behind him as he kept going. Fast. Faster than he should have.  
 
    Her scent filled his nose as he went; crisp, bright, fresh. His brain tagged it as Trina, yes…but also as mate. As his. Mine. Mine, mine, mine, you can’t run away… 
 
    He was horrified, well and truly. But it was a secondary emotion, one overburdened by the driving need to catch her, and stop her from leaving. To make her understand.  
 
    Bad at romance, sure, but that didn’t mean he didn’t love. That he didn’t want, and need, and couldn’t go without.  
 
    He jumped over the rail of the second-to-last landing and hit the vestibule floor with an echoing smack of his boot soles on old tile. The desk sergeant looked up with a start, and a tired group ranged across chairs jerked and gasped and exclaimed.  
 
    Trina’s scent trail led out the front doors.  
 
    He followed.  
 
    She stood at the base of the wide concrete steps at the front of the precinct, hands on her hips, throwing a hostile vibe down the sidewalk. He looked that way first, already growling – but no, there was nothing there but regular, bustling foot traffic. The hostility was for him, for their argument.  
 
    Too bad he couldn’t tap into any kind of gentleness right now.  
 
    He was in front of her before she’d registered him, and then her face went blank with shock, for one moment, mouth open, eyes wide. She closed it down fast. A damn good detective, his mate.  
 
    “I said–” she started. 
 
    He growled.  
 
    Her mouth closed, but her eyes blazed.  
 
    Lanny choked it back, and swallowed with difficulty. “I – I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    “I do,” Trina said. “Because you’re an asshole.” 
 
    He growled again, louder. 
 
    Her brows lifted. “Really?” she asked, too deadpan to mean she was unaffected. She wasn’t just furious, he knew, but disappointed, and that was the most dangerous thing of all.  
 
    Right now, though, he had trouble seeing through the red, vampire haze. When he opened his mouth, he felt the impossible length of his fangs. The growl built in the back of his throat, and vibrated along his tongue. “You can’t leave,” he said, and his voice was not his own.  
 
    “Excuse me?” she asked, expression growing stormier. She looked a hell of a lot like Nikita when she got like that, eyes translucent in the sunlight, normally-soft lines of her face hardening into a stark mask.  
 
    “You can’t leave,” he repeated, more growl than words.  
 
    She shifted her weight – didn’t walk off, but prepared to. And for the first time, he saw it flare in her eyes: fear. That was what kept her rooted, that fear that he might do something violent. Something inhuman.  
 
    “Lanny,” she said, and some of her anger mellowed into reason. “This isn’t helping. I’m taking a walk – we both need to cool off – and when I come back we can start over.” 
 
    He didn’t know what his face did, but it made his jaw ache. She couldn’t leave. She couldn’t. She was his mate, and she was his, and–  
 
    He moved toward her, making an awful big cat sound. 
 
    And she put her hand on her gun.  
 
    He froze, his hand hovering in front of her, fingers flexed so they looked like claws. It was like a slap, the sight of her gripping the butt of her Smith & Wesson, that obscenely big .45 she insisted on carrying. The holster was big, too, and so obvious. No one ever wondered if she was carrying.  
 
    And right now, she’d reached for it in response to him.  
 
    He staggered back a step, and his growl turned into a gasp. “I – I–” 
 
    She ducked her head, and struck off, nearly jogging. 
 
    With a great effort, he took hold of all his baser instincts, and let her go.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    16 
 
      
 
    “You’re smiling at me,” Nikita observed over a lunch of fajitas at their favorite – well, Sasha’s favorite – little Mexican restaurant. A string of plastic Dos Equis flags looped from the ceiling overhead, low enough that Nik’s hair kept brushing the very tip of one. In the wash of sunlight through the window, and the dazzle of colored Christmas lights threaded along the rafters, he glowed with good health: well-fed and brighter than he ever looked.  
 
    “Because you’re so handsome,” Sasha said, and Nik turned red. “And because you’re eating.” 
 
    Nikita rolled his eyes, face still red, but loaded up another tortilla with grilled steak, onions, and peppers.  
 
    Sasha happily fixed himself another chicken one, and nodded when their server hustled past with a pointed look at their glasses in question. They were drinking soda – soda. And not vodka. He couldn’t remember the last time Nikita had been able to eat without the help of at least a little alcohol.  
 
    “So, what now?” Sasha asked around a huge mouthful.  
 
    Their server stopped by to top off their cups, and Nikita thanked him. Then, in an undertone, after the man had walked off, he said, “Dunno,” and glanced out the window at the passing foot traffic.  
 
    Sasha swallowed and frowned. “What are we going to do about Gustav?” he clarified, but had the sense he hadn’t needed to. 
 
    Nikita shrugged. “We can’t find him. Maybe we should just quit looking. Waste of time, really.” 
 
    Nikita set his fajita down, and wiped his hands on a napkin. “Nik.”  
 
    His lover didn’t turn his head, but his eyes cut over, icy gray in the sunlight.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Nik said, blank-faced, plainly lying.  
 
    Sasha kicked him lightly under the table. “What did Colette say when she sent me out of the room?” 
 
    “She didn’t.” Drop it, Nik’s tone said, not aggressive, but firm.  
 
    Even just a few weeks before, Sasha would have dropped it. Not wanting to get Nikita upset, not wanting to create tension between them. But all that time there’d been tension anyway, and now Sasha was going to be insistent.  
 
    “You don’t ever want to call off the hunt,” Sasha reasoned. “So what changed?” When Nik’s gaze narrowed, back bowing up to resist, he said, “Colette didn’t even drink the whiskey. She wanted me gone so she could say something. Something about me? Does she think Gustav will try to” – he lowered his voice, a whisper too soft for human ears, as the first kernel of dread took root in the back of his mind – “bind me?” 
 
    “No.” Much too loud. People from the neighboring table craned to look over their shoulders. But Nikita didn’t seem to care, forearms planting on the edge of the table as he leaned low over it, eyes flashing. Again: “No.” 
 
    Sasha sighed. “You heard what Trina said. What Will Scarlet told her: people will try to do it. You not liking it won’t prevent that.” 
 
    Nik growled.  
 
    It was low, and probably passed for human, but Sasha kicked him again.  
 
    “Stop that. Be mad as you like, but you know the only way to prevent that from happening.” 
 
    “No,” Nik said again, cold now, and sat back, averted his gaze. Like the matter was decided.  
 
    “Why won’t you at least consider it?” 
 
    He folded his arms. “I don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    Sasha knew a sudden urge to laugh at the childish absurdity of the pose. Big baby, he thought fondly.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “if Gustav doesn’t want that, then why call off the hunt?” When Nik didn’t respond, he let some of the carefully checked hurt bleed into his voice. “You really won’t tell me? You’re just going to keep secrets?” 
 
    The words hit Nik like a slap. The frown was blasted away, leaving wide eyes, and a slack mouth, shock and vulnerability.  
 
    Sasha offered a smile. Tipped his head imploringly. “I just…I thought we were being...” Honest, he didn’t say. “But I don’t – I won’t pressure you. You don’t have to tell me.” 
 
    Nikita stared at him a long moment, face uncharacteristically open. Emotion writ in every line. Then he exhaled, and he seemed to sink down deeper in his chair. Defeated – but looking relieved for it. “You’re right. We should – I should – be honest.” He traced nervous fingertips along the table’s edge, but met Sasha’s gaze, his own still unguarded. “Colette says he owns a bar. A bar for immortals. That he’s well-liked. And she thinks, for some reason, that he’s very powerful, and has important connections.” 
 
    Sasha let that sink in. “There’s…a bar?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “Why haven’t we ever heard of it?” 
 
    Nik tipped his head, and smiled faintly. “We aren’t exactly a part of the immortal community.” 
 
    “No,” Sasha agreed. “And what sorts of important connections?” 
 
    “I’ve got no idea.” He frowned, but thoughtfully this time, and took a sip of his drink. “That’s what I can’t figure out.” 
 
    “It isn’t like there’s any sort of – secret vampire society.” 
 
    “Not that we know of.” 
 
    A disturbing thought.  
 
    “Still,” Sasha said, “powerful or not, we’re–” He flexed one arm dramatically, and Nikita smothered a laugh into his hand, playing it off as a cough. “You don’t back down,” he said more seriously. “It might be smart to leave Trina and the others out of it, but I’m surprised you want to stop.” When Nik didn’t respond right away, he said, “Nik, what did Colette say to you?” 
 
    “That I needed to leave this alone. ‘Mind my own business,’ she said.” 
 
    Sasha felt his brows go up. “She thinks he’s that powerful?” 
 
    “She thinks I’m going to get myself killed. And – and she’s right that I have more important things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like what?” Sasha said, stupidly, and earned the quirk of a single brow in answer. “Oh,” he said, face heating. “Me?” he guessed, hopefully. 
 
    “Yes, you.” Small, but wonderful smile. “You. Always you. Maybe…” He contemplated his knuckles. “Maybe it’s time I stopped trying to look after the whole damn world.” His gaze lifted again, bold, intense through the dark screen of his lashes. “And just look after my own world.” 
 
    Sasha sucked in a breath. “Oh.” His cheeks started to tingle, he was blushing so hard. “Should we, um.” He gestured to the food between them. “Take this to go.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He swore Nik started purring. “We should.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Trina got back from her walk – because she was taking one, by God – Lanny was long gone, and she sank down into her chair just before her shaking legs gave out.  
 
    She wasn’t afraid of him. She wasn’t. Except she’d felt fear, out on the steps, as his pupils had narrowed to slits, and his fangs had shown, and he’d growled on every breath. He’d barred her path, and told her she couldn’t leave. The fucking audacity.  
 
    But some part of her had believed that he might use force. She would have never believed that of Human Lanny. And just thinking that phrase – Human Lanny – revealed that, despite her insistence to the contrary, she didn’t think of him the way she had before his turning. He was a vampire now, and something about that had sent her hand to the butt of her gun. 
 
    She wasn’t proud of herself. 
 
    But she was furious with him. How dare he?  
 
    (How dare he spook her like that?) 
 
    So deep in her thoughts, she startled hard when Delgado stopped beside her desk and asked her a question.  
 
    “Whoa,” he said, when she slapped her hands down on her desk and sucked in a breath. God knew what her eyes looking like. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine.” 
 
    He frowned.  
 
    “I’m fine. I’m fine.” 
 
    His brows jumped. Whatever you say. “I asked where Webb is. Thought I saw him here earlier.” 
 
    “He had to leave. Wasn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “That sketchy-looking hotdog stand, right?” He patted his own stomach with a grimace. “Been there.” He headed off. “Next time you see him, tell him to answer my texts. Wanna see if he’s down for poker night next week.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, over her shoulder. Poker? she thought savagely. He won’t even go see his own mother.  
 
    She glanced at her computer screen, touched the mouse to wake it up. Their most recent case was pulled up, the one she’d thought as ordinary and dull. The one that had seemed like a roadblock to the mystery of the feral werewolves savaging pedestrians. A man had died, and she’d gone to investigate, and she’d decided it was boring.  
 
    Disgusted with herself, she shoved thoughts of Lanny aside, pulled up the list of calls she needed to make, and got back to work.  
 
    She lost herself in it, the way she tended to, running leads down until she could cross them off with definite marks in red pen, arranging with Harvey to come see the autopsy the next day; looked back through her other open cases, searching for important tidbits she might have missed earlier, following up with witnesses. She was aware of other detectives coming and going, lifted a hand when they spoke to her. But when someone said, “Trina?” and she lifted her head, she realized hours had passed. It was nighttime out beyond the tall, pre-war windows, and she was one of only three detectives still at work.  
 
    Jamie stood at the end of her desk, working his hands together, expression worried.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, easing back in her chair, suddenly aware that her back ached and that her eyestrain was making him blurry at the edges. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I…” He took a deep breath and linked his fingers; squeezed his hands until his knuckles went white. “Okay,” he said on a gusty exhale. “I didn’t want to do this. It feels wrong.” 
 
    “Jamie,” she said, worry needling past her fatigue. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s Lanny. It’s what he’s been doing. I think you need to come see.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They ended up spreading the books out on the floor when they ran out of room at the desk. A few dense history texts, but mostly the leather-bound scrapbooks that Dante himself had put together back when he’d been Basil. Old photos pasted in carefully, little triangles of paper pinning down the corners, and his own elegant, loopy cursive notes about them. There were pages of just writing; detailed lists of meetings with the photographs’ subjects, and the anecdotes they’d relayed about other relatives.  
 
    Dante let Alexei turn the pages, his long, pale fingers twitching in his lap like a parent who’d handed their baby over to someone less careful.  
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Alexei said for the fifth time, turning another page and confronting his own nine-year-old face. He was wearing a miniature sailor’s costume, aboard the Standart with his tutor Monsieur Gilliard. “Would you have ever told me? If today hadn’t happened like it did?” 
 
    When he checked, Dante had bitten his lip. “I wanted to tell you.” 
 
    “But you decided to play a greasy playboy instead.” 
 
    “Hey,” he huffed, affronted. “I have an image to maintain.” 
 
    Alexei stared at him.  
 
    “An immortal who was only turned twenty years ago, who uses his powers to fuck and day drink, isn’t nearly as interesting to higher authorities as one with an erudite memory who was once employed by the Queen of England.” 
 
    “You have a point.” 
 
    “Besides.” He drew his robe tighter around his throat, as if warding off a chill. “I think Gustav is beginning to suspect that I know things.” 
 
    “What sorts of things?”  
 
    “He asked me about you.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” Alexei asked, and heard the imperious note in his voice. It was automatic, a reflex, something of which he’d had possession since birth. A person could live however he liked, but being born into monarchy wasn’t something he could ever shake.  
 
    “Only that you had quite the appetite, in more ways than one.” Dante lifted his head to a self-defensive angle. “He lost interest when I went into details about our orgies.” 
 
    “Orgies?” Alexei choked a little. “I don’t think us and a few girls counts as an orgy.” 
 
    Dante lifted a brow. 
 
    Less certain: “Does it?” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t count as boring, unless you’re a wily bar owner looking for a different kind of juicy gossip.” 
 
    Alexei had the urge to tighten his own robe as well, but resisted. “You’re sure you never told him anything important?”  
 
    “Lex, I swear.” 
 
    “But he knows who I am.” 
 
    “Like I said: you look like your parents. And you haven’t exactly been…secretive…about your ancestry.” 
 
    He winced. There had been a time or two, in the last decades, when he’d maybe bragged a little. Used his name for clout. Back when he’d thought his human identity would sway immortal kind. And vampires did love to gossip, perhaps even worse than people; they had longer, more stable memories, anyway. “You might have another point.” 
 
    “What I’ve not been able to figure out,” Dante said, gesturing to his centuries’ worth of work, “is why you and your family matters to Gustav. Nor have I had any success in figuring out who he is. And more and more, I think he might be someone.” 
 
    Not a comforting thought.  
 
    “We know he’s German,” Alexei said. 
 
    “Or so he says. I’m proof positive that accents can be affected and adopted, and names can be changed.” 
 
    Alexei swallowed.  
 
    “As discreetly as I’ve been able, I’ve asked around about him, and no one has a clue where he’s come from: not what city, and not which century.”  
 
    “He probably has his reasons for wanting to start over with a new identity. You did.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dante smiled sympathetically. “But I also haven’t been siccing a wolf on innocent humans, either.” 
 
    Alexei’s next breath was shaky. “Yeah. Damn. I really hate when Nikita is right.” 
 
    Dante grinned. “I’m starting to think I’d enjoy meeting him.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t like you.” 
 
    “I can be very charming.” 
 
    “Charm has zero effect on him. Unless you’re a blond Russian werewolf named Sasha.” 
 
    “Ooh, now I’m immensely curious.” 
 
    Alexei’s stomach rumbled, and he realized he was starving. He lifted his head, and realized it was dark beyond the window. Shit, how many hours had he spent? Many, if the numbness in his ass and legs was any indication. His third, and perhaps most important realization, was that he’d spent all day poring over history books with Dante, and that he might, during that time, have made a friend.  
 
    Speaking of friends… 
 
    “Shit. Lanny,” he muttered, getting to his feet. Which were full of pins and needles, so he staggered a bit, and Dante held out his hands as if to catch him. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Um.” Dante peered up at the clock on the desk. “Just after nine.” 
 
    “Shit. I have to go.” 
 
    Dante stood with his own degree of difficulty, robe settling around his long legs, brows notched. “Why? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “There’s a thing I have to go to. For a friend.” 
 
    “What sort of thing?” Dante asked, with the air of someone who wouldn’t be shaken off easily.  
 
    “It’s a fight. The matches over behind the old Brooks building.” 
 
    “Oh.” Clearly, Dante had heard of them. His eyes went wide. “Your friend is fighting there?” 
 
    He was so openly curious that Alexei turned away, and headed back toward the master bedroom, where his clothes still lay crumpled on the floor. “He’s more of my–” he said, over his shoulder, wincing to himself “–my offspring. As it were.” 
 
    “Someone you turned?” Dante hurried along after him, sounding fascinated. “Who is it?” 
 
    “You don’t know him.” He shrugged out of his robe, tossed it over the still-rumpled bed, and fished his underwear off the floor.  
 
    “Well. Perhaps I could.”  
 
    When he’d tugged the boxer-briefs into place, Alexei looked toward him, and found him with fingertips drumming together, looking hopeful. “You want to come with me?” he asked, skeptical.  
 
    “Well…yes. I do.” 
 
    He debated a moment, as he stepped into his jeans. The risks were few, he decided, except perhaps to Dante, who Nikita might take an instant disliking to and threaten in some way. 
 
    That’s not fair, his conscience whispered.  
 
    Then there was the issue of furthering the intimacy that he and Dante had begun to establish today. Did he introduce him to the pack? And how? He’d never had so many consistent connections as he did now, and, frankly, he wasn’t sure what to make of them. 
 
    In the end, it was Dante’s hopefulness that decided him. The way he looked, tousled, and tired-eyed, but with his lips pressed together and a blush coming up in his cheeks; like a child on the verge of bouncing on his toes.  
 
    “Fine,” he said, and Dante actually clapped.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    17 
 
      
 
    “Just a second!” Nikita called after she knocked on the apartment door, and it was a long moment before he came and opened it. He was out of breath, his face flushed in a way it never was, his mouth a little swollen and damp. “What?” he asked in response to her expression, too winded to scowl properly.  
 
    “Your hair,” she said. 
 
    He smoothed it ineffectually with one hand and waved them in with the other.  
 
    Sasha was on the couch, loose-limbed and sprawled, though he drew upright as they entered; there had been hands in his hair, and his cheeks blazed with high color.  
 
    Jamie cleared his throat and looked toward the TV – which was off, and not even a good distraction.  
 
    Trina didn’t feel like sparing them. “Hey, guys,” she drawled. “Been busy?” 
 
    Sasha laughed and ducked his head, blushing furiously.  
 
    Nikita shrugged and tried to play it cool, which just made him look ridiculous. “Oh, you know…” 
 
    “I think I do know.” 
 
    He sighed. “Why are you here?” 
 
    That sobered her up quick. “Jamie told me what Lanny’s been up to. It’s not good. I thought – if you were willing – it might be good to have backup.” 
 
    “A cop needs backup?” 
 
    She suppressed a shiver. “This time? Yeah, I think I might.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You’re late,” Lanny said when Alexei finally showed up, cheeks red from the cold, winded from hurrying. Then he noticed he wasn’t alone. He growled. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Dante,” Alexei said, hooking a thumb toward the stranger.  
 
    Dante – and what kinda douchebag name was that? – was tall, leggy, and dressed in a black satin bomber jacket over a floral-print shirt, dark hair slicked way back, shiny and stiff as a helmet. He offered a little wave. “Hey.”  
 
    Vampire.  
 
    Lanny growled again, and showed his fangs.  
 
    “Stop that,” Alexei said, matter-of-fact, and Lanny felt the sharp nudge of his sire’s magic pushing against his own. A forceful shove of his ability to compel. It didn’t work – not the way it would have on a human – but it shocked Lanny into silence. “Dante’s a friend. He wants to help with our Gustav problem.” 
 
    “You told him?” 
 
    “He’s trustworthy.” But Alexei cast a glance back at the guy like he was only hoping that was true.  
 
    Lanny gave him a displeased glare – both of them – but decided, ultimately, that he didn’t care. Bigger fish to fry. “The big one’s not here yet.” 
 
    “Big one what?” 
 
    Another glare. “The guy I fought last night. The one who cleaned my fucking clock.” He had to spit on the ground afterward, the words tasted so bad. “He’s on the list, though.” 
 
    “And drawing most of the wagers, I’d guess,” Alexei said. “Alright. So?” 
 
    “So I’m gonna beat him this time.” 
 
    “And how are you going to manage that?” 
 
    He didn’t like being doubted, especially when he already doubted himself. “I’ll think of something.” 
 
    Alexei sighed. “You know thinking’s not your strong suit.”  
 
    Lanny bared his fangs and hissed at him. 
 
    “You’re angry, at least. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “Shut up and go place the bets.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” He and his friend – and since when did he have friends? – walked off toward the table, and Lanny bent down to lace up his shoes.  
 
    He felt it when the other vampire walked into the courtyard. Scented him, and had an immediate physical reaction, adrenaline flooding his veins, his fangs pressing long against his lip, a growl building in his throat. Rival. Enemy. Instinctual labels that came from his gut and not his mind. He had the prehistoric urge to bite, claw, maim, kill.  
 
    He lifted his head, and his gaze went straight toward him. As hulking as Lanny remembered, ugly and mean-faced. Without question, he’d been turned because of his size and no doubt an urge to violence. A vampire soldier. But whose? And why had he been made in the first place? 
 
    Alexei returned. “Well, there he is,” he said glumly, and dug the tape out of Lanny’s bag. “I hope you’re happy.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy when I’m picking bits of him out of my teeth.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Alexei deadpanned, and started wrapping his hands. 
 
    The new guy, Dante, sat down beside Lanny, fair to bursting with outward curiosity. “You’re not what I was expecting.” 
 
    Lanny said, “The fuck?” 
 
    “Tone it down a notch,” Alexei said, and Lanny didn’t know which one of them he meant.  
 
    “It’s only,” Dante said, and his accent did something funny; went more formal, and less modern.  
 
    Alexei cleared his throat, loudly. 
 
    “It’s just,” Dante started again, “when Alexei said he’d sired someone, I didn’t think it would be…someone like you.” 
 
    “Again: the fuck? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I think what he’s trying to say – and not well,” Alexei said, “is that you’re very large, and strong, and brutish, and I’m very not, and he’s having a hard time understanding why I turned you.” 
 
    Before Lanny could respond with appropriate outrage, Alexei said, “I did it because he was dying.” He secured the tape and moved to Lanny’s other hand. “And because I thought saving his life would be a good peace offering to Nikita. He’s dating Nikita’s great-granddaughter, you see.” 
 
    “You just gonna tell him all our business?” 
 
    Alexei paused, his hands cool on the back of Lanny’s, and glanced up through his lashes with his cold, light eyes, no longer the vagabond brat, but the prince he’d once been. The sort of person used to being bowed to. “Sometimes I do wonder why I turned you. You can be insufferably stupid.” 
 
    “Lex,” Dante said, chiding.  
 
    Alexei ignored him. “If you’re stupid enough to go in the ring tonight, then you’d better win.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “How charming,” Trina said, looking up at the façade of the building Jamie had led them to.  
 
    He made a face. “Yeah, I know. Come on.” He led them through a rank ground-floor apartment full of milling people carrying red plastic cups. There was a line for what was apparently a bathroom, though she dreaded the thought of going in it. Through an open rear down, down some steps, into a moldy old courtyard lit up with construction lights.  
 
    There was a crowd, cheering. 
 
    And a ring, full of two fighters.  
 
    One of them was Lanny.  
 
    Cage matches, Jamie had told them, gaze downcast from guilt, face red with shame. Against humans. It was one thing for Lanny to use his new strength and speed against violent criminals they were chasing down; using his abilities to tackle or restrain an uncooperative suspect. Quite another to cheat his way into winning matches against humans who thought they actually had a chance to win.  
 
    But. 
 
    She’d never watched him fight before.  
 
    Stripped to the waist, already sheened with sweat, he circled his opponent, toying with him, grinning savagely.  
 
    She knew the way his sweat tasted. The way those bunched muscles on his back felt beneath her hands, when she dug her nails in. But she didn’t know him like this, drunk on his own strength and electric with violence.  
 
    He was magnificent.  
 
    His opponent feinted, but he didn’t fall for it. Moved in close, and struck like a snake. His opponent’s blow glanced off his ribs, but he ignored it, shook it off, struck again. It was over in a blink, and a rat-faced little man came out to lift Lanny’s hand and declare him the winner, extolling the audience to get out their wallets and make their way toward the table.  
 
    Sweat running down his face, hair plastered to his head, Lanny was beaming…until his nostrils flared, and he turned toward them, and the smile froze.  
 
    Trina gave herself a firm mental shake. She would not be swayed by her libido.  
 
    “What a stupid fuck,” Nikita observed, mildly, and they moved toward the cage.  
 
    Alexei intercepted them. Popped up like a jack-in-the-box. “Wait.” 
 
    “Don’t feel like waiting.” Trina stepped around him.  
 
    He was faster than her, already in her face again. He made the mistake of putting his hands on her shoulders. “Trina, I can explain.” 
 
    She gave him a look that had him lifting his hands and taking a step back. “I want Lanny to explain. Explain why he’s beating up people for money.” 
 
    “He’s just been having some fun,” Alexei defended. “Letting off steam. You know he has” – he dropped his voice, conspiratorial – “aggression issues.” 
 
    “He’s about to have kicked-ass issues,” she growled. And her own words pulled her up short. “Wait.” Alexei’s eyes widened to oh shit levels. “His face. There’s no way one of these clowns did that to him.” She gestured toward the ring, where Lanny’s next opponent looked truly miserable at the prospect of fighting him. “What happened?” 
 
    “He got–” 
 
    “Don’t say mugged.” 
 
    “He fought a vampire,” Nikita said. “In the ring.” 
 
    She whirled to face him. “What? How do you know that?” 
 
    “There’s one over there.” He nodded, and she followed his gaze toward…a truly huge guy, the kind whose muscles had totally overtaken his neck. His nose had been broken more times than Lanny’s, and his face hadn’t been pretty to start with. Rugged would have been too great a compliment.  
 
    “You know him?” she asked.  
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Feel like making yourself useful?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She glared at the side of his head. “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “Let’s go watch the fight.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    He finally turned to regard her, eyes the color of frost, expression calm. “Lanny’s gotten himself in trouble because he’s an idiot. I’m not going to wade in and pull him out just yet.” When she didn’t respond, he leaned in and said, “Tell me you don’t want to watch him get his nose smashed in. He deserves it right now.” 
 
    He did have a point there. “Fine,” she huffed.  
 
    They found places near the chain link fence that enclosed the ring. Nikita flicked his fingertips at a few people, and Sasha growled, and Alexei did some staring, and they had prime spots in the front. Trina wasn’t in the mood to chastise them about compelling anyone. All her anger was reserved for Lanny right now.  
 
    He seemed to know it, too. He gave his new opponent – shoved into the ring by the emcee – only a cursory glance, and his gaze kept darting toward her, wild-eyed in a way he hadn’t been before. He and the other fighter squared off, and Lanny wasn’t even paying proper attention, his wrapped fists at half-mast. 
 
    “Who wrapped his hands?” Trina asked. 
 
    Ashamed, Alexei said, “Me.” 
 
    A stranger sat on the other side of him, a tall, lean guy with sunglasses and a shiny jacket.  
 
    “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “Oh.” He was blushing. “This is Dante.” 
 
    The guy – Dante – leaned around the tsarevich and waved at her, smiling. “Hello!” 
 
    Nikita elbowed her in the side, and she refocused on the fight.  
 
    What was left of it.  
 
    Lanny didn’t bother to play around with his opponent this time, no longer worried about putting on a show for the crowd. He felled the poor man with a swing that bunched up every muscle in his torso, turned them to sculpted bronze. The impact hit with the terrible sound of bone breaking. Trina swore a shock wave moved through the cracked pavement underneath. 
 
    There were some cheers, and a few boos.  
 
    “C’mon, that’s gotta be cheating,” one guy called through cupped hands. 
 
    “He’s terribly strong,” she heard Dante say, suddenly with a British accent for some reason.  
 
    “He’s a beast,” Alexei agreed, happily.  
 
    The opponent didn’t get up, and two guys went in to take him under the arms and drag him out. The rat-faced emcee went in to gloat and proclaim Lanny the winner. “…trying to clean out all your pockets, folks…” 
 
    “Now the real show,” Nik said, low and near, and she followed his gaze toward the towering, shirtless vampire waiting his turn to fight. 
 
    His turn had come, apparently.  
 
    “He doesn’t have anyone with him,” she observed, scanning the area around him for a trainer or a friend or an idiot Alexei-equivalent who could wrap hands and bullshit your confidence a little. No one trailed along after him as he strode toward the cage; no last-minute advice or a water bottle. A quick look at the benches where the other fighters prepped revealed buddies and wannabe trainers holding bags, and Gatorade. One fighter was getting a shoulder massage; a grizzled man with a flashlight was doing a pupil check on Lanny’s last opponent.  
 
    “You guys smell any other vamps?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Nikita and Sasha said in unison.  
 
    Sasha added, “And he doesn’t smell like any other immortals, either.” 
 
    “Just a loner who likes to fight,” she surmised. 
 
    “Maybe.” Nik didn’t sound convinced.  
 
    “Not everything’s a conspiracy,” she said, biting back a sigh. 
 
    “You can take the Chekist out of the Soviet Union,” Sasha started, and his laugh was muffled when Nik pressed a hand over his mouth.  
 
    She glanced away from them, feeling suddenly like she was intruding on a moment, even if she loved seeing them be relaxed enough to be easy with each other in front of the whole pack like this.  
 
    The whole pack. 
 
    Her pack, even if that still sounded strange. 
 
    And even if she currently wanted to strangle one of its members.  
 
    Furious or not, her gut clenched and her pulse accelerated as the other, much bigger vampire stepped into the cage. Lanny stood in the center of the ring, stretching out his neck, shaking out his arms.  
 
    She could see the nerves lifting off of him like vapor; his opponent must have been able to smell them. 
 
    “They’re not taking a water break first?” Trina asked Alexei. 
 
    He shook his head, lips pressing into a grim line. “Not if Lanny doesn’t want one. Guess he doesn’t.” 
 
    How about a blood break? she wanted to ask. He might have been a vicious, beautiful fighter, but he was going to need all the strength he could get facing this monster.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Sasha offered. “He’s strong.”  
 
    “Alright, you guys,” the emcee called, grinning ear-to-ear. “You know this is the big one. The rematch!”  
 
    Cheers went up.  
 
    The boys all sat forward, and Trina realized she’d done the same. She caught Nik’s gaze, briefly, as the emcee came out and the cage was shut; his expression was inscrutable. She had the sense he was taking her measure, though. 
 
    Then the fighters bumped their wrapped knuckles together in a token show of fighters’ respect, and it began.  
 
    They circled one another, quick and light on the balls of their feet, bodies coiled like springs, rippling and ready. Lanny’s jaw was set, his dark eyes catching the light in a way that made them look black and predatory. He was ready, anxious, spoiling for it. And just fearful enough for her to tell it.  
 
    He struck first, when it became clear his opponent wouldn’t. A fast jab, just feeling the other guy out. His opponent leaned back just far enough to avoid him, but no more; not scared, not even sweating.  
 
    Shit, this was going to be so bad.  
 
    “He has to overwhelm him to start,” Nikita murmured beside her. “He isn’t going to tire out and get careless like a human that large would. He has to cripple him, make him hurt, make him bleed. Make them call the damn fight before he gets himself killed.” 
 
    “I thought there was only one surefire way to kill a vampire,” she said, aiming for cocky, landing on airless.  
 
    “There is. But alive doesn’t mean without pain. There are some injuries no one wants to come back from.” 
 
    She knotted her hands together in her lap, heart in her throat. All her fury had quieted for the moment; it would return, she knew, after, if he was okay. But right now she only had room for worry.  
 
    Maybe his hearing was good enough to have picked up on Nik’s words, or maybe he’d come to the same conclusion, but with a sudden burst, Lanny stopped testing, and started swinging to hurt. He moved in with a series of deft strikes, most of which his opponent blocked with an almost-lazy swipe of his arm. But Lanny seemed to have anticipated that, and ducked in closer, faster, and landed a solid combo right to the other vampire’s ribs.  
 
    Solid, meaty thuds on impact. Stallions kicking at one another; lions swiping. Not the sounds of a human fight.  
 
    The other vampire reacted with a shudder, and a grunt, and retaliated with a vicious swipe at Lanny’s head. It landed just above his ear, and Lanny’s eyes closed, teeth bared, fangs long.  
 
    “Shit,” she breathed. A human would have gone down to a knee and stayed there long enough to have his bell rung again.  
 
    But Lanny growled – a vampire growl, like a big cat, and she recoiled along with the rest of her pack with dismay, while some of the audience recoiled in shock – and surged back to his feet, leaping back out of the way of the other vamp’s next strike. Trina saw a crimson glimmer of blood curl down the edge of his ear, from a split in his hairline, and when he fixed his gaze on his opponent next, it was with murder in his eyes.  
 
    It was on, now.  
 
    He seemed to accelerate, as he ducked, and weaved, and struck again. Another hit to the ribs. Dodge. A hard sucker punch up under the jaw. The other vamp’s head snapped back, and then he was growling, too. Roaring, and surging forward.  
 
    Lanny met him, and then it wasn’t so much boxing, as raw grappling, fingers curled, fangs bared, hands moving in a blur. The other vamp’s head snapped back, and the lights caught the shine of blood spraying. Lanny was holding his own, but… 
 
    “Can he hold up?” she asked, because this was beyond her. Boxers she could have pegged, even with an untrained eye. But these were creatures of legend, and she had no idea how badly they’d tear one another apart before a winner emerged.  
 
    To her surprise, it was Dante who answered, definitely British this time, and sounding pinched with anxiety. “They could go on for much longer, doubtless. But too much more, and the mortals will grow suspicious.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have a whole other kind of problem,” Alexei said. “I can compel most of these fools into thinking they didn’t see this, especially if Nik and Dante help me–” 
 
    In the ring, Lanny roared; the sharp cracking roar of a Siberian tiger. He came up under his opponent’s chin, caught him with one, two, three awful blows that crunched and sent blood splattering across his own face. Then toppled the vamp back, knelt on his chest, and attacked his face with both fists, one after the next, a blur.  
 
    Beside her, Alexei hissed, low and distinctly pleased.  
 
    “Glorious,” Dante murmured.  
 
    The crowd shouted.  
 
    The emcee scrambled into the cage, panicked. “Hey, hey, hey, man! You can’t kill the guy! Jesus!” 
 
    “No–” Trina started, unheard, as the rat-faced man grabbed at Lanny’s shoulder.  
 
    For one awful moment, she thought he might kill the emcee. Coiled, snarling, feral-eyed, he whirled around, getting his feet under him, popping upright and leaning down into the man’s face. Blood on his knuckles, blood spray in an arc across his face.  
 
    He looked like something from a horror movie, impossible and terrible under the harsh lights.  
 
    “Lanny,” she shouted, standing. 
 
    He froze. Mouth open, panting, slick chest heaving. Stared at the man he’d almost struck, fist still cocked back. Then he came back to himself, wild-eyed a moment. She could see the thought cross his mind: oh no. All his powerful grace abandoned him, and he staggered back a step, nearly tripping over his felled opponent. Dredged up a smile awful in its brittle insincerity.  
 
    The emcee stared at him a moment, then brought out his own pretend smile. “Shit, dude.” He laughed. “You’re insane! Come here!” He stepped over the other vamp, and grabbed Lanny’s wrist, twisted back toward the audience and lifted a bloodied fist overhead. “Ladies and gentlemen!” he crowed. “Do we put on a show here, or do we put on a show?” 
 
    The crowd cheered, delighted and bloodthirsty.  
 
    Trina let out a long, deep exhale. A shiver stole through her, and it turned into full-body tremors.  
 
    Some of the fury was bleeding back in. That idiot; risking his job, his identity as a human being, and for what? The thrill of punching someone? Proving he was stronger than regular men? Was he really that shallow? 
 
    But a portion of the shaking was fear; God, he’d been murderous. Impossible. 
 
    And some of the shakes were shame, because all that murderous, impossible energy had turned her on, and she wasn’t proud of that.   
 
    “Fuck,” Nik said beside her, going suddenly tense. 
 
    Sasha made a wolf-like whuff of inquiry, and then cursed softly in Russian. 
 
    Then she saw it.  
 
    Lanny had beat the ever-loving shit out of his opponent, but he’d been fighting a vampire, and not a human. A human would have been hospital-bound. But this vampire turned his bloody head on the mat, and his hand latched onto Lanny’s ankle.  
 
    She sucked in a breath. 
 
    Nik surged to his feet, and went to the gate of the cage in a few long leaps. 
 
    Trina stood, the shakes threatening to take her out at the knees. She’d never felt this surge of fear, apprehension, and nerves all at once, not even while chasing down a suspect. This wasn’t her own life at risk, but Lanny’s. And Nik’s.  
 
    Nik, who shoved his way into the cage just as Lanny got pulled down, dragging the emcee with him. They went down in a tangle, and then the other vamp, roaring, clambered on top of Lanny, ready to strike.  
 
    Everything seemed to happen in slow motion after that.  
 
    Lanny reached up for the other vamp’s eyes with curled fingers. Kneed him in the gut hard enough to draw a quick, pained inhale, but not enough to throw him off.  
 
    Nikita reached them. Grabbed the emcee by one flailing arm and lifted him up, flung him away like a doll, toward the gate without a backward glance. Then he reached for Lanny’s opponent. 
 
    He caught him in the crook of the elbow, where it was drawn back behind him, Latched on tight, and pulled.  
 
    Nikita was six-feet, easy, and not scrawny by any means…but he was slender. Under his denim jacket, he had a wasp waist, and his skinny jeans gave truth to the fact that he didn’t eat enough. Lanny’s opponent – now Nik’s – was massive. Trina had the sense that, two to one, this would still be a close fight. 
 
    But then Nik reminded her of what had happened the one time he and Lanny had faced off, the day Lanny had pummeled Alexei into a bloody pulp. 
 
    Nikita tugged, and the giant vampire toppled backward, off balance, landing at Nik’s feet, staring up at him in shock. Before he could gather himself, Nikita grabbed his square jaw in one hand, and squeezed, knuckles going white with the effort.  
 
    The vampire’s mouth opened on a pained gasp, and Nikita gripped tighter. The vamp’s legs kicked, and he reached up to claw at Nikita’s wrist.  
 
    Nikita leaned down, and snarled something too quiet for her to hear. When he straightened, it was with one fast, fluid movement, and he brought the other vampire with him. Threw him over his shoulder like so much garbage.  
 
    The other vamp hit the far side of the cage and collapsed in a messy sprawl.  
 
    The audience was going insane, half with wild cheering, the other with wild recriminations.  
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Fucking cheaters!” 
 
    “Kick his ass!” 
 
    “Oh my God!” 
 
    The big vamp got up slowly, uncoordinated. His mouth hung open at an odd angle, jaw slack. Broken, Trina realized with a sick lurch. Blood poured down from his split hairline, his eyes mere slits in the puffy, bruised skin around them. He got to his knees, and then dragged himself up with help of the cage. Looked over his shoulder, once. 
 
    Nikita stared at him with every ounce of his cold Chekist fury. He said nothing, but a message was sent. 
 
    The vampire staggered out of the cage, ignoring the crowd that surged around him.  
 
    Nikita turned to help Lanny up, who weaved and stumbled, but didn’t look any worse for wear. His face, though, beneath the sweat and blood, had blanched, and he looked rattled.  
 
    She could read that look: if not for Nik, he would have been pounded into unconsciousness. Maybe worse than that.  
 
    She shuddered. The emcee looked like he might have a coronary, and people were mobbing the betting table, and it was high time they got the hell out of here.  
 
    When she glanced at Sasha, though, she found that he was still sitting, staring fixedly at the cage, gaze gone glassy. Eyes dilated, she saw, when she leaned in, pupils totally blown. Face slack, lips parted a fraction as he breathed through his mouth. 
 
    It’s not just me, she thought wryly. At least she wasn’t the only weirdo turned on by her mate’s violence.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They took Lanny back to his old apartment, the one Jamie and Alexei shared these days. He pulled on street clothes over his shorts, and washed his face with a water bottle and a cupped hand, but he wasn’t quite steady. Alexei and Jamie bracketed him, ready to catch him by the shoulders should he stumble.  
 
    Alexei’s new “friend,” Dante – and Nik would suss out that story at some point soon; he didn’t trust strangers, especially not ones cozy with Alexei – led the way, turning around every so often to walk backwards and say something to the trio behind him. Nik walked behind Lanny, keenly aware of Sasha behind him – the weight of his gaze – and of Trina beside him, walking with her arms folded, and her head down, brows drawn low.  
 
    Sasha was pulsing with energy; Nik had caught his gaze, briefly, when he’d turned from inspecting Lanny. A fast meeting of gray eyes to blue through a screen of chain link that had hit him like an electrical charge. That had happened before – before. But now that he was allowed to want, and touch, and have things, now they could do something about it. 
 
    But later. Time for that after this; after he’d cleaned up this mess that the rest of his idiot pack had started.  
 
    He took a breath that only shivered a little – Sasha could probably hear it, feel it – and turned all his attention on Trina. “Will you forgive him?” 
 
    Her head lifted, and she blinked up at him with obvious surprise. He watched her give the question thought, and then watched her shield her expression. She was nearly as good at that as he himself was. “What, you think I shouldn’t?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not my place to say. Just wondering how angry you are.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment, flat, then faced forward with a sigh. “I’m furious.” He didn’t prod, and a moment later she said, “And it’s not about the fighting. He’s been doing that in some capacity his whole life. It’s who he is.” She fell silent. 
 
    “It’s because he hid it from you,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    A food truck sat parked up ahead, clean light spilling from its open window out onto the sidewalk, and the faces of the eager crowd of young club-goers waiting in line. Steam wafted from a vent on its roof, scented savory, spicy, and fatty; for once, the smell of food didn’t make his stomach turn at first sniff.  
 
    “Ooh, look, it’s Lima,” Dante said, spotting it, accent firmly American again. “I’m getting some. You want some?” he asked the three walking behind them.  
 
    “What is it?” Lanny asked with obvious interest. 
 
    “Is this the truck that does the salmon tacos?” Jamie asked. “I’ve been wanting to try it…” 
 
    Nikita tuned them out, halting a few paces back as they went to join the line. Sasha bumped in close and rested his chin on his shoulder.  
 
    Trina halted beside them, too, arms still folded, chewing at her lip. Pointedly not looking at them.  
 
    “Are we disgusting?” Nik whispered to Sasha. 
 
    That got him a warm snort in his ear. “No, she’s trying to be respectful.”  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Trina said, “What did you say to him? That other vampire.” 
 
    “To leave us alone,” he lied. Smoothly, thank you very much, but Sasha let out a silent breath of laughter.  
 
    She sent him a narrow look. “Sure.” 
 
    “It’s like you said: not everything’s a conspiracy.” 
 
    She shook her head and glanced away. “You know the worst part?”  
 
    He kept silent, listening.  
 
    She hesitated, voice just a whisper when she finally spoke. “I don’t think any of our – our issues – are because he’s a vampire. I think we just…don’t fit. Sometimes.” 
 
    Sasha picked his head up and said, “What?” Disbelieving.  
 
    “We never had a chance to be together before he was turned. Maybe it would have worked out differently if we had…but maybe it wouldn’t.” 
 
    Sasha made a nearly inaudible sound of distress, and that wasn’t acceptable.  
 
    “Don’t be maudlin,” Nikita told her, sharper than he should have. 
 
    “Oh, you’re one to talk,” she shot back. 
 
    “Exactly. Don’t be like me. Don’t worry about stupid shit when maybe a good shouting match is all you need.” 
 
    She gathered breath to respond, but then reconsidered. Hummed thoughtfully instead.  
 
    Sasha’s chin went back on his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Eating helped. By the time they walked into the apartment, and Lanny had scarfed down five chicken tacos on the way, his dizziness had receded. He could already feel that some of the swelling in his face was down. A dull, thumping headache was setting up shop just behind his eyes, but a good night’s sleep, and a few shots of blood out of the fridge would take care of that.  
 
    The real problem, now, was Trina.  
 
    (And the horrifying personal knowledge that it had taken Nikita coming to the rescue to keep him from getting his ass handed to him.) 
 
    Alexei went to the freezer, pulled out an ice pack, and tossed it across the back of the couch to Lanny. “For your thick head,” he said, with a sideways, shit-eating grin.  
 
    “I for one was very impressed,” his new friend, Dante, said, and, okay, when had that guy become British? “You’ve a very powerful hit.” He mimed a punch. 
 
    Alexei sent him a look. “Down, boy.” 
 
    Jamie fell onto the couch with a deep exhale, like he was the one who’d fought three men – and one vampire – tonight.  
 
    “Do you have blood?” Nik asked, and went to the fridge to check. Pushy bastard. He came back out holding the clear plastic soup container Lanny had bought from David the butcher. “How old is this?” 
 
    “Few days.” 
 
    Nikita made a face. “If you’re going to keep this much of it stocked, you’ll have to freeze it.” 
 
    “Ooh, blood smoothie,” Alexei said. “Those are delicious in the summer.” 
 
    Lanny ignored him, glaring across the room at Nik, and only partly because it was a less frightening prospect than facing Trina. “Yeah, well, not all of us live with fresh blood dispensers.” Ha, he thought, viciously, for one stupid second. And then, uh oh.  
 
    The fridge door fell shut with a slap as Nik turned to face him fully, soup container threatening to buckle in his grip. His face hardened into the mask he’d worn in the ring earlier, that cold fury that had gotten a much-larger vampire thrown across the cage. When he opened his mouth, and a growl slipped out, his fangs were showing. “Don’t you ever–” 
 
    SLAM.  
 
    They all jumped.  
 
    All but Trina, who’d thrown the front door closed, and now stood glaring at all of them. Shit, she looked murderous, eyes flashing, her expression eerily similar to Nik’s.  
 
    “That’s enough,” she said, low and dangerous, voice shaking with repressed fury.  
 
    “Babe,” Lanny started, because he was an idiot.  
 
    “Enough,” she repeated. “I am sick to fucking death of all you jackasses acting like dumbass cavemen. I’m the only woman trapped here in Testosterone Land, and maybe that makes me the stupid one, but my God, you’re all fucking morons! 
 
    “You” – she jabbed a finger in Alexei’s direction – “don’t have enough morals and sense to keep this one out of the goddamn underground human fighting ring. You” – Jamie – “are a tattle-tale. You two” – she whirled to face Nik and Sasha – “have been in love with each other since nineteen-fucking-forty-two, and have only just now hooked up.”  
 
    Sasha went beet red.  
 
    She turned back the other way. “You…” Her accusatory finger wavered in Dante’s direction. “Well, I don’t know you, but your accent keeps jumping back and forth, and your hair looks really stupid.” 
 
    He gave a quiet gasp.  
 
    Lanny cleared his throat – he was already a dead man at this point; why not help her drive the nails in the coffin? “What about me?” 
 
    “You.” Her gaze snapped to him. Still cold, still furious…but brittle enough to break. The sharpness in her tone bled out to exhaustion. Heavy and flat. “You knew better. Or maybe you didn’t. I can’t decide which one’s worse.” 
 
    “Let me explain.” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    Sasha said, “Maybe we should go…” 
 
    “Splendid idea,” Dante said. Alexei followed him to the door, and a moment later, Jamie, big-eyed and looking properly chastened, left, too. 
 
    Nikita lingered; Lanny was aware of him in his periphery. Was aware, too, of Sasha plucking at the cuff of his jacket and murmuring, trying to draw him toward the door.  
 
    Lanny kept his eyes on Trina, on the way her face had settled into a kind of resignation and disappointment that scared him. To Nik, he said, “I’m getting real tired of you acting like I’m going to hurt her.” 
 
    A beat. Nikita said, “You already have.” But he let Sasha tow him away.  
 
    The door shut, and they were alone.  
 
    Lanny’s headache intensified; wincing tugged at the healing split along his scalp. “Trina–” 
 
    She turned away, put her shoulder toward him, arms folding across her middle. It sparked a sudden fury in him – an instinctual one that he tamped down. It was a defensive posture she’d adopted; shielding herself.  
 
    He’d growled at her today. Chased her. Told her she couldn’t leave.  
 
    God, he’d been a jackass.  
 
    He sighed. “You can yell at me some more if you want.” 
 
    “I wasn’t yelling, I was talking forcefully. And I didn’t want to do it.” 
 
    “Had to feel good, though. I deserved it.” 
 
    She dropped her head for a moment, looked down at her boots. When she looked at him, shook her hair back off her face and locked gazes with him again, he was surprised by the rawness of her expression. Not just hurt, but doubt and hopelessness, too. All the heat had bled out of her voice. When she spoke, it trembled. “You’re a fighter. I know that; it’s a part of who you are. If you hadn’t hurt your hand all those years ago, you would have fought until some other injury laid you out. Being a cop is your backup plan.” When he started to protest, she said, “I know that, Lanny.”  
 
    He fell silent.  
 
    “Just like I know that Nik killed innocent people when he was a Chekist. He burst into houses on orders and stole from them, terrified them. And I know that Alexei turned you, without being asked to.  
 
    “And I know you killed a man behind a fucking Subway on the way to Virginia.” Her next breath shuddered. “And I shot men with Katya’s old rifle. The rifle I’ve been keeping in the back of my closet ever since.  
 
    “We’ve all got blood on our hands. We’re all capable of terrible things – me included. But you didn’t even try to talk to me about this – about the way you’ve been feeling. Like I’m just some nagging girlfriend you need to get away from, and not a part of this pack.” 
 
    Of all the things he’d expected her to say, none of it had been that.  
 
    He swallowed. “Pack? You’re starting to sound like Sasha.” 
 
    “And you sound like someone in denial about who he really is. We’re a pack, Lanny. That’s the word for it. You’re a vampire, and it isn’t something that’s going to change, no matter how long you put off seeing your mom.” She turned for the door. 
 
    Like earlier today, his insides screamed at the idea of separation: of her walking away from him. But he took a tight grip on it, teeth gritted. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She nodded, but kept moving. 
 
    “Trina, can’t we – come on, let’s talk about it. You can yell some more – or, talk forcefully. Let me explain.” And how lame that sounded, because she already had it all figured out, inside out, backward and forward, so much more thoroughly than he himself. “Trina.” 
 
    “I need some time to myself,” she said over her shoulder, and opened the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again, the desperate shaking of all his instincts bleeding into his voice.  
 
    She paused a moment, in acknowledgment, then went out and shut the door behind her.  
 
    He counted to ten, then turned around and chucked the ice pack across the room. It hit one of his old framed boxing photos, and shattered the glass.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    18 
 
      
 
    Sasha had heard what Nik told the other vampire: “Run tell your master I want a chat.” Then he’d thrown him across a cage like he was nothing, like a crumpled paper coffee cup. Without a second thought.  
 
    And Sasha ached.  
 
    He’d felt as electric and giddy as the boy he’d been decades ago, back in Moscow, when they would sit side-by-side at the flat’s kitchen table and Nikita would pore over maps with him, showing him escape routes, smelling like pomade and harsh soap and cigarette smoke. He still smelled like pomade and smoke – but now also of blood, and vampire, and pack, and family, and home, and mate, and mine.  
 
    Sasha heard what he said – run tell your master – and a chill went down his back, and his hackles raised, and his cock stirred, and his jaw throbbed with the urge to bite, his fingers with the urge to claw. He wanted. But he waited.  
 
    Through the walk to Lanny’s apartment, the food truck. Trina yelling at them. They all deserved that – though, mostly Lanny did. Mates should be honest with each other; should cherish and confide in one another. He’d always thought that, even if he was very new at being a mate himself.  
 
    Though, perhaps an outsider would have found his and Nikita’s slow, painful dance across the decades toward one another to be just as shameful as outright lying. He didn’t know, and right now he didn’t care. Nikita had been so forceful, and that was all he wanted to think about. 
 
    The second the door to their apartment was shut, Sasha was on him; crowding him back against it, fastening his mouth to his throat.  
 
    He knew a brief moment’s worry, a fear of rejection.  
 
    But Nik’s hands landed on his waist right away, under the open halves of his jacket, on the thin material of the t-shirt that covered his ribs. He chuckled, and Sasha felt the vibration of it through his throat, a buzzing in his own lips. “Which one of us is the vampire again?” 
 
    Sasha pulled back, already breathless, heart pounding, and met Nik’s gaze. Found it amused, yes, but heavy-lidded, too. Anticipatory. “I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    Nikita blinked, surprise smoothing his expression. A blush rose in his cheeks, though. Maybe he could pretend to be full of self-control, but he liked that idea. Sasha heard his breathing hitch. “Sasha, we talked about this.” 
 
    “You won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Sasha–” 
 
    Sasha leaned in close, so they were pressed flush, chests, and bellies, and hips. Let Nik feel how hard he was already. “I’ve been waiting for seventy-seven years. Don’t make me wait anymore.” 
 
    Nik’s mouth fell open; Sasha watched his fangs elongate; his pupils dilate. His pulse leapt, hard as a shove against Sasha’s breastbone.  
 
    Sasha leaned up to kiss him–  
 
    And Nikita met him halfway, crashing their mouths together, hands gathering fistfuls of his shirt. A harsh, biting kiss, because Nikita had been waiting too. The sharp point of a fang nicked Sasha’s lip, and Nikita licked the blood from out of his mouth, growling in the back of his throat.  
 
    “Bed,” he rasped against Sasha’s lips. “Now.” 
 
    They went in a hurried, clumsy rush, dropping jackets, kicking off boots, pulling at each other’s clothes and leaving them where they fell. Nikita cracked his elbow on the doorframe going into the bedroom, and Sasha laughed at the face he made, until they had to stop kissing, and Sasha was wheezing, and Nikita called him a “shithead” when he pushed him down onto the bed, grinning like mad, fangs flashing in the lamplight.  
 
    “You were showing off, weren’t you?” Sasha asked. 
 
    Nikita unzipped his jeans the rest of the way and shimmied out of them, cock springing up, already red and leaking at the tip. It bobbed obscenely as he kicked his jeans off to the side, and Sasha waited for the trepidation to set in. Nik wasn’t small, and he’d never done this, and he knew it would hurt, at first.  
 
    But nothing had hurt as bad as leaving home. As watching his pack die in the snow, ravens wheeling. Nothing had hurt as bad as thinking Nik would die. Or that Nik didn’t love him.  
 
    When he forced his gaze up to meet Nikita’s, Nik smirked knowingly. “Maybe I was. A little.” He climbed up onto the bed, crawling up between Sasha’s already-spread thighs, smoothing his hands up the lengths of them. His smirk faded as his gaze tracked down across Sasha’s body. Sasha had never thought much about his own looks, beyond the fact that people had always called him “pretty.” The way Nikita looked at him, throat jumping as he swallowed, his touch reverent over the sharp points of his hipbones, told him that, in Nik’s eyes, he was beautiful.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Nik hummed, distracted, smoothing his palms over Sasha’s belly. Skirting down to pet the soft skin at juncture of hip and thigh, teasing.  
 
    “Why were you showing off?” Sasha asked, smiling hopelessly, even as he lifted into the touch, and his breathing quickened. “Oh, could you just…”  
 
    But Nikita kept going, ignoring his flushed cock, stroking the backs of his thighs. Dragging slowly upward. “To send a message,” he said. He shifted his grip, slid both hands between skin and mattress so he was cupping Sasha’s ass. Squeezed, and his gaze came up and locked with Sasha’s, sparking with intent. “But mostly because I knew you were watching.” 
 
    Sasha whined. Reached for him with both hands. “Come here, please, oh, come here.” 
 
    Nikita leaned down to kiss him. Licked deep into his mouth and swallowed the little sounds he couldn’t help but make. Ground their hips together, cocks sliding against one another, pre-come easing the friction. Sasha clutched at his hair, held him tight, chased forward with lips and teeth through ever miniature retreat.  
 
    He could come like this, he knew, just kissing viciously, and rutting against one another. He could already feel the tightening in his belly, the desperate way he surged against Nik’s weight on top of him. His nails scratched at Nik’s scalp, and he could feel they were trying to turn to claws, that he would leave scratches. He was so frantic; kept imagining the way Nik had looked in the ring, how effortless it had been, the way his gaze had sought Sasha’s.  
 
    Because I knew you were looking at me.  
 
    But he had to be patient, because he wanted more. 
 
    He forced his hands to relax and slid them down Nik’s throat to his shoulders. “Wait,” he gasped against his mouth. Nik kept trying to kiss him. “Wait, I want – you have to–” God, talking was difficult.  
 
    Nik chuckled as he finally drew back, his lips pink and puffy, gaze dancing. “I know, baby, I know, hold on.” 
 
    He shifted away – Sasha whined and clutched at him – but just so he could lean over to his nightstand drawer and come back with a bottle of lube. “I’m back. See.” He kissed his forehead, and then his lips again. “Do you want to try it yourself? Or do you want me to?” His voice had never been so soft, so gentle and sweet.  
 
    The sound of it made Sasha want to cry. He swallowed and said, “You. Please.” 
 
    Nikita kissed him once more, then sat back and slicked his fingers. “Tell me if it hurts. And tell me if you want me to stop.” 
 
    “I won’t want you to stop.” 
 
    Nikita stilled for a moment, and gave him a serious look. “Sashka. I mean it. Tell me.” He held there, staring, until Sasha finally nodded. Then he reached for him.  
 
    He took Sasha’s cock in one hand. And the slick fingers of the others smoothed along the cleft of his ass, urging his legs wider, before finally brushing, feather-light, against his entrance. Even that bare touch was shocking. Sasha’s cock twitched in his hand, and Nik gave it a few slow strokes, before pressing in with one finger.  
 
    It felt…strange. Sasha couldn’t look away, stomach tensing; he felt his brows knitting together, but the sight of Nik’s hands on him was mesmerizing.  
 
    “Okay?” Nik asked.  
 
    “Yes. Just…” 
 
    “It gets better,” Nik said, and ducked down to kiss him as he worked the finger slowly in and out.  
 
    A slow, filthy kiss, tongue plunging again and again, in imitation. A kiss that broke down his chin, a chain of little nips, and a tongue dragging wetly across his chest.  
 
    Nik worked in a second finger as he grazed his nipples with his teeth.  
 
    A third when his tongue dipped down into Sasha’s bellybutton.  
 
    His erection had flagged a little, and with three, the burn was insistent, just shy of too painful. He made a wordless sound in his throat, and Nikita looked at his face, gauging his discomfort.  
 
    “Hurts?” 
 
    “Burns. But it’s not – I can – I can take it,” Sasha panted, trying not to squirm. 
 
    Nikita’s hand stilled, the fingers stretching him wide. “It’s not about ‘can,’ baby.” 
 
    “I want to,” Sasha insisted. “Please, Nik – please, I just want–” 
 
    Nikita reached, and flexed his fingers, and – oh.  
 
    “There,” Sasha gasped, hips surging upward. 
 
    Nikita pressed a hand down low on his belly, holding him in place, and grinned. “I thought that might help.” He brushed the ends of his fingers over that spot again, that bundle of nerves, and Sasha moaned.  
 
    His cock fattened again, perking up against Nik’s wrist.  
 
    Nik kept at it a moment, acute, electric pleasure that jolted through him with every little flick of fingertips. He bit his lip until he tasted blood. 
 
    And then Nik was withdrawing his fingers. “You’re ready, I think.” 
 
    Sasha whined.  
 
    Nikita patted his hip. “Roll over, lyubimyy, it will go easier that way.” 
 
    Sasha did, uncoordinated and shaky, feeling flushed all over.  
 
    Nik snagged one of the pillows and urged Sasha up so he could put it beneath his hips, which turned out to be a great thing because the soft down filling plumped up and gave him something to grind against.  
 
    “Hold on,” Nikita said with a little laugh. Wet sound of him slicking his cock. And then his hand was on the small of Sasha’s back, rubbing circles. He moved in closer, skin radiating heat against Sasha’s back. He kneaded Sasha’s ass a moment, making little low growls in his throat that were probably unconscious.  
 
    Sasha was on fire with wanting, all his nerves singing, mourning the loss of contact where he was stretched and ready, wanting Nikita there now. He humped against the pillow, and the hands on his hip and ass tightened. “Be still, baby,” Nikita said, voice threaded with a growl. And then there was the head of his cock, just barely pressing, and it was so much bigger than fingers.  
 
    “Nik. Please.” 
 
    Nik pressed in, slow, slow, slow, hands tightening on Sasha’s hips, panting harshly as he held himself in check. He was shaking.  
 
    It burned. It was so much, and it hurt, but Sasha gritted his teeth and held very still, breathing through it.  
 
    Finally, Nikita’s hips pressed flushed to his ass, and he was in to the hilt. “Sashka.” His teeth were gritted too, Sasha could hear it. “Are you okay?” One trembling hand smoothed up and down the tense line of Sasha’s spine. “Did I hurt you? Is it – I can pull out – baby, I…” Frantic sweeps of his palm, and choppy breaths. He was inside Sasha. 
 
    Inside him, and he could feel every inch, so impossibly full, and it was the closest they’d ever been, bodies fitted together like this.  
 
    “Don’t stop. I need – a second. Just a second. But don’t stop, darling. Please don’t. I want this.” 
 
    Nikita folded down over him; his sweat-damp forehead pressed to his back, right between his shoulders. “I can wait. I can wait all night,” he breathed, and his hand found the back of Sasha’s on the sheets, and he laced their trembling fingers together. “Breathe with me, baby.” 
 
    Sasha closed his eyes, and did.  
 
    All he urgency from just-inside-the-door had faded, replaced by Nikita’s careful tenderness, and the breathless tension of settling into something new. The shiver of the edge of undiscovered landscapes.  
 
    Slowly, the sharp sting faded. 
 
    Nikita nuzzled at the back of his shoulder. Pressed kisses there, so careful, though his body was all coiled tension. He purred. “You feel wonderful. So good, baby. Are you okay?” He squeezed Sasha’s hand. 
 
    Sasha squeezed back, shifted his hips – and Nikita gasped. “I’m perfect – I’m with you.” He shifted again, and oh, that–  “You can move.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I–”  
 
    Nik drew back a fraction, and eased back in.  
 
    “Yes, God – move. Please.”  
 
    He went slow at first, so slow, his breathing strained, open, hot mouth pressed to the base of Sasha’s neck. Until it didn’t hurt at all. Until it started to feel good. 
 
    Sasha shifted back on the next gentle thrust. “Nik. You can–” 
 
    Nikita swore in Russian, and pushed up on both hands. He untangled their fingers so he could grip Sasha’s hips. So he could brace his knees, and pull nearly all the way out, and then thrust back in, slow and forceful. The head of his cock moved over Sasha’s prostate, and he saw stars.  
 
    The pace picked up, and it was so good Sasha couldn’t breathe.  
 
    But he said, “Wait, wait.” Nik froze instantly. “I want to see your face.” 
 
    Nikita held still another moment, panting hotly against the back of his neck. Then he kissed him there. “Okay. Okay, baby.” Pulled out, and encouraged him to roll over.  
 
    If Nik had looked wrecked last time, he looked absolutely ruined now, as feral and undone as he’d ever been. Cheeks flushed, mouth red and bitten, eyes glassy, skin gleaming. His short hair, sweat-damp, had fallen across his face. He was gorgeous.  
 
    Even more so when he took hold of Sasha’s hips and entered him again, hip tipping back, eyes closing, a moan rippling up out of his throat. He thrust a few times, slick and tight, until Sasha was moaning, too.  
 
    Then it was more kisses, sloppy and wet, bodies sliding together. Sasha’s hard cock rubbed against Nik’s stomach and he was so full, and it was so much, and it was so, so–  
 
    He whimpered when he came, spilling hot between their bellies. A moment later Nik ground in hard, growled, ducked his head, and sunk his fangs into Sasha’s throat as he came, too, hot pulses deep inside that Sasha could feel.  
 
    He cupped the back of Nikita’s head, and held him in place as he drank. Boneless, shaking, sated, and wanting his mate to take what he needed, now, to drink his fill and be strong, and healthy. The knowledge of feeding him like this, after giving him pleasure, filled Sasha with a joy so intense it ached. This was right; this was the way of things. The way of mates, and of vampires and Familiars. The way of pack looking after each other.  
 
    Their breathing and their heartbeats slowed, though the stimulation of feeding kept Nik half-hard inside him. Finally, Nikita lapped the wound he’d made a few times and pulled back, licking his lips, looking absolutely drugged.  
 
    He rested their foreheads together. “Christ,” he groaned. “I love you.”  
 
    “I love that I didn’t even have to force you to feed this time,” Sasha said, with a helpless giggle that shook them both, and then kissed the tip of Nik’s nose. “I love you, too.” 
 
    They shifted onto their sides, heedless of the mess, and went right to sleep.  
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    “Guys! Guys, wait!” 
 
    “Your friend is trying to get your attention,” Dante said mildly, as they strode down the sidewalk.  
 
    “I don’t have friends,” Alexei said, and was surprised – and dismayed – by the petty satisfaction he derived from the words. A quick, insubstantial release of pressure.  
 
    “Tsareviches don’t have friends?” 
 
    “I never have before. Why start now?” 
 
    They dodged to either side of two young people who’d stopped to bend over the screen of a phone. 
 
    “You’re very cute when you pout,” Dante said, “but you do have friends. I’ve just met them. And the one is still following us. Oh, dear, he’s going to run, I think.” 
 
    With a growl, Alexei halted, and Jamie just managed not to crash into the back of him. He whirled on the boy. “What do you want?” 
 
    Alexei liked to think that his lack of startlement or intimidation was because he’d grown used to him, and not that he just wasn’t that intimidating at all. (He knew he wasn’t; he owned a mirror, but he liked to pretend.) 
 
    Jamie blinked, but recovered. “I’m not staying in the apartment while they fight. And then make up.” He made a face. “So I thought I’d come with you guys.” 
 
    “Did we invite you to come?” 
 
    Dante elbowed him. 
 
    Jamie stared at him. 
 
    Alexei sighed and shook his head, resigned. “I liked it better when you were afraid of everything.” 
 
    Unperturbed, Jamie fell into step with them as they continued on. “Where are we going?” 
 
    Alexei lifted his head, pushed his shoulders back; walked like the prince he’d once been. Truly, it was more of a show than he’d put on then, child that he’d been. But if you were going to say something someone else wouldn’t like, it was best to say it with authority. And who had more authority than a prince? “To Nameless.” 
 
    “That bar? Ugh. Wait. To look for Gustav again?” 
 
    “And if that fails, to get some information, hopefully.” Alexei traded a glance with Dante – who looked considering – and then slid his gaze to the opposite side, toward Jamie, who walked with his hands in his pockets, looking every inch the innocent artist he’d been before his turning. He’d said he was glad to lose his glasses, but Alexei thought without them he looked even younger than before, guileless and sweet. Hmm, he might be useful.  
 
    It was nighttime, which meant Nameless was hopping – as hopping as it ever got. Which was to say – lame. Crowded, at least. Vamps, some wolves, some humans who were bound to be drunk from, and a few who knew the kind of company they were keeping. The ever-present bounty hunter, for instance, who looked to be having a business meeting, though his wolf friend was still MIA. All the tables were full, including the big round one where Dante usually held court. Two male vampires, one female, and some humans. 
 
    One of the males turned and waved when he spotted them. “D-Man! Get over here, you want in?” 
 
    “No, thanks, Carl,” Dante said, sliding seamlessly into his sleazebag persona. “Already did my share of partying today.” 
 
    The other vampire laughed. “You dog!” 
 
    Alexei scanned the room, studiously avoided eye contact with Carey the bartender, and finally found what – or who – he was looking for. The wolf Hannah sat alone, in a small corner booth near the rear exit and restrooms, attention fixed on the phone in front of her, half-finished beer at her elbow.  
 
    “This way,” he said, but caught himself before he could head her way, and turned to fix Jamie with a look. “I’m here to interrogate someone. If you can’t play along, then you should wait over there.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “Interrogate someone about what?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’ve been uncooperative at every turn when it comes to Nik’s plans,” Jamie said, without hesitation. “So I’d like to know who you’re about to shake down, and about what.” 
 
    Alexei bared his teeth, briefly, but restrained a growl. “This is about Gustav,” he hissed. “Play along, or leave.” 
 
    Jamie nodded, seeming satisfied. “Alright, I’ll play.” 
 
    Alexei cursed him in Russian and French as he turned around, and just caught Dante’s amused smirk. “Don’t,” he ordered, pointing a finger at him. And headed for Hannah’s table.  
 
    She glanced up when they approached, and tensed, but it was too late. Alexei and Jamie slid in across from her, and Dante settled at her side, boxing her in, a seemingly-casual arm draped along the back of the booth behind her.  
 
    “Hello, again,” Alexei said pleasantly. “May we join you?” 
 
    Her gaze shifted across all of them, her jaw tightening, her scent blooming with adrenaline. Her hand tightened on her phone, as she sent the screen to black. But her voice managed nonchalance when she said, “Looks like you already have.” 
 
    “Excellent. I thought you could help me with my inquiries.” 
 
    “Are you fucking serious?” she asked, deadpan. She looked to Dante. “Is he fucking serious with that ‘inquiries’ shit?” 
 
    Dante shrugged. “’Fraid so.” He’d found a piece of gum somewhere, and cracked it obnoxiously. “He’s a prince, you know? Likes to sound like one.” 
 
    Beside Alexei, Jamie perked up, brows knitting as he looked at Dante, who only an hour or so ago had been talking like the prim and proper Brit he’d once been.  
 
    Alexei stepped on his foot under the table and sent Hannah a serene smile. “Your master.” 
 
    She sighed, like she thought he was stupid. “He’s not here. Like I told you last time–” 
 
    “No,” Alexei said. It wouldn’t work – at least he didn’t think so, because bound wolves were more or less immune to another vampire’s compulsion – but he sent a mental shove through the airwaves toward her anyway. “I don’t care where he is now. I want to know who he is. And why he’s siccing you on humans.” 
 
    The color drained out of her face. Her eyes went wide. And then narrowed. “Don’t try that mental shit on me. It doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Fine,” Alexei said, “then you can be a dear and answer my question willingly. Why does your master want you to tear innocent humans into tiny, bloody pieces? For sport? Or is he sending a message to someone?” 
 
    She growled, and moved to get up.  
 
    Dante gripped the table with one hand, braced himself, and growled back – his face the picture of cool-guy serenity. It was a feat, actually; Alexei planned to ask him how he pulled it off, later. 
 
    “Answer the question,” he said through a smile, in his real voice. 
 
    The sound of it surprised her into stillness. “What the–” 
 
    “Listen,” Alexei said. “I’m not going to go running back to Nikita with this. I’m nobody’s bitch, especially not his, the fucking uptight loser.” 
 
    Jamie knocked their knees together under the table in silent reprimand. 
 
    He ignored it. “Gustav has expressed interest in communicating further, if I wanted.” He produced the card Gustav had given him, the one he’d stashed up his sleeve before coming in. He hadn’t called, yet. He got shaky inside even now thinking about it; but it made for a good bluff. “He’s here, I know he is. Be a good doggy and run go tell him I’d like to chat.” 
 
    Jamie gave him another whack with his knee. 
 
    Hannah glared at him. It was honestly terrifying. Whatever happened tonight, he had no doubt she was currently putting him on her personal hit list.  
 
    But she hissed, “Fine,” and motioned for Dante to let her up, which he did. “Wait here.” She stalked off down the back hall.  
 
    “Do you have to be such a privileged jackass?” Jamie asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Alexei’s attention shifted to Dante as he settled back in the booth, brows knitted. “Shit, now what?” 
 
    Jamie made an outraged sound.  
 
    Dante said, “This is your show, dear heart, we’re just along for moral support. What’s your plan?” 
 
    Alexei bit his lip. He didn’t normally have to make plans. “I’m going to find out what the hell’s going on.” 
 
    “And tell Nik,” Jamie said. 
 
    Alexei rounded on him with a glare. “Stop being such a fucking Boy Scout. I’m going to find out, and then…I’ll go from there.” 
 
    When he looked back, Dante nodded, supportive, if not outright approving.  
 
    Hannah returned, looking even more sullen than before. “Follow me,” she commanded, and didn’t wait. 
 
    Alexei had to scramble to catch up.  
 
    He’d never been brave enough to visit the restrooms here, so he’d never seen this hallway; dim, a single, blue-tinted tube light flickering overhead. Other doors lined the walls, past the restrooms; sound came from behind some of them, muffled thumps and murmurs. He smelled sex, and sweat, but also blood – and worse things.  
 
    “I thought this was just a bar,” he said, back of his neck crawling.  
 
    Hannah didn’t answer.  
 
    At the end of the hall, they reached a door marked Private, one with an impressive deadbolt. She knocked once, like a warning, and then opened the door and motioned for him to go inside. As he passed her, she growled, once, in the back of her throat. He tossed her his widest smile, fangs showing, before the ratcheting-up of his nerves froze the muscles of his face.  
 
    He came to a halt in front of a desk. Hannah shut the door behind him.  
 
    A dark room. That same, bluish light that infused the whole place persisted here, but even lower. He wasn’t sure a mortal could have seen his way to walk across the room, and he thought maybe that was the point.  
 
    It was a pretentious desk; heavy wood with sharp corners, and thick molding along the bottom edge. The kind of desk movie villains used. To either side were chairs, couches, a wet bar along one wall, and some potted ferns that didn’t need much light. His gaze focused in on Gustav, though, who sat in a tall, ergonomic leather office chair, elbows braced lightly on the desk. He wore another immaculate suit; a blue-green shine of light along his heavily-gelled hair.  
 
    He smiled. “I did give you a card, you know. You could have just called.” 
 
    Alexei’s insides shivered. Maybe it was the cliched “dark lair” feel of the place, or, more likely, the fact that he’d never, thanks to his childhood illness, been forced to have these sorts of confrontational conversations. Before Nikita and Sasha had come into his life, he’d simply walked away from all things uncomfortable. He felt horribly in over his head right now.  
 
    But he kicked his chin up, clothed himself in imperial superiority, and said, “I don’t like talking on the phone. May I sit?” he sank down into the available chair before permission was granted. 
 
    Gustav nodded, smile quirking with amusement. “You may.  What brings you here tonight, Alexei? Disagreement with your friends?” When Alexei lifted his brows, he said, “You smell of vampire, wolf, and human.” 
 
    “Yes, well.” He crossed his legs. Then folded his arms. God, he was shaking, and trying not to show it. “I wouldn’t call them ‘friends.’”  
 
    Gustav chuckled. “I admit: as I said before, given your reputation for keeping to yourself–”  
 
    He had a reputation? 
 
    “–I find it surprising that it’s Captain Baskin and his pack of all people you should choose to associate with.” 
 
    Alexei thought of what he’d said last time - Pretty bold for someone who made a career serving your family’s murderers: a statement meant to rile him up, and twist his negative energy around on Nikita. He needed no reminder that Nik had been a Bolshevik; it wasn’t the sort of thing a person forgot.  
 
    He frowned and said, “I’m not here to talk about Nikita. I have some questions for you.” 
 
    Gustav’s brows lifted. “Sounds very official.” 
 
    “Humans are being murdered. Being ripped to pieces by wolves. Wolves that smell like you, and like your Familiars.” He couldn’t breathe after he’d said it, stomach climbing up under his lungs and clenching tight.  
 
    Gustav’s expression didn’t change. “Wolves that smell like me? You’ve scented the corpses, then? Followed the trails? You’ve done this yourself?” 
 
    He managed a short, inadequate breath. Forced his hands to keep still in his lap, when he wanted to knot them together, just to find an outlet for his inner shaking. “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Gustav said mildly. “Lying to cover your Bolshevik friend, when all Bolsheviks have ever done is lie? You believed Captain Baskin when he blamed this on me and mine? You took his word at face value? A traitor to crown and country?” 
 
    Alexei swallowed. His voice came out unsteady. “Nikita was always loyal to my family. He only pretended to be a Bolshevik; he did what he had to do to survive.” 
 
    Gustav chuckled, low and dark. “Oh, sweet tsarevich. You don’t believe any of that – but you want to, maybe?” His brows lifted again. “All this being on your own has been difficult and frightening this past century. A hundred years with no family, and no friends. I can see the appeal of joining up with your fellow countrymen, regardless of their political affiliation.” He tilted his head. “How is it that Baskin hasn’t killed you yet? He loathes his own kind, as you well know. Why has he let you live?” 
 
    “I already told you: he was loyal to my family.” 
 
    “And I’ve told you that’s a lie. A tempting one, yes, but a lie all the same. He lied. Just as he lied about me being involved in the murder of human civilians. Why would I do such a thing? What would it gain me to send my wolves after mortals?” 
 
    Alexei didn’t have an answer for that.  
 
    Gustav knew it. He said, “Mortals walk into this bar willingly every night. A little compelling here” – he gestured with his hand – “and a sly word there, and they offer themselves freely for the use of the vampires here who need to feed. I myself have two wolf Familiars. Whatever would I need with blood? With humans out on the street, the ones you claim have been ‘torn to pieces’? Hm?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Let me tell you something, Alexei.” He sat forward, expression growing earnest. “I met Nikita once, twenty years ago. On a sidewalk at Christmastime, him and his wolf, the scrawny blond one.” His lip curled. “And the hostility coming off of him that night. He hated me on sight. Hated me because of what I am. Vampire. Or maybe because I’m unabashedly German, and he thinks he’s still fighting the Great Patriotic War. The things he’s blaming me for, I haven’t done. You know I would have no reason to do them. So ask yourself: who is more likely telling the truth? The business man well-satisfied with his two Familiars, who provides a safe haven for those of our kind? Or the mistrustful loner who wore the uniform of your mother’s killers?” 
 
    Alexei had no answer, still. 
 
    “Do not trust him,” Gustav said. “If you need help, you can come to me, but whatever you do: don’t believe a thing Nikita Baskin tells you.” 
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    The dark hour before dawn saw Trina leaning back against the cold brick of the hospital, watching the garbage crew maneuver into the loading bay and back expertly up to the dumpster. She held a white paper bag, and a caddy of steaming, lidded coffees, and she watched her breath plume white up toward the security light overhead.  
 
    She’d slept like hell, tossing and turning, until she’d finally dragged herself out of bed and decided action was better than stewing. In the sharp cold of early morning, she was no longer angry – but worried. Frightened, even. Not about Lanny – that was more or less a domestic issue at this point. But last night’s ridiculous happenings, domestic as they were, had driven home the point she’d been skirting around for days: whatever was going on in the city with feral wolves eating people – they were woefully unprepared to handle it. They were like kids playing Dungeons & Dragons, while there were very real dragons stalking their streets.  
 
    She juggled the caddy and bag into one hand, pulled out her phone, and lit up the screen. She’d typed the number in earlier, while she was waiting in line at the bakery: the number off the slick black card Will Scarlet had given her.  
 
    She took a deep breath, and another, vapor billowing against her screen. Her pulse hitched, and she pressed the call button, and waited.  
 
    The other end rang twice, and then Will Scarlet, sounding totally awake, said, “Good morning, this is Scarlet,” voice smooth and pleasant.  
 
    He was a stranger, but that calm tone, full of so much poise, eased her jangled nerves. “Hi. This is Trina Baskin. Detective Baskin. We met the other night.” 
 
    “Ah, of course. Hello, Detective. I was hoping you’d call.” 
 
    “To tell you I’d gotten Nik and Sasha onto your way of thinking?” she couldn’t help but say.  
 
    He chuckled. “I do want to hear from them, too, but I’m glad to hear from you as well. Hopefully that means I didn’t make too terrible an impression at dinner.” When she didn’t respond right away, he said, “What can I help you with?” 
 
    She felt a twinge of guilt for going behind everyone’s backs, but she pushed it down, and gave him a quick rundown of what they’d been dealing with.  
 
    “Hmm,” he said when she was finished. “Ferals are not a naturally occurring phenomenon. They’re the product of a foul turning – not enough magic, or an incredibly weak spirit that fails to merge with the wolf.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    “You have a mage in town.” 
 
    No, she started to say, and then, we’ve got lots of stuff in this town, buddy. But then, she remembered what had happened before Virginia, Nik and Alexei’s trip to the Queens branch of the Institute, and her blood ran cold. A red-headed child, Nikita had said. A boy. And he’d put hands around his throat and killed him.  
 
    “Detective?” Will prompted, because she’d been silent so long.  
 
    “There’s a branch of the Ingraham Institute here in New York.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware.” 
 
    “They have a mage – or, had one. He kinda got murdered. But,” she rushed to add, anxiety ticking up by the second. “The ferals were around before that. They used them to lure Sasha into a trap. That’s how we ended up in Virginia in the first place.” 
 
    “Did he have red hair?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That was Red’s brother. You remember Red?” 
 
    Which meant Nik had killed the brother of one of theirs. “Shit,” she murmured.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Will assured. “Red was never allowed to be close to any of her siblings. Raised like lab animals, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Trina let out a shaky exhale. “Christ, this just gets more awful.” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    A thought struck. “Wait. Siblings? Plural?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    “Loath though I am to suggest killing my own kind, I’m afraid there’s only one solution for ferals such as these who’ve gone, well, even more feral. Who are killing. They must be put down.” 
 
    “That’s Nik’s line of thinking. Now we just have to find them.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could be of some assistance on that front.” He hid it well, but she could pick up on the thread of eagerness in his voice.  
 
    Guilt spiked again. “Trust me,” she said with real regret, “help would be really appreciated right now…” 
 
    “Ah.” He made a sound of comprehension. “I understand. Talk with your pack, first. I sense Nikita is very territorial.” 
 
    She snorted.  
 
    “Talk with them,” he said, “and call me back if they’re amenable to help. Much and I have a considerable amount of experience in this sort of thing.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.” She really wanted to dislike him, but she thought that was mostly out of loyalty to Nik and the rest of the pack. Nik’s clannishness had rubbed off on all of them. But Will was not only charming, but sincere. Reassuring. There was a steadiness about him that none of the other immortals she knew possessed. He was centuries old, and that was a large part of it; but he also seemed totally at peace with his place in the world. With his pack. Their small group, by contrast, was a hot freaking mess. “Thanks, Will.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome.” 
 
    She tucked her phone away, and sipped at her coffee, feeling slightly less rattled. It wasn’t until now that she realized she’d been drowning; Will was a lifeline, maybe one the others would refuse to reach for, but, still. It was good to know there was help out there, waiting to be called on. 
 
    Until he goes home, an oh-so-helpful voice chimed in at the back of her mind, and then it was worry all over again.  
 
    The garbage truck had long since gone, and the coroner’s van had arrived, techs in white jumpsuits going around to the rear doors, when Harvey walked up, wool pea coat buttoned up over her scrubs, scrolling furiously through something on her phone.  
 
    She glanced up just before she reached the door, spotted Trina, and startled hard, halting and gasping. She frowned. “Jesus Christ, you scared me to death.” 
 
    Trina lifted the bag. “I brought muffins and coffee.” 
 
    Harvey stared at her a long moment, still frowning. Then sighed and said, “You on the rocks with Lanny?” 
 
    “No,” Trina said, too-defensively.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Come on. I can take five minutes to eat.” 
 
    They went in to Harvey’s office, where a low couch made up with a rumpled blanket and pillow gave evidence to the nights she didn’t make it home from work. She flipped on lights and woke up her computer, and let Trina slide her a coffee and a double chocolate chip muffin on a napkin. She tore into it right away, with the air of someone used to scarfing down food in the hurried moments between autopsies.  
 
    “I wouldn’t say ‘rocks,’” Trina said, picking at her own muffin. “But things aren’t exactly good.” 
 
    “Not to be unsupportive, but I’ve got to point out that I’m not exactly brimming with helpful relationship advice. Kinda married to the dead, here.” 
 
    “No, I know.” Trina gave up and set her muffin down on the desk. “And I’m not trying to dump my stupid romance problems on you. On anyone. I mean – look at what’s going on. What kind of idiot would be worried about romance right now?” 
 
    Harvey tilted her head. “You’re allowed to worry about it. It’s a huge part of your life. Or so other people tell me.” She flashed a tight, self-deprecating grin.  
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I…” She pushed both hands back through her hair and knotted them together at the back of her neck. Groaned. “I don’t know if I’m cut out for this.” 
 
    “A relationship?” 
 
    “Being the only human in my pack.” When Harvey’s brows went up, she said, “Yeah, saying that aloud to regular people sounds super weird. I just…how is this my life?” She shook her head. “Ignore me. I’m feeling sorry for myself.” 
 
    “You know,” Harvey said after a moment. “I hear, just in general, that’s it’s normal to have doubts. Growing pains. I’d imagine growing with Lanny would be more painful than with most.” 
 
    Trina sent her an appreciative smile. “I think I thought, after Virginia, that things would go back to normal. Except for Lanny being a vampire. But I don’t actually have any idea what normal is. And I think being a vampire invites a kind of trouble most people never deal with.” 
 
    Harvey brushed the crumbs from her fingers and dropped her chin in a cupped hand, gaze going thoughtful. “Have you considered: it’s not your job to keep anybody out of trouble?” 
 
    Trina sent her a wry look, and tapped her nails against the badge on her belt.  
 
    “Yeah, but the badge comes off, and then what are you? Everybody’s mom?” 
 
    “Wow. Harsh.” 
 
    “You can only help Lanny as much as he’ll let you,” Harvey said, unrelenting. “After that, he has to want to be a good person. Or, at least a responsible one. You have to decide what you can and can’t live with, and go from there.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.”  
 
    “I told you I wasn’t good at this.” 
 
    “No, no. You’re right.” Trina slumped back in her chair, tired though the day hadn’t even officially started yet. “Hey, would it be possible to bring someone else by to see the vics’ remains? If I need him to, I mean.” 
 
    Harvey rolled her eyes. “Lord, deliver me from storybook creatures. Yeah, sure. What’s one more?” 
 
    A young under-coroner in blue scrubs came to knock tentatively at the door and tell Harvey – with polite hesitance – that it was time for the first autopsy of the day. 
 
    “Gotta keep the kids on their toes,” Harvey said, a touch smug, as they got to their feet.  
 
    Trina bid her goodbye, trashed her half-eaten muffin, and went back out the heavy auto-locking metal door. It was still dark. Over the building tops, she could just make out the barest thread of pinkish light. Dawn would be along soon, but the air was at its sharpest. She zipped her jacket, shoved her hands in her pockets, and headed off down the sidewalk toward the precinct.  
 
    She’d gone about a block when she heard it: the growl.  
 
    An unusual lull in traffic, a quiet stretch of sidewalk without pedestrians, save the handful a hundred yards ahead at the bus stop. She wouldn’t have heard it otherwise; wasn’t sure she heard it even now.  
 
    She froze, and glanced back over her shoulder.  
 
    There were two of them. A dozen paces behind her, heads low, some stray bit of light from an upper window catching in their eyes. They could have been dogs, big dogs, in the dark like this. Shaggy, unkempt, stray dogs, the kind that became urban legends.  
 
    But she knew they weren’t. She also knew, with a start, that she’d seen them before. In a dream, once. She remembered the snow, and trying in vain to plunge through it, growing weaker and slower with every step. Remembered the way the wind had played with Prince Valerian’s long pale hair, a flapping banner against the soot-colored sky as he whirled into existence and took their lives, quick and bloody, with a flashing length of steel.  
 
    But that had been a dream, and this was real. The wolves were real. And there was no dashing prince with a sword to save her.  
 
    Her first instinct was one of violence. Her hand went to the gun on her hip. But she was on a street that would soon be busy, in the middle of a city. And even if they meant to tear her to shreds, these were no mere animals, but werewolves. Would a bullet even stop them? 
 
    She didn’t have time to debate that, because they charged.  
 
    Trina bolted.  
 
    Panic welled up and threatened to choke her.  
 
    But there was no time for that. Run, every part of her screamed, and she ran.  
 
    First order of business: draw them away from civilians.  
 
    Second order: don’t die.  
 
    She leapt into a sprint, the cold air scraping down into her lungs right away, adrenaline seizing all her muscles and darting along her nerves like lightning. She didn’t run everyday anymore, not like she had in the Academy, but she could still turn the speed on when she needed to, and she did now.  
 
    The slap of her feet on the pavement drew gazes from the bus stop. She ducked left and down an alley, between two office buildings. A long alley, dotted with dumpsters and smaller, silver trash cans. At the other end, she could see the first silvery threads of daylight suffusing the air, a beacon drawing her. 
 
    But a snarl and the scrabble of claws on pavement told her she’d never make it that far. Already her initial burst of speed was failing. A sudden side stitch grabbed at her, took her breath.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    The pulled-up ladder of a fire escape loomed ahead. She slowed – snarling, growling, snapping, wolves gaining behind her – crouched, and launched herself into the air. Reached, flailed – and just managed to grip the bottom rung of the ladder. Her weight pulled it down – stomach swooping, skin prickling, she nearly lost it – and the moment it stilled, she scrambled up. Hand over hand, panting, soles of her shoes slipping. It seemed to take forever, but then she was on the landing, flopping onto its cold metal like a landed fish, gasping for breath.  
 
    The wolves went nuts down below, leaping, whining, and snarling at her. She looked through the metal mesh and saw the flash of ivory fangs, and the glimmer of eyes. She shuddered. They didn’t look like the wolves in nature documentaries: savvy, majestic. Intelligent. There was a hazy blankness to their rage. Rabid. Soulless. Val had explained it to her in the dream, and Will had again over the phone just an hour ago: ferals were the result of a foul turning. Somehow, these had lost their humanity.  
 
    They could still take a human shape, though, she realized a moment later, when one of them shifted, and put shaking pale hands on the rungs of the ladder.  
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    She scrambled up, legs weak from her run, lungs struggling. Her pulse throbbed like a wound. She hurried up the next ladder, the whole fire escape shaking beneath her as the shifted wolf hustled up behind her. He was still snarling. When she hit the landing, she risked a glance. He was so much faster than her, so much stronger, not even winded. But his face–  
 
    Blank, so utterly blank, and slack, save the rictus that flashed all his teeth, the canines pointed.  
 
    She started for the next ladder, but pulled up short. She couldn’t outrun him, there was no way. He was already emerging, already on level with her, hauling himself up the last step, the growl pouring out of his open mouth, saliva dribbling down his chin.  
 
    No one could have looked at him and thought him remotely human.  
 
    His hair hung in greasy clumps around his face, haphazardly cut by a knife. A patchy beard, tattered, ill-fitting clothes. A loose collar hung around his throat, heavy metal, large enough to survive a shifting without strangling him. He reeked of wet fur and unwashed human skin, of blood and death.  
 
    Trina drew her gun, and her hands stopped shaking. She would give him a choice.  
 
    “Turn around,” she said, “and go back to your master. This is your one chance to do the right thing.” 
 
    Her words didn’t seem to register. He stalked toward her, hands curled into claws, growling continuously. He lowered his head, guarding his throat, and gathered himself to pounce. She saw the tension in his arms and legs, the coil before the spring.  
 
    Trina took a breath, and fired.  
 
    The first round caught him in the chest, right in the sweet spot. At close range, she couldn’t have missed, but it was perhaps her best shot ever. A .45 slug straight to the heart.  
 
    The force of the impact knocked him back three steps. He staggered, and went to his knees. But he didn’t collapse and go into death throes like he should have. He coughed blood, but then he growled again, and started hauling himself up against the rail.  
 
    “Shit,” she breathed, and fired again. And again. And again.  
 
    Finally, he lay still – mostly. His limbs twitched, and his eyes rolled. Pink foam leaked from his mouth.  
 
    She thought about old movies, about silver bullets, and nearly burst into hysterical laughter. She couldn’t, though, because of the tightness in her throat, and the frantic pounding of her heart.  
 
    Down below, the other wolf circled, whining. Then he shifted, too. The same blank expression tipped up to her – only he was whimpering instead of growling. A dirty face framed by dirtier hair, rags for clothes.  
 
    She felt sorry for him. For both of them. Whatever terrible things they’d done, it hadn’t been a conscious decision. It was a rabid kind of madness, but not malice.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Trina called down to him. 
 
    He whimpered and shrank back.  
 
    “Who did this to you? Where are you from?” 
 
    He ducked his head, and took off. Near the mouth of the alley, the shadows shifted abruptly, and he lit out onto the street on four legs instead of two.  
 
    Trina looked down at the wolf at her feet – still in his human skin. Still twitching, struggling, growling and whining. He tried to sit up, despite the blood pouring out of his body. 
 
    Silver, she thought numbly. She would have needed to put a silver bullet in his heart to kill him.  
 
    To kill him cleanly.  
 
    The wolf met her gaze, his own as glassy as it had been to start. But furious, now. The gaze of an animal backed into a corner by something he didn’t understand.  
 
    “What should I do now?” she asked, her anxiety spiking anew. Now that the immediate threat was gone, her adrenaline ebbed, and made room for cold, clammy fear. Her hands shook, and her voice cracked, and her breathing came quick and choppy. The gun felt too heavy in her hand. This wasn’t like picking off guards from a distance with Katya’s rifle in Virginia. This was up close and personal; she could smell his blood, his sweat, his unwashed skin. She had a choice to make here. She could call the precinct and tell them she’d apprehended an attacker – and then what? They’d cuff him, pack him off, get him medical care. But his healing would be inexplicable. As would his madness.  
 
    Hey, guys, I caught a werewolf. 
 
    She couldn’t do that. And he had…he was… 
 
    “Shit,” she said aloud, and put a round in his forehead.  
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    The racket at the front door woke Nik. Someone was knocking – was pounding – with the side of a closed fist, it sounded like. A frantic rhythm.  
 
    “Guys!” A muffled shout. Lanny. 
 
    Nikita groaned and buried his face in Sasha’s hair. It was silky soft, even tangled, and smelled like both of them. “Hasn’t he ever heard of a phone?” he grumbled.  
 
    Sasha chuckled, his ribs jumping under the arm Nik had around his waist. “You complain when they call, too.” He shifted, and Nik tightened his arm with a low growl. Sasha laughed, and sat up. Nik cracked an eye and saw him beaming down at him, face still puffy and pillow-creased from sleep, his hair wild on his shoulders. Fading bite mark bruise on his throat. Stunning. “Come on, we have to go see what he wants.” 
 
    Nikita growled again. 
 
    Sasha leaned down and kissed him, then went springing out of bed like the nineteen-year-old he still looked, and shimmied into sweatpants.  
 
    Nikita rolled slowly onto his back and blinked up at the ceiling. “Let’s run away,” he suggested, only half joking. “We can go back home, to Russia.”  
 
    Sasha came to lean on the edge of the bed, his expression going momentarily serious. “Darling,” he said, and Nik shivered. “Wherever you are is home. But we have a new pack, now, and they’re very young. And sometimes stupid. We should look after them.” He softened it with a smile afterward, and Nikita was helpless but to smile back.  
 
    “You’re probably right. Damn it.” 
 
    Sasha grabbed his outstretched hand and tugged. “Get up.” 
 
    He did get up, and pulled on clothes, and answered the door himself, because some backward part of his hindbrain said that he should shield his mate from any intruder, even one who was pack. So he only opened the door halfway, and blocked the entrance with his body. 
 
    Lanny froze, fist suspended in mid-air. He reeked of panic. 
 
    “What?” Nikita asked.  
 
    Lanny’s eyes swept over him, taking in his rumpled shirt, and even more rumpled sweatpants. But they returned to his face, and all he said was, “I just got a call from the precinct. It’s Trina.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny managed to stammer out the main gist of the story as they walked. It was a cold morning, the air biting, the sky a silver-gray scented with approaching rain. Trina had been pursued by a man, chased up a fire escape, and, finally, when cornered, had shot him. Killed him. 
 
    The three of them picked up the scent of wolf a block from the crime scene. Even Lanny stopped his frantic, bouncing walk, pulling up short like he’d walked into a wall, inhaling deeply.  
 
    Sasha sneezed loudly, and shook his head, grimacing. “Ugh. It was them. Both of them.” The ferals.  
 
    Nikita met his gaze, his pulse leaping. “And she killed one of them.” No mean feat. He didn’t think Lanny would understand the magnitude of it.  
 
    “Come on,” Lanny growled impatiently, and set off again. 
 
    Sasha’s expression went worried, and they followed.  
 
    It would have been impossible to miss the alley. It was all roped off, squad cars lining the sidewalk, cops milling. As they approached, Dr. Harvey alighted from the coroner van, kit in her hand, white coat fluttering beneath a windbreaker. She noticed them, and paused.  
 
    “Lanny, you can’t–” she started.   
 
    “Where is she? Is she still here? Is she okay?” 
 
    Harvey sighed and glanced to Nikita. “Restrain him if you have to. He can’t be on the scene.” 
 
    Nik put a hand on Lanny’s shoulder, just in case. Lanny ignored it, and went right up to the fluttering yellow tape that sealed off the alley.  
 
    “Delgado!” he called. “What’s happening?”  
 
    A suit-clad detective stood from his crouch at the base of a fire escape, and ambled over, his face heavy with exhaustion. Nik could related; he thought modern detectives had even less sleep than he had as a Chekist captain.  
 
    “Webb,” Delgado said as he approached, expression grim, shaking his head. “You can’t be here.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit,” Lanny spat. He was shaking under Nik’s hand. “Where’s Trina? Is she alright? Did she get hurt?” 
 
    Delgado glanced over his shoulder, toward the swarm of investigators. Then he sighed and stepped in closer, dropping his voice. “From what I hear, no. Evans took her in for an informal questioning. She was shook up, but not hurt. IAB’s already been called.” In a grave voice, “She killed a civilian.”  
 
    The alley reeked of wolf. The body was up on the first landing of the fire escape, white sheet fluttering in the breeze. Blood had dripped down onto the pavement.  
 
    Sasha had turned away, still sneezing. Nik hated the stink of the feral wolves, but to Sasha, they were anathema.  
 
    “I…” Lanny said, floundering. “She…” 
 
    Nikita tightened his hand and reeled him back a step. “Let’s go to the precinct and see her,” he whispered. “Come on. Get it together.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lanny said, gaze still fixed on the draped body, voice faint. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    They turned away as a unit, and Lanny, to Nik’s surprise, leaned into the weight of the hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “She’s fine,” Nik said. 
 
    Lanny snorted. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know that if she’d been injured, she’d be at the hospital instead of the precinct right now.” 
 
    Lanny snorted again, but didn’t argue.  
 
    “It was them,” Sasha said from Lanny’s other side. “The ferals. She got one of them.” He sounded proud.  
 
    “And without silver,” Nik said. 
 
    “Guess you can kill anything if you put enough bullets in it,” Lanny said. 
 
    “Most things,” Nikita said, because vampires were the exception – to all sorts of rules, really.  
 
    Sasha said, “But where did the other one go?” 
 
    “Home,” Nik said. “Wherever that is for him.” 
 
    They walked the rest of the way to the precinct in silence, Lanny bristling with nerves.  
 
    “Hey.” Nikita pulled him up short before he could go charging up the stairs, and the look he cast around was wild, eyes white-rimmed and unfocused. “You need to calm down first. Don’t run in there and make everything worse.” 
 
    He expected resistance, but Lanny actually listened, nodding slowly. “Right, right.” 
 
    Nikita decided to press his luck. “This isn’t about you. It’s about her, and how you can be helpful.” 
 
    Lanny nodded. And then turned a sudden, sharp look on Nikita. “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    “Really?” Nikita shot back, brows lifting. “’Cause lately it’s seemed to be all about you.” 
 
    “Says the guy who’s never had a real fucking relationship in his whole fucking life,” Lanny shot back.  
 
    “Have you?” Nikita countered. 
 
    Sasha pushed between them with a sigh. “Stop.” It had the effect of cold water over both of them, stepping away, dropping their hostility. “Go see Trina,” Sasha told Lanny, “and be supportive. We’ll be out here.” 
 
    Lanny looked between the two of them, expression grim, but finally nodded, and went up the stairs at a walk.  
 
    Nikita put his hands in his pockets and slouched back against the bricks. He fingered the packet of smokes in the right one, wanting a cigarette, but a dark glance from a uniformed officer stayed his hand. No sense looking even less reputable, he supposed.  
 
    Sasha fell in beside him. “They have to figure things out for themselves, you know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Trina and Lanny. They have to sort out their differences by themselves. You can’t fix their relationship for them.” 
 
    Nikita could feel that the face he made wasn’t friendly or attractive, though Sasha smiled in response, sunshine-bright.  
 
    “You know you can’t.” 
 
    “I know,” he groused. But, though his hand tightened on his pack of smokes, he didn’t crave one as badly. Sasha’s laugh filled him with a warmth that eased the endless, shaking anxiety inside him. It always had, but he’d always forced his gaze away too soon, worried he’d give himself away, that he wasn’t allowed to have this. 
 
    He let out a breath and felt lighter for it. “I know,” he repeated.  
 
    Sasha cast his smile out across the street and pressed their shoulders together. “I think it’s sweet. She’s your family and you’re worried about her.” 
 
    “You’re my family.” 
 
    “I know,” he said easily. “But she’s family by blood. She’s…” He hesitated. “You didn’t get to ever see your…” Your baby, he didn’t say. Not until a few months ago, when he was already an old man. When he didn’t even need Nikita anymore. Never had, really, not with Pyotr doing such a good job. 
 
    His stomach tightened in the old familiar way – but not as painfully. They’d all been fine without him, probably even better off. And now he knew what happiness tasted like, and he had a chance with Trina – to be of use to the family he’d never known before.  
 
    An idea started to coalesce. He didn’t give voice to it, not yet, but he leaned into the place where he and Sasha touched, and Sasha leaned back, and that was alright for now.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She’d been in this interrogation room countless times.  
 
    It was funny how something as simple as sitting on the opposite side of the table could change the entire landscape.  
 
    She wasn’t panicking, though. Wasn’t worried. Didn’t feel anything, actually. A professional sort of numbness, one she’d donned like a shield and which settled over her heavily. Impenetrable.  
 
    They’d left the door open, to make things look casual. But through it, she could glimpse Detective Romero leaned back against the wall, shoulders slouched, chewing gum, gaze hooded. She’d seen him look like that through the one-way mirror before, when she was observing one of his interrogations.  
 
    Delgado entered, bearing two steaming cups of coffee. Precinct mugs, and not the disposable paper they gave to actual suspects. “Here we go,” he said cheerfully, setting one down in front of her. He’d remembered she liked lots of cream.  
 
    He settled in across from her, smoothing his tie, situating the chair. Like with Romero, all movements she knew well. Little professional tics.  
 
    “We’re waiting for Abbot?” she asked. Couldn’t imbue any sort of animation into her voice.  
 
    “Oh, well.” He shrugged and looked nervous. “You know how it is. IAB wants to send somebody. Gotta go through all the paperwork. That dumb shit.” He shrugged, but his smile didn’t go all the way on both sides.  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “He was chasing you?” he asked. And he sounded so casual, like her friend and fellow detective asking a simple question. 
 
    But she was in this room, and nothing said here would be taken casually.  
 
    Silence fell. 
 
    Delgado jiggled one leg, keys and change rattling in his pocket, and glanced at her surreptitiously like he thought she might fill that silence.  
 
    She didn’t.  
 
    And then she heard the yelling. 
 
    “Fuck you, no–” Lanny’s unmistakable voice said.   
 
    Romero pushed off the wall, hands-up. “Hey,” he said, “hey, she’s–” His back slammed into the wall, the breath leaving his lungs in a hard rush.  
 
    Lanny had shoved him. 
 
    He appeared in the doorway a moment later, leather jacket hanging open, sweats underneath, breathing like a racehorse, face still bruised. “What the fuck?” he said, half-growling. She could see the tips of his fangs; emotion had rendered him careless. “She’s not a fucking suspect, what the–”  
 
    Romero put a hand on his shoulder, and oh shit, this wasn’t going to go well. 
 
    Trina stood, just as Romero was thrown backward. Her hip bumped the table, and coffee slopped all over.  “Lanny,” she snapped. 
 
    Everything seemed to stop. 
 
    Romero was caught in a tableau, half-falling, all of Lanny’s strength holding him upright. Inhuman strength; he would probably wonder at it later.  
 
    Delgado sat staring at her, motionless.  
 
    “Lanny,” she said again, voice flat.  
 
    He whirled to face her. The chaos on his face. The terror and aggression. It was staggering. 
 
    She swallowed and said, “Stop.” 
 
    He dropped Romero and turned to face her. Dropped him. He’d shown too much of his true, new self. There would be no way to come back from it, she registered.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said.  
 
    “Who was it?” he asked, heedless of her calm tone. “One of those assholes they lured Sasha with? A feral?” 
 
    She gave him a look. “Not now.” 
 
    “It was, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Romero collected himself with an indignant cough.  
 
    “Whaddya mean?” Delgado asked, looking between Trina and Lanny.  
 
    “My partner,” Trina said, before Lanny could answer. “Is just concerned. He wasn’t involved at all.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously be questioning her,” Lanny said.  
 
    Delgado’s gaze kept flicking, back and forth; he looked as unsettled as Trina had ever seen him.  
 
    “Lanny, get out, you’re only going to make this worse.” 
 
    Romero straightened his jacket with a sharp gesture. “Man, what the fuck?” 
 
    “Lanny–” Trina started again, uselessly. She might as well give orders to the wall for all that he would listen.  
 
    Then Captain Abbot’s voice cut above everyone else’s. “What the fuck is all this? Huh?” He bulled into the room with his head down, his shoulders rounded for a fight, gaze already fierce enough to strip paint. He looked at each of them in turn. “Which one of you idiots shot somebody?” 
 
    Trina lifted two fingers in a small wave. “That’d be me, sir.” She was still numb. They were only words, and true ones at that; she found they came easily.  
 
    “In self-defense,” Lanny growled. A real vampire growl. God, he was so fired after this. “She didn’t do anything wrong, Captain.” Too aggressive, his tone too sharp. Fired, fired, fired.  
 
    Abbot swung around to look at him, and recoiled visibly a moment when he got a good glimpse of Lanny’s face. His eyes looked fevered; the tips of his fangs showed. “Jesus, are you high or something?” To Romero and Delgado: “Get him the fuck outta here if he’s gonna be like this.” 
 
    Lanny growled again.  
 
    Trina had to stop this, she knew. Whatever the fallout, it was vital that she get Lanny to calm down. He was a gun half-cocked lately, and this had all the earmarks of a full-fledged disaster in the making.  
 
    She slipped between Lanny and Abbot. Put her back to her captain, ignored his spluttered protests, and focused all her attention on Lanny. She’d been wanting him to keep acting like a human all this time – but he wasn’t one, anymore. And it wasn’t his human side she needed to appeal to. Not now – maybe not ever.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, low and soothing. “Hey, hey, hey, look at me. Just at me.”  
 
    He did, his pupils dilating, his breath arresting one long moment before he started sucking in deep, panicked lungfuls again. He was locked in. 
 
    Moving slowly, Trina reached up and laid one hand on the side of his face, and the other on his throat. His skin was clammy, his pulse racing against her fingers. “I’m okay,” she said. “Not even a scratch. I mean, I’m out of shape – thank God I didn’t have to run that far – but I’m good. See? Come here, smell if you need to. No blood.” 
 
    And he did smell. He stepped in close and dropped his face into the side of her throat, scenting her. Touched her hair, her shoulders, her arms. Pulled back to rake his gaze over her. He was shaking. “Did it? Are you–” 
 
    “Fine. Totally fine. Let’s put the sharp teeth away, okay?” 
 
    “The – sharp–” He flicked his tongue over a fang, and his eyes widened. “Shit. I…” He hyperventilated some more, and Trina tightened her hand on his neck. 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s fine. Just take a sec, and dial it back.” 
 
    A few more hitched breaths, and then a deep one. Another. He blinked and his pupils started to shrink back toward regular size; the glow faded from them. That had been new; she’d thought she’d seen Nikita’s and Alexei’s flash in moments, but she’d never been staring at them like this when it happened; hadn’t known for sure that something ethereal and inhuman flared to life in their irises.  
 
    “That’s better,” she murmured, squeezing at his neck in regular pulses – pulses that his own pulse slowly matched. “You okay?” 
 
    He ducked his head, and nodded. “Yeah.” His voice was still rough, but no longer with a growl; with regular old shame. He rubbed a hand down his face. “Yeah. I’m…shit. Sorry, guys.” 
 
    No response.  
 
    Trina finally glanced toward the others in the room. They’d all clumped together, a line of slack-jawed mortals with wrinkled dress shirts and bad haircuts. At another moment, she would have laughed, and ribbed them about looking like cops out of a crappy made-for-TV movie.  
 
    But now, with Lanny still shivering beneath her hands, she felt the morning’s first curl of real dread. Romero, Delgado, and Abbot didn’t just look shocked, but truly frightened. Dazed, almost. It didn’t matter that none of them probably believed in the supernatural; they’d all seen what she’d just seen in Lanny: that there was something very, very different about him now.  
 
    “What the hell?” Abbot said, voice uncharacteristically faint.  
 
    “Go,” Trina whispered to Lanny, and gave him a gentle shove toward the door. She wanted him to go home. To get the hell out of the precinct and find Nikita or Jamie or anyone else in their pack to sit with him. Even Alexei, whose vampiric experience far surpassed Lanny’s own.  
 
    He let go of her reluctantly, and made a tiny sound almost like a whine. She had vastly underestimated the distress a vampire would feel for a mate in danger – though she shouldn’t, she thought with a mental headshake. She’d seen Nikita in Virginia.  
 
    “Go,” she said again, and found a reassuring smile for him. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He gave her a look that threatened to crack her shields, baleful as a stray dog, full of regret and worry. But then he did go, and Delgado and Romero followed a moment later, at a safe distance, practically creeping.  
 
    Go faster, she willed Lanny. He was in no state to try to laugh and shrug off what they’d just seen. 
 
    Abbot cleared his throat. 
 
    Trina pushed all extraneous thoughts away and turned to him. She was the one with the composure here, even if her fate was in his hands. “Will IAB be here soon, sir?” she asked. 
 
    He blinked in response to her tone, flat and professional. 
 
    “I’d be happy to give you a statement, first, if you’d like.” 
 
    He blinked a few more times. “What the hell’s with Webb?” 
 
    “Trust me, sir: you wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    22 
 
      
 
    Alexei was freaking out.  
 
    He’d dreamed of Ekaterinburg. Of the exact black of the sky that final night, of the smear of yellow light from the upper windows. Of the barking voices of the men who’d ushered them across the courtyard. Papa’s arms strong and close around him; the steady pounding of his heart against Alexei’s ear. He’d dreamed of his little spaniel, Joy, jerking and yipping on his lead, because Anastasia hadn’t wanted to leave him behind. The crunch of snow beneath black boots. 
 
    He’d dreamed of the Cheka that had killed his family. Their black fur hats, and their long black coats, and the vacant black of their eyes. Monsters, all of them monsters.  
 
    And he’d awakened moments ago, to daylight, and his heart in his throat, and to the scent of cooking food, and the echo of Gustav’s words last night.  
 
    Your mother’s killers. 
 
    It didn’t matter that Nikita hadn’t pulled the trigger himself: he was one of those black-clad monsters. He always had been, and people didn’t change, did they?  
 
    He lay, disoriented, pulse pounding, ears ringing, for a long moment, gulping air through an open mouth. Then he became aware of the sound of humming. The sizzle that went with the smell. Someone cooking breakfast – and humming old big band tunes from the forties.  
 
    Two hands gripped the back of the velvet sofa where he’d collapsed in the wee hours, and Jamie’s face appeared above his.  
 
    “Dante’s making breakfast,” he said. “He’s kind of a weird dude.” 
 
    Alexei licked his dry lips. “You don’t say.” 
 
    He sat up. Daylight fell in warm panels through the open drapes of Dante’s living room, sparkling off the shiniest of his displayed treasures.  
 
    A peek over the back of the couch revealed Dante standing at the stove, his hair soft and loose on his shoulders, wearing his velvet dressing gown, head tipping back and forth as he hummed and turned bacon with a fork.  
 
    “He wakes,” he said, all British, and sent Alexei a grin over the kitchen island. A sharp grin, but a worried cast to his gaze.  
 
    Alexei rubbed his eyes. “Are you Basil this morning?” 
 
    “Mostly. Come over here and eat, the first batch is already done.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Alexei grumbled, but he lurched to his feet, stretched out his sore back, and shuffled over to perch at the island, on the stool beside Jamie’s. “The first batch” proved to be bacon, scrambled eggs, and French toast sticks with big puddles of real syrup. He still felt mildly queasy with nerves, but his stomach rumbled, and he fell on the food like a starving man.  
 
    “Well,” Dante said, and sipped his coffee.  
 
    “Well, what?” Alexei snapped between bites. He became aware that Jamie was staring at him, rather than eating, a more worried version of the calculating look Dante gave him over the rim of his coffee mug. “What?” he demanded again, slowing, looking between them.  
 
    Dante set his mug aside slowly. “It seems you have a choice to make.” With his true accent, it sounded like a dire statement; like he himself had presented the choice. Even in his robe, and with his hair wild, there was a gravitas to him. It was easy to imagine him in formalwear, bowing before the queen he’d served.  
 
    Jamie said, “You don’t really believe that Gustav guy over Nik, do you?” 
 
    There was a blunt way of putting it.  
 
    Alexei sighed and set his fork down, stomach cramping. He didn’t want to look at either of them, and stared at a space on the spotless countertop. “Nikita was a Chekist. And Chekists killed my family. Would have killed me if not for Grisha’s gift.” 
 
    “Grisha,” Dante said with polite disdain. “Grigory Yefimovich was a lecherous cretin. The entire world thought he was–” He left off when Alexei shot him a glare, his expression smoothing. “Disrespecting your mother and sisters.”  
 
    “Lex,” Jamie said beside him, earnest, trying to be convincing. “If Nikita had any bad intentions toward you, you would know by now. We’re pack,” he said, leaning in closer, his eyes huge. He was such a newborn, it very nearly disgusted him. “Whatever Gustav said, he wasn’t–” 
 
    “And why would Gustav lie?” Alexei said, sneering, and turned back to his breakfast.  
 
    “The same reason any of us lie,” Dante said after a beat, his voice heavy enough that Alexei felt his gaze tugged upward, against his will. Dante looked sad, his lean face drawn. “To fool someone.” 
 
    Alexei snorted, and shoveled up another bite of eggs.  
 
    “I will say this, though,” Dante added. “In my experience, the best liars are always charming.” 
 
    Just like he was. 
 
    Like Gustav. 
 
    And Nikita, Alexei thought with another tightening of his nerves, had not one scrap of charm.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Eyes shut, head tipped back, Sasha beside him and the sun warming his face, Nikita thought he might fall asleep leaning against the front of the precinct. But then he caught the scent of wolves, and came instantly awake. 
 
    “You.” He pushed off the wall, and put himself in front of Sasha as Will Scarlet and Much the Miller’s Son approached.  
 
    They pulled up several paces away.  
 
    Much rolled his eyes and muttered, “Told you.” He turned away from them all.  
 
    Will held both hands up, placating. “Trina called me.” 
 
    “She what?” he growled.  
 
    Sasha touched his arm. “Let’s hear what they have to say.” 
 
    Nikita caught the edge of a smirk on Much’s face, and growled again, low.  
 
    “We’re not trying to interfere with pack dynamics,” Will said, and he didn’t just sound earnest, but smelled it, too. Not a trace of anxiety – the shithead. “But Trina reached out. We’re all on the same side here.” 
 
    Sasha’s hand tightened on Nikita’s arm, a quick reflex, a staying motion.  
 
    Nikita said, “And what side is that?” 
 
    “The one that’s working against the Ingraham Institute.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny sat down in a chair in the break room, put his head between his knees, and concentrated on breathing for long minutes. Thought consciously about pulling his growl back, and retracting his fangs, and trying to stuff his rampaging instincts – still new, raw, and unwieldy – back into some kind of manageable compartment.  
 
    His heartbeat slowed gradually; it had eased some while Trina was talking to him. While she had her hands on him, skin-to-skin contact. When he could tell that she was whole and unhurt, that the blood on the ankles of her boots belonged to a feral wolf, and not to her. Then he’d been able to dial back some of his panic. But as soon as she sent him away – and walking off had been one of the most wildly difficult things he’d ever done, leaving his mate alone with someone frowning at her – his pulse had accelerated again. 
 
    He was shaking, still. He should be with her. He should put himself between her and whatever threatened her and bare his teeth, growl from deep in his throat.  
 
    This went way beyond general machismo, he knew. This was pure vampire instinct, and he was in so, so far over his head.  
 
    When he felt mostly in control of himself, he lifted his head. Delgado stood against the opposite wall, both hands around a coffee mug, staring at him with no small amount of trepidation.  
 
    He swallowed, throat jumping. “You good?” 
 
    Lanny took a breath. “Yeah. I think.” 
 
    Delgado’s brows lifted. “What was that?” 
 
    Lanny dropped his gaze to his hands, where his fingers were laced, the fresh bruises on top of the old scars on his knuckles nearly healed. “Just worried, you know.”  
 
    A beat. Delgado said, “Listen, I love my partner like a brother. But.” Another hesitation. Word would spread; they would all be hesitant now. Maybe even frightened. “That’s not what it looked like.” 
 
    Lanny lifted his head again, and sent him a steady look. He intended it to be steady, anyway; one of his best interrogation faces. But Delgado shrank down into his shirt collar a fraction. Scared. “What did it look like?” he asked, levelly.  
 
    “Kinda like you and her are sleeping together. Kinda like you’re outta your goddamn mind.” 
 
    Lanny snorted. “Which do you think it is?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Good guess.” 
 
    “Lanny. What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    He let out a breath and shoved to his feet. Unsteady, hands still shaking. “When I figure it out, I’ll be sure to let you know.” 
 
    Delgado made a protesting sound, but took an extra step out of the way as Lanny walked out of the break room.  
 
    He ought to leave the precinct, he knew. Even though it left him grinding his teeth, there was nothing he could do for Trina right now – she was technically safe, in a physical sense. She didn’t need him.  
 
    Mate. Mine. Protect. 
 
    Instincts so much more powerful than he’d expected. He’d never felt this way before.  
 
    So he didn’t leave. Went instead toward his desk, where he’d at least be close by when she eventually got out of her interview.  
 
    His desk wasn’t empty.  
 
    Nikita and Sasha he almost expected; Nikita didn’t listen to anyone. But Will Scarlet and Much were a surprise.  
 
    As was the fact that Will spoke first, standing up and offering a flourishing bow that belonged to another century. “Apologies for barging in. We encountered Nikita and Sasha on the street, and–” 
 
    He cut off when Lanny glanced away from him, and toward Nik, and said, “What the fuck?” 
 
    Nik sighed. “They do make a good point about the Institute.”  
 
    “The…what?” The word hit him like a slap.  
 
    “The Institute created them, did they not?” Will asked. “It only makes sense–” 
 
    “Gustav is there,” Sasha said, grim-faced. “With them. Helping them.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lanny murmured, his panic over Trina receding in this face of this new, wholly different kind of panic. He felt very small, and rooted to the spot. “Why didn’t we think of that?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She told the story twice. Once to Abbot, and then to the IAB agent – a smarmy jerk named Jennings – once he arrived, late, pressed, bearing more coffee, and looking at her with big-eyed seriousness, encouraging her to feel comfortable with him.  
 
    He chased me, I told him to back down, she said. He pursued me up a fire escape. Tried to jump on me. I fired.  
 
    Jennings frowned at her a lot. She knew it didn’t add up: she’d fired more shots than necessary to subdue him – to subdue a human. And there was no way of explaining the shot to the head, there just wasn’t…so she didn’t.  
 
    She gave her to-the-point, bare bones accounting, and then fell silent. Answered questions in monosyllables.  
 
    There was no coming back from this, she knew. She knew anyway, before Jennings closed-off expression told her as much.  
 
    After, she turned in her gun, but kept her badge. For now. Was released assigned with desk duty and told that IAB would be in contact about the nature of her investigation. She wouldn’t get her gun back until she’d been cleared; until it had been deemed a “good shoot.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, polite but flat, and left the interrogation room, headed toward the bullpen still in her bubble of trancelike calm.  
 
    A bubble that threatened to burst when she got to her desk and found the one person waiting for her too sweet to keep on the other side of her armor.  
 
    “Hi,” Sasha said, standing, offering a smile so sympathetic that her shield of numbness shivered, and cracked. Her eyes stung.  
 
    She took a few shuddering breaths. Tried desperately to hold on to her mask. “Hi.” 
 
    He took a step closer, hair sliding out from behind his ears as he tipped his head. “I’m sorry we weren’t there,” he said, low, just for her. So earnest.  
 
    “Why would you have been? I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “I know.” He opened his arms. “But I’m still sorry.” 
 
    It turned out she couldn’t hold out against that kind of sincerity and kindness very long, not from him. She stepped into his hug, and even though he was lean, his arms were strong, and he wrapped her up tight, his cheek warm against hers.  
 
    She shivered, and closed her eyes against the tears, and would not let them fall. She hugged him back, though, for all she was worth.  
 
    “It must have been very scary,” he murmured in her ear.  
 
    “Not any scarier than the stuff you’ve seen.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” he chided gently.  
 
    It felt like a moment of weakness, holding onto him like this, letting him hold her up, but she took it. He smelled faintly of a dense wood, of pine and clear water.  
 
    There were things to do, though. 
 
    She sniffed hard, and was proud to be dry-eyed when she pulled back. Sasha kept one hand lightly on her elbow, and she didn’t try to shake him off. “Where’s everybody else?” 
 
    “Outside.” A crease formed in the smooth skin between his brows. “Will and Much showed up.” 
 
    “Ah.” Shit was about to get even more complicated.  
 
    “They have some ideas, and I think Nik might finally be willing to listen.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They went to The Lion’s Den. A big circular corner booth under a Tiffany lamp, enough low conversation around them to create a sense of privacy. Lanny sat too close to her, their sides pressed together, his hand sweeping slow and mindless up and down her thigh beneath the table. He needed to touch, Sasha had explained to her before they’d walked out of the precinct earlier. It was instinctual, a mate thing, needing to comfort himself with the fact that she was in one piece.  
 
    Sasha was on her other side, and Nikita beyond him. Robin Hood’s men sat across from them, a practical arrangement; Trina didn’t have to crane her neck to meet Will’s gaze when he said, “What happened earlier?” 
 
    It was different telling a wolf about it. She didn’t have to edit anything, and he didn’t watch her like he was trying to decide if she was fit to stay on the force. He folded his hands together on the tabletop, ignored his glass of dark beer, and listened with his head cocked at an angle of lupine attentiveness. Nodding occasionally.  
 
    The second she was done, he said, “You did the right thing.” 
 
    Something inside her unclenched. He wasn’t her pack, wasn’t really even her friend, but she’d needed to hear that, she realized. Badly.  
 
    “The thing with ferals,” Will continued, “is that it isn’t a case of mental illness. It isn’t an injury. It’s not something that can be improved over time. Left alone, they can at best be insensate, and at worst murderous. They kill to live, but they’re incapable of any kind of interaction. I’ve seen some cases, over the years, of a feral or two running with a regular wolf pack. They are always liabilities. They can be steered, occasionally, by a powerful master. But they understand neither reason nor morality.” 
 
    She frowned, thinking of the second wolf, the one who’d looked up at her and whimpered. “They were friends. He knew that I killed the first one, and he was unhappy about it.” 
 
    “Of course,” Will said, head tilting the other way. “But as I said: you did the right thing. The only way to stop their violence is to put them down, and that’s what you did.” 
 
    “You wanna come tell my boss that?” she asked wryly, and reached for her glass. One vodka was definitely not going to be enough right now.  
 
    “I understand that your career is in jeopardy.” 
 
    “Do you?” Lanny asked. “’Cause I don’t think you do.” 
 
    Will took a slow breath, and showed the first hint of something like frustration. “Seeing as how we weren’t there this morning, I’m afraid I have no control over what happened – though I do put forward my condolences for any harm that may become of it. But I do think I – we–” Much snorted “–can help in another way. Nikita tells me you’ve come to an uneasy truce with the Ingraham Institute.”  
 
    “More like we threatened each other into a standoff,” she said. “But, yeah, more or less. Given what I was threatening them with, I find it hard to believe they’d just turn their wolves loose to eat random civilians. Showing up on the news isn’t really their style.” 
 
    “I agree, but they’re the source of those ferals. That’s where they were turned.” 
 
    “So they escaped,” Lanny said.  
 
    “Or.” Will’s eyes caught the lamplight, a fast, inhuman gold shimmer. “They were stolen.” 
 
    The penny dropped. “Shit,” she murmured, and wanted to kick herself for not having added it all up before. She’d been…distracted.  
 
    Nikita had been uncharacteristically silent throughout, arms folded tight across his chest. His scowl was pretty characteristic, though. Even sharper-edged than normal. “What he’s taking forever to say,” he said, anger deepening his accent, “is that Gustav stole the ferals. Yes? And is using them. Or, trying to.” 
 
    Trina said, “But why would he?” 
 
    “Because he’s evil and stupid,” Nikita said. “Why does anyone do anything? Fucking wars have been fought for less reason.” 
 
    Will’s face was carefully blank as he looked at Nik. “Indeed. But I still think it’s the likeliest possibility. Do you disagree?” When Nikita didn’t answer, he said, “I haven’t smelled the corpses, but you have. You said you recognized the scents of the ferals, and Gustav, and his Familiar.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nikita said tightly.  
 
    Sasha moved, shifted a little, and Trina figured he laid a hand on Nik somewhere. 
 
    Nikita sighed, and some of the visible tension bled out of him. He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “Yeah. We did. And, yeah.” Grudging. “Your idea doesn’t suck.” 
 
    Will grinned.  
 
    “If that’s true,” Trina said, “why in the world would he want them? And why would he be letting them run wild?” 
 
    “Does that matter?” Will asked. 
 
    “To me? Yeah, it does.” 
 
    “Detective,” Nikita said by way of explanation, and she thought he sounded proud.  
 
    “If we go back to the Institute,” Lanny said, “the truce is over.” 
 
    “Yes,” Will said. “As much as my alpha would like to wipe the Institute off the board for their atrocities, I feel a full-scale attack is premature. We need evidence – and I think Gustav is our best source of information to that end. We need to find him.” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to,” Lanny said. “What makes you think you guys can?” His hand had stilled on her thigh, starting to relax, and he wasn’t shaking as badly anymore.  
 
    “Well,” Will said slowly, smile flirting with one corner of his mouth, “forgive me my presumption, but I’ve had the impression you’ve all been a bit…preoccupied, shall we say…with personal matters.” 
 
    Trina felt her face flush immediately.  
 
    Sasha squirmed in his seat beside her.  
 
    “Perhaps you haven’t deployed all your resources?” Will suggested. “Perfectly understandable.” 
 
    Nikita’s scowl returned, darker than ever.  
 
    “But now I say we begin our search in earnest.” 
 
    It was silent a beat.  
 
    In a small voice, Sasha finally said, “I agree.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nikita said. “In exchange for what?” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    Much reached over for Will’s beer and drank it down in a sequence of steady, shallow sips.  
 
    “You came here to recruit us, you already said,” Nikita said. “If you help us now, you expect our help in return, right? You’ll want us to join up with your crusade?” 
 
    Will frowned. “Do you always break everything down into these sorts of cynical terms?” 
 
    “Always. Because cynical terms are the only kind anyone ever offers.” 
 
    A beat. And Lanny said, “You’re not wrong, dude. Also.” He leaned forward, gaze narrowing in on Will, expression going hostile. “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “Guys,” Trina said. Exhaustion was setting in. She needed to eat. To have another drink. To take a freaking nap. “Can we please, please skip the pissing contest? Just this once? I need a burger.” 
 
    They had the grace to all look at least a little chastened.  
 
    It was Much who answered, raising an arm to flag down their server. “I second that. Thank Christ.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    23 
 
      
 
    They ate, and drank just enough to fortify their rattled nerves. It was four o’clock by then, the shadows already getting long, the chill of the air beginning to turn outright cold as night approached.  
 
    “We need to organize, first,” Nikita told Will, who nodded in understanding. They all agreed to meet at seven. Nikita and Sasha called in sick to work. Lanny turned off his phone. Trina called Jamie: pack meeting, right now.  
 
    They went to Nikita and Sasha’s place. 
 
    Lanny took a deep breath when they crossed the threshold, coughed, and waggled his brows at Nikita. 
 
    Nik promptly went over and pulled a bedroom door shut. Firmly.  
 
    Sasha blushed.  
 
    Lanny laughed. “Look at you,” he said to Nikita. “You’re like a blushing virgin.” 
 
    He wasn’t looking, so he couldn’t have seen, but Trina noticed that Sasha’s blush deepened; he ducked his head so his hair covered his face. Oh, Sasha, she thought tenderly, and the moment she thought, I hope Nik’s good to you, she knew, without question that he had been. That he was; that he would be.  
 
    “Stop,” Nikita said, with a ringing sort of authority he rarely used. His Chekist voice, she figured, and it worked. 
 
    Lanny shrugged and dropped down into a tattered old recliner. “So what are we gonna do about these Sherwood Forest motherfuckers?”  
 
    Nikita went into the kitchen and returned a moment later with a glass of chilled vodka. He sipped at it. When he lifted it in offering toward Trina, she said, “Just water.” 
 
    He went back for it, calling over his shoulder: “Use them, if we can.” 
 
    Trina sank down in the other chair, and wished she’d asked for vodka after all. “I know I don’t have all the vampire, werewolf ‘magical senses.’” She made air quotes with her fingers, and Sasha looked like he smothered a grin over on the couch. Nikita frowned as he handed her a glass of water. “So I can’t get the same kind of read on Will as the rest of you. Though I think we’ve pretty firmly established that none of you have an ounce of trust in him.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” Nikita said dryly, settling on the couch next to Sasha. “That was pretty perceptive.”  
 
    “Shut up. I’m just saying, even with my lame human senses – detective senses, I might add.” Sasha was definitely smiling, now. “That I don’t get bad vibes off the guy.” 
 
    “You just think his hair’s pretty,” Lanny said.  
 
    “You, definitely shut up. No, I’m serious. Their guys that I met in Virginia were vets, and they were really professional.” 
 
    “They give you good vibes, too?” 
 
    “They did.” She stretched out a leg and kicked Lanny lightly in the knee; he grinned. “But, guys. This is Robin Hood we’re dealing with. I mean…I’ve been trying really hard to just swallow all the crazy in our lives down. Rasputin, and Dracula, and, hell, you guys.” She gestured to Nik and Sasha. “Some days, I remind myself that my great-grandfather is alive, and looks younger than me, and it makes my head spin.” 
 
    “Babe,” Lanny said, growing serious, concerned.  
 
    “No, it’s okay. I can handle it. I just.” She took a deep breath, and then a sip of water. To Nikita: “I know you don’t trust anyone, and I get that.” His mouth twitched, and she said, “I walked through an entire year in your head, Nik. I get it.”  
 
    He sank back into the couch cushions, notch between his brows. Sasha scooted over closer to him, so they were touching, and put a hand on his knee. A silent support.  
 
    “I don’t blame you one bit. I’ve seen my share of shit, too, in this job, in this city. Trusting the wrong people can get you killed.  
 
    “Obviously, there are some really terrifying immortals out there. Dangerous, violent ones. Whoever this Gustav is – and I’m about ready to meet the bastard after all this – I have to assume he fits that bill. But we had lunch with Will Scarlet and Much the Miller’s Son. If ever there was a good guy in all of history, it was Robin Hood. And these are his boys. These are storybook characters in the flesh. I say we let them help. Not just use them, not just keep our backs up and act like shits. No offense, Gramps.” 
 
    Nikita made a face, and Sasha turned his head and pressed a laugh into his shoulder. The easy sweetness of the gesture, the trust it showed, put a lump in her throat. She had walked through a year of his life; a hard year. A war year. An awful year. She’d felt her breath hitch and her palms tingle as if she were him. Had looked at Sasha through his eyes, with terrible longing, and fondness, and love. He’d loved Katya, too. She’d felt it. But this, the two of them, was a kind of love that left her aching with vicarious tenderness.  
 
    “Nik,” she said, softer. “I think they have a point about you binding Sasha.”  
 
    Sasha stilled.  
 
    Nik tensed up terribly.  
 
    “Nik,” she said again. “I love you both.” Her voice cracked, and her eyes burned. “And I know you love each other.” 
 
    Nikita stood up suddenly, vodka slopping out of his glass. Vibrating with tension, rigid as a board. He glared at her. “I will not.” Furious, shaking, words clipped off. “Make a him a slave. Don’t fucking–” 
 
    Sasha grabbed his hand, and murmured something urgent in Russian.  
 
    Nikita murmured back, anguished.  
 
    “It would protect him,” Trina pressed.  
 
    Nikita’s head snapped around, his teeth bared. “It would force him to me.” 
 
    Jesus. “You’re already attached at the damn hip,” she said.  
 
    He growled–  
 
    And a knock sounded at the door.   
 
    Nikita gave her an awful look, lip curled off his teeth, before he threw down the rest of his vodka in one swallow and went to answer the door.  
 
    Alexei and Jamie trooped in. 
 
    Dante was with them.  
 
    “Oh no.” Lanny got to his feet. “You can hang out with whoever you want in your own time,” he told Alexei, and stabbed a finger through the air toward Dante. “But he’s not pack. What part of ‘pack meeting’ didn’t you get?” 
 
    Alexei halted at the edge of the rug and stood up straight, hands linked behind his back. A formal posture. The posture of a prince. “I propose we add Dante to the pack.” 
 
    Lanny barked a single, harsh laugh. 
 
    “I’m not kidding.” 
 
    “Neither am I, Daddy Dearest. No. You, hit the bricks, pretty boy.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” Trina asked Jamie, snagging the sleeve of his sweater as he tried to slip past her.  
 
    He worried his lower lip between his teeth. Radiated guilt. “I’m not saying anything,” he said, and wouldn’t meet her gaze. “I think I’ve fucked things up enough as is.” 
 
    “Jamie,” she hissed, but he tugged loose, and slipped through to the opposite side of the room.  
 
    She turned her attention back to the unfolding tableau: offspring facing off from sire. With Alexei’s chin kicked up to an imperious angle, he and Lanny couldn’t have looked more different; they came from completely opposite worlds.  
 
    Then she looked at Dante – closely. And did a double take.  
 
    He was dressed simply, in jeans, t-shirt, and a worn leather jacket that highlighted his leanness. His hair was fluffy and frizzy around his face, rather than slicked-back the way it had been the night before.  
 
    But it wasn’t the outfit or the hair that pulled her up short. No, it was his face. The graveness of his expression, the hollows of sleeplessness beneath his eyes. Last night he’d been all smug smiles and charm, and today, all that had been stripped away, highlighting the sharp bone structure, and a depth in his expression that she now knew had been carefully veiled before.  
 
    This wasn’t some playboy friend of Alexei’s. No, not close.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked.  
 
    Lanny and Alexei were still arguing, but they stopped, and turned to her.  
 
    Dante turned to her with outward dread.  
 
    The room went very quiet.  
 
    Nikita caught her gaze, briefly, from his position in the doorjamb, his expression closed-off.  
 
    “This isn’t bring your boyfriend to work day,” she said, locking in on Dante again.  
 
    He hedged backward a half-step, clenched knuckles visible through his jacket pockets.  
 
    “We’ve been talking about trusting people. About how hard it is. And here you are, a total stranger, who goes back and forth between two accents. And you want him to join the pack?” she asked, turning to Alexei, who swallowed, throat rippling, chin kicking a fraction higher in a display of dominance steeped in childish insecurity. “Then tell me us who he really is. Tell us why you brought him here.” 
 
    “I trust him,” Alexei said stiffly. “That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Nikita said, low, bristling.  
 
    Alexei whirled to face him, forgetting all his practiced posture. He regathered it, but he’d already betrayed his nervousness.  
 
    “You’re not a tsarevich anymore,” Nikita said. “You don’t give orders. You aren’t owed our grace or favor.”  
 
    “We aren’t saying no, understand,” Trina said. “But a pack is a family, and we deserve to know who we’re inviting in. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Alexei turned to her, cracks in his haughty mask; panic in his eyes. “I…” 
 
    “You can’t command us,” Nik said, behind him. “You aren’t our leader. You aren’t the alpha here. You’re not the tsar.”  
 
    When Alexei turned back to him, Trina traded another glance with Nikita.  
 
    They’d slid into Good Cop/Bad Cop effortlessly. One of those reminders of their relation; that they understood each other, better than either of them ever wanted to admit. Everything savage in her had come down from him, and from the furious girl with a dead-eye on her sniper rifle.  
 
    “We’ve been hard on you, Alexei,” she said, softening her voice. “We’ve treated you like a dumb kid, and like a brat, and we haven’t let you have as much of a say as the rest of us. That hasn’t been fair.” 
 
    “No one gets a say until they prove they can be trusted,” Nikita said. “And that they aren’t an idiot.” 
 
    “We know it was very traumatic losing your family the way you did,” Trina said. 
 
    “Everyone loses their family,” Nikita countered. “But they don’t do stupid shit afterward.” 
 
    “A few mistakes don’t condemn a person.” 
 
    “It’s more than a few.” 
 
    Alexei’s gaze pinged between them, expression growing stricken, head whipping back and forth like a tennis spectator.  
 
    Dante took a step forward and cleared his throat delicately. “Um. If I may.”  
 
    Nikita pressed his lips into a flat line.  
 
    Thoroughly British now, controlled and correct, Dante said, “While I appreciate Alexei fighting for me, I’m not actually asking to join your pack. You’ve only just met me. Of course you don’t trust me. But I’d like the chance to prove that I can be trusted, if you’ll let me.” 
 
    He looked to Trina, then, appealing to her as the more forgiving of Alexei’s two inquisitors.  
 
    “You want trust?” she asked. “Answer my first question: who are you?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, but didn’t answer.  
 
    “Don’t try to tell me your name is really Dante.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    She lifted her brows.  
 
    “It’s an alias I concocted a century ago. To protect myself.”  
 
    “Vampire fugitive?”  
 
    “The possessor of useful and potentially dangerous information,” he said, head tilting in a gesture of accession. “I’m a historian. Have always been. I knew people, important people. They’re all dead now, so, perhaps not as important as they once were. But still. There are vampires who would dearly love to get their hands on my collection.” 
 
    “Who knows this?” Nikita asked. 
 
    Dante turned to give him a hooded, measuring look. “Alexei does. And now you.” 
 
    “Alexei knows your real name?” Trina asked. 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    When she glanced at Alexei, he jerked a sullen nod.  
 
    She looked to Nikita, who quirked his brows once, a facial shrug.  
 
    “Alright,” she said to Dante. “We’ll talk about pack stuff later. For right now, I guess you’re already involved, and you can tag along if you want. But I have one condition. A firm one.” 
 
    He seemed to ready himself. “Alright.” 
 
    “I need to know you’re doing this for Alexei. Because you care about him in some way. That you’re invested.” 
 
    His face smoothed in obvious surprise.  
 
    “If you’re just bored and looking for a good time, then leave now. But if you care–” 
 
    “I care.” He said it gravely, voice heavy.  
 
    Alexei twisted around to look at him in surprise.  
 
    Trina held Dante’s gaze a long moment, and he neither blinked nor flinched. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. Well. We go forward, then.” 
 
    Nikita didn’t look happy. 
 
    “Sasha,” Trina said, refocusing. “Walk these guys through the plan.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They took Lanny’s Expedition to Queens, parked and waited in a Taco Bell parking lot, lost amidst the evening crowd of customers snaking around the building in the drive-through line. Trina had ridden in the passenger seat next to Lanny, a roomy bucket seat at that, but the atmosphere inside the car was stifling, and she climbed out as soon as she could. Went around to lean back against the SUV’s warm grill and take a series of deep breaths, preparing herself for what lay ahead. She didn’t have the hard job – no, that would be up to the three vampires who could compel. But she was nervous all the same, stomach jittery.  
 
    Lanny joined her a few seconds later. He dug out a pack of smokes and lit one up. Sighed deeply on the first exhale. “You okay?” 
 
    She watched a mother leave the restaurant with two kids in tow, a boy and a girl, both bouncing and talking animatedly. A normal family, one that had no idea what sorts of creatures waited just across the parking lot; without a clue that just down the street a building housed enough secrets to send anyone running for the hills.  
 
    Trina said, “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be.” When she glanced over at him, he shrugged and puffed smoke. “You’ve had a tough day. You can sit this one out if you need to.” 
 
    “You think I need to?” 
 
    “I’m just saying,” he hedged.  
 
    She took a breath. The questions that sprang to mind tasted cruel on the back of her tongue – unfair – but she voiced them anyway, because she was tired, and the scent of prefab taco meat was making her stomach even jumpier. “Because I’m a woman? Because I’m your mate? Or because I’m mortal?” 
 
    He didn’t get defensive. Took another drag and, in an oddly measured voice, said, “Because you’re you, and you’re stubborn, and you won’t quit, even when you’re about to collapse.” He turned to her, eyes black and slicked with neon light. “You’re the toughest person I know – woman, mate, mortal, or otherwise – and you take on too much, sometimes. You’ve taken on all of us, and that’s a damn hard chore,” he said, motioning back over his shoulder to the car, its occupants. Their pack. “If you need a break, you can take a break. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    And that was why she loved him. Why she’d let herself fall in love with him, even when it was against the rules and a bad idea besides. Because he understood her. Always had. 
 
    In the new chaos of their lives, she’d forgotten that, a little bit.  
 
    “Do me a favor,” she said, offering up the best smile she could muster. 
 
    “You name it.” 
 
    “Don’t make me pack mom, okay? I’m not raising a bunch of grown ass men, even if I love you guys.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Noted. And, hey, we don’t need a pack mom if we have a pack great-granddaddy, right?” 
 
    She chuckled, too. They were okay. It would be alright. 
 
    He sobered a moment later, and scanned the parking lot. An employee had come outside to chastise a group of teenagers on skateboards who’d been trying to slide down the metal handrail.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, voice softer, when he turned back to her. “Today.” His gaze dropped, and she thought he looked ashamed. “How’d you know just what to say? When I was…you know…” He made a vague gesture with his hand, smoke ribbons trailing off into the night.  
 
    “I finally got out of my own way.” 
 
    His brows drew together.  
 
    “I know Lanny the Human really well. We’re like this.” She held up crossed fingers. “But I’ve been acting like there isn’t also a Lanny the Vampire.” 
 
    “You think I have split personalities?” 
 
    “I think being a vampire is a lot more complicated than needing to drink a little blood. No, I don’t think, I know that. I just wasn’t treating you like I did.” 
 
    “Are you afraid of me?” He sounded distressed. His cigarette smoldered, forgotten, between two fingers. “Shit, I knew this would–” 
 
    “No. Never.” When he stared at her, frowning, she said, “Okay, okay. You spooked me yesterday. That whole chasing-me-down-the-stairs thing.” 
 
    He made a low sound of disgust – disgust in himself, judging by his expression – and shook his head. “I didn’t mean to – shit, listen to me. Every piece of shit we bag for killing his wife always says ‘I didn’t mean to.’” He rubbed his free hand over his face, eyes squeezing shut. “I’m–” 
 
    “No.” She put her hand on his shoulder; he was all solid muscle and bone and strength, but he trembled beneath her touch. Ashamed, and afraid, and embarrassed, and worried about his own self-control.  
 
    She ached for him.  
 
    “Lanny,” she murmured, shifting in closer. Probably everyone in the car could hear, and she didn’t care, but Lanny might. “Listen to me: you are not that. You will never be that.” 
 
    He wouldn’t look at her.  
 
    “I freaked out a little. And you freaked out a little. You’re still figuring out what it means to have all these new instincts. You got kinda possessive, yeah. And today, you were really scared for me. But I know you won’t ever hurt me. That’s not you. Lanny.” She gave him a light shake, for all the good it did; it was like trying to shake a tank. “That’s not you. Whatever happens, I’m never going to be worried about that.”  
 
    His hand dropped to his side, and he finally lifted his gaze to hers, utterly dejected. “I’m sorry,” he said miserably.  
 
    She pressed their foreheads together, and he took a shaky breath. “I accept your apology.” 
 
    “I might have to apologize a lot.” 
 
    “I woulda figured that even if you’d stayed human.”  
 
    He huffed a laugh. “I’m an asshole.” 
 
    “Like I didn’t know that before.” 
 
    “I’ve got a mean streak. I like to fight.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you were a boxer because you liked the shiny shorts.” 
 
    He butted his forehead feather-light against hers. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I. I’ve got a mean streak, too. Part Chekist, part sniper, remember?” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    They stood a moment, touching, sharing breath. Deep breaths, trying to find their way back to even footing.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” she whispered, and found that her voice was the unsteady one, now. “With work, with the Institute. With…everything. But we’re better together.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Interrupting anything?” Will Scarlet’s voice called, and they sighed, and pulled back.  
 
    They traded a look, one moment of understanding, of affection, and loyalty. It went a long way toward soothing her nerves. 
 
    Then she turned to their accomplices for the evening. “No. We’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had wanted to come with them. 
 
    “No,” Nikita told him, too stressed to be sorry for the command in his tone. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    They’d stood in a shadowed patch of grass between the parking lot and the street, the constant flow of traffic offering them an urban kind of privacy. Before they’d left home, Sasha had scraped his hair back in a tight bun; had dressed all in black, his combat boots laced tight. He’d stood there in the dark, hands curled into fists at his sides, chin lifted, jaw tight.  
 
    “Why not?” he’d asked, voice controlled, gaze hectic, vivid blue, even in the shadows.  
 
    Nikita had stood there in front of a Taco Bell, autumn breeze tugging at his hair, and felt like he was choking. “You know why,” he gritted out, and tried to turn away.  
 
    “Nik.” Sasha grabbed the front of his jacket with one hand, pulling him up short. He was stronger than he looked – much stronger. Nikita knew that, but the reminder was good, now and then. His face was flushed, a faint pink along his cheekbones. “You don’t need to protect me.” 
 
    Nikita bared his teeth. His fangs felt long. “After what happened last time, do you think I’d let you go back in there? So they can–” He couldn’t say the words. He closed his eyes, briefly, against the memory of Sasha too-thin and sallow, eyes sunk in his head, retching over the toilet bowl as his body burned through the last of the narcotics they’d used on him in Virginia, to keep him docile.  
 
    “Nik.” Sasha tugged at his jacket, and pressed his other hand to Nikita’s chest, over the pulse that pounded through skin, and bone, and sweater. When Nikita opened his eyes, Sasha said, “Bind me.” 
 
    The words hit him like a slap. He took a step backward, and Sasha let him go, crestfallen. He didn’t give up, though.  
 
    “Bind me, and no one could ever compel me. I couldn’t be forced into being anyone’s Familiar. No one would even want me for anything. It wouldn’t be slavery – it would keep me from being someone else’s slave.” 
 
    The worst thing? Sasha was right. Binding him would be like putting a lock on his mind. A bound wolf, a true, bonded Familiar, couldn’t be compelled by another vampire; couldn’t be bound to another. A bond, as Will had explained, only severed by death of the master.  
 
    But the word itself: bind. Sasha would be bound to him. Would be powerless against any direct orders; against compulsion. And Nikita would never – never…but what if he did it on accident? What if something as innocent as “pass the salt” turned into a command he was unable to refuse? What if it was as harmful as some murmured bit of desire whispered out in bed? And Sasha did something against his will, without consciously wanting to, just because he was Nikita’s Familiar.  
 
    Not his lover, not his partner, not his friend, but a servant, bound to obey him. 
 
    “And what if you were my slave?” he forced himself to ask. “What then?” 
 
    Sasha let out a breath. Not a sigh, but a gut-punched sound of disbelief. “Do you distrust yourself that much? Do you think anything would change?” 
 
    “How could it not?” 
 
    Sasha blinked, and then turned away. A muscle in his jaw leapt as he ground his molars. “I want to come with you,” he said tightly. “I don’t want to be left behind like a useless child.” 
 
    “You’re being left behind because I won’t put you at risk. Not now, not ever again.” 
 
    Sasha turned back, eyes glittering wetly, face gone pale. “We talked about this,” he said, low and hurt. “After Virginia we talked about you risking more than me.” 
 
    “We did. And right now, I’m less at risk in that building than you.” 
 
    They stared at one another. Nikita would have done anything to wipe the unhappiness off Sasha’s face – anything except let him come with them.  
 
    Sasha turned away first, his shoulders shrugging up toward his ears. “Fine.” And it wasn’t fine at all.  
 
    Then Will and Much had shown up, with an unexplained plumber’s van, and Nikita tucked all his personal turmoil away. 
 
    He tried to. Sasha’s face haunted him, even as they approached the lit glass doors of the Institute’s public patient entrance. He could see people sitting in hard plastic chairs inside, in pairs, in groups. One man caught his attention, simply because he was alone. A pair of crutches was propped up against the chair beside him, and he surveyed the room with the hooded, hawk gaze of a soldier. Unlike the others waiting, he had no support. No confidante, no hand to squeeze.  
 
    A little thing, and nothing he should have dwelled on in this moment, as he, Lanny, Alexei, Dante, and Will Scarlet walked in, but he did notice it, keenly aware of his own missing partner. Of the awful yawning gap at his shoulder where Sasha should have stalked, his right hand, the back against his own in a dangerous situation.  
 
    He’d looked doubly betrayed when he realized that Scarlet was coming with them. Will had sensed it, and clapped him on the shoulder, and said, “I know, old chap, but, if it’s any consolation, if not for my master, I’d be a complete liability as well.” 
 
    Sasha had actually glared at Nikita then.  
 
    He couldn’t think about that now. They had a job to do. And as they went through the airlock, and emerged in the lobby, he’d more or less strapped all unhelpful thoughts down and brought up the awful, oily power Rasputin had given him. Dante had confessed to being able to compel somewhat; mostly I just charm bed partners, he’d said.  
 
    Nikita and Alexei were the strongest. They’d drunk from the fount directly, and the starets’s taint burned bright in their blood.  
 
    The receptionist behind her sliding glass window glanced up as they entered, expression growing startled. They didn’t look like patients. “Excuse me, can I–” she started, and Nikita took three long, quick strides up to the window and locked gazes with her. “Buzz us through into the back,” he commanded, and heard the faint ring of the compulsion in his own voice. He felt her mind with his own, and bulled his way in; he’d be queasy about it later, but that was later, and this was now. “Wait for us.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and went glassy; her pupils shrank to pinpricks as all the tension left her face. She nodded, slow and dreamy, and got to her feet. Pressed a button on the wall, and that was followed by a faint buzzing, and the click of the door unlocking.  
 
    They went through into a narrow, carpeted hallway that could have belonged to any normal doctor’s office, with portraits on the wall and soft lighting, and the receptionist stood waiting, lax and unfocused in the way of the mindlessly obedient.  
 
    Would Sasha look like that? he wondered. If it was a pearly gray morning, and the air was cold, and Nikita stretched out a hand and murmured, Come back to bed, baby. Would Sasha look like this? Like a marionet lurching along on strings? 
 
    “Nik,” Lanny hissed.  
 
    He’d come to a halt, and the receptionist was blinking, shaking her head, coming out from under his influence.  
 
    He swallowed hard, and called the power back up; felt it flood him, felt it force all thoughts of his mate aside.  
 
    “Very good,” he told the woman, tipping her chin up with a finger, pouring his influence straight into her face. She went glassy again. “Give me your ID card. Then go back out front and resume work. Forget my face. You never saw me.” 
 
    She nodded and drifted off, leaving him with her plastic ID card clenched tight in one fist.  
 
    Alexei surged up to walk beside him as they continued down the hall. “Can you not concentrate?” he asked, colder, haughtier, more bitter than he’d ever been.  
 
    A little warning chimed in the back of Nikita’s mind, but it was something else he had to push aside for later.  
 
    “If you can’t do this properly–” Alexei said. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Hmph.”  
 
    He remembered the way, for the most part. They passed several doctors in lab coats, and he compelled them all. “You didn’t see us.” One he robbed of an ID before compelling him, too.  
 
    The receptionist’s ID got them into the security office; they locked themselves in, and Will went to the array of monitors, all of which showed live footage of various locations within the sprawling building.  
 
    “Now, if I’m right,” Will said, leaning over a chair and tapping at a keyboard. “They won’t have any of the lab footage here on these servers. There’ll be a secondary security office, somewhere deeper in the building. You wouldn’t want random guards seeing the sorts of things they’re doing to children.” 
 
    “Christ,” Lanny murmured.  
 
    “But we can narrow it down, hopefully. I don’t know if you boys have ever compelled a whole group of people for very long before.” He sounded doubtful. “But I’m thinking time will be at a premium.” He clicked a few more keys. “Okay. I’ve erased the footage of us coming in here and disabled the cameras on the front house side of things.” 
 
    He pulled a palm-sized walkie-talkie out of his jacket pocket and spoke into it. “Flash drive going in.” And he thumbed a drive into a port on the monitor.  
 
    The walkie crackled and Much’s sullen voice came through. “Five seconds.”  
 
    Then, as Nikita watched, the computer started to glow. Not just the screen, but the sides of the monitor, too; the cables snaking down to the keyboard and the modem. A faint blue wash that pulsed a few times, and then faded.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Alexei asked.  
 
    “Little something Much and Tuck have been working on. Little electronic enchantment. If you can compel a person, why can’t you compel a machine?” 
 
    “Because that’s not possible,” Nikita said.  
 
    Will chuckled. “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Alright, I’m in,” Much’s voice said through the walkie.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Lanny said. “It’s magical computer hacking.” He huffed a breath. “Shit, that’s cool.” 
 
    “I’ll need a few minutes,” the walkie announced in Much’s voice. 
 
    Nikita reached up to rub at the back of his neck, and realized all the fine hairs there were standing on end. He would have never considered something like this possible, and he had no idea why it left his skin crawling with unease.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    In the mostly-empty back of a plumber’s van parked half-a-block down from the Institute, Much hunched over a laptop, and Trina laid a hand on Sasha’s arm, hoping it was a comforting touch. He leaned into it, a little, so she guessed it was.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “He’ll come around.” 
 
    Though, in this instance, she agreed that Sasha hadn’t needed to go inside. It would be difficult enough for that many vampires with hypnotic powers to get in and out cleanly; throw a vulnerable Sasha in the mix, and not only would Nik be distracted, but there was every chance Sasha could be taken captive again. She didn’t like to think about the what-ifs of that scenario.  
 
    Sasha gave a thin, wry smile, the blue glow of the laptop screen limning his profile. “Nik will always see me as the boy he failed. Always protecting me, even from himself. From himself especially.” 
 
    Trina sighed, and could think of nothing to say, so only squeezed his arm in silent sympathy.  
 
    “I’ll need a few minutes,” Much said into the radio in his hand, and Trina glanced toward him.  
 
    Sasha had been turned at nineteen, and he still looked it. A man, yes, though slender and lanky and very boyish. But still a man grown. He probably got carded at every bar, but he could have walked into a nightclub no problem, and doubtless passersby would assume he was a college student, or the front man of a struggling rock band. Looking nineteen forever wasn’t exactly a curse.  
 
    Much, though… 
 
    Will had said he was turned at fifteen, but it was a young-looking fifteen. He would never have made a strapping adult, but as a teenager, he’d been nearly ethereal. How must it feel to look like a child forever? To have people notice your slender wrists, and narrow shoulders, and the smoothness of your cheek? To know you would never catch up to your packmates? To be centuries old, with all the wisdom and experience that had granted you, and yet have people want to ruffle your hair and call you “kid?” 
 
    No wonder he was prickly as a rosebush. Sullen and standoffish. She would have been, too.  
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked him.  
 
    A beat passed before he answered, the line of his back tense, even through his jacket. “Downloading all the security footage available on the main cameras. And trying to get into the encrypted files.”  
 
    “How quickly will you know if there’s anything useful?” 
 
    He tsked. “Hours. Maybe days. Not tonight.” 
 
    Fair enough. She turned back to Sasha. She intended to offer some banal scrap of reassurance, but elected not to. There was nothing she could say to make him feel better. She couldn’t promise to talk Nikita into binding him. Couldn’t assure him it would happen eventually. Couldn’t even begin to understand what something as strange as being bound to a vampire might even feel like. 
 
    That sparked an idea.  
 
    “Hey, Much?” 
 
    “Ugh, what?” 
 
    “What’s it feel like being bound? Will said you and your pack are all Familiars of the same vampire.” 
 
    He didn’t respond at first. But she could see the little download window on his screen, and knew he could spare them a moment. And, surprisingly, he finally did, twisting around so he faced them, sitting cross-legged on the floor of the van with his hair falling over one eye. The other eye sent a glare first at her, then at Sasha, measuring them.  
 
    His gaze lingered on Sasha, and though his mouth was set in an unhappy line, he said, “Rich, yeah. We’re all bound to him.” 
 
    “What’s that like?” Trina pressed.  
 
    He shrugged, but his tone was sincere. “It’s not bad. You don’t hear voices or anything. But he’s there.” He tapped his knuckles against the side of his head.  
 
    “You can feel him in your mind?” Sasha asked.  
 
    “Yes. Sort of. Yes.” Much made a face, clearly frustrated with his own inability to explain. “It’s like…” He shook the hair off his face, and his expression grew thoughtful, pale brows drawing together. Then epiphany struck, brows going up, line of tension smoothing from between them. “It’s like you walk into a house, and you know it’s occupied.” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened. 
 
    “It’s like that feeling when you walk in, and you can’t see anyone, but you can feel that someone’s there. Someone who’s your family.” Much’s voice warmed and animated as he spoke, the barest hint of a smile teasing at his mouth. It lent him a cherubic aura. “You can smell that they’ve passed through the room, and you can sense their heartbeat on a different floor, and you can feel that you aren’t alone. Rob calls it ‘the hand on the nape of your neck.’ It’s nice.” 
 
    “It sounds nice,” Sasha breathed, his lips parted, his body very still. “Does he ever command you?” 
 
    “No. Not like that. I mean, he directs us, because he’s our king, and our leader, but he doesn’t force us to do things.” 
 
    “Has he ever been…tempted to?” 
 
    “Pffft. No.” Much shifted, and tucked his hair behind both ears. He’d relaxed; was speaking person-to-person, rather than quipping. “He’s not one of those vampires. You’re either the kind of asshole who likes to force people to do things, or you’re not. That’s not even about vampire: that’s just about being a fucking dickhead. Rich isn’t that way, and neither is yours, even if he is a miserable prick.” 
 
    “Hey,” Sasha protested.  
 
    Much rolled his eyes. “He’s a miserable prick for telling you ‘no.’ Or else just stupid.” 
 
    Sasha bared his teeth in a fast snarl. “Stubborn and honorable,” he corrected. 
 
    Much stared at him, unruffled, and finally snorted a laugh that had Sasha relaxing. “Sure, sure. Whatever. My point is: being bound is good. And it’s a lot better than being fair game for one of the vampires that would actually order you around. If Nikita can’t see that, then he really is stupid.” 
 
    Sasha chuffed unhappily. “It’s different for us. It wouldn’t just be vampire and Familiar. We’re…not just friends,” he said, awkwardly, flushing. 
 
    “Heh.” Much’s gaze went narrow and sly. “Then you should be asking Will about what it’s like to be bound.” 
 
    “Really?” Sasha said, and sounded nearly delighted.  
 
    “Plenty of vampires take their Familiars as lovers,” Much said, shrugging. “Will’s unmated, amenable, and pretty.” Another shrug. “When Rich wakes up, he’s always hungry in more ways than one.” 
 
    Sasha sat staring at the far side of the van, expression not just thoughtful, but excited, too.  
 
    Trina felt a little pang. He and Nikita had isolated them not just from society, but from their own kind. Despite what they’d learned over the years, there was clearly plenty they didn’t know about the nature of immortal relationships.  
 
    “Tell him to suck it up,” Much said, turning back to his computer. “Besides: didn’t you kill your last master? If Nikita’s too much of a douchebag, you could always just ignore him.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Much’s voice crackled through the walkie. “That’s all I can get off your location. Unless you want to go in deeper...” 
 
    Will cast a glance toward Nikita, considering, then shook his head. “Negative. We can’t make life in New York miserable for our friends.” Will pulled the magical flash drive, pocketed it, and turned for the door.  
 
    Nikita caught him with a look. “What would you have done if we weren’t here?” He said it like a challenge, and meant it as one.  
 
    That earned another considering glance. Will said, “I would very much like a chance to speak with Red’s brothers. See if there’s any way to reach them through whatever nonsense this place has filled their poor, impressionable young heads with. If they’re as powerful as she is, then they’d be great assets to our cause.” 
 
    “Assets.” 
 
    “You think me callous.” 
 
    “I think we took a very big risk coming in here just for a little security footage. And I still don’t trust you.” 
 
    A sound at the door. The handle jiggling as someone tested it.  
 
    Nikita whirled, muscles tensing for a fight. It was a struggle to push the urge for violence down, and draw instead on hypnotism. His first instinct would always be to shoot, to grapple, to stab. His mind was not a weapon he reached for automatically.  
 
    Alexei and Dante had backed up, so they stood to the side of the door, tense and ready. 
 
    Lanny flapped his hands in a useless gesture. “Should I…hold it shut, or something?” 
 
    “No.” Nikita heard the faint beep of a card being scanned. He took a deep breath, and called up the poison in his veins. “I’ll handle it.” His tongue felt heavy with the power, loaded like a gun.  
 
    The handle turned, and the door swung inward. 
 
    There were humans, two of them, dressed all in black tactical gear like the troops in Virginia. It was one of them who’d opened the door, who dropped his card on its lanyard and raised his gun. They weren’t a problem. 
 
    But the boy standing between them was.  
 
    Tall and lanky. A teenager. With big, green eyes, a pointed chin, and a shock of red hair.  
 
    “Shit,” Will said, with awe and feeling.  
 
    The stench of charred wood rolled into the room, hastened by the sweeping in of the door, and Nikita’s sinuses burned. He snarled on instinct, and just resisted the urge to cover his nose and mouth. Back in Russia, Sasha had always said Philippe smelled like a campfire, smoky and a little singed. This boy, though; this was the acrid devastation of a forest fire.  
 
    Mage. 
 
    “Put the guns down,” Lanny ordered, compulsion ringing in his voice, and the guards went slack and lowered their weapons.  
 
    Nikita focused on the mage. On the terrible smoothness of his expression, and the bright hatred sparking in his eyes.  
 
    Nik dove at his mind. Not a gentle shove, but a leap; he drilled right at it with his own, put all of his will into it, and his voice echoed strangely inside his head when he said, “Let us through.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes went to half-mast, and his head tipped back a fraction. His lips whitened as he pressed them together. But Nikita could tell he wasn’t compelled; that he was fighting it.  
 
    He said, “You killed one of us.”  
 
    Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.  
 
    He tried again. “Step back. Let us through. Forget us.” 
 
    The boy tucked his chin, lifted his hands, and little flames danced at the ends of his fingers. “No.” 
 
    Nikita’s mind filled with ravens. Hundreds of them, ink spots against white snow and a whiter sky, cawing and croaking and diving and raking. His mind filled with pain, and cold, with screaming, and the crack of a rifle. Captain, you’re going to have to do a lot better than that.  
 
    Alexei stepped in front of him.  
 
    Nikita’s last, tenuous hold with his compulsion snapped like a rubber band stretched too far. He was struck by a wave of dizziness, a surge of nausea. The room tilted.  
 
    But he heard Alexei murmur, “Shh.”  
 
    And he blinked, and focused, and saw Alexei step right in close to the mage, and touch his neck, and stare into his eyes, and say, “Hello, little red one.” 
 
    The mage stiffened. When he drew himself fully upright, he was a scant half-inch taller than Alexei.  
 
    Alexei didn’t react. There was a smile in his voice, one charming and friendly. And compulsion. “Who are you?” he all but purred. “Hm? What’s your name? Your hair is so pretty.” 
 
    The flames at the boy’s fingertips went out. His hands went limp. Alexei had compelled where Nikita could not. In a flat, robotic voice, the boy said, “I’m Test Subject Number Seven. LC-7.” 
 
    “Really? How unusual. My name is Alexei.” 
 
    Lanny appeared on Nikita’s right side, Will on his left. 
 
    Lanny touched his arm and said, “What happened?” 
 
    To the mage, Alexei said, “Won’t you say hello to my friend?” He extended a hand toward Dante, who stepped up beside him.  
 
    Dante put his hand on the other side of the boy’s neck, and said, “Hello, Seven. It’s so lovely to meet you. What do you think about letting us leave, hm?” 
 
    Both of them. Alexei was struggling, and it was taking both of them to compel him. Nikita had never heard of such a thing.  
 
    “Was Red like this?” Nikita asked. He knew it was a waste of time – now wasn’t the moment for such questions, not when seconds could count – but he kept thinking about the boy he’d strangled, the smaller version of this boy here. That one hadn’t resisted; had gone limp between his hands. He remembered the particular crack of his spine snapping.  
 
    “Inhuman, you mean?” Will asked with a snort. “Not that I’ve seen. But she’d been five years out in the world when I met her for the first time. She’s a delight. This poor wretch doesn’t even have a name.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, poor wretch or not,” Lanny said, “it’ll still hurt when he sets our asses on fire. Let’s go.” 
 
    “We won’t trouble you,” Dante was telling the boy. “All we want is safe passage.”  
 
    “You can escort us out if you like,” Alexei said, still low, and soothing, and pleasant, but Nikita could smell the sweat that had bloomed across his skin.  
 
    “You still want to talk to him?” Nikita asked Will, mocking.  
 
    “Ideally, yes, but this isn’t the place or the time.” 
 
    “Come on,” Alexei said, voice starting to shiver at the edges. “You want to help us, don’t you?”  
 
    And then, as they watched, he leaned forward and kissed the boy.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alexei could be vicious. Not the petty cruelties of a boy born to royalty, nor the casual nastiness of a modern young man with an outsized sense of entitlement. No, there was a true viciousness in him. Part of it was Rasputin’s gift; part of it was waking just before his body could be dismembered and tossed down a hole along with the rest of his butchered family; part of it was the Revolution, and the thing it had done to him that it had done to so many Russians.  
 
    But mostly it was just him. It had lived in him always, and it came out sometimes, hot, hard to hold, and ugly. It had saved his life a few times, he knew; sometimes he thought it was the only thing that stopped his bleeding, when it seemed that he would bleed to death.  
 
    Alexei could be vicious, but when he hunted, he’d learned to rely on charm. On his psychic abilities, and his sweet face; he’d learned the arts of pleasure in brothels in Istanbul, and in seedy London flats with fogged windows, and on the streets of New York City, amid glittering lights and sticky-sweet liquor. Men, women, he had no preference; he liked giving pleasure nearly as much as he did receiving it. And he’d learned along the way that, sometimes, a kiss worked just as effectively as a knife when it came to getting your way.  
 
    He could feel the boy resisting his compulsion. He’d slipped under, at first, not prepared for the sheer force of Alexei’s will. But now he’d dug in his mental heels and was pushing back against the influence, eyelids fluttering.  
 
    Dante was able to help, and for a moment, both of them touching him, both of them bearing down on his mind, Alexei thought they’d done it. When you properly compelled someone, there was a sort of click. A lock sliding into place; the compelled person would go along docilely for several minutes, or several hours, and the vampire didn’t have to focus so much energy. They stopped struggling.  
 
    But this redhaired mage boy kept fighting. He ducked his head a fraction, like he was pushing back against a physical force, and his now-empty fingers flickered, curling and uncurling. Alexei could feel the fire in him; it was like holding his hands close to a furnace, a wall of heat against his mind that he wanted to shrink from. This boy was powerful.  
 
    And he wasn’t going to be able to subdue him. Not like this, not just pushing will against will. Sweat began to bead on his brow, and a hot flush moved through him from the effort. The mage had been prepared for them, had steeled himself; his magic was strong and his will was stronger, and he hated them – Alexei could feel that, too.  
 
    They would have to distract him. To knock him so thoroughly for a loop that he couldn’t keep his walls up.  
 
    Alexei considered punching him.  
 
    But then he had another thought. A boy braced for a mental assault could be braced for a physical blow, too. Maybe now wasn’t a time for a knife, but for a kiss.  
 
    He cut a quick glance toward Dante, and saw his own desperate fear reflected back at him. Dante’s hair clung to his temples; sweaty, too, straining with the effort.  
 
    What would Dante do in this situation? 
 
    Alexei really didn’t have to think, and he didn’t have time to, anyway. A few moments more, and the boy would overpower them.  
 
    Trusting Dante to follow his lead, he turned back to the boy, and moved like a lightning strike. Grabbed the sides of his face, surged forward, and mashed their mouths together.  
 
    Shock moved through the boy. Alexei felt it like the silent chiming of a bell, a reverberation that shivered from his body into Alexei’s. The threatening heat of fire pulled back; Alexei’s head felt cleared, felt open, and strong, and like it wasn’t resisting anything at all.  
 
    “Excuse me, what in the ever-loving fuck?” he heard Lanny say behind him.  
 
    “It’s working,” Dante said through his teeth.  
 
    Alexei angled his head, softened his mouth, and swiped his tongue over the boy’s lower lip. He felt him shudder. And a moment later he went lax. The unmistakable, boneless obedience of the compelled. Dante had done it. 
 
    Alexei pulled back to check, and, yes, the boy had the vacant face and glassy eyes of someone whose mind had been completely invaded. He glanced over at Dante, who wore a deep crease between his knitted brows, his jaw tight.  
 
    “I don’t know how long it’ll hold,” he said.  
 
    “Right, then,” Nikita said. “Move.” 
 
    With the barest urging, the mage and his two human guards walked backward so they stood against the wall. They all filed past.  
 
    Alexei’s breath came quick and sharp, his heart pounding.  
 
    He glanced back, once, and saw that Will Scarlet was the last one to walk past their would-be captors. He pulled a small, folded piece of paper from his pocket and tucked it into the front pocket of the boy’s white scrub pants.  
 
    “What was that?” Nikita asked with a growl. 
 
    “A note from Rob,” Scarlet said. “In case, when his head clears, he wants to know what it’s like beyond the walls of this prison.”  
 
    Alexei faced forward again and hastened his steps. His lips felt warm, still, and he had the sense he’d stuck his face in a fire, and barely escaped intact.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    From the front seat, Jamie said, “We’ve got movement.” 
 
    “They’re coming out?” Trina asked, leaning up between the seats to peer out the windshield.  
 
    “No.” He pointed through the window, across the street. “Over there.” 
 
    “This is a busy part of town…” she started, and trailed off when she spotted what he had.  
 
    A hooded figure stood a few steps outside the reach of a streetlamp, a wedge of face visible. As she watched, the figure lifted its chin – sniffing the air, she realized – and then shrank back, and turned to retreat.  
 
    The window was cracked the barest fraction. Jamie leaned toward it and inhaled. “Wolf,” he decided.  
 
    There was a flurry of movement in the back, and by the time she turned, the rear doors were open, and Sasha was leaping out onto the street.  
 
    “Sasha, wait!” She scrambled after him, and when she landed, she looked up to see a shaggy white wolf streaking across the street.  
 
    The other wolf, still human-shaped, whirled down the alley, and fled.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Jamie clambered out after her. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Follow them. Much, stay here,” she called, checked the street and took off.  
 
    “Was going to,” she heard him call back.  
 
    Jamie muttered a curse and kept pace with her.  
 
    She’d had to turn in her service piece back at the precinct for ballistic testing, but she kept three lock boxes under her bed – daughter of a doomsday-prepper, former Soviet family, after all – and from one of these she’d taken her private .45, and an extra mag. She pulled it from her holster when they reached the opposite sidewalk, and the shadow cover it provided. From her jacket pocket, a slender flashlight. She clicked it on and swept it up the alley.  
 
    Jamie said, “There.” 
 
    The alley was a dead end, and at the end of it, two four-legged shapes tussled with one another, snarling, flashes of white and gray fur.  
 
    “You ever break up a dog fight?” Trina asked, walking toward them, Jamie coming along with obvious reluctance. 
 
    She heard him swallow before he answered. “I thought you weren’t ever supposed to do that.” 
 
    “You’re not. Not unless you’ve got a water hose. Or maybe a really long-handled rake.” 
 
    When they got within a dozen paces, the flashlight casting the wolves in bright relief, Trina halted and gave a sharp whistle. “Cut it out,” she ordered, drawing on her best cop voice. 
 
    Sasha was the bigger and heavier of the two wolves. He twisted, flipped the female over, and pressed a paw to her throat. He growled, all his ivory teeth showing. Stay down, it clearly meant. And then he shifted back: a human kneeling on top of a cowed wolf. Still snarling, a wolf’s deep growl boiling out of his throat, an impossibility that still raised the hairs on her arms.  
 
    A moment later, the female shifted. Her hood had fallen back, revealing dark, braided hair, and an expression of unhappy, but clear surrender. She lay still, and Sasha moved off of her, so he crouched at her shoulder. He kept his hand on her throat, though.  
 
    “Care to enlighten us?” Trina asked.  
 
    “This is Hannah,” Sasha said, voice mostly growl. “Gustav’s Familiar.” 
 
    “Oh, well, jackpot.” Trina stepped in closer, and put the light right in Hannah’s face; the wolf closed her eyes and grimaced. “You want to tell us why your master’s letting you and your buddies eat your way through the city?” 
 
    “Trina,” Jamie said.  
 
    A cultured, accented voice said, “You must be Captain Baskin’s descendant. I see you’ve met my Familiar.” 
 
    Trina’s heart leapt halfway up her throat, but she didn’t spin around. She held herself in check and turned slowly, letting the flashlight beam sweep across the ground and up the body of the vampire standing behind them.  
 
    He wore a gray suit, with black shirt, no tie, his hair styled and shiny. He brought a hand up, almost delicately, to shield his eyes from the light.  
 
    “Gustav,” she said, pulse pounding, keenly aware that they were three-to-two in an enclosed space with someone who, if not approving of, was at least tolerant of the murder of innocent civilians. “I guess I’ll ask you to your face, then: what are you doing here?” 
 
    He lowered his hands, eyes nearly closed, just narrow, glittering slits. He managed not to grimace, though; that took some tight control of his facial muscles. “Rescuing my poor Familiar, it would seem. Don’t you think three-on-one is a bit unfair?” 
 
    “Why are you here at the Institute?” 
 
    He gave a close-lipped, humorless smile. “Is it a detective’s nature to make everything sound like an interrogation?” Then he lifted a wave over one shoulder and called, “Hello.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” Nikita’s voice floated out of the shadows.  
 
    A surge of relief swept through Trina, so strong she thought her knees might buckle.  
 
    Gustav turned so that his back was to the alley wall, a shoulder pointed toward her, and toward the unit that had gone into the Institute. He was vastly outnumbered…but he didn’t hold himself as if he thought that. He looked relaxed and unbothered to be surrounded.  
 
    “Captain,” he greeted. “It’s been quite some time.” 
 
    “Not long enough,” Nikita growled, stepping into the light. He had his chin angled down, shielding his throat, his shoulders lifted, his hands open, fingers half-curled into claws. Ready for a fight.  
 
    The others melted into view behind him, spanning the width of the alley, shadows sliding off their faces in a sinister display. Trina recognized them all, but with the light hitting them at throat-level, their faces painted with strange hollows, she thought even the most cynical of observers would have called them inhuman. They looked like creatures of myth and legend, eyes faintly glowing.  
 
    Gustav chuckled, the sound ringing strangely off the brick walls around them. “What will you do? Tear me to pieces in an alley?” 
 
    “No, that’s your thing,” Nikita said, stalking around so he faced the other vampire. “I was going to cut out your heart and burn it.” 
 
    He chuckled again. “That would be a neat trick.” 
 
    Trina’s entire pack tensed.  
 
    Will turned around, looking toward the mouth of the alley.  
 
    Sasha let out a high, whining growl.  
 
    Fire filled the sky.  
 
    A great orange gout of it, wide as the entire alley, its heat sending a downdraft of wind across her face. She threw herself to the ground on instinct, covering her head. She could hear it, the awful rushing roar of it.  
 
    It pulled back, and everything was chaos.  
 
    A hand grabbed her arm, and hauled her upright. It was Lanny, his breathing choppy in her ear. “Shit, it’s that kid – we gotta – come on.” He hauled her ungently toward the back of the alley.  
 
    She stumbled after him; his hand on her arm was firm as a manacle, and she didn’t have a prayer of shaking him off. Also, getting out of here sounded like an excellent idea.  
 
    “Kid? Who? What are you–”  
 
    There was shouting, and another rush of flame.  
 
    They ducked.  
 
    “Shit,” Lanny said; he sounded panicked. “It’s a mage. This redheaded kid. Nik couldn’t even compel him. Come on.”  
 
    The fire receded again, and he took her to the very back corner of the alley, where a line of dented silver trash cans sat below a window. He scrambled up onto the cans, their lids denting beneath his boots; who knew how long they’d hold his weight. “Locked,” he said when he tested the window. Of course it was. 
 
    Trina glanced back over her shoulder, searching for the others. “We can’t leave them…” But everyone had scattered. She heard the scrape of shoes on pavement, and the meaty thump of bodies colliding.  
 
    The mage was illuminated by the banked fire he held in his palms. A lean boy with flame-red hair, dressed in white scrubs, his face a mask of fury. He locked gazes with her, and reached toward her with one of his hands, the fire in it rippling and swelling. 
 
    “Lanny!”  
 
    He forced the window open with the metallic sound of the lock breaking, and grabbed her hand. Hauled her up like she weighed no more than a kitten, and shoved her through into a dark, stale-smelling room.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around her head, still managing to keep a grip on her gun – the flashlight was gone, on the ground in the alley somewhere – and landed hard on her shoulder. The floor knocked the breath out of her, and she lay a moment, dazed, as Lanny followed her in. 
 
    He knelt down and took her shoulders in both strong hands, pulling her up. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, managing to inhale. “I dropped my light.” 
 
    “I can see. Hold onto me.” 
 
    She took a grip on the back of his jacket with one hand and followed blind, pulse pounding in her ears; throbbing in her throat so hard she thought she’d choke.  
 
    It was pitch black. The floors were hard – wood, she thought, based on her landing – but their footfalls echoed back off close walls and low ceilings. The mustiness smelled like mildew, like old paper, and cardboard boxes gone damp.  
 
    Lanny led her along at a steady pace so she wouldn’t trip, but she felt the tension in his back beneath her knuckles. He wanted to run. If she did trip, she didn’t put it past him to scoop her up and carry her out of here.  
 
    “Here’s a door,” he said, and she heard him open it. Followed him through it. He hung a right, and she felt a wall brush her shoulder. They were in a hallway. “This used to be an office building, I think,” he said, hushed. “It’s for sale, now.” 
 
    That explained the stuffiness of disuse.  
 
    It seemed to take hours, walking through the black maze of hallways, heart stopping every time Lanny paused to listen for something. She felt totally useless, and more frightened than she’d been in a long, long time.  
 
    Finally, a shaft of faint light appeared. They were in a lobby that faced the street, and there were gaps in the plywood panels that had been used to cover the windows. 
 
    Lanny went to one and peered out, after she’d let go of his jacket. She hadn’t wanted to, and he hadn’t asked her to, but it felt important to turn loose of the old, worn leather, and stand on her own power. She needed to prove that she could.  
 
    He stood a long moment, peering out at the street, before he said, “Okay, I think we’re good.” With a quick twist of his wrist, he broke the locks on the door, and opened it, ushering her forward with a gesture.  
 
    She went first, gun at the ready, skin prickling with wariness.  
 
    She heard an engine approaching, and tensed. 
 
    “The van,” Lanny said; he recognized the sound of the engine.  
 
    It turned the corner and braked to a hard stop at the curb. Much was behind the wheel, Will in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Get in and we’ll find the others,” Will said.  
 
    They didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Gustav lit out onto the sidewalk and made a break for it, Nikita gave chase, Sasha falling in beside him.  
 
    “Hannah went up the fire escape,” Sasha said. 
 
    “Fuck her.” Nik didn’t care. She was just a weapon; he wanted the monster who wielded her.  
 
    Despite the close fit of his suit, and his flat-soled dress shoes, Gustav was quick.  
 
    Nikita was quicker. He sprinted two blocks, and caught him at the mouth of another alley. Tackled him and they both went sprawling across the rough concrete of the sidewalk. It scraped Nikita’s hands and cheek, but he hooked his fingers in Gustav’s jacket and refused to let go.  
 
    When they stopped rolling, he was on top, straddling the other vampire. He balled up a fist and punched him as hard as he could, right in the nose.  
 
    It broke with a satisfying crunch.  
 
    Blood sprayed.  
 
    And Nikita wasn’t powerless against the familiar iron tang in the blood, the scent of the substance that kept him alive, that made him strong. It wasn’t like in movies and books, a bloodlust that sent him into a mindless frenzy. No, blood was like any other food. Perhaps more like a stiff drink for someone with that particular weakness.  
 
    But.  
 
    The sight and smell of Gustav’s blood ignited a fury in him. Here was the creature who’d been killing for sport, who had looked too long and lingeringly at Sasha twenty years ago. Who he now knew was linked with that hateful Institute. He had him at his mercy, now…and he wasn’t going to show him any.  
 
    He struck, and struck, and struck again. Knuckles hot and wet with blood. Gustav’s face turning to pulp, steaming in the chill air.  
 
    Nikita lifted his arm again – and couldn’t strike. A hand had him by the wrist, and held him fast. He twisted around, vision swimming, black spots crowding at the edges. He’d zeroed in on his violent task, and everything else had faded.  
 
    Including Sasha, who stood over him now, expression grave, holding him by the wrist with white knuckles. “We have to go.” 
 
    Nikita was panting, chest heaving as he fought for breath. Adrenaline electric in his veins. His mouth was numb, his voice clumsy. “I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    Sasha tugged at his wrist. “You can’t. We have to go.” More desperate: “Nik, please, we can’t stay.” 
 
    Half-dazed, he turned to look over his other shoulder. There was the white plumber’s van idling at the curb. Will Scarlet hung out of the passenger window, waving at them, motioning for them to hurry. Farther down the street, a gate had been rolled open, and black SUVs were rolling out. They were coming from the Institute.  
 
    Coming for them, he registered dimly, his pulse throbbing inside his skull, drowning out all rationality.  
 
    “Nikita,” Sasha pleaded.  
 
    He let his mate pull him to his feet, but made an abortive reach for Gustav. He could take him with them, get him somewhere private, and then kill him, burn his heart… 
 
    “Leave him, you idiot!” Will shouted.  
 
    Sasha hooked a strong arm around his waist and hauled him bodily toward the open rear doors of the van.  
 
    Lanny and Trina were waiting inside, and they took his arms, pulled him in.  
 
    Things went fuzzy after that. Slamming doors, and roaring engine, and a hard lurch. 
 
    And the warmth and scent of Sasha; Sasha’s face in his hair, and his hands on Nikita’s throat, and his murmur in his ear, low and soothing and Russian.  
 
    “It’s alright, it’s alright, it’s alright.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Much drove like a madman. They’d found Jamie scrambling out from behind a dumpster. Alexei and Dante jumped down off a low roof. With some fast turns, running a few lights, and even going the wrong way up a one-way street, they managed to shake their Institute tail, and cautiously doubled back to pick up Lanny’s Expedition.  
 
    “We need a debriefing,” Will said, jaw clenched, but otherwise outwardly calm.  
 
    “Somewhere public,” Trina said. “If they manage to catch up to us, they won’t make a scene in front of a bunch of civilians.”  
 
    They went to the Lion’s Den, again, like always.  
 
    And while everyone else went to secure a table and order drinks, Sasha shepherded a terrifyingly pliant Nikita to the restroom and positioned him in front of a sink.  
 
    “Let’s clean you up a little,” he said, cutting on the tap and twisting it to warm, aiming for cheerful – landing somewhere shakier and more fretful.  
 
    When Nik didn’t immediately start washing his hands, Sasha reached gently for them and drew them beneath the running tap. The blood had dried, some of it flaking off, the water streaming pink down into the drain. Sasha took a few pumps of soap from the dispenser and massaged it between Nik’s fingers, worked it beneath his short nails with the tips of his own.  
 
    He dampened a paper towel and, taking Nikita’s chin gently in his other hand, wiped the blood spatter from his face.  
 
    While he was doing this, Nikita blinked a few times, and his pupils shrank back to their normal size, and awareness crashed across his features. He braced his clean, wet hands on the edge of the sink and turned into Sasha’s touch, just far enough for their gazes to meet.  
 
    “Where are we?” His voice a lost, frightened whisper.  
 
    Sasha set the paper towel aside, took Nikita’s face between both hands, and reeled him in so their foreheads touched. A shiver moved through Nik, but he leaned into their point of contact, shuffled his feet forward, seeking closeness.  
 
    “We’re at the Lion’s Den,” Sasha said, as soothingly as he could. “Everyone’s here. Everyone’s safe. Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    He dampened his lips with a nervous flick of his tongue. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you couldn’t kill him like you wanted.” 
 
    Nikita huffed a soft, breathy laugh, and angled his head, pressed a slow, lingering kiss to Sasha’s mouth. When he pulled back, it was far enough to search his face, gaze tracking back and forth over Sasha’s features. Fear lent his voice a hollow ring. “I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    Sasha stroked his temple, his cheek, his jaw, his neck. “Couldn’t do what?” Felt the rapid tattoo of Nik’s pulse against the pad of his thumb.  
 
    “That mage. The boy. I couldn’t compel him. I tried, but I just…” He sucked in a shallow breath.  
 
    Sasha petted him some more. “He must have been very strong, then. You saw his fire; he was no mere Philippe. He smelled like a whole building on fire.” 
 
    “Yes, but, Alexei could. And Dante. And I…” His gaze dropped to his hands, empty and dripping onto the tiles.  
 
    “Did you need to feed?” Sasha wished now that he’d insisted, before they set out for the night’s mission. Even if he’d had to pull Nikita into a dark corner and score his own wrist or throat to entice him.  
 
    “No. No.” Nikita closed his eyes, briefly. “I just…I was distracted.” When he opened his eyes, the oh-so-familiar eyes that had first captured Sasha’s attention on a train bound for Moscow, and which he’d been looking into for decades, he was startled by the intensity of emotion in them. “You weren’t with me, and I couldn’t…my head was all…” 
 
    Later, once his thoughts had been properly gathered, Nikita would be embarrassed to know that he’d been fumbling and frightened like this. But in this rare moment of vulnerability, it pained Sasha to see how torn-up he was.  
 
    He thought of their parking lot argument before the op went down, of the cold, composed mask Nikita had pulled over his face. It was long gone, now; he looked like something inside him had broken. 
 
    I did that, Sasha thought. Worrying about me did that to him.  
 
    But he was too in love to even consider stepping back and putting any kind of distance between them – not literal, nor figurative.  
 
    He cupped the back of Nikita’s neck and urged his head down onto his own shoulder. Stroked his hair. “It’s alright,” he said. “We’re fine.” 
 
    Bind me, he wanted to say. Do it right here, right now, and we won’t ever have to be apart again.  
 
    But Nik was too fragile right now.  
 
    They stood for a long moment in front of the sinks like that. A customer came in to use the urinal, staring rudely and curiously at them the whole time. Sasha ignored him, and Nikita didn’t seem to notice his presence.  
 
    Finally, Nikita lifted his head, took a deep breath, and seemed himself again, if tired, and down. He pulled away from Sasha with obvious reluctance, touching his cheek, briefly, then washed and dried his face. Finger-combed his hair.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, low and ashamed.  
 
    Sasha leaned in to kiss the corner of his mouth. “Don’t be.” 
 
    When they returned to the table, the big round booth that was fast becoming their own, they found Will and Much shrugging on coats. Much leaned back toward the table to pick up a beer that he doubtless hadn’t ordered himself, and chugged it.  
 
    “You’re leaving already?” Nikita asked, fully himself again, his voice strapped-down and sour.  
 
    “We want to get started right away,” Will said, straightening his collar. “And we have a charm. No one should be able to find us.” 
 
    Nikita snorted. “What if we want to find you?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll be in touch shortly. Don’t worry.” He dipped his head and touched the brim of an imaginary hat. “It was a pleasure, gentlemen. My lady,” he said, with a quick, correct bow in Trina’s direction. 
 
    Much caught Sasha’s eye as he turned to follow his packmate. Make him do it, he mouthed, and Sasha knew he meant a binding.  
 
    The two wolves moved through a jostling, happy crowd, beneath the buttery warm glow of all the mismatched antique lamps, and disappeared.  
 
    Sasha liked them fairly well, and was grateful for their help tonight, but he had to admit that it was a relief to be with just his pack, now. 
 
    And Dante. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that vampire, yet; for now, he sat on the very outside edge of the booth, quietly sipping a beer, his expression thoughtful, but not intrusive. Sasha slid in beside Nikita and decided not to worry about it.  
 
     Nikita’s hand landing on his thigh under the table helped, too.  
 
    A server came around with vodka for Nikita and whiskey for Sasha. 
 
    “We ordered for you guys,” Trina explained. 
 
    Nikita raised his glass in brief salute to her.  
 
    It was Jamie who finally let out a deep sigh and broached the subject. “Guess it’s safe to say Gustav has Institute ties?” 
 
    “Or was tailing us tonight at the very least,” Trina said. 
 
    “No, we would have caught their scent,” Sasha said. 
 
    “You heard Pretty Boy,” Lanny said, gesturing to the two empty chairs pushed in at the far side of the table. “They had a magic flash drive, and some magic cloak of invisibility or some shit.” 
 
    “A ward, rather,” Dante corrected politely.  
 
    “Whatever,” Lanny said. “Who’s to say Gustav doesn’t have one? Maybe he’s been following us all along and we just haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sasha said, but his belly squirmed with doubt. He reached for his whiskey.  
 
    “Anyway,” Nikita said. “Gustav wasn’t in any shape to walk off when I left him. Either his Familiar came to his rescue, or the Institute did. If he’s working with them, they’ll patch him up. If he’s not, and hopefully he isn’t, then they’ve got themselves a fat prize to play with, and maybe they’ll leave us alone.” 
 
    A beat passed.  
 
    “Whaddya mean?” Lanny asked, leaning forward to peer down the table. “Did you and him get into it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nikita said simply, and drained his glass.  
 
    The others all traded glances, brows lifting and frowns plucking at their mouths. When Sasha met Trina’s gaze, she tipped her head in silent question. 
 
    He shook his head and mouthed, Later.  
 
    Lanny made a face, but shrugged. “Well. I’m starving. Let’s order a shit-ton of food.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Dante said.  
 
    When the server came back with their refills, Lanny took command, ordering multiple baskets of hot wings, fries, potato skins, and chips and salsa for the table to share, and burgers on top of that. 
 
    “We can’t eat all that,” Trina murmured.  
 
    “Baby, watch me.” 
 
    When the food arrived, fragrant, steaming, and glistening with grease, Nikita leaned an elbow on the table and asked Trina, “What are the odds you’ll keep your job?” 
 
    She sighed, but Sasha saw relief on her face. What had just happened had been terrifying for all of them, risky in a way that surpassed regular, everyday worries. The risk of capture, of torture, of experimentation, or death had set all of them on edge. What was a job in the face of that, Sasha figured.  
 
    She plucked a wing out of a basket and said, “Not terrible. But not good either.” 
 
    They ate, and drank, and talked, and, slowly, the tension bled out of all of them.  
 
    Lanny laughed at something Jamie said, and the way he threw his head back with the motion left Trina smiling, pink-cheeked. Nikita gave Sasha’s thigh a reassuring squeeze, and pressed their shoulders together, and things were okay. They were okay.  
 
    “Allow me to get the next round,” Dante said, dramatic, nose in the air and arm gesturing elegantly.  
 
    Lanny threw a balled-up napkin at him. “You fucking better.” 
 
    The napkin bounced off Dante’s forehead and a grin threatened. “I shall return.” He wriggled through the ever-increasing crowd toward the bar, since their server hadn’t been able to get by their table again.  
 
    “Like hell can he carry that many drinks,” Lanny said. He made a distasteful butler joke that had Jamie and Trina groaning.  
 
    Sasha didn’t hear the particulars of it.  
 
    Above the crush of bodies, and food, and hops, and the antique wood perfume of the place, he caught another scent: vampire.  
 
    A fresh wave of adrenaline flooded his tired body, and he sat bolt upright. Nikita’s hand clamped down like a vise: he’d smelled them, too. 
 
    There were two. Male and female. And the male was…familiar, almost. Something… 
 
    A boisterous group of twenty-something boys barreled through the pub, slopping beer and shouting to their friends already seated. In their wake, they left a rare opening in the crowd. That was when Sasha saw him: standing just three paces from their table.  
 
    His tall, slender build was highlighted by skinny jeans and a black leather jacket. He wore his golden hair in one long braid that draped over his shoulder. Sasha had never seen him like this, in modern clothes. But there was no mistaking his face; the twinkling blue eyes and the sharp smile and the beautiful bone structure.  
 
    “Val!” 
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    Given the fugue he’d only just emerged from, Nikita wasn’t convinced that the Wallachian prince walking up to their table wasn’t a hallucination.  
 
    It looked like Val, despite the clothes, and despite the fact that he had to pause to let someone pass, and was clearly corporeal, which he’d never been before. And Sasha had shouted “Val!” across the room like a kid who’d just spotted Santa Claus.  
 
    He himself had even caught the scent of a vampire – two, actually.  
 
    But.  
 
    Surely not… 
 
    There was no way… 
 
    But there he was, drawing to a halt, beaming, laughing. Opening his arms. “Hello, sweetheart. Fancy running into you here.” 
 
    Sasha slid out of the booth. 
 
    Nikita made a lunging grab for him, but he was still a little untethered, and Sasha had always been quicker. He scrambled after him, tripping, because he couldn’t tear his eyes away from what was unfolding: 
 
    “Val, you’re really here!” Sasha said, and stepped into the offered embrace; let Prince Valerian of Wallachia fold arms around him and hug him tightly, almost reverently.  
 
    “I’m really here.” Val cupped the back of Sasha’s head, briefly, and in just a low, pained murmur, said, in Russian, “How good it is to see you, my little White Wolf.” 
 
    Someone was snarling, and it took Nikita a belated moment to realize it was him. 
 
    Val – his face a mask of anguish – opened his eyes, and smiled at Nikita over Sasha’s shoulder. He kissed Sasha’s cheek – Nikita’s snarl deepened – and eased him back, so they at least weren’t touching. “Oh no. I’ve made him jealous. Let your mate touch you, so he knows I’m not trying to steal you away.” He gave Sasha a conspiratorial wink and let his hands fall away.  
 
    “Captain,” he addressed Nikita, all courtly charm and grace. His posture and his expression and his voice were at such odds with his clothes as to make the whole picture ludicrous. “You have my deepest congratulations. It’s about fucking time.” 
 
    Nikita looped an arm around Sasha’s waist and pulled him in flush; bared all his teeth at the other vampire, fangs threatening to prick his lower lip.  
 
    Val laughed, delighted. “Making up for lost time? Really now, hush. I am very much spoken for.” He lifted a hand, palm-up, out to the side in unmistakable invitation. He turned his head, his chin tucked, his expression going soft. “Darling,” he said, in an entirely different sort of voice.  
 
    A hand slid into his, and a woman stepped forward – a vampire.  
 
    Nikita had been so wildly, stupidly territorial that he hadn’t even noticed her. She could have attacked him from the side and gotten the drop on him, and he wouldn’t have even been able to defend himself. 
 
    Not that she looked about to do any such thing. She had an athletic build, detectable even beneath a long jacket and jeans, but she held herself uncertainly. Nervous, her eyes a little wide, nostrils flared as she breathed in the tangle of scents around them. Her hair was a darker shade of gold than Val’s, worn in loose waves over her shoulder, spangled with rain drops that glittered in the light.  
 
    Val drew her up beside him, and Nikita could smell the way their scents mingled. Lovers. Mates.  
 
    “This is Mia,” Val said, transferring her hand to his other hand, and putting a steadying arm around her back. There was no other explanation necessary, not between immortals. She was his, and he was hers, and that was very much that.  
 
    It eased some of Nikita’s initial worry…and made him feel like twice the idiot.  
 
    “Um,” Trina said from the table, and, great, he’d had an audience for his little display.  
 
    Val turned immediately, he and Mia pivoting as a unit. It left Val’s entire right side exposed, vulnerable to an attack from Nikita. One he didn’t expect. One that Nikita, no matter how little he trusted the prince, couldn’t execute in good conscience.  
 
    For one thing, it would disappoint Sasha. 
 
    And for another, Val was the only reason they’d escaped the Virginia branch unscathed.  
 
    He glanced over at Sasha, and found him studying Val with a raw, unguarded wonder. That stung, more than it should have, so he looked instead toward the table.  
 
    Trina, Lanny, Alexei, and Jamie had all scrunched in closer together – unconsciously, he would have guessed – and stared up at the prince and his mate with matching looks of shock.  
 
    Trina cleared her throat and said, “Val. Hi. What are you – how did you – I mean, last we saw – and then we didn’t see…” She made a face, huffed a breath, and squared her shoulders. “What are you doing here?” She managed to sound almost casual.  
 
    Val sketched her a half-bow. “It’s lovely to see you, too, Detective. Detective,” he added with a nod to Lanny. “And your grace,” he addressed Alexei. He gave Jamie a little two-fingered wave. “I managed to escape.” 
 
    “I can see that. But how?” 
 
    “I had some help.” 
 
    “From?” Trina lifted her brows.  
 
    Val swallowed, the first sign of tension. “My brother, actually.” 
 
    “What?” they all four asked in unison.  
 
    “Vlad helped you?” Sasha asked with disbelief.  
 
    Val turned back to him, expression a complicated blend of regret and affection of an inward kind: affection for his brother. “He did. It’s all a bit complex, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Nikita managed to speak without growling. “Considering you’ve walked in like we ought to welcome you with open arms” – and Sasha had – “a bit complex isn’t going to cut it. Explain.” 
 
    Val sighed, but smiled. “Very well. I don’t suppose–” 
 
    “They gave me a tray,” Dante said as he returned, said tray loaded down with glasses and balanced precariously on one hand. “I don’t think–”  
 
    Val twisted around to see who’d spoken. 
 
    Nikita turned his head just in time to watch the disaster.  
 
    Dante’s mouth fell open. He dropped the tray – glass shattered with an awful crash, beer and liquor spraying everywhere across the floor – and went to one knee, head bowed, shoulders trembling.  
 
    “Your grace,” he said, as customers shouted in alarm and turned to see what had happened. “I am at you service. Completely.”  
 
    “Jesus – get up,” Nikita hissed, took Dante by the arm, and hauled him back to his feet. “You look like an idiot.” 
 
    Dante had gone chalk-white. His lip quivered. “But that’s – isn’t he–” In a terrible stage whisper: “The Prince of Wallachia.”  
 
    People were cursing the puddles on the floor.  
 
    One guy said, “You ruined my fucking shoes, dumbass!”  
 
    A server had swooped in with a rag, and she glanced up from the floor, eyes wide at the sound of Prince of Wallachia.  
 
    The man with the ruined shoes reached for Dante’s shoulder. 
 
    Nikita sighed, and passed a compelling glance across all of them. “It’s nothing,” he said. “We’ll pay for the glasses.” Power ringing in his voice.  
 
    Everyone glanced away, as if they weren’t even there.  
 
    “Get your shit together,” he told Dante through clenched teeth.  
 
    Val was watching the exchange with undisguised amusement. “Why, yes,” he told Dante, “though formerly. I’m afraid I’m not the prince of anything at the moment.” He looked to Nikita. “Is he new?” 
 
    “Temporary,” Nikita said, and sent Dante back to his end of the booth with a none-too-gentle shove.  
 
    “Val,” Sasha said, voice laced with concern. “How did you get here? Are you alright?”  
 
    It made him an idiot and an asshole and insecure as hell, but Nikita hated hearing that tone directed at another vampire. At the beautiful Valerian of all people. Sasha had always held a soft spot for him, and the sentiment was obviously reciprocated.  
 
    Val glanced toward the table. “I’m happy to tell you. May we sit?” 
 
    His mate – Mia – spoke up for the first time. She laid a hand on Val’s arm, and her nervous glance flicked across all of them; it lingered longest on Nikita; he could smell the fear on her. “Val, maybe they don’t want us to join them.” 
 
    You’re right, Nikita thought savagely.  
 
    He chastised himself immediately after. He could still remember his own desperation as Vlad Dracula bore down on him, sword glinting, his own hands pathetically empty. Could remember Val – underweight and unwashed, his cheeks hollow and his eyes shadowed – striding into the library, his own sword in-hand, stepping between them, taking the full force of Dracula’s swing against his own blade. Vlad would have run him through if not for Val. Even if Vlad hadn’t killed him, Nikita would have been in no state to get on his feet and carry Sasha out of that place.  
 
    Or, given his reputation, Vlad might have killed him. For the sheer fun of it.  
 
    “No,” Val said, and turned to look right at Nikita. His voice came out bright and carefree, but his gaze hardened. “They won’t mind, will they?” 
 
    Nikita read a very particular kind of threat in his face. A mess with me all you like, but touch my mate, and we’ll duel right here, right now kind of threat. A feverish look, one he’d seen on his own face in the mirror countless times. 
 
    He let out a slow breath, and nodded. “Sit. There’s plenty of food.” 
 
    Val’s smile was dazzling, fangs flashing. “Wonderful.” He pulled out an empty chair for Mia and saw that she was comfortably settled before he took the one beside her, the two chairs Will and Much had vacated.  
 
    Nikita looked at his own mate. Sasha was staring at him with brows slightly raised, mouth turned down at the corners.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Nikita said, low, just for him. “I can behave myself.” 
 
    Sasha’s frown quirked, and became more of a smile. “He escaped,” he said, still wondering. 
 
    Nikita sighed and scraped up a smile for him. “Pretty amazing, huh?” 
 
    Sasha nodded, and before Nikita could make a fool of himself asking, slid into the booth so he was next to Lanny, and let Nikita sit on the outside edge, closest to Val.  
 
    Val noticed, and sent him a smirk, before he rested his elbows on the table, tossed his braid over his shoulder, and said, “Now, let’s see. It’s all very dramatic. Oh. Are those chicken wings?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Val polished off six wings with meticulous delicacy, and in between, he told them what had happened in Virginia.  
 
    Sasha had known that Baron Strange and his wife, Annabel, were unhappy at the Institute, that they’d been coerced into cooperating with Dr. Talbot’s plans. Their involvement wasn’t all that surprising. Vlad’s was, though.  
 
    Val didn’t go into great detail. His gaze became hooded, and he said, “Vlad isn’t what you think he is. He isn’t even what I thought he was.” But the words spoke volumes. Something had happened – something had been revealed – and whatever it was, it had led Val to trust his brother completely. And Vlad, in keeping with that trust, had freed Val from his cell, had washed and fed him, given him clothes, allowed him to turn his mortal lover, and ensured his escape.  
 
    Had even – and this was the truly staggering part – convinced Strange and Annabel to become Val’s bound Familiars.  
 
    Nikita asked after Mia with clear disapproval. “Why did you turn her?” 
 
    Mia answered. “Because I was dying. Brain tumor. And Val was kind enough to” – her voice hitched the barest fraction, a waver of lingering uncertainty – “cure me.” 
 
    Val covered her hand with his own, and turned to look at her adoringly. “It wasn’t a kindness, my love.” 
 
    “And it wasn’t a cure,” Nikita added darkly.  
 
    “A curse?” Val guessed, wryly, turning back to Nikita. “Is that what you call it when you’re in your lover’s arms? Here in a time when you actually can be, publicly, and not be hanged for it?” 
 
    Nik’s face flushed, and his jaw clenched, but he didn’t answer.  
 
    Sasha sent Val a reprimanding look, and Val dipped his head, once, in silent apology.  
 
    “What’s Vlad doing now?” Trina asked.  
 
    “Trying to put a stop to the war, I suppose.” 
 
    Lanny groaned. “Jesus, why are all you fanged people obsessed with whatever the hell this ‘war’ is.” 
 
    Val smiled at him, slow and wicked. “All of us fanged people? Have you filed yours down?” 
 
    Lanny snorted.  
 
    “Will told us a bit about it,” Sasha said. “Something about some very old, very dark magic in the Old World.” 
 
    “And Monsieur Philippe gave you his own lie-filled version of it back when you were first turned, I dare say.” 
 
    Sasha nodded.  
 
    Val sighed. “The thing is: I don’t know exactly. I don’t know that anyone does. What Vlad showed me…” He frowned at the tabletop. “It’s all wrapped up with our uncle.” His gaze lifted, and swept across them. “Romulus.” 
 
    An unbidden chill skittered down Sasha’s back.  
 
    “When he turns someone, it goes very, very wrong.”  
 
    “We saw the video,” Trina said. “Lifted it off the Institute computers. Those people were–” 
 
    “Out of control? Mindless? No longer rational?” Val said. “Yes, I know. There is an…absence. Of all thought. Perhaps even of a soul.”  
 
    “They’re zombies,” Lanny said. 
 
    Val’s lips quirked up in a brief smile. “Mia’s explained the concept to me. More or less, yes. Zombies with the dietary needs of vampires – because they are vampires.” 
 
    “Great,” Trina deadpanned. Then: “Not to be historically ignorant here, but hasn’t Romulus been dead for a really, really long time?” 
 
    “Vlad sent him into a sleep in the fifteenth century. He buried him deep, he said, and it would have taken a wolf to awaken him.” 
 
    “Wolves can be found, and sleepers can be woken up,” Nikita said. “Your brother’s a shining example.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what Vlad’s going to find out, I suppose: whether or not he’s awake again. If he’s not, then it’s possible his taint has lingered long after him, and is being passed along from carrier to carrier – Vlad believes someone is intentionally spawning these creatures for some reason. And if he is awake…well, that doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Nikita said, “you’re here to recruit us, too.” 
 
    “Too?” Val’s brows went up. “Locksley’s people wanted you, then? Hm. No offense, darlings, but you don’t seem that useful in this case.” Before anyone could get indignant, he went on: “No, I don’t want anything to do with this war. I’m here for purely social reasons.” He smiled, and it looked hopeful. 
 
    “Social,” Nikita repeated.  
 
    “Like…to hang out?” Lanny asked.  
 
    “Hide out, perhaps. I suppose I’m something of a fugitive.”  
 
    Mia turned to look at him, lips pressed together. “I thought we weren’t gonna use that word.” 
 
    “I’m trying to stir up their sympathy, darling,” he stage-whispered to her. To them, he said, “You can turn us away, obviously. This is your pack’s territory and I won’t force myself on you all. But. Should you have any sympathy for a wayward former prince only just released from five centuries of imprisonment, I find myself almost desperate to explore this marvelous city of yours.” 
 
    It was quiet a beat. “You’re being charming on purpose,” Trina accused. 
 
    “He does that,” Mia agreed.  
 
    Sasha leaned in to catch Nikita’s attention, and thought Nik turned toward him with reluctance. His expression told it all already: he didn’t personally want Val to stay, but would go along with whatever Sasha wanted in this instance.  
 
    He should have expected that reaction, he thought; Nik was mostly bark in these instances. He hid his anxieties behind a prickly outer shell. At this point, Sasha was convinced he resisted things just on principle, and to keep up appearances.  
 
    This, though. This was different. Nikita had never trusted Val, not the way Sasha always had. And now here he was, in person, finally. And not simply a vampire – a potential rival in all things – but a notorious one, with an even more notorious brother.  
 
    Sasha could have said no, for Nik. To spare him any angst. He even thought Val would understand.  
 
    But he remembered being just a boy, swaddled in sable and fox fur, staring up at the beautiful man in the velvet coat, his hair golden ribbons in the sunlight. He remembered kneeling over Nikita’s cold, pale body, and a voice telling him what to do, how to save the person he loved most.  
 
    Val had given him Nikita that day, with the ravens flapping overhead and the stink of burning flesh in his nose. He would give Val a place to find his feet; it was the least he could do. 
 
    “Nik,” was all he said, perhaps a little helplessly.  
 
    Nik sighed, but one corner of his mouth twitched into a half-smile. “Alright,” he said, turning to Val. “You can stay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    25 
 
      
 
    The First Baron Strange of Blackmere seemed bound and determined to wear a hole in their hotel carpet. He paced back and forth across the small living room of their suite, hands clasped tightly behind his back, long legs making short work of the distance so it seemed that he was spinning more than actually striding. His hair was loose, save the tiny braids Anna had worked in above each ear, and his gray long-sleeved shirt hung off of him, proving how little he’d been eating the last week.  
 
    Kolya sat cross-legged on one of the room’s two chairs, sharpening a knife with methodical strokes of a whetstone.  
 
    “Baby,” Annabel tried again. “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about him.” Fulk reached the wall and spun, narrow face drawn tight with unhappiness. He stalked across in front of the TV, where the evening news cycle was enough to make anyone anxious. “It’s just…” He turned again, and made a frustrated motion toward his own head, wincing. “I feel responsible.” 
 
    “I know.” She did, too. Being bound was strange – but, for her at least, not in a bad way. Val was a presence in her mind, yes, but a comforting one, and more or less inert. She felt, strangely enough, almost motherly toward him. Urges to straighten his hair, or offer soft comfort, and make sure he was properly dressed and fed. She ignored it, mostly. Being his Familiar protected her from other vampires, and was the thing that had enabled them to leave Blackmere; an acceptable trade, in her books.  
 
    But the binding weighed on her husband. Fulk’s previous master had been awful; she still had nightmares about him, occasionally. And it didn’t matter that Val called Fulk sweetheart, and smiled at him, and demanded nothing more than advice and education on modern times, Fulk acted restless. Caged. And when Val was away from them, it was even worse.  
 
    Anna pointedly didn’t look toward Kolya when she said, “You know that it’s important he went to meet them alone.” 
 
    He snorted, but it wasn’t a disagreeing sound.  
 
    “Not to mention: do you think there’s anyone or anything in this city that could actually hurt him?” 
 
    Fulk paused, and tipped his head in thoughtful concession. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Anna said, and dipped the brush in her nail polish again.  
 
    The thing worrying her was their revenant. The way his old friends would respond when they realized that Kolya was alive – that he’d been brought back to life with a mage’s magic. The concept freaked her out, and she wasn’t even emotionally invested.  
 
    Fulk came to sit beside her on the sofa, head flopping back against the cushions in a defeated way.  
 
    Anna bit back a smile. He was very emo, her baron, but he rarely sulked this petulantly, and she found it helplessly endearing. Not that she would tell him that. His pride was bruised enough right now as it was.  
 
    After a moment, he tipped sideways and rested his head on her shoulder, lightly enough that he didn’t bump her arm. “What color is that?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s called ‘Champagne First.’”  
 
    “Hm. Are those bubbles in it?” 
 
    “Glitter.” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    The now-familiar rasp of the whetstone ceased, and Kolya’s rusty voice asked, “When will I get to see – my friends?” He still stumbled over talking about them, on the rare occasions that he spoke at all. 
 
    Anna turned her head just far enough to meet Fulk’s gaze, his blue eyes right there on her shoulder. He gave a tiny facial shrug, leaving it up to her. 
 
    She turned to Kolya. “I’m not sure. Tomorrow, probably. I mean…we don’t really know what Val’s gonna want to do.” 
 
    They’d talked about it in only the loosest terms. Fulk bristled at the idea of bowing his head and asking to join someone else’s pack. Valerian, he’d said, would doubtless be the most dominant of these vampires, and it would be more a case of inviting them to join their pack.  
 
    Honestly, immortal social politics were just dumb. She’d always thought so, even as an instinctual part of her preened at the idea of her mate and her master being the alphas of a pack together.  
 
    So dumb.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say to them,” Kolya said, a notch forming between his brows, his mouth turning down at the corners.  
 
    “You don’t have to say anything at first,” Anna said, putting a confidence into her voice that she didn’t feel. “We can do all the explaining. They’ll just be glad to see you, I’m sure.” 
 
    Glad and very, very disturbed.  
 
    He nodded, but didn’t look reassured.  
 
    She capped the nail polish and reached for the remote. “Let’s watch a movie. I can’t take any more of this news crap.” 
 
    Neither of them protested, so she scrolled through the Pay Per View channels until she found something dumb and fun, and purchased it.  
 
    Fulk kept his head on her shoulder, and slowly, she felt the tension bleed out of him as he relaxed. His lashes fluttered, tickling her neck, and then his breathing evened out. A glance from the corner of her eye proved he’d fallen asleep, and her heart squeezed. 
 
    He hadn’t been sleeping well on the road, fretting, trying to keep them all orchestrated like a school field trip chaperone. They’d taken a zig-zagging path to New York, in hopes of throwing off a potential tail, and he’d done all the driving. She’d awoken more than one night in hotel rooms to find him wide awake and staring at the ceiling.  
 
    He had to be exhausted.  
 
    Anna didn’t think she was tired, but having her mate slumped against her, relaxed for once, proved to be incredibly soothing. Her eyelids flagged, and though she fought it, sleep finally dragged her under, too, as the movie played softly, unwatched, in the background.  
 
    She dreamed they were in their wolf shapes, trotting along happily behind their prince as he strode through a forest, humming to himself, content in the sun-dappled shade of ancient trees.  
 
    She jolted awake when Fulk shifted against her and said, “Hey!” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open as Fulk leapt up from the sofa, and she saw what had made him shout.  
 
    Kolya was trying to climb out the window.  
 
    He had the hood of his sweatshirt pulled up, and wore his long, shapeless black coat, the one that resembled the black leather trench he would have worn as a Chekist. He’d worked the window open, despite all its safety locks, and given the only sound she heard was traffic down on the street, had managed to disengage the security alarm, too. The curtains fluttered in the cool, autumn breeze, and Kolya paused, hands on the window frame, one foot up on the sill, to look back at them over his shoulder.  
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Fulk demanded, furiously, and strode to the window.  
 
    Kolya blinked up at him, guileless, uncomprehending. He had moments of something like panic, when his eyes would widen, and his hands would shake, and he’d breathe in little stutters. That was when the memories returned, Anna thought. But when she asked, he always said he was fine, and, eventually, he would calm again, and return to his placid state of compliance. 
 
    She was starting to wonder how much of that was genuine at this point, and how much of it was a self-defense mechanism.  
 
    “I’m going out,” Kolya said, like it was obvious.  
 
    “Yes, I see that. But you can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Fulk reached as if to push his hands through his hair, encountered the braids she’d given him, and dropped them to rest on his narrow hips instead. “For starters.” He sounded very parental; later, when he wasn’t worked up, Anna was going to tease him about that mercilessly. “You’ve never been to New York. You’ve never been to America. You have no idea where you’re going, and you’ll get lost.” 
 
    Kolya considered that a moment. “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “My good man,” Fulk said through his teeth, “you’ve only just learned how to speak English. Once step at a time, shall we? We need to stay together.” 
 
    More consideration. “If I get lost, can’t you follow my trail and find me?” 
 
    “That’s beside the point.” 
 
    Kolya waited, staring.  
 
    Fulk sighed. “You wouldn’t even know how to find them.” 
 
    Anna thought the responding blink was, somehow, a sort of argument to the contrary.  
 
    “And you can’t go leaping out of windows,” Fulk said. “We’re four floors up!” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to jump.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t bloody Spider-Man!” 
 
    Despite all her efforts to avoid learning it, Anna had been raised on a steady diet of Southern manners and feminine grace. Her mother had despaired of her, and certainly wouldn’t have believed that she was capable of what she was about to do now.  
 
    She stood, smoothed her hands down her legging-clad hips as if she wore a hoop skirt and gown, and walked up to lay a hand on Fulk’s arm. He cut off mid-tirade, and glanced down at her.  
 
    “Kolya,” she said. “Honey. I know you’re feeling impatient, and I don’t blame you one bit. What you’ve been through is ten different kinds of terrible. Anyone would be anxious to catch up with old friends, but in your case…I can’t even imagine.” 
 
    Beside her, Fulk let out a slow breath, relaxing a fraction.  
 
    “I hate to say this,” she continued, “and you aren’t gonna want to hear it, I know. It’s not easy. But your friends – Nikita and Sasha – think you’re dead.” 
 
    She gave him a moment to let that sink in. His gaze narrowed a fraction, and drew inward.  
 
    “Finding out someone you cared about isn’t really dead is – it’s gonna be a shock. Nobody’s got the equipment to handle that, you know? They’re gonna freak out. I mean, don’t get me wrong, they’ll be so happy. But at first, there’s going to be lots of questions. Some heart palpitations. I don’t think they’re gonna believe right away,” she said with real regret. “There’s a good chance they’ll think we’ve dressed up someone who looks like you did, back when they knew you.  
 
    “It’s important to tell them the right way, is what I’m saying. Somewhere private. Fulk will want to explain about Liam’s powers first. Not every mage can do that, you know. Most can’t. It’s something–” She started to say special, but she didn’t like giving Liam that much credit. “They’re not expecting it,” she said instead. “And you don’t want to walk into the middle of a crowded bar and just say ‘hi.’ You know? That won’t be good for anybody.” 
 
    He studied her a long moment, his gaze inscrutable. He still smelled faintly of earth. Of something that had been buried, and like ash, because all of Liam’s magic required fire, even when he was forging something – even if he was forging a human.  
 
    But he smelled like a man, too. A scent that was just him. Would Sasha know it? Remember it? Would that be enough of an ID?  
 
    She had a feeling, though she’d never met him, that Nikita Baskin would be the hard sell of the two of them. And God knew what memories would come flooding back for Kolya when he finally came face-to-face with them. 
 
    “It’s better to wait,” she said, with a bit of firmness. “Okay?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a long moment, but she knew he’d heard her, the way his gaze tracked back and forth across the width of her face. Finally, he nodded.  
 
    He turned back to the window, and stared out at the night; at the street crawling with lights and pedestrians.  
 
    Slowly, Fulk reached up and brushed her hair over her shoulder; trailed his fingertips down the back of her neck, a slow and gentle caress. An acknowledgement. A thanks. Then he retreated back to the couch.  
 
    Anna sat down in the chair nearest Kolya, tucked her legs up beneath her, and said, “It’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    She didn’t know if he would acknowledge her, but she noticed a flicker of movement: his lashes, as he glanced over from the corner of his eye.  
 
    “They call it ‘the city that never sleeps,’ and it really doesn’t.” When he didn’t respond, she said, “We lived here for a little while. Fulk and me. It’s not my favorite place on earth, but it’s got its good qualities.”  
 
    It was quiet a moment, so it surprised her when she heard his rusty voice say, “Where is your favorite?” 
 
    She nearly choked on air. He’d never asked her anything approaching a personal question before.  
 
    The answer came automatically, though. “Georgia. That’s where I grew up. That’s home.” 
 
    And probably, bound to a Romanian prince, they’d never get to go back there. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Now,” Val said after he’d taken a long swallow of the red wine he’d ordered, “what have all of you been up to this evening?” 
 
    Nikita realized that every member of his pack turned a glance to him. Deferring.  
 
    Val looked at him expectantly.  
 
    Nikita’s immediate, gut instinct was that they didn’t need an outdated prince nosing around in their personal business. Princes didn’t do things meekly, as Val had proved tonight, just with his entrance and his general theatrics. If he told him about their night’s adventures with the Institute, and with Gustav, Val would undoubtedly want to get involved. He might even want revenge; he probably loathed the Institute more than anyone else at this table.  
 
    Things would get messy, and dramatic, and all Nikita cared about, at this point, was keeping his pack safe, and putting Gustav in the ground – permanently.  
 
    He shrugged and said, “Nothing, really.” 
 
    Val grinned. “You’re a good liar, but still a liar.” 
 
    Mia, who’d been drinking wine, too, said, “God, Val.” The alcohol had eased some of her visible tension, but hadn’t improved her mood, it seemed. Newly turned, this must all have been insane to her.  
 
    “I smell a mage,” Val said to her, eyes trained on Nikita. “They just don’t want to tell me about him.” 
 
    Mia’s eyes widened, and she scanned the table, and then the bar, like she expected a mage to pop into sight. “Oh, I didn’t even think – the smoke smell…” 
 
    “Just so, darling,” Val said. “Has one of you acquired a Familiar? Or is it an adversarial relationship?” 
 
    No one responded.  
 
    “We don’t–” Nikita started.  
 
    Sasha said, “We’ve been at the Institute.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lanny breathed.  
 
    Shock moved through Nikita like a punch, spreading out from his chest, through his ribs.  
 
    Val’s eyes popped wide a moment, and then he carefully smoothed his features. Sipped more wine. “Oh, well, that’s none of my worry.” 
 
    Nikita turned to Sasha, whose face had gone pink, but who refused to meet his gaze.  
 
    “There’s been a string of murders. Feral wolves killing humans,” he explained. “And we thought the Institute might be involved. We were there earlier.” 
 
    Nikita’s pulse pounded in his ears. It took him a long, breathless moment to name the sensation churning in his gut: betrayal.  
 
    “And dealt with a mage, obviously,” Val said in a strange tone. He’d dialed the charm back; the vibrancy and enthusiasm. He turned to Mia, and said, “One of Liam’s batch, I suspect.” 
 
    Mia’s expression told him that was a significant piece of information. “Val,” she said, softly, almost pleading. 
 
    “I know, I know.” He turned back to Nikita. “As you can imagine, I don’t want anything to do with” – he gestured vaguely – “any of that.” He drained the last of his wine, and Mia clutched the halves of her jacket together. “This has been lovely, though. What are you doing for breakfast tomorrow?” The charm returned, if a bit forced. “I hear humans enjoy something called ‘brunch.’” 
 
    “We’re busy,” Nikita deadpanned.  
 
    “We’re not,” Alexei piped up, gesturing to Dante. “Have brunch with us.” 
 
    “There’s a lovely café not far from my apartment,” Dante offered. He still looked ready to go to one knee, or bow, or something equally stupid. “It would be an honor to have your company.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Val said. 
 
    Alexei sent Nikita a smug look he didn’t begin to understand.  
 
    Val and Mia stood, and Sasha looked a little forlorn, and Nikita thought he might be sick.  
 
    “Thank you for an entertaining evening of freedom, all,” Val said to the table. He dipped his head in Alexei’s direction. “We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Eleven,” Alexei said. “Give me your phone and I’ll put in my number.” 
 
    Mia produced a phone, and the swap was made.  
 
    The prince and his mate – his princess, technically, Nikita supposed – walked arm-in-arm through the thinning crowd toward the doors.  
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Lanny murmured when they were gone. “Did anybody believe any of that? Was that for real?” He looked at Nikita. “Are they for real?” 
 
    Nikita felt his earlier numbness creeping back in. He could only shrug.  
 
    When he tried, again, to make eye contact with Sasha, he found Sasha’s gaze trained on the table, on the two empty wine glasses.  
 
    Tonight officially sucked.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When last call came around, it became clear that there wasn’t anything else for any of them to do tonight.  
 
    They left the way they’d come, on foot; everyone headed in more or less the same direction. 
 
    Dante and Alexei broke away first; Jamie tagged along after them with a regretful glance back at the rest of them. He looked lost, Nikita thought, and then pushed any worry he might have felt to the side. He had bigger worries, tonight.  
 
    When it was time to say goodnight to Trina and Lanny, Nikita knew a sudden, unexpected urge to touch his great-granddaughter. To pull her into an embrace, and reassure himself that she was safe and whole. 
 
    He settled for offering a tight smile and an admonition to be careful.  
 
    He was pleased to see Lanny put an arm around her as they went into the lobby of her building.  
 
    Then he and Sasha were alone.  
 
    Cars still drifted past, and pedestrians still moved up and down the sidewalks, heads ducked against the wind that was kicking up, hands in jacket pockets. It wasn’t a midday crowd; just enough company to feel that they were public.  
 
    A ways ahead, a couple walked with hands linked. A simple touch; commonplace; chaste.  
 
    Nikita could have reached for Sasha’s hand. That was allowed, now, between them, and in front of the world. It was celebrated, even.  
 
    On a different night, he would have. But tonight… 
 
    Sasha didn’t speak. The silence burned, and left Nikita acutely aware that it was Sasha who always lightened the mood. It was Sasha who cracked a joke, or pointed out a beautiful vignette. Who teased Nikita into a good mood, usually just by being his usual, joyful self.  
 
    Now he stared down at the sidewalk, hands tucked in his pockets, the wind blowing his hair across his face, shielding his gaze totally from view. Nikita caught the faint strains of distress on his scent, but couldn’t puzzle out the particulars of it. Was he angry? Embarrassed? Wishing he’d gone with Val?  
 
    Nikita was thoroughly paranoid by the time he closed their front door behind them, locked it, and slid the chain home. He stood a moment, hand pressed flat to the panel, and listened to Sasha shrug out of his jacket and hang it up. Tug his boots off one at a time and line them up neatly against the baseboard.  
 
    Then he stilled; in the quiet, Nik could just make out the quick thump-thump of his heartbeat. “You’re mad at me,” Sasha said, in a very small voice.  
 
    Nikita turned, and braced his shoulders back against the door to keep himself from going to his mate. The soft hurt in Sasha’s voice was a sound that threatened to send him flying across the distance, arms open. Wanting to hold, and soothe, and reassure.  
 
    “No,” he said, and meant it, but his belly clenched.  
 
    Sasha tucked his hair behind his ears, his chin still tucked in what was either defensiveness, or apology. With his face drawn, his mouth downturned, he looked terribly young, and terribly vulnerable. “You don’t like Val.” He sounded young, too, a little lost, a little simplistic – painting things in mad and don’t like.  
 
    No, he started to say. I don’t like him. But here was the evidence, looking at him uncertainly from beneath lowered lashes, of Sasha’s own love for the prince. One of them needed to try to unravel the strange tangle that had formed around the two of them tonight, and since he’d been the one to start it – flat-out refusing in a parking lot – he supposed he ought to be the one to do it.  
 
    They’d spent too many decades keeping their deepest thoughts to themselves. It had only hurt them.  
 
    He pushed off the door and held out his hand. “Come sit down.” 
 
    Sasha took his hand, a quick clasp, like grabbing for a lifeline. Followed him to the couch, where they both sat sideways, facing one another. He picked at a loose thread on one of the back cushions, gaze landing on Nikita’s face, and then flicking away again, like he was afraid of the answer.  
 
    Nikita hated how putting his feelings into words was still one of the most challenging things he ever did.  
 
    He took a deep breath. “It isn’t about liking or not liking him.” Though he couldn’t say he did like him. Val was showy, and provocative, and impractical, and nothing at all like Nik himself. “It’s that I don’t trust him, and I think you know that.” 
 
    Sasha tugged lightly at the loose thread, and one corner of his mouth quirked up in knowing acknowledgement.  
 
    “What he was able to do – get inside my head, and Trina’s at the same time. Take her dream-walking back to the past with me…that’s a kind of powerful I didn’t even think existed. And it’s psychic power. Harder to measure than physical power, maybe, yeah, but that’s why it can be abused so easily. If he could do that while he was imprisoned, what can he do now that he’s loose?” 
 
    “He isn’t going to hurt us,” Sasha said, sounding affronted, meeting his gaze head-on. He still looked young and lost, but there was a firmness in his gaze that hadn’t been there before. He trusted Val, and he was willing to argue about it. To defend him.  
 
    “Maybe he wouldn’t,” Nikita said; he’d already stated his own distrust. “At least not on purpose. But it’d be really easy to make a wrong step while you were playing around in someone else’s mind.” 
 
    “Speaking from experience?” His tone was soft, but the words were cutting.  
 
    Nikita fought to keep from having a visible reaction to them. “Do you believe his story?” he asked, changing tacks. “That he and Vlad patched things over and that Vlad actually helped him escape? With both those wolves? He was so unwilling to let you go that he was going to run me through with a sword. A sword, Sashka.” 
 
    Sasha shuddered, and turned his face away again, blinking. 
 
    “This is a man who impaled his own people. He enjoys violence.” 
 
    “Val said that the story was a lot more complicated than the history books make it out to be.” 
 
    “So is every story. But why should I believe that Vlad let Val go out of love?” 
 
    Sasha’s gaze flicked toward him again. 
 
    “What if this is some plot? What if he sent Val and the le Stranges up here after us?” 
 
    Sasha blinked, his face going blank. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s mad we got away. Maybe he wants you back so–” 
 
    “Nik.” Sasha exhaled hard through his nose, nostrils flaring. The first signs of irritation touched his features. “Vlad doesn’t want me.” 
 
    “He did before.” 
 
    “Yes, and, well, clearly his plans have changed. I’m just one wolf. You can’t convince me I would make any kind of difference to anyone’s war.” 
 
    The Soviets wanted you for our war, he thought. 
 
    “Then why is Will Scarlet here?” Nikita snapped. “With his business cards and his steak dinners and trying to recruit you, huh? If you’re just ‘one wolf,’ then why is everyone in the whole world trying to get hold of you?” 
 
    “It’s just flattery–” 
 
    “It’s true! You’re special – you’ve always been special. And no one’s ever going to leave you the hell alone.” 
 
    Sasha stared at him a long moment. Then, softly, “And yet you won’t do the one thing that could change that.” 
 
    He was on his feet before he registered moving, a growl building in his throat. “Not this again. No. Just – stop.” 
 
    He heard Sasha breathing behind him, fast and open-mouthed. Then: “Do you love me?” 
 
    Nikita whirled. “Yes. You know I do.” But Sasha’s expression was tortured, so he went back to the couch, as if magnetized, and got down on his knees on the rug, hands latching too hard onto Sasha’s thighs. “Sashka, look at me, yes. More than anything.” 
 
    “I know.” Sasha voice wavered. He laid his hands over Nikita’s, and they trembled. He kept his head bowed, hair falling in platinum curtains on either side of his face. “But how could you think that doing this would hurt me? I know you love me. But I wish you trusted yourself enough. You don’t, and I…I don’t know how to show you that it would be okay.” 
 
    Nikita searched for an answer.  
 
    He didn’t find one. 
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    Sasha dreamed of the clearing.  
 
    A carpet of snow, and the reaching fingers of bare trees, and ravens, high and silent in the white-gray sky. It was the forest north of Stalingrad, where Rasputin had died. 
 
    The starets was there now, a blackened, smoking ruin like a scar on the snow. Other bodies, too. Kolya, Ivan, Feliks. His wolves, the wind stirring their fur, lifting the scent of blood to his nose.  
 
    And there was Nikita, skin nearly white as the snow beneath him, a crumpled doll with a slick, red mouth.  
 
    Sasha walked toward him, and pulled up short when a voice said, “This is a dream, you know.” 
 
    He turned, and there was Val, as he’d appeared that day, all those years ago. Hair pulled back at the crown and spilling like a rustling banner over one shoulder; cloak of shining sable on his shoulders, over red velvet, and dyed-red breeches. Shining leather boots up to the calves in the snow. His eyes glowed, bright blue gems in the colorlessness of the unnatural twilight.  
 
    “Why are we here?” Sasha asked.  
 
    “I wanted to talk to you,” Val said, striding toward him through the snow, boots throwing off little clumps of it, “but you’re the one who picked the time and place, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Oh.” He glanced across the grisly tableau again, feeling faintly sick. “Why would I want to come back here?” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s a matter of want.” Val reached him, and took his arm gently in one hand, steered him over to a felled log. He dusted it off with one bare hand and then sat, inviting Sasha to sit beside him with an elegant gesture. 
 
    Sasha plopped down. Inelegantly.  
 
    “The mind is a funny thing,” Val said, looking out across the clearing with a neutral expression. “We forget so many little lovely things we’d like to remember, but our minds take us back, again and again, to the worst moments of our lives. Mia calls that ‘trauma,’ and I suppose she’s right. It’s easy to forget joy, but we never truly leave our trauma behind.” 
 
    He turned to Sasha then, expression kind. “I imagine this was the worst day of your life. And it’s a memory to which I am tied for you. It’s only natural.” 
 
    Sasha swallowed, and glanced toward Nikita’s still form, his arms out-flung. If he squinted, he could imagine Nik had laid down to make a snow angel, and not that these were the last, frigid moments of his life as a human.  
 
    “He doesn’t trust me,” Val said, a statement of fact.  
 
    “He doesn’t have a trusting nature.” 
 
    “No. Neither does my brother. It’s a shame they fought the one time they met; I suspect that, under different circumstances, they’d quite like one another. As much as either of them is able to like anyone or anything.” 
 
    Sasha huffed a quiet laugh.  
 
    “They’re both incredibly stubborn, for one,” Val continued. His voice grew more serious. “People use that word: stubborn. They think they understand it. Mules are stubborn, and babies stubbornly refuse to keep tidy. Spots on fine silk are stubborn, and so are illnesses that linger.  
 
    “Vlad, though…it takes a very remarkable kind of stubbornness to keep to causes the way he does. To hold onto the grudges he has. To resist the enemies that he did. It isn’t something that can be beaten out of him, though. You can’t break that kind of stubborn. My violent brother will die with a sword in his hand, and smile when he reaches Valhalla because at least he died defending that which he holds dear.” 
 
    “Valhalla.” A word from books; from legend. “That’s for dead heroes.” 
 
    “For dead warriors. For dead Viking warriors. I think Vlad’s the truest example of that.” He smiled when Sasha glanced at him, and it seemed self-conscious. “We’re half-Viking, he and I. On our mother’s side.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Where do you think I got this?” He raked a hand through his hair, and it rippled, molten gold, catching sunlight that wasn’t even there. “I don’t know what happened to Mother,” he said, some of his brightness dimming. “I’ve searched for her, some, but never found her.” 
 
    He shook his head and took a breath. “I’ve gotten off track. I think your Nikita is that kind of stubborn. Once he’s convinced of the right course of action, he can’t be swayed from it. He has few soft spots. The largest of those is you, obviously.”  
 
    Sasha felt heat suffuse his cheeks.  
 
    “Look at you blushing. It’s adorable.”  
 
    No, it was miraculous – that Nikita loved him back the way Sasha loved him. That they could take down the barriers between them and just be, now.  
 
    “When it comes to you,” Val continued, “he can hardly get out of his own way.” 
 
    Sasha nodded. 
 
    “I was surprised to find that you two are lovers, and that he hasn’t bound you,” Val said, a note of apology in his voice.  
 
    “He thinks he’s protecting me. He says he doesn’t want me to be a slave.” 
 
    “But it isn’t like that at all.” 
 
    “I’ve tried to tell him.” 
 
    “Of course.” A frown plucked at Val’s mouth, and his gaze flicked out across the landscape. “Not being a wolf, I can’t know this from personal experience. From what I gather, there’s a sense of responsibility on the part of the wolf; of wanting to please and be of use. Gods knows Fulk can be a regular mother hen sometimes.” He smiled to himself. Then looked back at Sasha. “But I observed my mother with her two beloved Familiars, and Vlad with his Cicero.” 
 
    “Cicero?” Sasha asked, momentarily startled.  
 
    “A nickname. Not the actual orator, dear. He was Father’s Familiar for centuries, and after Father’s death, when Vlad went home to Wallachia, he asked to be made Vlad’s. He was most devoted – and not slavishly. It was genuine love.” His smile turned inward, and bitter. “A love that drove him to imprison me. When he pressed hot irons to my skin, and glowered down at me with hatred, I could still see the love he held for my brother. I could smell it.” 
 
    Sasha fought off a hard shudder.  
 
    “Vlad doesn’t know that last bit,” he said, with a wink. “So let’s keep that our little secret, yes? Cicero, if he still lives, doesn’t deserve Vlad’s censure for torturing me. Any wolf would have done it. 
 
    “Wolves, you see.” He took a deep, unsteady breath and pressed on. “Are not quite like vampires. I imagine your Nikita knows this in theory, but he hasn’t come to truly understand it. Werewolves aren’t so different – instinctually, you understand, you know I mean no insult, darling – than purely four-legged wolves. You crave having a pack, a hierarchy. Your loyalty is genuine, born of love, and never faked. There’s no artifice to a wolf, and it’s the most beautiful thing about them.” 
 
    He reached to finger a piece of Sasha’s hair, smiling warmly at him. “The blue eyes don’t hurt.” 
 
    Sasha felt himself blushing again. 
 
    Val let his hand fall to Sasha’s shoulder, and squeezed. “It probably isn’t right. Humans certainly wouldn’t think it was. But we are not humans, my darling. And when a vampire is a loving and devoted pack leader, there is nothing wicked about the binding of a wolf. The binding has been in existence since my father and his twin washed up on the reedy banks of the Tiber. It was a wolf who nursed them; a werewolf and her pack. Perhaps binding is truly wrong; perhaps we’ll find a way, eventually, to eliminate the need for it. But so long as vampires can force themselves on Familiars, a bound wolf is a safe wolf.” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes stung. He blinked, and leaned into the hand pressed to his shoulder. “Nikita won’t do it.” 
 
    “Because he loves you,” Val said, “and because he doesn’t trust himself. He’s never really shed the coat and badge, has he?” 
 
    Sasha shook his head.  
 
    Val sighed, and put an arm around his shoulders, pulled him in so they were snuggled side-by-side. His sable tickled Sasha’s cheek. “I’ll have a talk with him.” 
 
    Sasha jerked reflexively. “I don’t think that’ll do much good.” 
 
    “Hmm. We’ll see. I’m very persuasive when I want to be.” 
 
    A comfortable quiet fell around them. Sasha realized the bodies had all gone, and that pristine snow stretched before them. A bird called – not a raven, but a songbird, a happy little trill.  
 
    “Come have brunch with us,” Val suggested.  
 
    Sasha felt a swell of glad anticipation at the idea. One that dimmed. “I don’t think Nik will.” He knew he wouldn’t.  
 
    “So leave him at home. He’s too cranky anyway,” Val said lightly, as if that was something Sasha could do.  
 
    Which…he could, couldn’t he? It wasn’t as if Nikita would do anything to actually stop him. He would scowl, and say he didn’t like it, and pout, and be even crankier – but he wouldn’t compel him. Wouldn’t bar the door or try to dominate him in any way. The only thing that would prevent him would be his own guilt; his own driving urge to make Nikita smile and keep him from worrying. 
 
    And how often, he wondered, had he stayed at home, or hung back, or stood on the sidelines because that was what Nikita wanted? And because the thing he wanted most of all was for Nikita to be happy? 
 
    He sighed.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Val asked.  
 
    He shifted a little on the log. “I’m thinking I want to come.” 
 
    “So do,” Val said, as if it was that easy. 
 
    And, really, it was.  
 
    They sat in easy silence after that, until the dream slowly faded, a snowfall that blotted out everything, white, white, white, and then his eyes were fluttering open and it was just after dawn, silvery light filtering through the blinds on the bedroom window.  
 
    They’d slept beside one another last night, both of them tense and unhappy. They’d started out back-to-back. Was this what couples did? Was this like sitcom characters going to bed angry? But he hadn’t felt angry so much as tired; quietly devastated.  
 
    They’d turned toward each other in their sleep. When Sasha opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was Nik’s face mashed into the pillow, his dark hair wild from tossing around in the night. There was a groove between his brows – tense even in sleep – and Sasha knew the urge to reach out and smooth that line away with his thumb.  
 
    He tucked his hands beneath the pillow instead.  
 
    The light had shifted when Nikita finally took a deep breath and stirred. He made a face as his eyes cracked open, a little grimace that Sasha found terribly cute. He blinked a few times, stretched, and then settled, eyes open and clear on Sasha’s face, the gray-blue of faded denim in the early light.  
 
    They regarded one another for long moments, not tense, exactly, but Sasha could feel the weight of things thought and not voiced. He put a hand on the mattress between them, and Nikita covered it with his own.  
 
    Whatever’s wrong, that touch said, we’ll get past it. 
 
    It eased the tightness in his chest. “Val came to visit me in my dream,” he said, softly, barely making any sound. 
 
    Nikita swallowed. “I thought he might.” 
 
    “I’m going to go have brunch with them.” 
 
    “I thought that, too,” Nikita whispered, and squeezed his hand.  
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    “I’m getting the impression that you’re nervous,” Dante said. “Hey, careful with the silk, that’s Gucci.”  
 
    Alexei parted the clothes in the closet with more force than necessary, hangars screeching along the rod. “Oh, really? You’re getting that impression?” he bit out, and swiped past a half-dozen shirts he wouldn’t have been caught dead in. 
 
    Ha ha.  
 
    With a huff, Dante came to stand beside him, gently batting his hands away and sliding the shirts along more gracefully. “The question is: why are you nervous? It’s only brunch.” 
 
    Alexei had come home with Dante again, and Jamie had tagged along like a lost puppy. Though he was loath to admit it, Alexei hadn’t had the heart to give him the boot, so he’d slept on one sofa, and Jamie on another. Dante had padded softly into the living room a few hours ago, pushed back the drapes, and awakened them, his slender, dressing gown-clad silhouette parting the light of mid-morning, waking them both. 
 
    “If we’re going to brunch, we’d best ready ourselves,” he’d said, and Alexei could smell that he’d already showered and shaved; his hair was slicked back in its usual severe style.  
 
    He’d also, Alexei noticed, put a clear coat of polish on his nails and traced his eyes with the faintest, most tasteful amount of black liner, but Alexei hadn’t mentioned it.  
 
    He himself was sorting through colorful silk shirts and skin-tight pants, kicking himself for not going home to get his own things, nerves churning in his gut.  
 
    He glanced sideways at Dante and couldn’t help but sneer. “You’re one to talk. You going to kneel down like a supplicant again when you see him today?” 
 
    Dante’s jaw clenched, and his cheeks colored. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    That startled a harsh laugh out of Alexei. “Oh, please. You went down like you were being paid for it.” 
 
    Dante’s blush deepened. He looked stubbornly at the contents of his closet, his voice prim. “I was only showing the proper obeisance. He’s a prince.” 
 
    “I’m a prince.” 
 
    Dante flicked him a hooded look, gaze sweeping down his rumpled, slept-in clothes and back up again. “Yes, well.” He cleared his throat and turned back to the clothes. “He’s an infamous one.” 
 
    “And I’m not?” He was starting to feel indignant. Offended, even.  
 
    “He’s a legend. Also, he’s not currently pawing through my wardrobe like a savage. Here.” He ignored Alexei’s protests and pulled out a shirt that he presented over one arm with a flourish, like a salesman. It was black, with jet buttons, and the thinnest, faintest gold pinstriping. “A bit much, but we’ll pair it with jeans and you can wear your regular jacket over it. Do something with your hair.” 
 
    The shirt wasn’t terrible, if a little dressy. “What’s wrong with my hair?” Alexei ran a hand through it. 
 
    “Only everything.” 
 
    Jamie appeared in the threshold and rapped at the doorjamb. “Um.” When Alexei turned, he found him chewing nervously at his lower lip. “Am I…invited?” 
 
    Oh, for the love of… 
 
    “If I say ‘no,’ won’t you just chase us down and tag along anyway?” 
 
    It was a shitty thing to say, and he knew it, but still didn’t appreciate the kick Dante delivered to his shin.  
 
    “Of course you’re invited,” Dante said. “Ignore him, he’s just nervous.” 
 
    “Says the idiot who dumped all our drinks on the floor in his haste to bend the fucking knee,” Alexei muttered.  
 
    Jamie nodded. “Thanks. But – I don’t know. Val makes me kinda…” He waved a hand in a see-saw gesture. “Maybe I’ll just go home.” 
 
    “What an excellent idea,” Alexei said. 
 
    At the same time, Dante said, “There’s nothing to be worried about.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamie said, frowning. “I don’t know. I think I’ll just…” He motioned over his shoulder. “Thanks, though.” The last he said to Dante, with a faint, hitching smile that faded immediately after.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Dante asked. 
 
    But Jamie was already nodding and backing out of the room.  
 
    A moment later, Alexei heard the apartment door open and close.  
 
    Dante rounded on him, gaze disapproving. “Why do you treat him like he’s a bother?” 
 
    “Because he is a bother.” Alexei reached for the shirt, but Dante pulled it back, frown deepening.  
 
    “As someone who’s studied the monarchies of the world, allow me to share a bit of unsolicited wisdom with you: all the best princes have shown the occasional bit of compassion. All the shit ones got their heads lopped off.” He thrust the shirt forward. “Get dressed or we’ll be late.” 
 
    Silently fuming – properly chastened – Alexei went to dress and clean up. He took a little water from the tap and combed his hair back away from his face in front of the mirror. There wasn’t anything wrong with it, thank you very much, but now he doubted, turning his head side to side, checking it from various angles. 
 
    He scowled at his reflection and stomped out to find his shoes. He thought he might split Dante’s jeans when he sat down on the sofa to tug his sneakers on. No one needed to wear pants that tight – not even string beans like Basil fucking Norrie. 
 
    God, he was in a foul mood. Jumpy as a cat, looking for a fight.  
 
    The truth that he wasn’t going to speak aloud was that last night had rattled him. Badly.  
 
    No one had ever resisted his compulsion before. He’d never crossed paths with a mage that powerful; had certainly never been attacked by one. He had Gustav’s voice in one ear, and Nikita’s in the other, and he didn’t belong, not anywhere, and he’d been too young, before his immortal rebirth, to learn all that he needed to of intrigue and double-dealing, of how to tell the truths from the lies. He felt young, and stupid, and all he wanted was to have his mother kiss his forehead and call him “Baby” and fix everything for him.  
 
    He would appeal to a higher authority. To Prince Valerian Dracula of Wallachia, who’d lived for half a millennia, and who’d dream-walked across the world.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mia didn’t like bragging, as a general rule, but she thought she’d been handling the sudden upheaval of her life with no small amount of grace. 
 
    A grace rapidly fraying at the edges, little threads shredding away moment by moment.  
 
    It was easiest at night, when they climbed into bed. When the hotel curtains were drawn, and the chug of the air conditioning helped cover all the tiny sounds she’d never noticed when she was mortal. When Val pulled her in close, and she could press her face into the smooth skin of his throat and let her world narrow down to the now-familiar scent of him, which meant love, and safety, and acceptance.  
 
    But morning would inevitably come, and they’d step out of the microcosm of their night’s hotel room and she would be assaulted by the sights and smells of the world, sharp and fierce, invasive in a way they’d never been before. Innocuous things grated on her nerves: the crackle of the speakers in Fulk’s Cadillac; the clatter of silverware in a restaurant; the wail of a child; the hot stink of a dumpster as they walked past it in a parking lot. Sometimes she knew an inexplicable urge to take off sprinting; to leap up and grab a window ledge. Just because she knew she could, strength and energy coiled deep in her muscles in a way she’d never known before.  
 
    By the end of every day, she was usually shaking. Raw, overwhelmed, close to hyperventilating. Val would stroke her hair, or massage the base of her neck, and apologize for how strange it was. Would reassure her that she would adjust, eventually, because everyone who was turned did so. And she would choke back What if I don’t? because she could read the guilt and worry in his gaze, and she didn’t want to add to his own stresses. 
 
    He had nightmares; sometimes she woke in the dark to find him shivering, whimpering in a language that must have been Romanian.  
 
    Despite her new physical strength, the stress bore down a little more every day. Exhausting her. She had the sense of clinging by her fingernails, and could sense that Val wasn’t much better off, despite his glittering smiles, and his cheerful questions about the world around them. A week ago, she’d watched him slip into a red button-up shirt in front of a department store mirror, turn side to side, and stare at his reflection in bewilderment.  
 
    It was a lot like the way she looked at her own reflection.  
 
    And then there was the blood.  
 
    Every night, Anna came to her with an innocuous paper cup – usually one of the free ones from the hotel bathrooms – full of hot blood. It was Fulk’s; she could tell that by its scent, and what a hell of thing to be able to detect.  
 
    Drinking it out of a cup wasn’t like that heated moment back at the mansion, when Val had turned her. When drinking from his wrist and his throat had gotten all tied up in sex; his fangs piercing her skin nearly as pleasurable as the joining of their bodies. No, when she looked down into the cup, the velvet crimson liquid turned her stomach.  
 
    And made it growl.  
 
    As much as the idea repulsed her – mostly on principle – her body craved it. Needed it. Hunger won out over nausea every time, and she drained it all down in a few greedy swallows. It was no longer the salt-copper of biting her own lip as a human. There was a richness to it now; a rightness. Headier and warmer and more soothing than wine.  
 
    Last night, Nikita had said that immortality wasn’t a gift. It wasn’t a cure.  
 
    He was right. 
 
    In her worst moments, when she felt close to something like dissociation, she reminded herself that she was alive. That she was loved. That would have to be enough.  
 
    She sat now on the end of the made bed, staring down at the carpet fibers she could pick out with wondrous detail, concentrating on her breathing. Slow in, slow out. Letting the conversation wash over her; actively pushing back against the anxiety that pulsed off Fulk in waves.  
 
    They stood in the bathroom, he and Val, the door open, while Val brushed out his hair in front of the mirror.  
 
    “He’ll have to be a bit more patient,” Val was saying, his voice low and soothing. “Nikita’s hardly in a state to tolerate my presence, much less deal with a shock like this.” 
 
    Fulk made a low, frustrated sound in his throat that wasn’t quite a growl. “We aren’t going to be able to keep him penned up much longer. He tried to go out the window last night.” 
 
    “And did he?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you can prevent it.” 
 
    Another noise, this time an actual growl, a low, unhappy rumble.  
 
    “He’s a human,” Val said, with a touch of disbelief. “A skilled fighter, obviously, but he has no preternatural strength, nor powers. Am I to believe you’re incapable of restraining him if necessary?” 
 
    Silence. Mia had known Fulk long enough now to imagine his expression, the pinched, sour look, the little lines across his forehead.  
 
    “It won’t be much longer,” Val said. Light sound that she thought was Val patting Fulk gently on the cheek. Doubtless it only deepened the wolf’s scowl. “Tonight, probably. Or in the morning.” Mia looked up in time to see him come breezing out of the bathroom, wearing black jeans, a silver-studded belt, boots, and a clinging tank top cut low enough to show the grooves of his ribs on the sides. He’d pulled his hair back at the crown and tied it with a simple elastic. She’d braided it for him yesterday, while he hummed happily, leaning into the scrape of her fingers like a happy cat, and she’d felt like a girl playing with a horse’s tail.  
 
    “I would invite you along for brunch,” Val called over his shoulder as he went for his jacket. Fulk leaned against the bathroom doorframe, arms folded, expression as sour as she’d expected. “But obviously someone has to stay with Kolya. I don’t expect you’d enjoy it, anyway.” 
 
    “And what are we supposed to do with Kolya?” Fulk asked tightly.  
 
    Val flashed him a grin as he shrugged into his jacket. “Keep him from leaping out of windows, of course.”  
 
    Fulk grumbled wordlessly under his breath, and headed for the room’s door.  
 
    Val came to Mia, his grin softening into a true smile, warm and gentle. He’d been handling her with kid gloves; she was mildly insulted by it, but not steady enough yet to ask him to stop.  
 
    “Are you ready, darling?” he asked, offering a hand. “You look lovely.” 
 
    She was wearing an outfit they’d bought several cities ago: jeans, a sweater, boots, and a corduroy jacket she would have worn at the barn. Fitted, with a leather collar, lots of pockets.  
 
    But she couldn’t wear it to the barn. Her life as a working student and trainer was over, and she was… 
 
    Val’s fingers wiggled, and she took a deep breath, and hauled herself out of the kind of spiral that would leave her breathless and clammy. She put her hand in his, and when she met his gaze, she found that his smile had grown pained. He knew what was happening; could sense it in every way.  
 
    What are we doing? she wanted to ask. They were on their way to have brunch with a Russian prince who was supposed to have died in 1917. And to what purpose? Val had wanted to come to New York, to meet up with his “friends” – only one of whom seemed genuinely friendly. The woman, Trina, and the vampire who, by scent, was her mate, Lanny, had seemed cautious. Nikita Baskin had been outright hostile. Val was charming enough to win them all over – but why did he want to? What was the plan here? 
 
    In the immediate rush of fleeing the Institute, she’d wanted only to get away. But as the weeks dragged on, as her anxiety mounted, she had trouble divining a big picture. Maybe there wasn’t one. Maybe they would find an apartment and live in New York.  
 
    And then what? 
 
    Asking herself those kinds of questions yielded nothing positive, so she let Val pull her to her feet, and slipped her arm through his, and went down the hall to the elevators with him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The restaurant Dante had picked for brunch was fancier than Sasha was used to. The nicest clothes he owned were those he tended bar in, so that’s what he wore: his pressed black shirt, black skinnies, and his usual leather jacket. He’d put a quick coat of polish on his Docs. Secured his hair at the nape of his neck in a tiny bun.  
 
    Nikita had looked at him as he’d left in a way that had nearly crumbled all his resolve. But Nik hadn’t tried to stop him; had kissed him softly, lingeringly on the corner of the mouth, and told him to have a nice time. 
 
    “You could come,” Sasha had said. 
 
    “No, I can’t,” had been the simple answer.  
 
    He was early, the first one here, and stood on the sidewalk with his hands in his pockets, belly tight with nerves. Groups and couples moved in and out of the restaurant; sat chatting and laughing on the other side of the big smoked-glass windows. A few stopped, cupped their hands around their eyes, and peered through to see if their party was there; they smiled and hurried to the door when they noticed them.  
 
    Sasha felt keenly alone without Nik there. Even though Nik would have been terrible company – he was Sasha’s terrible company.  
 
    Alexei and Dante arrived first. Alexei looked different – like Dante had styled him as a toned-down version of himself. The British vampire wore peach silk, black pants, shiny oxfords, and a long wool coat unbelted, collar popped.  
 
    Alexei, Sasha noted right off, wasn’t happy to see him. His lip curled a brief moment before he smoothed his expression and said, “I’m surprised to see you here.” 
 
    “Val’s my friend,” he said, fighting for a bit of that haughty coolness; he thought he failed, for sure. “Why wouldn’t I be here?” 
 
    “Because Nikita doesn’t want you to be,” Alexei said, like that was a given.  
 
    It was. But. 
 
    “I can make my own decisions,” Sasha said, feeling petulant as a child.  
 
    Alexei’s snort said he found that doubtful.  
 
    “Good morning,” Dante said pleasantly.  
 
    “Good morning,” Sasha returned, tone wooden.  
 
    It was awkward, and the worst part was, it shouldn’t have been. Something had changed with Alexei. He’d always come across as young – not in years, but in experience. Carefree, heedless, the picture of youthful nobility. The son of a rich man who’d never wanted for anything, an aura he’d carried into this century despite the atrocities committed against his family. It was his shield, Sasha had always thought, the same way Nikita clothed himself in anger.  
 
    But with that youthfulness had come uncertainness, too. Alexei was quick to defer to true leadership. He whined and wheedled, but he never challenged Nikita outright.  
 
    He was insouciant, now. Removed and actively cutting.  
 
    “Good morning,” Val’s bright, accented voice called, and dispelled the tension. He approached from across the street, his arm linked with Mia’s. His mate wore a smooth, difficult to read expression, but Sasha caught the acrid whiff of nerves.  
 
    As unexpected as Val’s arrival had been, him showing up with a mate had been an even greater shock. Who was she? Where had she come from? How had Val met her while he was locked up in a cell two floors beneath the ground? A few possibilities sprang to mind – that he’d met her while dream-walking, obviously – and some of them pointed toward the Institute in a way that left Sasha uneasy.  
 
    But he smiled at them both, genuinely glad to see Val. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Hello,” Alexei greeted coolly. He pulled off haughty well – he’d been born to it, after all – but he looked better when he was smiling and mischievous.  
 
    Dante’s face had gone blank with awe. He looked unsteady on his feet, Sasha thought. 
 
    Alexei leaned in, elbowed him in the ribs, and whispered something low and stern to him.  
 
    “Good morning, your grace,” Dante said, ducking his head in a hint of the bow he obviously wanted to deliver.  
 
    Val chuckled. “Shall we go in?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Will and Much were staying at the Waldorf, because, apparently, these days, Robin Hood didn’t just rob from the rich, but enjoying being rich himself, and setting his people up in style when they traveled.  
 
    Jamie felt ten kinds of grubby walking into the lobby; carefully avoided his rumpled reflection in the elevator.  
 
    When he knocked on the right door, Will opened it with an easy, expectant smile. His text reply earlier had been bare bones, so Jamie hadn’t known what to expect; some of his worry eased as the wolf waved him in with a warm greeting and offered to take his jacket.  
 
    Much lay sprawled on his stomach on one of the two beds, gaze fixed on a laptop screen, mindlessly eating Cheetos from a massive family sized bag.  
 
    “We’re going through the security footage we retrieved last night,” Will explained as he hung Jamie’s coat up in the room’s small closet and slid the door shut. “Nothing of any note so far. But it takes time to comb through it all.” 
 
    “I figured,” Jamie said. He wandered deeper into the room, noting that only Will’s bed looked rumpled and slept-in; that the nightstand on Much’s side was cluttered with paper cups and a few energy drink cans. The TV was on, a cooking show with the sound muted; Ina Garten tossed pomegranate seeds into a salad while Much wiped his orange-dusted fingers on the white coverlet.  
 
    Jamie winced. “Did he sleep?” 
 
    Will sighed. “No. I’ve threatened to replace his Monster with vodka if he doesn’t take a break soon.” 
 
    Much never glanced away from his computer, but he slowly lifted an orange middle finger in their direction. 
 
    Will chuckled. “Here, come sit down. He won’t be much company for a while. Do you want anything to drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” Jamie sat down in one of the two chairs by the window, a little sitting area with a small table between, and a view through sheer drapes of the street down below. He glanced out at the cars creeping along, and tried to be stealthy about running his clammy palms down his thighs. Becoming a vampire might have cured his asthma and fixed his eyesight, but it hadn’t done a damn thing for his anxiety.  
 
    Will settled across from him and offered a sideways smile. “Forgive me for assuming, but I don’t get the impression this is a social call.” 
 
    “What? No. Um.” His fingers drummed and he forced them still. Took a breath. How rude to show up like this looking for answers from a stranger. He shouldn’t have come. He should apologize and leave. What would Lanny and Trina think if they knew he’d come here to talk about them? Oh, God. 
 
    “Hey.” Will leaned forward, expression softening. He reached out a hand, but didn’t touch Jamie; let it hover, like he was trying to calm a frightened animal. 
 
    Which Jamie very much felt like right now.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Will said. “I didn’t expect you to bring us biscuits and ask after our health.” He smiled to show he was joking. “If I can help you in some way, I’ll gladly do so. What do you need?” 
 
    Jamie let out a deep breath. It shivered in his lungs and throat. “It’s not – I don’t need anything. Nothing like that. I just…” He bit his lip, and felt very much like he was betraying his pack. 
 
    If they even were his pack. If they intended to stay that way. If everything didn’t crumble apart… 
 
    “Jamie?” Will prompted.  
 
    “Why can’t everyone just leave us alone?” 
 
    Okay, that was not what he’d meant to say. The anxiety had swelled inside him in a black tide, and the words had come spilling out without permission.  
 
    He meant them, though, even as he clapped a hand over his mouth. 
 
    Will’s brows went up in mild inquiry. “Beg pardon?” 
 
    In for a penny… 
 
    He lowered his hand, and knotted it with his other, fingers clenched together tightly. Fine tremors stole through his arms and legs, but he tried to ignore them. “Alexei didn’t turn me. Someone he’d turned did. I guess that makes him my grandsire? I don’t know. But when it happened, things were upside down. Trina had just found Nikita, and I woke up in a morgue drawer, and Lanny was dying, so Alexei turned him. Everything seemed to be going a hundred-miles-an-hour after that. Chasing Alexei down, fighting, and then Sasha got kidnapped, and that whole thing in Virginia happened.” 
 
    That had been the first time he’d heard gunshots at close range. The first time he’d seen men fall, and die, and bleed. It hadn’t felt real until then; it was easy to pretend he was the same when he was sipping microwaved pig’s blood out of a coffee mug. But when he’d put his fangs in a throat, and human blood had flooded hot and fresh across his tongue… 
 
    He shuddered. “I thought maybe things could settle down after that. Go back to normal. But then there’ve been the murders. And Lanny’s been an idiot with the whole fighting thing. And we’ve gotta deal with this Gustav guy, who is clearly a bad dude. And then you show up and want Nik and Sasha to join your freaking army or something. And we went back into that building, where they have killer kids with – with fucking fire. And…” He was babbling, and forced his mouth shut. His teeth clicked together. He breathed sharply through his nose, lungs aching like he still needed an inhaler.  
 
    Just stress, just stress, he told himself. No human ailment could kill him now. But the pain was there. The breathlessness. It felt real, even if it wasn’t.  
 
    “Why can’t people just leave us alone?” he said again, voice small and strained. “I just want – to be. That’s all.” His gaze had dropped to the rug, a pattern of rich reds and golds, tasteful swirls and leaves. He lifted his head, and forced himself to look Will in the eyes. Swallowed and tried to wet his mouth. A full-on panic attack loomed on the horizon; its threat buzzed just under his skin. “Sorry.” 
 
    But Will didn’t look offended. He tipped his head to the side and considered him thoughtfully, concerned notch between his brows.  
 
    A darted glance showed that Much had turned away from his screen, and watched Jamie through a screen of pale hair, expression unreadable.  
 
    Will said, “Something Rob told me right after I was turned: ‘It’s up to those with exceptional strength – of body and of character – to look after those in need.’ It’s become something of a motto for all of us. And I suppose we’re guilty of sometimes carrying it too far. Projecting it onto those who don’t feel the way that we do.” 
 
    Jamie blinked at him a moment, and then frowned. “That sounds like it could be an insult.” 
 
    “Quite the contrary.” His smile looked genuine; it touched his eyes and lit them up from the inside out, warm and dark as coffee. “I’m apologizing. For myself, and for the rest of my team. I’m afraid you can take Robin Hood out of Sherwood forest, but…” He shrugged. “Rob is good at fighting. The good fight, he thinks of it. And it suits the rest of us, too, I suppose, or we wouldn’t go along with it so happily. We’re in the business of defending innocents; we begin to think that other immortals are, too – but that isn’t always the case.” 
 
    “Still insulted.” 
 
    Will made a face. Shrugged. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to.” 
 
    It was quiet a beat.  
 
    Jamie thought about getting up and leaving – but dashed the idea as rude. He’d been the one to reach out, and come all the way here. He was the one who’d dumped his feelings out on the rug. He could at least respect a differing opinion.  
 
    He glanced toward Much again, but the other wolf had gone back to his computer-staring, and it felt pointed this time.  
 
    “The thing is,” Will said, and his tone had shifted; less formal, his accent softer. He sounded more like the modern young man he looked, and less like a relic from a bygone century. That, Jamie realized with a jolt, had been his presentation voice; his sales pitch. This was what he really sounded like, unguarded and without artifice.  
 
    It put him immediately at ease; his lungs relaxed.  
 
    “I’m not sure anyone ever is going to leave you guys alone,” Will continued with true regret. “This thing with Gustav and the Institute would have happened despite our showing up in your lives. Sasha was turned with the Institute’s approval – at their command, really, all of it carried out by the Soviet government. If not for Dr. Ingraham and his blasted Institute, Sasha would have died twenty years ago in his bed in Tomsk, Siberia. He was their first successful experiment, and no matter what sort of deal Trina worked out with them, they’ll never be content to let Sasha live on his own recognizance. He’s a weapon. Dr. Ingraham was there for the science of it all, but whoever funded him, whoever allowed him to experiment and secured him the resources necessary to build a lab in Stalingrad – that person knew about immortals. Knew about them, feared them, and decided having their own tightly-controlled immortal force was the best way to protect themselves from the threat they could pose.” 
 
    Jamie realized he hadn’t taken a breath in a long moment, and sucked one in now. “You mean…” 
 
    “Russia was a test. To see if a wolf could be used to kill vampires. It was a successful test…right up until Sasha and Nikita ran off and disappeared.” 
 
    Jamie’s heart pounded. 
 
    “We’ve tried to trace the information backward. But when the lab caught fire in Stalingrad, only a handful of files were recovered, and eventually uploaded onto databases. Much and Tuck have been able to hack them, but the trail toward the financial backers runs cold. Redacted US government files; dead ends; whoever did it was crafty and doubled back again and again like a fox. Everyone Ingraham knew when he studied here in the States disappeared. Anyone he might have confided in – just gone. No trail.”  
 
    “A cover-up,” Jamie breathed.  
 
    “Yes. And a thorough one. Someone in this country came face-to-face with an immortal. Or several. Someone became so petrified that they decided to begin a living biological weapons program. Sasha was a success, but a lost one. Now they have Liam and Lily Price’s children; and God knows why the Prices cooperated with them. They’ve clearly tried to turn more wolves, but their mages are young, inexpert, and they were poor turnings. Or else the human subjects weren’t strong enough to manage. 
 
    “Finding Vlad Dracula was a major coup for the Institute. And now, with his help, I think the government is going to start taking an active role in the coming war they’ve let us throw ourselves at for decades.” 
 
    “Valerian.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “He’s here in town. He showed up last night.” 
 
    Will’s brows lifted. “Really? He escaped?” Before Jamie could answer, he said, “Or was set loose.” 
 
    “He said his brother let him go.” 
 
    “Hm.” Will sat back and linked his hands over his belly, thumbs fiddling with the hem of his shirt. Considering. “I’ve never met him, but from what I’ve heard over the years, Vlad Tepes isn’t the kind of man to change his mind about something like that. They hate one another. It’s a legendary family feud.” 
 
    “Valerian called it a ‘misunderstanding.’ He said they mended fences.” 
 
    Will snorted. “Vlad Tepes doesn’t mend fences, either. Still.” He pushed a hand through his hair, fluffing it. “Hm,” he hummed again. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is an unexpected development. Valerian changed hands many times over the centuries. There was an auction, once. Rob tried to buy him – to free him, of course.” 
 
    Jamie’s stomach rolled. “Free him if he’d help you, you mean?” 
 
    Will grinned. “Nikita’s pessimism is catching, I see. We would have asked for his help, yes. Asked. It’s his uncle that birthed the plague of mindless, ravenous vampires on the world.” 
 
    “Plague?” Jamie said faintly.  
 
    “It will be if it isn’t stopped. Already our run-ins with the afflicted have increased. Things were mostly quiet for a very long time, but something is stirring. Vlad will be involved, doubtless. What I can’t understand is why he wouldn’t want his brother at his side.” 
 
    “Alexei has his phone number, now. Maybe he’ll share and you can ask him yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Will agreed, his gaze tracking back and forth across Jamie’s face. Measuring him, probing.  
 
    Jamie swallowed, but he was proud he kept his expression blank; that he didn’t – hopefully – betray that chaotic pulse of anxiety inside him. Will could no doubt sense it, maybe even smell it, but it was important to him that he at least put on a brave outward face.  
 
    He said, “How could one or two people make a difference? If the war that’s coming is gonna be as bad as you think?” 
 
    Why do you need Nik and Sasha? he meant.  
 
    Will offered a smile. “You’re forgetting who my pack alpha is. Sometimes, one or two people make all the difference. It’s been the individuals of history that have brought about the greatest changes.” 
 
    Jamie couldn’t argue with that. Could think of no proper response. 
 
    Will said, “But I give my word that we won’t bother Nikita and Sasha again. If they don’t want to join us, we won’t press.” 
 
    Jamie didn’t know him well enough to know if he could be trusted – but the mythical reputation of Robin of Locksley went a long way toward creating goodwill.  
 
    From the bed, Much said, “Found him.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Will you stay in New York?” Alexei asked. His food sat untouched in front of him, his belly too tight with nerves for eating to hold any appeal.  
 
    Across the round, linen-draped table, Val over-buttered the last bite of a raspberry scone and popped it into his mouth, smiling as he chewed. On the first bite, his eyes had widened, and he’d murmured, “Gods, that’s delicious,” with sincere reverence.  
 
    He gave a one-shouldered shrug and reached for half a poppy seed bagel. “For a while, at least. But I’ve promised Mia we’ll eventually return to her farm.” He turned a warm, fond look on his mate, but Mia was staring at her plate, slicing a wedge of melon into tinier and tinier bits with her butter knife.  
 
    Val shifted his attention to Alexei, his expression hardening ever so slightly. It was a subtle change, the way the true warmth melted into a pleasantness that was all for show. Still beautiful, still charming, still smiling and gracious, but Alexei was royalty, too; he knew a court persona when he saw one.  
 
    He tried not to be offended. It was starting to become a habit, and not a healthy one.  
 
    “I suspect we’ll be here for some time, though,” Val said.  
 
    “What will you do here?”  
 
    “Live,” Val said, simply. And then, “Eat good food.” He gestured with his bagel, and then coated it in thick globs of cream cheese. “I want to see all the sights. Smell the ocean. I want to go up to the very top floor of one of these wondrous buildings” – some of the court façade slipped, and let true enthusiasm through, his eyes glittering in the filtered sunlight – “and look out across a modern city all lit up at night. I want” – his voice caught – “to stand in the rain, and smell the stink of humanity, and lie in the sun with my eyes shut until my skin burns. I want…to live.” And his voice sent shivers up Alexei’s spine, because Val hadn’t lived, not for centuries.  
 
    Asking anything of him would be horrible. 
 
    But everyone thought Alexei was horrible anyway.  
 
    He waited a moment. Watched Val set down his bagel, and sip his coffee. Watched Mia lay her hand over his, where it rested on the table. Val twisted his wrist and twined their fingers together; Mia’s face remained almost blank.  
 
    Then Alexei, as casually as he could, said, “That’ll make you the highest-ranking vampire in the city, then, I guess.” 
 
    Val went perfectly still for a moment, his gaze catching on Alexei’s face, brows lifted and body tense. Then he reached for his coffee again and said, “I doubt that.” 
 
    “No, you are,” Alexei insisted. “You are–”  
 
    “I know what I am.” Short, sharp. Pointed. “There’s no need to lay all my ugly titles on the breakfast table, is there?”  
 
    It was a dismissal, and a cutting one. At another time, under different circumstances, he would have ducked his head, eaten his bagel and lox, and kept his mouth shut.  
 
    But now, he cleared his throat and said, “What I mean is–”  
 
    Val’s gaze snapped up to meet his again, his jaw tight, and in that moment, Alexei was catapulted back to the manor house in Virginia, to a library, and Val’s brother drawing a sword from a scabbard on his back.  
 
    “Alexei, what are you doing?” Sasha asked quietly.  
 
    “I’m only curious.” He could hear that he sounded too defensive, but couldn’t rein it in. “When someone like him arrives in a place, the power dynamics change. Less powerful vampires will either bow or challenge you.” 
 
    “I’m not here to challenge anyone,” Val said, breezily. “We’ll need to find a place to stay on a more permanent basis, though. The hotels have been fascinating, but they aren’t cheap, and I suppose our good baron will run out of funds at some point.” 
 
    “One of my neighbors is a real estate agent.” Dante sounded relieved for a chance to change the subject. “I could see if she has any listings she could show you. There’s a vacancy in my own building, for instance.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Val said. “Mia tells me one needs an agent to secure a residence?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Dante said, and launched into a helpful explanation.  
 
    Mia kept slicing her melon down to microscopic pieces. 
 
    Silently frustrated, Alexei let his gaze wander, and accidentally caught Sasha’s eye. The wolf was studying him, unhappy frown tugging at one corner of his mouth.  
 
    “We’ll need several bedrooms,” Val said. “The wolves will live with us, I assume.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dante said. 
 
    “Though they may take their own place if they wish. Perhaps neighboring flats?” 
 
    “It might be possible.” 
 
    Alexei looked down at his plate, and took a few measured breaths. He supposed he was stupid, naïve, or both to have assumed that Val would want to play vampire politics here in the twenty-first century.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Val and Dante carried the majority of the conversation for the rest of the meal, Val asking about the finer points of apartment rentals – and inquiring about places to buy furniture with which to fill an apartment – in a back and forth that was pleasantly empty of any real meaning.  
 
    If Sasha had been concerned about Alexei before, now he was actively worried. Everything from the tension in his clenched jaw, to his lack of appetite, to his probing questions directed toward Val proved that he’d intended this to be a business meeting of sorts. He wasn’t just asking, but inviting Val to challenge the hierarchy of New York vampires – and it was an unestablished, piecemeal hierarchy at that.  
 
    Though he’d been human royalty, and doubtless some immortals knew who he was, Alexei held no special place among the vampires of New York. There was a furtiveness here, in this New World city, built on Greco-Roman governance, and not the monarchies of old. Nikita had earned himself a reputation, but he wasn’t any kind of leader; his isolationist tendencies saw to that, just as surely as his birth and his former occupation. Dominance was an individual thing here: vampires met, and they parsed out who was stronger between them. The weaker vampire either gave sway or was made to give sway.  
 
    But Alexei, it seemed, wanted a leader to rise. Unquestioned, all powerful, royal.  
 
    How much, Sasha wondered, was that want about anything besides besting Nikita somehow? 
 
    “Is he always like this?” Val asked, out on the sidewalk, as he, and Mia, and Sasha stood and watched Alexei and Dante retreat around the corner, heads tucked against the wind. “Or have I happened along in the middle of a pack squabble?” 
 
    “He’s been weird lately,” Sasha said, and felt bad for reducing the situation like that. He wanted to care more, really he did…but he was tired, too. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    Val shrugged. “Princes are weird,” he said, simply, and then turned a smile on Sasha. “You don’t fancy playing tour guide, do you?” 
 
    He smiled in return. He felt a momentary twinge of guilt – a sense that he’d been away from Nikita too long, and that he should go home. But the sun was shining, and Val was smiling at him, and he’d never set aside his worries and enjoyed himself like this before. It sounded wonderful. 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    28 
 
      
 
    People were looking at them. With their desks pressed together nose-to-nose, Trina wasn’t sure which of the two of them was drawing the most attention. Her for getting put on desk duty, or Lanny for having what must have looked like a psychotic breakdown to those who’d witnessed it.  
 
    She tried to keep her head down and ignore it.  
 
    The truth of it was, she was behind on her paperwork, and, if looked at the right way, this break from her normal schedule gave her a chance to get caught up. 
 
    The even truer truth, though, was that she hated paperwork, and she wanted to be outside, on the street, picking up new cases and following through with leads on older ones, even if that made her more than a little morbid.  
 
    She’d been staring at the same report for the past ten minutes, and wasn’t sure when she’d blinked last. Eyes burning, she sat back, blinked a few times, and reached for her coffee. The mug was empty, and she was afflicted with a case of the shakes. How many cups had that been? 
 
    Lanny sent her another concerned glance. He’d been doing that all morning, even before they got here; she’d caught him staring over her shoulder at her reflection in the bathroom mirror earlier, his brows knitted and his mouth set in a flat line.  
 
    “Stop that,” she told him now.  
 
    He glanced away with a sigh, and his concerned gaze became a scowl when he made eye contact with Detective Hadley.  
 
    Hadley nearly choked on his own coffee and hastily spun his chair away.  
 
    “If you don’t stop,” she whispered, “you’re going to be riding a desk, too.” 
 
    “I’m riding a desk right now,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Riding it permanently. Aren’t you supposed to be on call? Who’s been assigned to you?” 
 
    “Some dumbass floater.” 
 
    “Lanny.” 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to go out on calls when–” He cut off as Abbot puffed up to their desks, one of the young, as-of-yet assigned freshly minted detectives floating along in his wake. Trina thought his name was Garcia.  
 
    “Webb,” Abbot barked, gruffer than usual. He looked a little wild-eyed, his gaze landing on Lanny’s forehead rather than his eyes. Still rattled from yesterday. “We’ve got another of those chewed-up DBs, your beat this time. Just bits and pieces left,” he said, without a scrap of tact. “Take Garcia.” Abbot started to turn away, taking Lanny’s compliance for granted.  
 
    Lanny said, “You can’t send someone else?” 
 
    Abbot froze, and turned back slowly, expression caught between disbelief and mounting rage. A vein pulsed in his temple. “Would I have asked you if I had someone else to send? That’s an order, Detective.” 
 
    Lanny held his gaze a beat, then said, “Sir.” 
 
    Abbot turned again.  
 
    “I don’t need Garcia.” 
 
    “Take him!” Abbot barked without looking back, and stormed off.  
 
    Lanny glared at his back, until Trina flicked a paperclip at him and recaptured his attention.  
 
    Garcia stood beside their desks, visibly fidgeting, and trying to hide that he was – poorly. He looked even younger than he had to be, like a total kid, like he didn’t even need to shave, yet. Trina felt bad about the terrible day he was about to have with Lanny.  
 
    “It’ll be an honor to work with you today, sir,” he said. Sir. At another time, Lanny would have burst out laughing. “I’ve heard some great things.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Lanny snorted. He got to his feet with a deep, aggravated sigh, and reached for his jacket. “Let’s go, then. I’ll drive.” He glanced over at Trina, expression softening a fraction. “You’ll be alright?” 
 
    “How could I possibly not be while I’m sitting at my desk?” She smiled. “Go, I’m fine.” 
 
    Twenty minutes after he was gone, Nik called, and she took an early lunch break.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sasha’s already inside?” was the first thing Trina asked when she walked up to him in the Waldorf’s hallway.  
 
    It was a simple question, innocuous and normal. He and Sasha were always together; why wouldn’t she expect him to be here now?  
 
    It stung, though, and sent a fresh wave of cold prickles down his neck, and back, and arms. The lightheaded rush that usually came when he hadn’t eaten or fed properly all day.  
 
    “He’s not here,” he said, and thought he sounded as casual as he could manage right now.  
 
    Her stride faltered. Her eyes widened. She shook her head and came the rest of the way, so she stood in front of him. “Where is he?” She looked like she wanted to ask more than that, but was trying to play it cool. Just like him. Sometimes watching her was like looking at his own reflection.  
 
    “He went to brunch.” 
 
    “With Val?” she asked, expression going apologetic.  
 
    Nikita swallowed. “With Val.” 
 
    She studied him with undisguised concern for a moment, until he thought he’d have to shrink away. Then she took a breath, squared up her shoulders, and said, “Okay, well, what’ve they got?” She nodded toward the door.  
 
    “Let’s find out.” 
 
    He let them in without knocking; it would have been polite, but redundant – the wolves inside had already heard and scented them. And Nikita wasn’t in a polite mood, anyway.  
 
    Much sat at the room’s small, round table by the window, facing out, with Will behind him, peering at his screen. 
 
    Nikita was genuinely shocked to see that Jamie was already here; he’d been too stuck in his own selfish, jealous thoughts that he hadn’t picked up the other vampire’s scent in the hallway. 
 
    Slipping. Last night, and now today. He kept slipping… 
 
    “Ah, welcome,” Will said, turning to meet them. “Something to drink? Eat? The room service is wonderful.” 
 
    “No,” Nikita said. “What is it?” 
 
    Will turned to Trina and gave her a careful, correct bow. “M’lady.”  
 
    “Hi,” she said. “You said you had something?” 
 
    Will looked between the two of them, a smile tugging at his mouth, and snorted. “It runs in the family I suppose. Yes, we have something. And I assumed you’d want to see the footage for yourselves rather than take my word for it.” 
 
    “You assumed right,” Nikita said.  
 
    Still smiling, Will motioned them over to the computer screen. On it, a black-and-white image had been paused: a man in a suit leaving out an unmarked, solid-paneled door. Brick walls, and an overhead security light. It looked like an alley.  
 
    And the man was Gustav, his face plain despite the quality of the security footage.  
 
    “This was taken a week-and-a-half ago,” Will explained, and Much pressed Play.  
 
    Gustav continued out of the building, but stepped to the side and held the door. Two men stepped out behind him – or, rather, slunk out. They walked slowly, cautiously, with bent knees, heads snapping side-to-side. An entirely inhuman way of moving, their arms held in close to their middles. Furtive and animal-like.  
 
    “Those are the wolves,” Trina said, voice tight. “That’s them. The first one is the one I…and then the other one got away.” 
 
    A woman followed them out, walking upright, walking normally.  
 
    “Hannah,” Nikita said. “His Familiar.”  
 
    “This camera was stationed at a rear entrance, one that employees use, only accessible via keycard.” 
 
    “So someone let him in, or he has his own card,” Trina said, grimly. “This wasn’t a case of breaking and entering.” 
 
    “No,” Will agreed. “Most definitely not.” 
 
    Gustav said something to the feral wolves, and both shrank back from him. He caught one by the chin, forced his head up, and locked gazes with him. A moment later, some of the tension bled out of the wolf, his arms relaxing, his posture uncoiling.  
 
    He moved to the other, and repeated the process. Afterward, both of the ferals stood, swaying slightly on their feet; they looked like they’d been sedated.  
 
    Nikita envisioned Sasha in that state, and shuddered. Even worse, he didn’t have to imagine it; he’d been drugged out of his mind at the Institute, and he’d seen that dazed, glassy-eyed look right up close. 
 
    On screen, Gustav turned and walked out of frame, the ferals creeping along behind him, Hannah bringing up the rear.  
 
    “This is what we’d already assumed,” Will said, “but at least now we have physical proof.” 
 
    “Which would be great if we were trying to get an arrest warrant,” Trina said, folding her arms and making a considering face. “I guess we could find him and confront him with this, but that wouldn’t change the outcome, would it?” 
 
    “No,” Nikita said. He curled his hands into fists just for the satisfaction of hearing and feeling his knuckles crack. It was a rare moment of appreciating all that came with being a vampire, physical strength chief among it. “I’m still going to kill him.” 
 
    “Now, hang on,” Will said. He held up both hands in a placating gesture when Nikita turned to him. “Just a moment. Hear me out. Why don’t we try talking to him?” 
 
    Nikita himself was startled by the laugh that burst out of his throat. “Talk to him? Last night, he cornered us in an alley, and let his little mage friend try to barbecue us all. What’s there to talk about?” 
 
    “Well.” Will leaned against the back of Much’s chair, got a swat for it, and retreated to the nearest bed, sitting down on its edge.  
 
    “That’s my bed,” Much said without turning away from the laptop. 
 
    “Then bloody sleep in it before the energy drinks give you a heart attack. Look at it this way,” he said to Nik. “We showed up at the Institute – they didn’t come to us. And when Gustav found us, Sasha was pinning his Familiar to the ground. You can’t exactly blame him for having a reaction to that. We don’t know yet how the mage is involved with him – if at all. 
 
    “What I want to know is why he’s chosen to work with the Institute. From what we’ve seen, signing on with them is at best a case of losing your autonomy, and at worst becoming a prisoner and science experiment. With the exception of Vlad, perhaps – and that’s the result of his absolute ruthlessness – you don’t control the Institute, they control you. So what is Gustav doing with these ferals? What’s the motivation behind it all?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Nikita said.  
 
    But Trina said, “I do.” 
 
    He sent her a sharp look that she ignored.  
 
    “Is it blackmail?” she said. “Is he brainwashed? If we’re going to have to keep dealing with these jokers, then I at least want to understand the game they’re playing. Maybe Gustav is a cackling supervillain who needs taking out,” she said with a gesture toward Nikita. “But maybe they’re holding someone he cares about hostage. Maybe it’s more complicated than we know.” 
 
    “I thought,” Nikita said, as calmly as he was able, “that you didn’t want to have anything else to do with that place. And now you’re suggesting we help him?” 
 
    “No.” Her expression hinted at guilt. “No, I’m not saying that – but what if he needs help?” 
 
    “Then he can get it somewhere else. From someone who isn’t one of us.” 
 
    “I just…” She sighed.  
 
    “Don’t play the hero,” he said, voice half a growl. “There’s nothing heroic about our family, and never has been.” 
 
    “Hey,” she snapped, gaze flashing. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Don’t push your disenchantment off on me – especially after I’ve been inside your head, you damn martyr.”  
 
    They glared at each other for three whole seconds before he remembered they had an audience.  
 
    He looked away first.  
 
    Will lifted his brows, mildly curious.  
 
    “Fuck it,” Nikita said. “Go find him and talk to him if you want to so badly, but I don’t have anything to say to him.” 
 
    “Um,” Jamie said, just above a whisper. He shrank down when they all turned toward him. “Alexei’s actually talked to him. At his bar.” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “He has a bar?” Trina asked.  
 
    Nikita already knew that, because Colette had told him. He said, “So that’s what’s wrong with that little shit. Dumbass.” 
 
    “When was this?” Will asked sharply. 
 
    Jamie chewed at his lip. “Day before yesterday. And before that, I think.” 
 
    Trina breathed out an unhappy sound. “So he’s been hanging out with this guy, and he let us go in blind last night? Oh, that brat…” 
 
    Nikita took a step toward Jamie, and the other vampire took three steps back, face paling. Nik pulled up short, shocked by the drama of Jamie’s retreat. But he didn’t soften his tone. “And you didn’t think to tell us this? You didn’t think that might be valuable information to have?” 
 
    “He…he asked me not to…say anything.” He dropped his head afterward, miserable, small-voiced.  
 
    “So your loyalty’s with him,” Nikita said.  
 
    “Oh, good Christ,” Much yelled. He pushed back his chair, stood, and turned to face them all, his fine-boned face a thunderhead. “I don’t have a fucking clue why Sasha would want you to bind him, because you’re the stupidest, most overbearing, miserable sod I’ve ever met,” he fumed, jabbing a finger toward Nikita. “He didn’t tell you” – he waved toward Jamie – “because he’s bloody afraid of you, you asshole. You can’t shout at people, and demand their loyalty – that’s not how a pack works! This, here” – Nik, Trina, Jamie – “isn’t a pack. It’s a bunch of people bitching at each other.” 
 
    “Much,” Will said, but he sounded more amused than chastising.  
 
    “I’m right,” Much insisted. “You know it, even this douchebag knows it, but he’ll never admit it. You don’t have a pack, and you never will, because you don’t listen to a fucking thing anyone says to you. Binding has existed since the first vampires, but because you decided it’s bad, then it must be, and fuck whatever Sasha wants, right? Who cares if your pack is scared, or upset, or anything so long as they listen to you. So long as they’re loyal, right?” 
 
    Nikita took a few shallow breaths through his mouth, his chest tight. He couldn’t decide if he was furious…or mortified.  
 
    “Much, that’s a bit harsh,” Will said, and he was definitely amused now. “I’m sorry,” he added to the three of them. “He gets a bit worked up sometimes.” 
 
    “Fuck you, I’m right,” Much said, and flopped back down in his chair.  
 
    More breaths for Nikita. I never asked for a pack, he thought, and knew the words were petty, awful. I had a pack, a human pack. The boys I grew up with, and they burned alive in the snow for nothing.  
 
    He saw the white of the snow, felt its cold biting through the wool of his trousers, its dampness bleeding through the old, cracked leather of his gloves. He saw the bright arcs of blood, the crumpled wolves. Heard the cry of the ravens, and the screaming. All the human screaming. The men he’d called brothers dying horribly, while he stood transfixed in the relentless beam of Rasputin’s gaze. He could still scent the rancid breath, wine-sour, and hot; remembered how it had felt to tip his head helpfully to the side, exposing his throat. 
 
    “Nik.” Trina touched his arm, and he jerked in place.  
 
    He’d closed his eyes, he realized, and swayed on his feet. His skin felt clammy beneath his clothes, and he couldn’t take a deep breath.  
 
    Trina studied him with knitted brows. “It’s alright,” she said softly.  
 
    I know that. He wanted to snarl it at her. He’d been alive for a hundred years, and here she was trying to comfort him. It was unseemly.  
 
    But his throat was too tight for speech.  
 
    Behind him, he heard the door click shut, and twisted a look over his shoulder.  
 
    “Jamie left,” Trina said.  
 
    “If I may,” Will said delicately, “I’m going to suggest that you all – take some time for yourselves. Go about your regular activities. Much and I will attempt contact with Gustav. We’ll contact you afterward and we’ll go from there. Does that sound fair?” 
 
    “It does,” Trina said, guardedly. “You’ll keep us in the loop?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Nikita swallowed and finally got some words out. “If I find him first, I won’t be asking him questions.” 
 
    Will offered a wry smile. “I figured as much. That’s why, forgive me, I’d like you and yours to take a step back for a bit. You’ve said you don’t want to be involved with the Institute, and after seeing…well, I think that’s best. We’ll take it from here, keep you informed, and let you know if we need your help. Otherwise I think your energy might be better spent on…domestic matters.” 
 
    Trina snorted. “That was diplomatic.” 
 
    “I do try.” 
 
    Much kept his back turned, but Nikita swore he could tell the kid was smirking just looking at the back of his tousled blond head.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Kolya was getting restless as a caged tiger in the hotel room, pacing, playing with his knives with alarming proficiency; flipping them up in the air, even juggling with them. He’d tossed one at the wall, and it had landed, point embedded in the sheetrock, and Fulk had stood up from the couch, quivering with suppressed anger and said, as calmly as he could, “You know what? This isn’t working.” 
 
    It was Anna’s idea to go for a walk, and while she wouldn’t say it was going well in the usual sense, nothing disastrous had happened, and some of the tension had left Fulk’s face as they walked through the cool mid-afternoon air, the city reassuringly busy around them. Sometimes she wanted to hide in hollows in the forest, covered in drifts of old leaves, wolf-shaped and attuned to every snapping twig. And sometimes she wanted to be two-legged, and human, holding hot coffee and window shopping; wanted to hide that way.  
 
    They reached a newsstand, and Kolya came to a halt, head tipped back, gaze running across the headlines of the papers clothes-pinned on a string overhead.  
 
    His posture – arms slack at his sides, hands open, neck tilted and face one of naked confusion – struck her as woefully childlike. An image incongruous with the man who’d thrown a knife into a wall an hour ago.  
 
    She moved to stand beside him, glancing up at the headlines. Most were political. She spotted a few entertainment-related ones; the NCAA football match-ups and predictions for the upcoming weekend.  
 
    “Can you read any of them?” she asked, quietly.  
 
    “Some.” He lifted a hand and pointed at one paper. “Dancer?” 
 
    The photo was a moody, black-and-white shot of a slender, popular actor, a beam of light from out of frame falling across high cheekbones, and carving shadows down the clean, strong lines of a throat.  
 
    “Actor,” she explained. “He’s in movies. Films?” 
 
    He nodded, slowly.  
 
    The newsstand owner was giving them the stink-eye. Fulk stepped up beside her, peeling bills out of his wallet. “Copy of the Times, and three Snickers.”  
 
    They moved on, Fulk paging absently through the paper. 
 
    Anna held out a Snickers to Kolya and he stared at it. “What,” he said, flatly.  
 
    “It’s candy. It’s good.” When he continued to stare: “Chocolate. And not Army chocolate, either. Good shit.” 
 
    That had him reaching for it.  
 
    Anna watched him tear open the wrapper and take his first careful bite, worrying belatedly about what would happen if he had a peanut allergy he didn’t remember. Of course, the odds were no one with any major allergies had survived the Soviet Union of his original life.  
 
    He chewed a moment, and his eyes widened.  
 
    “Good, right?” 
 
    He nodded, and ate the rest of it in a few efficient bites.  
 
    Fulk’s phone chimed with a text alert and he fished it out of his back pocket. Sighed a moment later. “Val says he’s spending the day with Sasha.” 
 
    “Huh. With just Sasha?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    “Hmm. I wouldn’t have thought Nikita would want him alone with Val.” 
 
    Fulk made an inquiring noise.  
 
    From the corner of her eye, she noticed Kolya watching her, his gaze pinned to the side of her face. Any mention of his friends captured his attention.  
 
    “From what Sasha said about him, I get the impression Nikita is, uh, a bit territorial. And Val – well, Val’s very charming.” 
 
    That earned her a very different kind of look from her husband.  
 
    “What? He is. You know he is. And Sasha’s very sweet, and, well…” 
 
    “Val’s mated,” Fulk said, firmly.  
 
    “He charmed you.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t,” Fulk bristled.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” She patted his arm. “I’m just saying: Val’s got a soft spot for that kid. If Nikita won’t bind him, and he wants to be bound, it makes sense that Val would do it.” 
 
    Val and Mia had returned to the hotel from the bar last night in two very different states: Mia as composed and silent as any shell-shocked soldier Anna had ever seen, and Val glowing and nearly rapturous as he recounted every detail of the pub, and the company they’d kept for a few hours.  
 
    “Oh, you should have seen them,” he’d said, tossing his jacket on the bed, throwing his arms out theatrically, beaming. “I could smell them, and I could have touched them, if I’d wanted to – I did touch Sasha. Oh, sweet little Sasha. Nikita nearly took a swing at me.” He’d laughed, throaty and delighted. “Why he won’t bind that wolf I haven’t a clue. How can he have been alive and free in the world this long and know so little about what it means to be a vampire?” 
 
    “Willful ignorance,” Fulk had suggested. If he’d sounded more than a little sullen, Anna had bene gracious enough not to point that out to him.  
 
    “No,” Fulk said now, staring ahead, jaw getting tight. 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “No, he won’t bind him. We don’t need another wolf.” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t think it’s up to you, baby.” 
 
    A low growl slipped through his clenched teeth, and she laughed again.  
 
    A sign ahead caught her eye. “Ooh, look, a coffeeshop.” 
 
    “Darling, it’s New York. There’s a coffeeshop on every corner.”  
 
    “Har har. I want a latte, you old grouch. Come on.” 
 
    Later – really just twenty minutes later, when she realized what had happened, and that the solution wasn’t as simple as jogging down a sidewalk and catching up to him – she would blame herself for the slip. She was the one who dragged them into a charming, tiny, crowded, red brick coffeeshop redolent with the scents of roasting beans and baking pastries. She’d jostled them into the line, and she’d been the one to duck out of the line to go snag a little notecard with the menu printed on it from the rack at the counter. That was what had diverted Fulk’s attention for the critical moment.  
 
    But somewhere between the start and the middle of the line, she realized Kolya was missing.  
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    The body lay in the narrow fire break between a Pre-War apartment building and an art deco one that housed a bodega on the first floor, and offices above. The space was so narrow that Lanny had to turn sideways and squeeze the few paces down to where Harvey crouched awkwardly beside a downspout, hem of her white lab coat carefully tucked up so it didn’t drag in the blood on the pavement.  
 
    “Oh, God,” Garcia said behind him, shoe soles scrabbling as he pushed back out of the narrow alley and went out on the taped-off sidewalk to be noisily sick. 
 
    Harvey lifted her head and called, “Nobody let him puke on any evidence,” expression disgusted.  
 
    Lanny had the back of one hand pressed to his nose. He wasn’t in danger of being sick – he’d been a cop and a boxer too long to let the unspeakable go to his stomach – but the scent was overpowering; it threatened to make his eyes water. He smelled not just death, but death that had been torn up. Death that had been devoured, parts of the body never meant to see the light of day laid bare to the narrow stripe of blue sky far overhead.  
 
    Harvey’s gaze shifted to his face as he drew up in front of her, and her face settled into worried angles. Fear shone in her eyes. “It’s like the others,” she said in an undertone, and lifted up the white drape at her feet without preamble.  
 
    He wasn’t able to make out any visual particulars of the gore she uncovered, though, when he inhaled, some instinct in the back of his skull thought liver. Because being a vampire was damn weird.  
 
    There was another scent, too: wolf. With that now-familiar, wild, metallic tang of the feral that fled the scene with Trina.  
 
    “Same one?” Harvey asked quietly.  
 
    He took a breath, and dropped his hand from in front of his face. “Yeah. Same one.” 
 
    “Any progress being made on that front?” She didn’t sound all that hopeful. 
 
    He sighed. “Some. Not enough. Any idea who the vic is?” 
 
    He thought she’d roll her eyes and say no, of course not. They’d have to run DNA and hope the poor bastard was in some sort of system.  
 
    But she said, “The patrols who responded to the call talked to the bodega owner next door. He was badly rattled, but he said he was unlocking his front door when a regular jogger – he said his name was Dennis, and that he’s training for a marathon –  came in for his usual Vitamin Water. They chatted for a few minutes, and Dennis left. A few seconds later, the owner heard screaming. He said it sounded like Dennis. He grabbed his baseball bat and ran out on the sidewalk, just in time to see a pair of feet getting dragged down here.” She gestured to the alley around them. “He recognized Dennis’s shoes. He said things got fuzzy after that.” 
 
    “Those shoes?” Lanny asked, pointing to a pair of blood-spattered yellow Nikes behind Harvey.  
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. Someone was going to get him some hot coffee and sit him down. I figured you’d want to talk to him.” 
 
    “Definitely.”  
 
    He let his gaze wander over what was left of Dennis, committing it to memory, imagining all-too-clearly how it had played out. He didn’t figure the wolf had gone straight for the throat and given the poor bastard a quick, clean death. This kind of carnage spoke of madness and desperation. He noted bits of shredded clothing, thin spandex running gear, all of it ripped to tatters in the wolf’s frenzy, some of it maybe eaten.  
 
    He heaved out a breath. “Thanks, Christine.” 
 
    She nodded and turned back to what little remained of the body.  
 
    Lanny squeezed back out of the fire break. Garcia was still bent over, hands on his knees, wheezing, so he left him to it and went next door to the bodega.  
 
    A uniformed officer stood at the counter, thumbs hooked in his gun belt, keeping watch over what must have been the owner.  
 
    Lanny made his way toward the man, noting all the details of trauma: the slackness of his face, the haunted, vacant look in his eyes, his curled, defensive posture. He smelled sharply of fear-sweet, and more faintly of vomit; he’d been sick, obviously, just like Garcia. 
 
    “Sir,” Lanny said, gently, when he reached him. He sat down on a case of Gatorade so he was on eye level with the man, hoping to make himself look small, and trustworthy. He felt something like guilt, as the man lifted a glassy look up to his face; like maybe the bodega owner could sense that he was a vampire, that he was more like the thing that had eaten one of his usual customers than he was like the human he’d once been. “Is this your store?” He put on his softest smile, the one he’d used to soothe countless suspects and victims over the years.  
 
    It didn’t seem to work here. The man blinked a few times, uncomprehending.  
 
    “Sir?” Lanny repeated.  
 
    “He’s in shock,” the uniform said, unhelpfully. 
 
    “Yeah.” Lanny sighed through his nose. “I got that. Sir?” When he got no response, he realized what he needed to do – what he was going to do. Had he still been mortal, he would have sent Garcia to get the man coffee, sat with him a while, trying to make small talk; had the man driven to the precinct and offered whatever he wanted to eat or drink until he finally crept back from the place he’d hidden in his own mind, and was ready to talk. He would have done that because it would have been the only option available to him. 
 
    But he had other options now, didn’t he?  
 
    He’d fought in the cage because he could, now. 
 
    Just like he was now drawing upon his power of compulsion, channeling all his will into his gaze and his voice. “Tell me what happened,” he said, voice ringing, an oily tide of guilt rising in his gut.  
 
    He wasn’t just a man anymore. 
 
    As the bodega owner began to speak, lifeless and rote, he wondered how long he could keep playing at being a detective.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    30 
 
      
 
    The doctors and scientists who educated them, clothed them, fed them, drew their blood, and put them through tests and challenges referred to all of them as “the LCs.” LC-7, whom they called “Seven” for short, knew that the L and C stood for “Liam’s Children.” He didn’t know what that meant, though; if it held any special significance. He knew that, in total, twenty had been incubated and born of human women, none of whom they’d ever met or seen via photograph. He knew that they shared the same genetic material – full siblings, born of the same father and the same mother. And he knew that each had been given a number after birth, and that only five of them had survived past infancy.  
 
    The first to do so, the most successful, the strongest, the one they’d all been pitted against and who had been held up above them as an inspiration, had been LC-5, and she’d been gone for five years, now. Escaped. 
 
    Number five, the first of the five, and gone for five…nearly six, at this point, but Seven liked the triplicate of fives. Five, five, five. It was pleasing.  
 
    Seven was the next oldest, the star, now that Five was gone. The one with the strongest power – even more proficient with flames than his sister had been; he took pride in that, a vicious sort of pride that left his heart pounding and his skin prickling. 
 
    (She’d run away. She’d left them. Why would she leave them all? Why would she leave behind all that she’d ever known?) 
 
    There were three younger than him. Twelve, Thirteen, and Eighteen.  
 
    There had been. 
 
    Thirteen was dead.  
 
    The man the files labeled Nikita Baskin, Russian, Fmr. Chekist Captain, Vampire, Power of Compulsion, Offspring of Grigory Yefimovich Rasputin had wrapped his too-strong hands around Thirteen’s small throat, and broken his neck.  
 
    Seven remembered the day vividly, when Dr. Adams, with her sleek bun and her long white coat, had gathered them and told them that Thirteen was no longer living. She’d put a photo of Baskin up on the pull-down screen, and labeled him dangerous, to be avoided. They were still young, still learning, and weren’t ready to face an opponent of his caliber yet.  
 
    Eighteen, only six, had cried silently, his breath shivering in and out of his mouth, his sinuses clogged.  
 
    Seven had memorized the narrow, sharp face of the man who’d killed his sibling. And he’d practiced. He’d honed his skill; he’d pushed his body until he fainted, and then pushed it some more. He’d shaved precious minutes off the recovery time between strong uses of magic until he could close his eyes and go into a sort of meditative state, regaining his strength far quicker than Five ever had. Quick enough to have the doctors lifting their brows and murmuring excitedly to one another.  
 
    When Baskin came again, he would be ready, he’d vowed. He’d been the one to tell his doctors that he needed to practice resisting compulsion; the vampire Gustav Friedrich – (German, Fmr. Military Commander, Fmr. Advisor to Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany) – had been brought in to test him. After only a few weeks, he was able to shield his mind from the probing compulsion of a vampire; was even able to push back. In their last training session, Gustav had shaken his head, laughed uncertainly, and said, “You are strong.” 
 
    Yes. Yes, he was.  
 
    But he’d failed.  
 
    “My name’s Alexei.” The words had smoothed across his mind, salve going across a burn, soothing all his fury, all his anger, all his resistance. It had felt like his mind retreated; it hadn’t been merely pushed back, but it had fled on its own, deep, deep, and the small voice that had screamed for him to fight had been like a faint echo from down a hallway, barely heard. 
 
    That voice had clamored, though, had railed and fumed and, finally, though it had taken a herculean effort, he’d clawed his way back to full awareness. Had felt the vampire called Alexei’s mind bracing, shoving at his. A silent battle that had taken place entirely in their heads, one that left his muscles cramping.  
 
    He’d felt Alexei’s will shiver, and shake, and start to give; threads snapping loose. Only a little more, and–  
 
    Alexei had touched him. And pressed his mouth to Seven’s own. Damp, and soft, and then the wet heat of what he’d realized, belatedly, was a tongue.  
 
    A kiss. He’d dropped every defense, and two minds had flooded his own, overwhelming him, calming him.  
 
    He hadn’t cared. He’d turned completely inward, sorting through his own memories.  
 
    Kiss. They’d shown them a video about the mating habits of animals. Animals – with the exception of expensive competition horses – did not reproduce via test tubes and surrogates. There was a physical coupling, whole rituals of attracting and choosing mates. There had been humans in the video; they had pressed their mouths together again and again, until their lips were damp and shiny, and the narrator had called it kissing.  
 
    A behavior that was a prelude to mating, and Alexei had performed it. Had kissed him; the inside of his mouth had tasted like copper, like the times Seven accidently bit the inside of his cheek so hard that he bled.  
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he’d stood there afterward, staring sightlessly, only that he had, and that when he’d returned to his senses, his quarry had been gone, the two guards flanking him still locked in a compulsion-induced trance.  
 
    He’d blinked, and then he’d flushed. With shame. With something more complicated that he hadn’t understood. And then he’d filled with fury. He’d called the fire, and he’d gone running after them.  
 
    They’d escaped, though.  
 
    Gustav had been found, his face bloodied, badly wounded. He’d been taken down to the lab, to be given blood and to be allowed to heal in safety.  
 
    Seven had gone to the room where they all slept, taken off his shoes, and lied back across his mattress. Dr. Adams had come around for her usual lights-out routine, plunging them all in darkness save the narrow, rectangular strip of bluish light that came in through the room’s one window.  
 
    After Dr. Adams’s footfalls had retreated down the hall, Twelve had rolled over in bed, propped himself up on one arm, and said, “What happened? Did you let them escape?” Threads of excitement woven through his voice.  
 
    Seven hadn’t answered. He’d closed his eyes, pretended to sleep, and, eventually, Twelve rolled back over with a sigh and his breathing evened out after a time. 
 
    Seven hadn’t slept.  
 
    The next morning, when he was undressing to take his daily shower, something in his pants pocket had crinkled. Something he hadn’t put there himself. He’d found a folded piece of paper, its writing in black pen.  
 
    It was a letter, and it was addressed to him. 
 
    Or, rather, to Dear Young Mage: 
 
      
 
    My name is Rob, and if you’re reading this letter, it was given to you by a trusted member of my pack. If you know that you yourself are a mage, then you’ll know what I mean when I tell you that I myself am a wolf – and not a young one, at that. A wolf who is part of a loving pack living and working independently of any government entity. The Ingraham Institute – which has reared and trained you – is but one secret branch of the United States government. While we are often contracted by the Department of Defense, the government does not own us, and we have the power to refuse jobs, should we wish. Our organization is called Lionheart, and your sister, LC-5, who now prefers to go by Red, is one of our members.  
 
    I don’t know what the doctors in charge at the Institute have told you about other immortals, but I know from Red that they’ve kept you cooped up in that laboratory your whole life, educating you through books and film reels. I know that they’re preparing you for war; that they want to use you as a weapon.  
 
    And though I haven’t bumped into them recently, I know who your biological parents are. I’ve met them before: Liam and Lily Price, both mages, both redhaired – as Red tells me you and all your siblings are. Liam is brilliant and ruthless; Lily, your mother, is the picture of politeness, always quiet, but incredibly powerful. She wields the power not only to destroy, through flame, but to grow things as well. She has quite the green thumb.  
 
    Your sister is a wonder. She is intelligent, and strong, and we’ve all become incredibly fond of her here at Lionheart. She’s learning how to ride horses, and how to shoot a bow – that’s our weapon of choice, here, save for the moments when a knife or a gun must be used. She brought a human mortal with her, Rooster, the man who she followed home from the Institute five years ago; the man who’s protected her and shown her the world. He is one of many brave, loyal humans helping us in our efforts to make the world – mortal and immortal – a safer place.  
 
    I tell you all this because I think it’s important that you know you have a choice. The Institute has fed and clothed and educated you, yes, but they don’t own you. They plan to use your powers to fight a gathering darkness – but taking part in that fight should be an active choice. It should not be an order; it should not be something that anyone is forced to do. They will force you, I’m afraid. And they have a way of twisting everything up so that it will feel like you’re going along willingly, even if you aren’t. 
 
    If you want to stay where you are, I understand. But if you want a chance to see what lies outside those blank white walls, please know that my people and I are happy to help. Your sister got out, she found a life of her own, and she fights alongside us now by choice. It’s for her sake that I reach out to you now; she wants you to have the same chances that she has had.  
 
    You may reach me at the number printed at the bottom of this page. Never hesitate to call. 
 
      
 
    It was signed Sir Robin of Locksley, Bound Familiar of Richard I, the Lionhearted, King of England.  
 
    Seven read it seven times in succession, for the verisimilitude, and then he folded it carefully back up, and tucked it into the bottom of his shoe so that it wouldn’t get wet while he showered.  
 
    They don’t own you.  
 
    Sir Robin of Locksley. 
 
    He dressed and combed his hair. Went to breakfast with his siblings, at a white table, in a white room, with harsh white lights droning overhead. He ate his oatmeal, and toast, and banana. Drank his milk. Handed his empty tray to the surly woman with the hairnet who always admonished them if they didn’t eat their bananas.  
 
    He went to the day’s first lesson, where they sat cross-legged on rubbery mats, closed their eyes, and concentrated on steeling their minds against psychic invasion.  
 
    Seven had trouble concentrating. He sat now, his eyes shut, his body still, his breathing even…his thoughts spinning.  
 
    He replayed the night before, each mistake, each shameful weakness. 
 
    But he recited the letter in his mind over and over again. 
 
    They don’t own you. 
 
    They don’t own you. 
 
    They don’t own you… 
 
    “LC-7,” Miss Douglas said. “You seem tense.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw that she stood in front of him, frowning, the skin around her eyes tight. 
 
    She was afraid.  
 
    So many of them were afraid – of him. Of his brothers.  
 
    Had they been afraid of Five? Was that why she left?  
 
    Or was it so she could ride horses, and shoot bows, and live with wolves? 
 
    They don’t own you. 
 
    He flexed his foot, and felt the paper crinkle where it was trapped between his heel and the inside of his shoe.  
 
    You have a choice.  
 
    He’d never considered that before – but he did now.  
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    Sasha had lived in New York long enough that it had lost some of its initial ability to stun him. He still loved it, still appreciated it – it was his city, after all this time here, and he found all its sharp points, and dull brick, and noxious overlay of scents glorious – but showing it to Val reignited the old wonder.  
 
    They did all the tourist stops. Walked through the Park and Val spent a long moment stroking the nose of a mounted police officer’s bay gelding while Mia looked on with such sadness that Sasha felt compelled to glance away. They ate hot dogs and soft pretzels for lunch out of a vendor cart. Went down to the Battery and stared off across the choppy water while Mia wondered aloud how many bodies had been thrown in over the years. Val was fascinated by what little Mia and Sasha could tell him of the mafia. They stood in the center of Times Square and spun in slow circles in the twilight, as the world’s news and ads flashed overhead in near-epileptic bursts of color and strobing light.  
 
    The air was cold, their breath pluming in thick vapor trails, and Sasha turned up the collar of his coat, realization crashing over him: he hadn’t talked to Nikita all day. Not since he’d left the apartment this morning.  
 
    He came to a halt on the sidewalk, panic closing around his throat like a fist. Chill bumps prickled all down his back.  
 
    “What is it, dear?” Val asked, laying a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Sasha leaned into the touch a moment before he caught himself, and went still. Away from Nikita all day, and seeking comfort from another vampire… 
 
    No. No, that wasn’t the case at all. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    Val was his friend, whom he cared about deeply, and there was nothing wrong with spending the day showing him around the city. He didn’t have any romantic feelings for him; he wasn’t…God, he wasn’t cheating.  
 
    But he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone so long without talking to Nik. Without seeing him. Without leaning their shoulders together, or reminding Nik to eat, or suggesting something fun that Nikita would grumble about, but eventually do, always do, because he liked to see Sasha happy.  
 
    “Sasha,” Val prompted gently.  
 
    He took a steadying breath. “Nothing, just…” He felt self-conscious, suddenly, unsure how to put it into words.  
 
    But Val knew. Of course he did. “You’re not normally apart for very long, are you?” 
 
    “No.” Sasha risked a sideways glance, and found that Val was watching him not with judgement, but with understanding. “Is that pathetic?”  
 
    “No, darling. What say we go find him?” 
 
    The pressure in his throat eased. Then he startled all over again. “He’s probably already at work. We have shifts tonight.” 
 
    “Work?” Val asked in the same delighted, curious tone he’d used earlier when he said, Gangsters?  
 
    “You guys have jobs?” Mia asked, sounding surprised.  
 
    “At a club. I bartend and Nik bounces. Oh crap, I need to change.” He glanced down at his clothes, frowning, judging. “Or, well, maybe it’s alright.” He’d forgotten he’d worn work clothes. His heart was pounding; he was actually nervous.  
 
    He pushed a hand through his hair, which he’d taken down earlier, and when he glanced up, Val was smiling like he could read his mind. Sasha flushed, but all Val said was, “Well, I for one have always wanted to see a nightclub somewhere besides television. Lead the way.” 
 
    “You’re going to be a club person, aren’t you?” Mia said with a mock-theatrical groan.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Val said, too innocently.  
 
    Sasha led them to the Whistle, pedestrian traffic growing thicker around them on the sidewalk. People getting off work, getting dolled up, going out for a night of drinks and laughter and forgetting all the ways the day had insulted them.  
 
    Sasha’s pulse kept ticking up, notch by notch, so that when they finally reached the club – as the sun winked out of sight between buildings, and the sky turned indigo velvet overhead – it was galloping along as if he’d run here. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been nervous to see Nikita. He thought it might have been last century, in Moscow, and shame flared hot and awful in his belly.  
 
    A line had already formed behind the purple velvet rope and its golden stanchions. Young people in tight, glittering, low-cut finery, jewelry flashing on wrists, throats, and earlobes.  
 
    Nikita was working the door tonight. Sasha picked up his scent twenty paces away, and the familiar notes of it were like a soothing hand down the back of his neck, scratching at his nape. He was still nervous, though; still worried that he’d find his mate scowling and surly. His heart still pounded.  
 
    He hastened his step, breaking away from Val and Mia, jogging the last bit of distance.  
 
    “Hey, no cutting,” someone who already sounded halfway to drunk called from the line as he went past.  
 
    “I work here!” Sasha called over his shoulder, and kept going.  
 
    Nikita would have scented him, too, before he even came into view. So it wasn’t surprise on his face when Sasha pulled up in front of him. It wasn’t anger or impatience, either.  
 
    It wasn’t…anything. A perfectly smooth, perfectly neutral expression. It was his work face, the one he wore when he checked IDs and waved patrons inside the club – but it wasn’t one he normally turned on Sasha. 
 
    “Hi.” Sasha deflated a little.  
 
    “Hi.” Nikita blinked, and for a moment, quickly, something like sadness flickered across his face. But then it was perfectly composed again. “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    Sasha strained to hear disdain, anger, even mockery in his voice, but there was none. Not a shred of emotion.  
 
    His chest ached. “It was fine. Val had a good time.” 
 
    “Good.” Nikita’s gaze shifted to the side, so he was looking over Sasha’s shoulder – at Val and Mia, no doubt. It returned. “Are you here for your shift?” 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t change. You think this is alright?” He opened his jacket to show his black shirt and ripped jeans. 
 
    Earned a nod. “You look fine.” 
 
    Nikita would never be the sort of person given to public displays of affection, and PDA at work would always be off-limits. That wasn’t something Sasha needed, anyway. Because, ordinarily, Nikita would have found some small way to send affection through the air between them; a smile, tiny and subtle, or a roll of his eyes, or a quick brush of fingers against Sasha’s arm. Even something as simple as a tangible lessening of his tension; Sasha always loved when he could tell that his presence alone had soothed some of Nik’s ever-present anxiety.  
 
    And that had been when they were still just…friends…if what they’d been had ever been as simple as friendship. Now – lovers, mates – Sasha wanted that bit of reassurance. That connection, no matter how quiet and subtle.  
 
    It wasn’t there, though. Nikita had strapped every bit of emotion down so tightly that nothing showed through. No glimmer of stray feeling.  
 
    Sasha had spent the walk over worried about disapproval – and it turned out that this absence of anything was so much worse.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita had called them codependent before, half-joking, but it turned out they were, and it wasn’t funny at all.  
 
    Around four o’clock, Nikita found himself on the verge of calling Will and demanding to be of some help just to avoid being alone with his obsessive thoughts about Sasha, and his no-doubt delightful afternoon with Val. He’d berated himself, plopped down on the couch, and just…stewed. Selfish, stupid, self-sabotaging.  
 
    Sasha loved him. Had waited for him, though he certainly didn’t deserve that kind of honor. Had been his constant companion, his nursemaid, his unfailing, closest companion. He’d become his world, and his love wasn’t a thing that could ever be doubted.  
 
    But Valerian was beautiful. Was glib, charming; flirtatious and alluring. He wasn’t surly, and grumpy, and, in general, a joyless companion. 
 
    He wasn’t Nikita. That difference hadn’t ever felt as weaponized as it did now. 
 
    Sasha went inside, though every inch of Nikita was screaming to reach out and touch him. Like the urge he’d felt to take his hand last night, but stronger, more territorial. Wait, he wanted to say. I’m not angry, I love you, I’m scared, he’s better than me, isn’t he? Frightening, frantic wonderings he left unsaid.  
 
    He turned his head, watched Sasha slip through the black club door, his gut churning, head swimming. He hadn’t eaten enough today. Hadn’t fed last night, when he should have, when they’d gone to sleep back-to-back.  
 
    “Hello,” a pleasant voice said behind him. 
 
    He gritted his teeth, and steeled himself before he turned to face Val.  
 
    The prince’s mate stood beside him, touching, her hand on his arm, that same look of suppressed panic on her face that she’d worn last night at the bar. Nikita had only seen her twice now, but he wanted to say, Does she make any other faces? A cruel thought, one he choked back, and managed instead to say, “Hello.” Cool, dismissive. Uninterested.  
 
    Val’s smile widened from blandly pleasant to delighted – the bastard. “Will it ease your mind if I swear that I’ve done nothing untoward today?” 
 
    Nikita ground his molars, and didn’t answer.  
 
    Mia frowned, her hand tightening a fraction on Val’s arm in silent censure.  
 
    Val chuckled, his gaze going to the line of people waiting – a line that was now looking at him, some with admiration, curiosity, fascination – and a few with scowls. 
 
    “Dude, no cutting,” one guy called.  
 
    “I assume,” Val said turning back, “that you have the power to get us inside?” His brows lifted hopefully. 
 
    Nikita could say no. A small realization. He did have the power in this situation, and, the bad part: he wanted to flex it. Just because he could; just to push back against this prince who thought he could waltz into their lives and get them all revolving around him.  
 
    But that would disappoint Sasha. 
 
    So Nikita said, “Yeah.” He waved them toward the door, and said to the first few people in line, “They’re on the VIP list.” 
 
    That quieted everyone; if anyone looked like he belonged on a VIP list, it was Val.  
 
    Val dipped his head in a kind of discreet bow. “Why, thank you, dear.”  
 
    Fuck you, Nikita thought, and watched them go in.  
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been looking through old case files,” Garcia said as he hustled back up to their desks, arms loaded with file folders, and Trina bit back a groan.  
 
    Lanny and his temporary new partner – chalk-pale and shaky with the unmistakable signs of a rookie who’d just come across a scene his stomach couldn’t handle yet – had returned hours ago, and Lanny had met her gaze and given a single nod. Yes, it had been the ferals again – or, feral, singular, since she’d taken one out. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to be working on this case; was instead supposed to stick to overdue paperwork, contemplate her own behavior, and pray IAB deemed it a good shoot. But no one else in the precinct was equipped to handle this particular case, especially not a green newbie like Garcia, no matter how eager and helpful he was being. 
 
    At this point, all that eager, helpful energy was a hindrance. Lanny kept trying to send him on errands, but he was damn efficient, and always popped right back into view. He’d dragged a spare chair – old, squeaky, halfway to broken – over to their pushed-together desks, and clung on the side like a barnacle that refused to be scraped off.  
 
    “Here – let me just – put that there–” He rearranged the mug that held Trina’s pens and paperclips, moved Lanny’s coffee, shoved over the little tray that served as a physical inbox, and laid his files out. Lanny looked faintly murderous, and Trina shook her head at him. “There. Now. I did a keyword search for past cases. For–” He hesitated, voice going shivery, and then said in a nauseated rush – “dismemberment, disembowelment, that sort of thing. And apparently there’s a street gang called the Hyenas who–” 
 
    “Nah,” Lanny said. “Gonna stop you right there, kid. This wasn’t them.” 
 
    “But…” Stricken, Garcia looked between the open file and Lanny’s unimpressed face. “They like to use meat cleavers and–” 
 
    “You were on the scene,” Lanny said. “Did that look like the work of a meat cleaver to you?” 
 
    He gulped. “I don’t…um…I’ve never…” 
 
    If he puked on Trina’s desk, she was going to make him drag the whole thing outside and hose if off.  
 
    Lanny rolled his eyes, but when he spoke, it was with his educating voice, and wasn’t mocking. “Okay, look. Sometimes there’s a commonality between one case and another that’s important. But you can’t take somebody killed by a knife and apply some kind of universal Knife Logic to it all. A hitman might use a knife, but so could a battered wife who’s reached her breaking point and grabs the first thing at hand. So you have to look at the case from every angle. We didn’t have much of a body; it was torn to shreds, and that’s not something we normally see. But this wasn’t a street gang.” 
 
    Garcia blinked at him. Nodded slowly. “Okay.” 
 
    “Let’s break it down,” Lanny said.  
 
    Trina sat back in her chair, feeling a smile threaten. He would deny it, but of the two of them, he was the better teacher. He wasn’t fancy, didn’t like to use buzzwords or follow manuals, but he had a way of explaining things that cut through all the bullshit and put things in their plainest terms. That made them accessible.  
 
    “When a gang kills, it’s to do one of two things, or sometimes accomplish both things at once: send a message, or eliminate a rival. Sometimes it’s an initiation, but it’s not ever random: the person they kill died for a reason, no matter how fucked up that reason is. Most gang-related murders we see are GSWs, or efficient, clean stab wounds. If a gang cuts somebody up into pieces, it’s to hide the body – not to stick in an alley in broad daylight with witnesses. And they sure as shit don’t cut the body up right there on the scene. Dismemberment is something you do in a secure location, and you dump the body somewhere else. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” Garcia nodded, took a breath, and calmed a bit. A little color came back into his face.  
 
    “No gang worth its salt would do what we saw this morning. So then we think, ‘okay, maybe a crime of passion.’ We talked to the widow: he worked in a sporting goods store, and he went hiking on weekends upstate with his buddies. He doesn’t care about team sports or horse racing – so no gambling. Doesn’t owe anybody a bunch of money as far as she knows.” 
 
    “He could have kept her in the dark.” 
 
    “He could have. But think: you try to shake somebody down for what he owes you, do you pop him real quick” – he made a gun with finger and thumb – “stab him” – a fast jab with the same hand – “or do you take the time to give him the lawnmower treatment?” 
 
    God, Trina thought, as Garcia’s brows went up. What an image, you jerk. She held back a chuckle, though.  
 
    “And think about the time it would take a person to do that to another person,” Lanny continued. “That wasn’t a five-minute crime, dude. That was involved. It was slow work. For a human,” he repeated it, stressing the word. 
 
    Garcia let that sink in a moment. Sat up straighter. “You think an animal did it.” 
 
    “Give the kid a cookie.” 
 
    “But what kind of animal? I mean – did something get loose from the zoo? A big cat or something?” He was already digging out his phone, no doubt to Google it. 
 
    “Who knows,” Lanny said, catching her gaze and holding it. “Maybe you should go look that up.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Garcia stood, still staring at his phone. “I’m not getting good reception in here. Lemme just…” He pointed vaguely over his shoulder and headed for the doors. 
 
    “Take your time,” Lanny called after him. When he was gone: “Jesus Christ, we’ve got to knock this fucker out of the game.” He tapped the notepad on his blotter, where he’d doodled a rough but unmistakable wolf. “I don’t care what the point of it is: he’s got to stop chewing up New Yorkers.” 
 
    Trina nodded.  
 
    “Shame you didn’t get both of them at once the other day.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’ve thought that.” She felt a headache brewing in her temples. Night had fallen beyond the windows, the early dark of late October, the detective bullpen aglow with soft, warm lamplight all around them. She’d lost count of the nights she’d spent here, poring over evidence, pinning up crime scene photos, running theories with Lanny. It had always been a safe place, a comforting one – a place where everything terrifying in the world could be looked at logically and picked apart piece by piece. Where she could fight evil with her brain, from a careful distance.  
 
    But it turned out evil was farther-reaching, and more dangerous than she’d ever anticipated. Not a puzzle to be solved, a compatible disease to be diagnosed, properly treated, and excised.  
 
    It was something wild and barbed – fanged – running loose in a forest too thick and dark to navigate with her human sensibilities.  
 
    “What I don’t get,” she said, keeping her voice low, and her expression neutral, “is why, if these ferals are too difficult to control – and obviously they are – they don’t lock them back up. These are the same ones who killed your neighbors a few months ago, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His jaw clenched. “They are.” 
 
    “Okay, so we assumed they were hunting for you – or Nik. Following your scents. But, obviously, that went majorly sideways. With the exception of luring Sasha – and that was just scent, who knows if they were even present – nothing they’ve done has served any purpose other than murdering random civilians. They’re a liability. Why keep using them?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, mulling it over. “Maybe they didn’t have a vamp working with them before. They thought Gustav would make a difference where human handlers couldn’t.” 
 
    “Makes sense. But it’s a failed experiment.” 
 
    “Right. And, at this point, they know where we are. They’re not still hunting us.” 
 
    “So what are they using them for?” she asked. “They…” It clicked into place, then. “They’re not random.” When she said it, she knew it had to be true. There was no other explanation that made any sense.  
 
    “What’s not random?” 
 
    “The vics.” Her pulse accelerated, the familiar rush of locking onto a viable theory. “None of them knew each other, all of them had different careers, so we’ve been operating under the impression that these attacks were random.” 
 
    “They all happened in the early morning. We assumed it was a breakfast time motivation,” he countered.  
 
    “Yeah, but what if it’s deeper than that? What if there’s a bigger connection?” 
 
    His brows went up, face smoothing as he considered. “I dunno. What if there is?” 
 
    “Do you have the vics’ files?” 
 
    He passed the printouts over, and she woke up her sleeping computer to search for them. 
 
    “Got it,” she said, ten minutes later. “They were all in the military.” 
 
    “They what?” Lanny got up out of his chair and came to peer over her shoulder at the screen. “Shit, how did we miss that?” 
 
    “Kinda had a lot going on.” 
 
    “Shit,” he repeated. “Did they serve together?” 
 
    “No. Not the same years, and not even in the same branches. But all of them served overseas at some point.” 
 
    Lanny snapped his fingers. “That guy who’s with Will and them. Rooker?” 
 
    “Rooster. Yeah. Something about an experiment from a few years ago, the Institute experimenting on injured vets.” 
 
    They shared a look, and she felt electricity beneath her skin, the adrenaline surge of a hot lead.  
 
    She said, “I think we need to talk to Will again.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mia hadn’t been inside a nightclub since she was underage and her friend Megan had gotten them both shoddy fake IDs and they’d smiled their way into an old warehouse lit up with neon, blacklights, and which had smelled like human sweat and feet. She remembered a blue drink in a plastic cup that tasted like battery acid and left her face half-numb, half-prickling with an ugly buzzing sensation. A pair of older boys with acne and too many facial piercings had hit on them, and Mia had ended up holding Megan’s hair back for her in the most terrifying bathroom she’d ever seen. 
 
    The experience hadn’t left her with a positive impression of nightclubs, just in general.  
 
    She didn’t want to go into this club. The Wet Whistle, the neon signage above the door read. All black from the outside, no visible windows. A place designed to trap the dark inside; a den for every laughing, wild, half-drunk person who wanted to throw their hands up and shake their hair in their faces and pretend, for a little while, that their savagery was an expressible, external trait, rather than the odd collection of daily cruelties that they inflicted upon one another, just because they could.  
 
    She liked calm, and quiet, and a more structured kind of exercise. She didn’t like feeling wild and unhinged; it reminded her too much of what it had been like to be sick; to feel like her body was running away from her, control sliding through her fingers like sweat-slick reins.  
 
    But Val wanted to go inside – saw it as another modern indulgence he was dying to explore – and she didn’t have it in her to protest, not when he’d been locked up longer than this country had existed. So she let him open the door for her, and invite her to lead the way with a courtly wave of his arm. It hadn’t been very long, but she’d already grown used to that – to his manners, so extravagant by today’s standards, so very him. She took a deep breath, steeled herself for the onslaught of sight, sound, and scent, and stepped into murkiness of the vestibule.  
 
    It was dark, but once the door had shut, she found it wasn’t as dark as she’d feared. Low-level can lights with a faintly purple tinge glowed in the black-painted ceiling, and tall, chrome urns on either side of the door held tall sprays of silver, purple, and blue faux grass. She spotted a counter – a coat check – where a sizable line had formed, patrons stripping jackets off of cocktail dresses, silk shirts, and even a suit or two, handing them over to efficient employees dressed all in black.  
 
    This wasn’t a shitty nightclub where kids with fake IDs came to get drunk; this was swanky, upscale. The people taking off their coats were young business professionals, tastefully decked out for the evening.  
 
    Some of her anxiety eased, though there were too many smells to properly catalogue, and she felt the throb of music through the soles of her feet and back in her molars. Anxiety buzzed under her skin, in a way it never had when she was normal. She didn’t fit, didn’t belong, wasn’t supposed to be here… 
 
    She glanced at Val, though, and realized she fit better than him. She at least knew what a club was, and how to behave in one. She blended into the throng, and he stood out, striking as a lit match among dry stalks of wheat.  
 
    He stood just inside the door, as if rooted, his gaze flicking from person, to person, to person. His expression was calm, but Mia could see the faint spark of apprehension in his eyes; could sense the way his pulse fluttered and swooped. Overwhelmed, but not showing it; carefully controlling his outward reaction.  
 
    He’d had several lifetimes of practice on that front, she thought with a sharp pang. She reached for his hand and laced their fingers together. Smiled when he turned to her. “Come on, we’ll keep our jackets for now.” They might need to leave quickly, and she didn’t want to bother with receipts. “Let’s find Sasha.” 
 
    His returning smile was small and thankful. “Alright.”  
 
    The vestibule opened up into a wide, thankfully high-ceilinged lounge area. Black marble floors, black ceiling with more of the can lights – some purple, some blue, some soft white – and tiny pinprick lights that looked like constellations. A long, padded, leather banquette ran the length of one wall, until it ended in a low staircase leading up to a roped-off area, and down its length were round tables flanked with chairs, many occupied by snazzily-dressed patrons sipping drinks. The bar – lit from beneath with more tricolored lights, a dazzle of glass and chrome – sat off to the right, and beyond that a writhing dance floor, where lights swept in beams, crossing and panning like stage lights.  
 
    It was…a lot. A whole lot. Conversations that ebbed in tides, audible beneath the bass thump of EDM, the occasional shout breaking through, high, laughing whoops from the dance floor, the chime of feminine laughter, like bells. Hundreds of brands of perfume and cologne competed with the earthier scents of sweat and musk, and the sticky-sweet notes of liquor from all the candy-colored cocktails she spotted in stemmed glasses.  
 
    Mia took a few deep breaths – wished she hadn’t – and tightened her grip on Val’s hand, hating how comforting it was to have him grip back. She was supposed to be keeping him grounded, but instead they kept anchoring each other.  
 
    Maybe that was better; maybe that’s how it was supposed to be. Who knew. 
 
    A scan of the bar revealed two backlit bartenders, one a woman with a high ponytail and cat-eye shadow and mascara, the other unmistakably Sasha, his hair thrown back in a low, messy bun, his hands deft on the vodka bottle as he poured ingredients into the mixer.  
 
    She headed that way, Val towed along in her wake.  
 
    Sasha turned to them, smiling, when they bellied up to the bar. “Oh, good, he let you in.” 
 
    Mia felt her brows go up. “You thought he wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Oh. Um.” His face flushed, and he tucked a stray piece of hair behind his ear self-consciously. “Just…” He trailed off, and let the sentence hang.  
 
    Mia had been able to tell right away – through some new, vampire instinct that defied explanation, and was instead a matter of just knowing things when she encountered them – that Sasha and Nikita were mates. The scent of sex, faint, but detectible, yes, but also a strange blending together of their individual scents. A connectedness. Like sensing Fulk’s aura laid over Annabel, even when they weren’t in the same room together. An intentional sharing of a bond that went beyond the physical. But not quite like the way she could sense Fulk and Anna were bound to Val. 
 
    Nikita hadn’t bound Sasha, Val had explained last night, with true sympathy in his voice. That shouldn’t have surprised her; he showed his sympathetic side often. To her, to his brother, to his Familiars. To poor Kolya Dyomin, who still gave Mia the willies, even if she could have picked him up and thrown him across the room. (This was something she knew, intellectually, but which was so new, so untested, and so alien that she still reacted the way she used to when she encountered a potential threat: felt threatened.) But Val seemed truly sad for Sasha; all day she’d sensed his urge to comfort him, always laying a hand on his shoulder or his arm, offering him smiles, being gentle with him. 
 
    She’d witnessed all this, and told herself it was innocent, because she didn’t like to think about the ugliness of her own jealousies. There were many things about Val she didn’t yet know; she’d chosen this life – chosen him – knowing there were large chunks of the unknown that she would stumble across as she went. She hadn’t expected Val to have this kind of connection with a young werewolf in New York. She was trying to be okay with that.  
 
    She looked at it analytically, compiling information about this new world she was a part of.  
 
    Val had a wolf friend named Sasha. 
 
    Sasha was mates with a vampire whose scowl seemed permanently etched into his face, and whose own jealousy put any Mia was feeling to absolute shame. The aggression had pulsed off of Nikita last night. She wasn’t sure he didn’t hate Val, and all of that, she’d sensed, had to do with Sasha. With what Val meant to Sasha.  
 
    Val leaned an elbow on the bar and grinned, tossing his head just enough to send his hair cascading off his shoulder. He’d practiced that move, she thought, and finally had hair clean and silky enough to put it into his repertoire again. “Don’t worry about us, darling, your mate looks much scarier than he actually is.” 
 
    Sasha’s expression was skeptical. “Uh-huh.” He laid out two small, pink cocktail napkins with a professional flair. “What can I get you guys to drink?” 
 
    Mia ordered Merlot, and Val told Sasha that he wanted to try something “new and extravagant,” and to “be surprised.” 
 
    When Sasha turned to pull their drinks, Val leaned in close to Mia, rested a hand on her hip, and directed her gaze toward the dance floor with a nod, his lips right against her ear when he spoke. She shivered, and his hand tightened, briefly, on her hip. “Look at that,” he whispered, his voice gone breathy. Suggestive. 
 
    It was just a dance floor, just like every other one she’d ever seen, but she tried to distance herself and look at it through his eyes. Through the viewpoint of someone who’d missed centuries, and who only understood modern social culture through what he’d witnessed dream-walking, on TV, and through his human handlers over the years.  
 
    The dancers moved in pairs, sometimes in groups, and sometimes all alone, arms raised, heads thrown back, and then forward, hips rolling. Men with women, women with women, men with men. Thighs slipping between legs, pelvises flush together. Swaying, grinding, spinning. It was an upbeat song, with a deep, rhythmic bass line that pulsed, pulsed, pulsed in a way that mimicked an elevated heartbeat – and sex. It was commonplace by today’s standard, but when she let herself really look at the scene, it was undeniably erotic. Boldly, unashamedly so.  
 
    She had a fleeting mental image of medieval dancing; slow, stately prancing, two lines of dancers, gliding forward, turning, breaking apart, the women moving slow and ponderous as ships at sea to accommodate their bulky skirts. She’d seen something like that in a movie once, with dulcimers and lutes accompanying, onlookers clapping their hands to the regular beat of it.  
 
    How strange this must look. How wild and inviting for someone of Val’s…appetites.  
 
    She’d never had sex like this in her life, hot, and slick, and relentless, in turns playful and then fraught. He loved it, and was teaching her to love it, and she turned her head a fraction now, breathing in the scent of his skin, his hair tickling her face, so she could see his expression.  
 
    Pupils dilated, fangs just visible through damp, parted lips. She hadn’t seen him wet them with his tongue, but wished she had, imagined it, that glimpse of pink tongue.  
 
    All day, she’d floated along, brain buzzing with sensory overload, numb and struggling to take hold of reality. Batting away question after question: what are we doing here? Where will we go if Nikita turns us away? Will you fight him? What is Sasha to you? How much do you love him? And, worst of all: Why am I even here? Do you need me at all? 
 
    Now, when he shifted his electric gaze to meet hers, all that static disappeared. All the doubt and worry.  
 
    Adrenaline flooded through her, and with it want, and love, and the urge to laugh. To grab onto him and let him lead her anywhere and everywhere.  
 
    “Do you wanna dance?” she asked him. 
 
    His smile widened, his fangs long. “Oh, darling, yes.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha turned to set their drinks on the napkins he’d already laid out, and was met by a vacant stretch of bar. They’d walked away. It wasn’t hard to find them, though, despite the crowd. Val’s hair shimmered under the lights, rippling over his shoulders like molten gold – a hue mirrored, two shades darker, down his mate’s back. They were dancing, right at the edge of the dance floor, but other dancers had already noticed them and stepped back a fraction to watch; before long, there would be a ring around them, couples watching, emulating.  
 
    They were good.  
 
    Not in a flashy sense, not modern and gesticulating and trying to be seen, not like some he’d seen in here over the years. But they both had an easy, sinuous way of moving their spines, and rolling their hips. They’d found the beat right off, and worked with it, following it, rather than providing a physical counterpoint.  
 
    Val reeled Mia in for a moment, rested a hand on her waist, and took her other hand in his, stepped lightly, spun her, a perfectly executed movement from a dance that had been popular in another century. Mia laughed – smiling, mouth open, pink-cheeked – and let him lead her along, taking control back a moment later, spinning and putting her back to him, urging his hands to her hips.  
 
    Sasha watched them with a smile, his chest light. He hadn’t thought to see this: Val free. Smiling, dancing, living in this modern world. With his own mate, no less. He had so many questions about Mia – where had Val met her? Where had she come from? – that he hadn’t asked, too wildly happy for Val to worry about the details.  
 
    Questions Nikita would voice, no doubt, with skepticism. He would question everything about her, if Val stayed here in New York, just like he’d questioned Val’s story about Vlad’s help. 
 
    His smile dimmed, and he felt an invisible weight settle over his shoulders. He stowed the drinks he’d poured down below the bar, where they’d be safe, and turned to his next customer with a fresh cocktail napkin. “Hi, what can I get for you?” 
 
    He got lost in the usual rhythm of work for a while, smiling, mixing drinks, fielding the occasional flirtation from customers. He didn’t play along with any of them tonight; didn’t collect any phone numbers on napkins to share with Nikita later.  
 
    If he thought too hard about Nikita going home with a stranger, he wouldn’t be able to contain a growl. Fuck that, he thought with an inward snarl, so vicious he surprised himself. He’s mine. Whether or not things were strange right now.  
 
    Lost in his own dark thoughts, he startled a little when Val and Mia slid onto the stools across from him. Both of them smelled of clean sweat, their temples shiny with it, hair clinging to their necks and faces flushed.  
 
    Val shed his jacket and laid it on the bar, revealing lean, bare arms, sharp collarbones, and a glimpse of ribs through the too-large openings of his tank top. “This place is wonderful,” he exclaimed, talking too loud after having been so close to the dance floor speakers. His eyes sparked and flared beneath the lights, almost feverish.  
 
    “I feel like I’ve been falsely advertised to,” Mia said, lifting her hair off her neck with one hand and fanning herself with the other. “I thought I wouldn’t get tired anymore.” She was smiling, though, her gaze impossibly fond on Val.  
 
    “Ah, that’s a misnomer,” Val said. “You still get tired – you just recover faster.” 
 
    “Boo. I didn’t want it to be logical.” 
 
    Val beamed at her.  
 
    Sasha put glasses of water in front of them, and Mia reached for hers with a grateful “thanks,” taking long pulls straight from the rim of the glass. Someone who understood the importance of hydration. An athlete, Sasha thought, when he paired that small fact with her slender, muscular build. He thought Val had said something about a farm – about horses.  
 
    “Sasha,” Val said, swinging his gaze to him, eyes wide with yet more excitement. “Come dance with us!” 
 
    His first, unconscious response was yes. A pulse of purely physical anticipation; a quick urge for mindless joy. He wanted to dance, he loved dancing – but Nikita wasn’t a dancer, and dancing with strangers had long since lost any appeal for him. It always started out fine, but then his partner, man or woman, coquettish or brusque, would put a hand on him, a pointed touch, wanting more, and his blood would run cold. He didn’t want to be groped by someone whose name he didn’t even know; didn’t want to put that kind of trust in someone who wasn’t pack. Whom he didn’t love.  
 
    Val smiled at him now, not the knife-edged, in-control, calculated smile that he’d shown to Nikita in the pub last night, but something true and joyful that drove home how young he really looked. He smiled, and Sasha did love him, differently than he loved Nikita, yes, but there was trust, and it was mutual, and Sasha wanted to dance so badly it shocked him.  
 
    But he said, “Oh, um. My shift…” He pointed to the bar behind him, a weak gesture.  
 
    Val wasn’t deterred in the slightest. “Oh, come now. This is my first time dancing as a free man, and you’re going to deny me?” 
 
    “Careful,” Mia said, dryly, “he’s shameless.” 
 
    “Darling,” Val chided, sweetly, and somehow dialed his smile up another notch, his blue, blue eyes crinkling. “Sasha. Sweetheart. Come dance.” 
 
    “If you can say no, you’re stronger than me,” Mia said with a snort of laughter.  
 
    “My shift,” Sasha protested again, weakly.  
 
    “Have you had your break yet?” Mia asked. 
 
    He hadn’t. And he was due for one. He met Val’s gaze, and his last bit of resistance crumbled. “Okay. I’ll clock out.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “You guys go ahead,” Mia told them, when Sasha had found someone to cover him and came out from behind the bar. “I need a break.” 
 
    “We’ll miss you, darling,” Val told her, but he took Sasha’s hand, and towed him to the dance floor, to the kaleidoscope of light and sound and flailing arms. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a lull in the door traffic every night between nine and ten, when most of the first wave was already inside, and the second wave of younger, rowdier patrons hadn’t pre-gamed and come out yet. Marco came out to swap places with Nikita. “Some asshole needs bouncing out of the VIP lounge.” The guys had long since grown used to the unlikely truth that, though Nikita wasn’t the largest of them, he was the best at tossing out unruly patrons.  
 
    He nodded, and moved inside, and tried very hard not to think about the fact that Val was in here, where Sasha was, while he’d been standing out on the sidewalk for hours. It wasn’t as if they’d been spending time together: Sasha was at his post behind the bar, and it was a busy night. The most they could have socialized was trading a few comments across the bar, and that was while Sasha was fielding customer after customer. There was no change for any kind of…intimacy.  
 
    He hated himself a little for even thinking the word. He was being an idiot.   
 
    When he got to the lounge, one of the waitresses told him – voice tremulous with nerves, rattled from dealing with the jerk who’d apparently been throwing drinks and making drunken threats – that his prey had gone to the bar. He turned around and headed that way, firmly not thinking any more idiotic thoughts along the way.  
 
    Until he got there, and found Val’s mate, Mia, sitting alone, drinking water, with Sasha nowhere to be found.  
 
    All thoughts about the drunk patron evaporated. He went right up to Mia – charged, really, he would acknowledge later, when he had enough distance from the moment to feel properly ashamed – and said, “Where are they?” Didn’t say, barked.  
 
    She started, but recovered quickly, expression smoothing as she set her glass down and turned to him. She’d had a quick spike of panic, that flash of natural fear that he wouldn’t blame any woman for feeling with a man was being a dick to her. But then it was like she remembered that she was far from vulnerable.  
 
    She looked at him calmly, and for the first time since he’d met her last night, he glimpsed a flash of steel beneath what he’d thought was a pretty, but blank exterior. She reminded him, in that moment, startingly, of Katya. Of Trina. Brimming with possibilities.  
 
    “They’re dancing,” she said. And then, after a pause just long enough to be pointed, “I take it you don’t like that.” 
 
    He glanced toward the dance floor, and found them right away. They were the two most beautiful creatures there, magnetic and glittering.  
 
    Sasha had taken his hair down, a platinum halo flaring around his head, reflecting the purple, blue, white lights that panned back and forth overhead, slender as a knife in his fitted, dark clothes, hands pale and splayed overhead. He danced like someone who’d broken out of a harness; like someone leashed who’d finally cut the bonds that held him tethered. Wild, and free, and uninhibited. Young, and careless, and joyous, his mouth open, laughing, saying something as Val moved into his space, head thrown back, eyes shut as he smiled wide.  
 
    Nikita thought anyone could have looked at him then and known he was a wolf, or at least a wild thing, something animal and unknowable. Something that shifted with the tides and the rhythms of the earth, that belonged beneath a harvest moon, pawprints on fresh snow; the sighing of the wind through pine boughs.  
 
    And then there was Val. His hips rolled like a courtesan’s, like someone who knew how to inspire lust, and who’d exercised that power flagrantly. The line of his throat, the flash of hipbones above his waistband, the way his arms found the rhythm and the way his hair moved as if stirred by an invisible breeze, hair that was a lure, a weapon – every tiny movement was erotic. If Sasha looked like flying, then Val looked like fucking, and the worst part? They looked so beautiful together.  
 
    Val caught Sasha by the waist, lifted him, spun him – Sasha laughing, delighted, hands on Val’s shoulders – then set him down and reeled him out, like they were swing dancing. Where had Val even learned that? Maybe Sasha had taught him; Sasha had always loved dancing… 
 
    And Nikita didn’t, did he?  
 
    A flash of memory: dance hall, band playing, watered-down punch in cups. An uncomfortable suit, tight, shiny shoes, and enough pomade in his hair to make his head feel heavy. A woman beside him, pressing her breasts into his arm, saying something low and suggestive in his ear, wanting to dance again, to “feel his hands” on her.  
 
    Across the table, Sasha staring miserably down into his punch, both hands around the cup, his severely pomaded hair highlighting the sharp-boned fragility of his face. He looked up at Nikita through his lashes, a flash of blue that would always make Nikita think of winter in Siberia, of an untamable wilderness, and knew now what he’d, in truth, always known, but tried to label as something else out of self-preservation. Sasha had been jealous. Had wanted to be the one whispering into Nikita’s ear – or maybe being whispered to by him. 
 
    Nikita felt that same jealousy now. Was choked by it.  
 
    What if he hadn’t confessed to Sasha when he had? What if he’d suppressed everything some more – hadn’t kissed him, touched him, changed things irrevocably between them. What if Val hadn’t found Mia, and he’d shown up alone, and he and Sasha were free to–  
 
    “Nikita,” Mia said beside him, and he just barely refrained from jerking. When he turned to her, he found her studying him with something like pity, and he hated it. “I trust Val.” That was all she said, like he was supposed to find some sort of comfort in those three words. Like he was supposed to believe her.   
 
    He faced the dance floor again.  
 
    Val and Sasha had shifted closer. Face-to-face. Val slung an arm – easy, casual – around Sasha’s shoulders and reeled him in even closer, so that when he ducked his face, he brought their foreheads together. Blond and blonder. Beautiful and perfect. The light glinted off them, like the sun on new coins, over glittering fields of fresh snow. A dazzle of something precious and rare. 
 
    Nikita realized he’d bared his fangs, and he turned away. Stalked a few, blind steps breathing harshly through his mouth, skin prickling, heat pulsing through him in dizzying waves. He closed his eyes and could envision them in awful detail: what they would look like away from the club, in soft lamplight, without an audience.  
 
    He thought of Sasha’s grief after Virginia, his intense regret that they hadn’t been able to save Val. He helped me save your life, he’d said. But was that all? Was it just gratitude, or–  
 
    A hand touched his arm, turned him, and Val’s scent filled his nose on his next inhale.  
 
    When Nikita opened his eyes, the prince was studying him with something like sympathy, hair glued to his temples and throat with sweat, chest heaving slightly as he breathed. His voice was calm, though. “Oh, darling,” he murmured. “Where can we go to talk? Just you and me.” 
 
    Yes, alone would be good. That way Sasha wouldn’t have to watch when Nikita gutted his would-be lover. He wasn’t even sure such a thing was possible – delicate though he looked, Val was Dracula’s brother; he had to possess some of that freakish strength, those vicious instincts.  
 
    Still, as he led the way out the back door of the club – pointedly not looking toward Sasha, though he could feel the weight of his gaze, and sense his surge of distress – he imagined all sorts of violence. Throttling Val; biting his throat, tasting the hot iron of blood, watching it spill down all the skin he was flashing, staining his clothes, his face losing color until he dropped. He thought of throwing his fists, kicking, grappling on the ground like animals.  
 
    By the time they got to the roof, he was shaking, and only then thought he’d led Val up here for the petty satisfaction of kicking him off it 300 style. He stalked across the flat, graveled surface, wanting to put distance between them, but Val’s footfalls followed him. He finally stopped, and whirled, the wind tugging at his clothes, sending a chill skittering down his back.  
 
    Val was only an arm span away, hair waving like a pennant over his shoulder. He smelled like Sasha. 
 
    It took an effort to form words, and to not just snarl. “You’re here for him,” he said, and knew it the moment he said it, the bottom dropping out of his stomach, a dread worse than anything he’d ever known in war. “That’s why you came here: to get Sasha.” 
 
    Val tipped his head to the side, brows knitting, expression unexpectedly sober. “Do you think that I could?” 
 
    Yes. He didn’t say it – couldn’t. Ground his jaw, and tightened his hands into fists until his knuckles cracked, hating the blue of Val’s eyes, and the lean, sculpted torso his tank top flaunted so unselfconsciously. Hating how Val was all the things that Nikita wasn’t.  
 
    Val let out a slow breath. “You poor fool.” 
 
    He bristled. “What?” 
 
    “Sasha is lovely. He is sweet, and kind-hearted. He is precious, and he is beautiful.” 
 
    Nikita growled like he hadn’t inside; a low, threatening rumble.  
 
    “And he’s completely in love with you,” Val continued, unperturbed.  
 
    He knew that. Of course he did. Sasha had told him so – with words, lately, but with hundreds of little gestures across all the time they’d known one another, too. Every time he’d wanted to lie bundled together; the warm press of his face in Nik’s neck; every gentle, forceful moment he’d insisted that Nikita feed from him, or eat a sandwich, or get some sleep.  
 
    He knew Sasha loved him, but it sent a little shiver down his back to hear someone else say it aloud. Say it like a simple fact.  
 
    It was chased by a different kind of shiver, though, and that momentary soaring sensation in Nikita’s belly dropped and went sour.  
 
    He swallowed, and his throat ached. “I’m not like you.” He’d meant it as an insult, but it came out desperate, full of longing. I wish I was like you, so I could be what he needs. So I could make him happy. 
 
    Val smiled. A sharp, wicked smile, his chin tucked, and his eyes sparking. One brow lifted. “Really? You don’t think so?” 
 
    Nikita looked him up and down, from the shining crown of his head, to his frankly indecent tank top, to the obnoxious number of buckles on his boots. (A small, pushed-down inward voice acutely aware of his own usual wardrobe laughed uproariously at the hypocrisy.) He sneered. He attempted to, at least, but whatever his face did only made Val chuckle, and stalk toward him slowly: smooth, prowling steps, his eyes glowing.  
 
    “My dear captain,” he said, and for an awful moment, Nikita was in front of Rasputin again; but then Val came closer, and it was impossible to mistake his beauty for the grizzled, wine-soaked starets. No, Val was a whole other kind of devious – and doubtless more dangerous. “I don’t take you for a stupid man – so that leaves” – he drew up right in front of Nik, just that much taller that Nikita had to tip his head back a fraction to keep glaring at him – “stubborn.” 
 
    They stood close – too close. Just a few scant inches between them. Close enough that when the wind toyed with Val’s hair, Nik felt the tickle of it against his bare neck. Close enough to feel the heat rolling off his skin; vampires ran warmer than humans – all the blood, Nikita had always thought – and Val had been dancing besides. Dancing with Sasha – close, too close, touching.  
 
    But his expression was nothing like the open, tender joy he’d worn when he was with Sasha. No, this was raw and honest as a wound, hungry, pained, desperate, terrifying. Every time Nikita had encountered the prince, he’d had the sense Val was playacting; projecting exactly what he wanted people to see, a composed, snippy, weaponized sort of charm. His pupils were dilated; he looked frightened, lost…and his fangs were long, glinting in the moonlight and the ambient glow of the neon on the street.   
 
    Nikita wasn’t being compelled, he knew he wasn’t, but he couldn’t move, rooted to the spot, shaking and lightheaded like he might faint.  
 
    “I think,” Val said, his voice a soft purr at odds with the awful, frantic look on his face. “That you’re just like me. Always hungry. Always ashamed of what you’ve done – even when you had no choice. The difference, though…” He trailed his fingertips down the side of Nikita’s face, and Nik was shocked and ashamed that he didn’t pull back – yes, ashamed. He always was, wasn’t he? Maybe that was why he didn’t flinch. Maybe that was why, when Val cupped his chin, and tipped it up, and trailed his other hand down Nik’s chest, he let it happen. “Unlike you, I don’t feel even the slightest bit guilty about pleasure.” 
 
    His grip tightened on Nik’s chin, almost cruel, and he kissed him.  
 
    Nikita registered the press of lips, and the insistent, hot thrust of a tongue between them, the scrape of fangs.  
 
    Then he felt a shove between his brows, and the kiss, and the rooftop, and everything faded away in a cascade of black spots and wheeling pinpricks of light like stars. Just like the night his mind had merged with Trina’s, and he’d shown her his past.  
 
    No, he thought, furious, trying to shield his thoughts. But this wasn’t an invasion; this time, he was the one seeing.  
 
    He saw a child, a little golden-haired nymph of a boy – Val, he realized with a start – being cuffed on the back of the head and slung across the pommel of a saddle. A soldier in gleaming chainmail, with a red cloak, and a high, white hat studded with jewels. Chaos all around, riderless horses rearing and screaming, swords glinting in the sunlight, men fighting, shouting. A dark-haired boy in the dirt, spitting and hissing, fighting off attackers much larger than himself. Vlad, he knew, on instinct. Fighting to get to his little brother.  
 
    The scene wheeled away to star-studded darkness again, and he was in a gilded room lit by candles and the glow of a brazier. Val again, a little older, pale as a china doll and dressed in blue silk, covered in delicate gold chains that dripped pearls and sapphires, a circlet on his head, and his hair braided elaborately. He couldn’t have been much older than ten, but Nikita knew instantly what the mark on his neck was: a love bite. A mark of passion. A young man stepped into view, rings flashing on his fingers, silk kaftan weighted down with jewels and embroidery. His Majesty the Sultan, Val’s voice whispered in the back of his mind.  
 
    He wasn’t here, not truly, and so he couldn’t shut his eyes against what Val showed him next, could only watch, revolted. 
 
    More stars, and Val was a young man, lithe and lovely, muscled like a jungle cat. Bare save the necklaces he wore, some long pendants, and one a tight circle that looked more like a collar. Bells chimed in his hair, and stones clicked on the bracelets that circled his wrists, and candlelight glowed off his sweat-sheened skin. No longer the frightened child, but a skilled and experienced lover, one who was enjoying himself.  
 
    The scenes shifted, faster and faster. A war, armor, screaming. A head rolling across a trunk, and Val making awful, animal sound of anguish.  
 
    Then there were chains, bars, cells. Captivity. Women in gowns eyeing him from the other side of his cage with interest. Men mocking him – and then pushing him down to his knees.  
 
    Nikita knew the sensation of falling, of tumbling, in turns sick to his stomach, and then embarrassingly aroused. And then–  
 
    It was still. And the scene was white – was snow. Falling in silent drifts, the faint crack of overloaded branches somewhere deeper in the forest.  
 
    “Are you a prince?” a small voice asked in Russian, and there was Sasha.  
 
    He wasn’t corporeal here, but Nikita felt as if his heart stopped, and his breath caught. Sasha was just a little thing, all bundled up in warm Siberian furs, the flaps of his hat pulled down over his ears, and tied under his chin. But a few stray wisps of platinum hair peeked out, and his face – tiny, and round, and cherubic – was unmistakable, soft, and innocent, and not yet touched by war, or magic, or Nik’s own treacherous hands.  
 
    Sasha, he tried to say, but he had no voice. This wasn’t his memory, and he couldn’t exert any control over it. The edges of the vision dimmed and fizzled, black spots. Sasha, wait! He reached out with hands he didn’t have, and then the stars again.  
 
    And then it felt like he slammed back into his body, dizzy, sick, and acutely aware of every physical sensation. The wind on his face, the sweat gluing his clothes to his skin. Val’s tongue in his mouth. Val’s hand on his very hard cock, trapped behind his fly.  
 
    He reached up with shaking hands and shoved Val, hard, right in the chest.  
 
    Val didn’t stumble back, as he’d hoped, but drew back slowly, their lips parting with a soft sound, Val’s tongue making one last, leisurely swipe across Nik’s bottom lip. He pulled back just far enough for their gazes to meet, hand still splayed across the front of Nik’s jeans.  
 
    Even with swollen, wet lips, and his breathing compromised, Val managed to look smug.  
 
    Nikita sucked in an unsteady breath and attempted a growl. It came out pitiful, kitten-small. And when he said, “Don’t touch me,” it was a plea and not a command. The inside of his head felt like a shaken beer can, all his thoughts scattered and flying off one another like bubbles. Too slippery to take firm hold of.  
 
    Val leaned forward, damp lips ghosting along Nikita’s cheekbone, and whispered right in his ear. “Gods, the things I could teach you,” he whispered, and punctuated the words with an expert squeeze. “You haven’t begun to understand pleasure, my dear, all bottled-up, denying yourself everything. I could sit on your cock and own you. I’ve been fucked by sultans, and princes, pirates, and whores, and even uptight military captains, like you. I’m the perfect harlot. It would be glorious.”  
 
    And how much, Nikita wondered, had all his thoughts of tearing this creature to pieces been about wanting to attack him in a very different way? 
 
    Val chuckled, and, to Nik’s surprise, stepped back. Put a reasonable distance between them, and put both hands on Nikita’s shoulders, a not-at-all-sexual touch. The heavy-lidded, dazed, lusty look faded from his face, and instead he became grave. Tired, sad.  
 
    He sighed. “Nikita. Dear.” All the dripping intent was gone, his voice practical, if still melodious. Less flirtatious than Nik had ever heard him. “For just a second, crawl outside all your prejudices–” 
 
    Nikita finally managed a full breath. “I’m not–” 
 
    “Oh, you most definitely are. Painfully so, and all because of your blasted year of birth, and your blasted career, and because of all the awful things you’ve told yourself your whole life.  
 
    “If the situation was different, I’d like nothing more than to show you all the fun you’ve been missing out on. And trust me” – here his voice went coy another moment – “you’d be begging me. But.” Serious again. “But listen to me. Right now. Not to whoever you think I am, but listen to the boy who learned to master cocksucking before he learned to master a sword. There are all sorts of things that people call love that aren’t: infatuation, guilt, lust. There are slaves who convince themselves they love their masters. There’s love that is only jealousy, or possessiveness, or the urge to own someone, to break them and remake them into something powerless that they can control. I’ve been alive long enough – been on my knees often enough – to recognize when love isn’t love, but something twisted.  
 
    “But love does exist.” 
 
    Nikita swallowed hard. “After what you showed me – how can you believe that?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen it, darling. And I’ve felt it, like just now, when I showed you the Sasha that I first met, and I thought you might very well learn how to dream-walk in that instant so you could protect the little boy he once was.” He smiled, sideways and forlorn. His hands tightened on Nik’s shoulders. “Nothing about what you and Sasha have is wrong. It isn’t something you have to earn. There’s nothing for you to atone for.” 
 
    The old protests built in his throat, but when he opened his mouth to voice them, it was a low, anguished sound that broke out instead. His eyes burned, and he clamped them tightly shut. “I let – I let them put him – on that table–” 
 
    “Oh, darling, hush.” Strong arms closed around him and reeled him in close, a hug tight enough to be bracing, soothing. A hand cupped the back of his head and Val swayed gently side to side, as if he was shushing a crying baby. “What would have happened if he hadn’t been turned, hm? He would have died an old man in Siberia. Or maybe been drafted, and died in a snowy trench somewhere, with his legs blasted off.” 
 
    Nikita shuddered against the images.  
 
    “He’s a wolf,” Val continued. “Not the child I met in the snow. Not the confused boy who admired the color of your eyes on the train – oh, yes,” he said, when Nik stiffened in his arms. “Do you think he ever didn’t find you lovely? He’s adored you always. He turned you because of it. And maybe you would have rather died bloodless in that snow bank, but now he’s a wolf – your wolf – and he loves it, and he loves you, and I know you love him more than you’ve every loved anyone or anything, you miserable thing. Bind him, Nikita. For him, and for you. Stop worrying about the past, or the old way of thinking, or what it means to be human – you aren’t. Bind him, and love him, and learn how to dance, because the world’s hateful enough, and you shouldn’t deny yourself something precious like this. And it is precious. Believe that.” 
 
    Val pulled back a fraction, smiling softly when Nikita opened his eyes, and smoothed his thumbs across the dampness on Nik’s cheeks. “Please tell me some of that got through your thick skull.” 
 
    Nikita rolled his eyes – eyes that ached with unshed – and a few shed – tears, and felt his face heating beneath Val’s palms. Shame, again, like always, already. For showing emotion, for being weak… 
 
    But that was what Val had been talking about. Berating himself – punishing himself. He’d grown up in a very different time; its weight dragged at him, still. Couple that with his nature, throw in his former career, his history… 
 
    Val tapped his cheeks with his thumbs. “You’re doing it again.” 
 
    Nikita blew out a breath, and nodded. “Old habits.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes. Just like I seem unable to comfort anyone without offering to fuck them.” He said it teasingly, fangs flashing, but something flickered in his gaze that told Nikita he’d said something very true – that he was self-conscious about.  
 
    “Not anyone?” he pressed.  
 
    “Most,” Val corrected. “I’m a very good fuck, though.” 
 
    “I figured,” Nik said, dryly.  
 
    “My greatest weapon, really.” 
 
    “Might be better to get a gun.” 
 
    “I have my sword. Not with me now, obviously – but you’ve seen her. Mercy.” 
 
    Nikita snorted, and felt the pressure of real laughter building in his chest. They were bantering. People did it all the time, but it felt like a bit of a revelation now, between the two of them. 
 
    Val beamed at him, without artifice, and looked incredibly boyish. He was prettier like that – when he was being honest – than when he worked at seduction. “Shall we go down and assure our lovers we haven’t run off together?” 
 
    Nikita still had questions; still wondered how Val meant to fit in here, if he even did, or if he’d grow bored of this modern city and want to drag his mate and his wolves back to the Old Country that had birthed him.  
 
    But he didn’t feel the need to ask those questions now. “Yeah,” he said. “I gotta finish my shift, too.” 
 
    As Val fell in beside him, and they walked back toward the door, he felt a hundred pounds lighter. Peaceful, even.  
 
    A sharp gust of wind, promising even colder temperatures, blasted across the roof…bringing with it the scents of wolf, and man. Something that said Val’s, and something that stunk like old, stale dirt recently turned over.  
 
    “Val!” a man’s voice shouted. 
 
    Nik stopped, and turned, already coiled for action, his peace gone in a flash, and spotted three figures. Two hauling themselves up over the edge of the roof, like they’d climbed up; a man and a woman. Wolves. A man who was just a man – and who smelled wrong – stood in front of them, clothed in a long black jacket with its hood up.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Val murmured, tensing beside him. “Le Strange–” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, he got away!” the male wolf who’d spoken snarled. He had an accent. “We’ve chased him all over the bloody city!” 
 
    Nikita wasn’t listening, his attention caught by the eerily still human in the hood. He didn’t stand like most humans, wasn’t flat-footed with his shoulders jacked up. Didn’t hold himself like he was ready for a confrontation, one of those awful, mortal things full of posturing and machismo. No, he held himself like–  
 
    The thought hit him like a gut punch, painful and unwelcome, but there was no denying it, not judging the lightness of the man’s stance, the way he held his arms, the finely-crafted tension in his body. 
 
    It was a stance he’d seen before. 
 
    A dancer’s stance.  
 
    “Nik, dear,” Val said, and placed a hand on his arm. “Perhaps we should–” 
 
    The man lifted scarred hands and pushed his hood back. The wind blew his hair across his face, and brought his scent right to Nik: death, ash, dirt, blood. The moonlight struck him, through the thinnest veil of clouds, and Nikita’s brain stopped working. 
 
    Kolya. It was Kolya.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    32 
 
      
 
    Will and Much were already waiting for them at their usual booth at the Lion’s Den. Much had his laptop open, its blue glow lighting his face up, showing a lower lip chewed ragged with thought.  
 
    “We’ve found a list of the participants in the trial,” Will said in lieu of greeting as Trina and Lanny slid into the big, circular booth.  
 
    “I’ve found it,” Much corrected, without looking up from the screen. 
 
    Will grinned. “Excuse me. Much found it. Can they see?” he asked his packmate.  
 
    Much slid the laptop along wordlessly, and Will set it in front of Trina. She heard a server arrive, and heard Lanny order them both coffee – he could be damn practical, when he made an effort in that direction – but her gaze lasered in on the computer.  
 
    Had the Institute been a regular medical research center, and not some secret, government-backed supernatural lab, they would have been sued six ways to Sunday if the participants knew their personal info was being scrolled through in a bar. She was looking at a list of everyone who’d signed up for the trial, sheet after sheet of detailed questionnaires, medical histories, tour information, and all with headshots attached in the upper corners.  
 
    There were over a hundred. 
 
    “This could take a while,” she said, scrolling slowly, frowning.  
 
    “That’s our Rooster,” Will said, gesturing to the screen, and she paused.  
 
    Palmer, Roger; USMC, Sgt. In the photo, his hair was long, far too long for military regulation, and tied back in a low, sloppy ponytail. He was probably handsome, with his broad, square face, and blue eyes, very Nordic tough-guy, but his expression was a combination of fury and utter hopelessness. It tugged at her heartstrings, and that was before she read the extent of his injuries.  
 
    “Jesus,” she murmured.  
 
    Lanny leaned in to read, and gave a low whistle. “IED?” 
 
    “Yes,” Will said gravely. “He would be in constant pain if it weren’t for Red’s intervention.” 
 
    She sent him a questioning look.  
 
    “She can heal fresh wounds – even severe ones. Something in her magic allows her to reknit flesh and ease pain. But so far, she’s been unable to fully heal the old damage in Rooster. She helps with the pain; enables him to live a mostly normal life. But I know she wishes she could do more.” 
 
    Trina thought of the big, broad-shouldered man she’d glimpsed briefly outside of the manor house in Virginia, the way he’d walked effortlessly up the hill, cradling a redhaired girl in his arms. “I’d say what she does is pretty miraculous,” she said, and went back to scrolling.  
 
    The coffee came, and Lanny ordered them both sandwiches. It wasn’t until he was nudging the basket toward her that her stomach growled and she realized she was starving. 
 
    “Hey, don’t get mustard on my keyboard,” Much said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be any worse than the Cheeto dust,” she shot back, but was careful not to hold her food over it.  
 
    Finally, she found them. “Here we go.” 
 
    The others leaned in close, crowding over either shoulder to see. Will smelled faintly of the woods in autumn, the tang of fallen leaves, the way Sasha had always reminded her of snow.  
 
    The two ferals had files listed one after the other: Todd Blevins and Eric Shaw. Both Army, both from the same unit. They’d served together in Iraq and both suffered partial hearing loss and, according to the files, “significant brain trauma.”  
 
    “Oh my God,” Trina said, setting her sandwich down, stomach clenching. “They were already suffering brain damage before they turned them.” 
 
    “No wonder they didn’t blend properly with the wolves,” Will said, grimly.  
 
    Trina sat back, pulse pounding dully. Every time she started to think that the Institute was – maybe – a necessary evil if this oncoming war was going to be as bad as Will and his pack thought, she found out something even more unsavory. “Were they even competent enough to seek treatment on their own?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Lanny said, shaking his head.  
 
    “A powerful, but inexperienced mage without a shred of agency, and two subjects incapable of making the decision for themselves,” Will said. “There was no chance of it going well.” 
 
    Trina looked at their photos, their gazes frightened – but still human. They’d had no idea what was about to happen to them. Not just a drug, but a knife through the heart, and an incantation, and sharing their already-wounded brains with another entity, one that hadn’t fused properly.  
 
    She scrolled again. “I need to look for our vics.” 
 
    It took most of her sandwich, and a second cup of coffee, but she found them, all three. They were in a separate section of files, ones marked “on hold.” They’d applied to the trial, filled out all the paperwork, but put on a wait list for a future round of drug testing.  
 
    “They didn’t get the drug,” she said, and leaned back to ease the tension in her spine. “So why kill the ones who hadn’t received it, but not the ones who did?” 
 
    Lanny said, “Do we know what happened to the ones who did?” 
 
    No. No, they didn’t.  
 
    “If I may?” Will said, and when she nodded, pulled the laptop over in front of himself. He started scrolling. “I don’t know that this is true of all of them, but I do recognize these two. Well, I know of them, based on what Red told us.”  
 
    Back up near the top, he found two profiles: Sergeant Adela Ramirez, and Major Jake Treadwell.  
 
    “These are two members of the team who accosted Red and Rooster in Wyoming. The ones who took her into custody.” 
 
    “They employ the ones who get the drug,” she said. She was starting to feel numb, a faint buzzing in the back of her head. This was all just so…convoluted. Unnecessarily so.  
 
    “Still doesn’t explain why they’d kill the others,” Lanny pointed out.  
 
    “What does it matter?” Much said. “They’re evil and stupid. They don’t need a reason.” 
 
    He was probably right. But, creeping numbness or not, Trina still wanted to know why.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Seven finished his day’s lessons – private, today, with Dr. Severin, working on the elasticity of his power, shooting flame and drawing it back again, quicker and quicker, learning to dampen it and then send it soaring a moment later – he forwent the usual “social time” he and his siblings were allotted and went down to the basement labs. The guards stationed there allowed him through, but they sent him nervous glances; some had sweat at their temples. One spoke softly into a crackling radio.  
 
    He wouldn’t have long, then.  
 
    No one trusted him, here. Dr. Severin was his favorite, but even he had wild-eyed moments, those times when he looked on Seven not as a pupil, but as something he feared.  
 
    He’d learned what fear looked like in the films they were allowed to watch, and he’d realized that was how most of the people here in this place – in his home – looked at him.  
 
    The basement lab ran perpendicular to the regular basement: the place where Seven and the others practiced, encased in concrete, and steel, with industrial sprinklers in the ceiling and fire extinguishers bolted to the wall every few paces. It was made of the same white-painted concrete, but the lights were kept lower, the overhead tubes only half-installed to preserve energy; they droned and hummed, and all the shadows had a strange gray cast to them.  
 
    He went through a set of windowless steel doors with his keycard, and continued forward through two more sets, past furtive guards, until he reached the main part of the lab. A few doors and glass-walled offices lined the edges, but the center was an open space, studded with steel examination tables, OR-quality light rigs positioned at the head of each, and a drain and sink at the foot. Each table came equipped with rails designed to allow for restraints.  
 
    Beyond that lay a row of beds on wheels, with thin, hard mattresses that could lie flat or elevate the sleeper’s head. That was where the vampire Gustav lay, his eyes closed, his breathing shallow, whistling through his broken nose, his face a patchwork of mostly-healed bruises.  
 
    Vampires healed quickly – quicker than Seven himself did. He’d tested this once, with a scalpel he’d pulled off a doctor’s tray. Sliced hard and clean through the skin of his wrist, and watched the blood spill down, thick as syrup, the color of hot coals, onto the floor. There had been much swearing, and yelling. Someone had stabbed him with a needle, and someone else had clapped a wad of gauze over the wound he’d made.  
 
    It had hurt. He’d lost consciousness. And for the next few days he watched the slow progress of his knitting flesh, from an open place like a red mouth to a smooth, pink line; the doctors admonished him for peeling off the bandages to look, but he’d been curious.  
 
    It hadn’t scarred.  
 
    Gustav wouldn’t scar, either, but even now, with his vampiric body working to make him whole again, he could tell that the vampire called Nikita Baskin had wrought incredible violence on his fellow immortal.  
 
    Seven stared at him a long moment, and out in the hallway, he heard the crackle and hiss of radios as the guards talked to one another – radioed for help, for some doctor to come and take charge of him. He didn’t have much time, then.  
 
    He moved to stand by Gustav’s head. His eyes seemed sunken below the closed lids, and the healing bruises around them bore a sickly green cast.  
 
    Seven reached out with one finger and touched the very tip of the vampire’s nose.  
 
    Gustav’s eyes slammed open like window shutters. He sucked in a breath that stuck wetly in his throat, and his bloodshot gaze pinged wildly before landing on Seven. His tension eased only a fraction, then, and he started to cough. It sounded like his ribs were still in the process of knitting.  
 
    “Why were they here?” Seven asked.  
 
    Gustav coughed a few more times, torso lifting off the bed, which left him wincing and gasping. He cleared his throat and asked a garbled, “What?” 
 
    “Nikita Baskin and his allies. They came here. Why?” 
 
    Gustav breathed unsteadily through his mouth a moment, staring at him. His mouth twitched in one corner, and he eased back down to the pillow. He made a sound that Seven realized was supposed to be a laugh, and that twitch had been a smile, hadn’t it? His eyes, though, remained frightened, and too-wide. “You really are a good little robot, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Why were they here?” Seven repeated. Perhaps the brain damage he’d suffered hadn’t healed properly yet. Or maybe it never would – maybe he’d be like those two wolves – now one – who raved and foamed but couldn’t speak.  
 
    Gustav let out a breath, and exhaustion claimed his brief show at humor. “Looking for answers, I suppose. Looking for me. Or for the wolf.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s – because he’s a do-gooder. A fucking Boy Scout. I have no idea how he ever made it with the Cheka. How does anyone with that much self-righteousness manage to steal bread from children?” 
 
    Seven was aware that there were deficiencies in his knowledge of the world. It was something he always made note of when they showed them movies, or gave them recreational books to read. There were turns of phrase, whole concepts, not introduced to them here. When he was younger, like the others, he’d thought this place was the world. That everyone lived within these white walls. It had taken years to understand that he was part of a very isolated environment, and that those who lived outside of it found him strange. Were frightened of him.  
 
    Do-gooder. He turned that over in his mind. Someone who did good.  
 
    What was good? When he grasped a concept in his studies, when he successfully mastered his power, and someone said “good job?” 
 
    “They are your enemies?” he asked. That made sense. Baskin had killed one of his siblings, was the enemy of this place, the Ingraham Institute – it would be right for Gustav, whose enemy was also Baskin – to align himself with them.  
 
    But Gustav said, “They’re a fucking nuisance, is what they are.” Bitterness in his voice. “I almost had Alexei – could have had him eating out of my palm – but that fucking Russian prick…” 
 
    Alexei. Seven grabbed hold of the name. That was who’d kissed him – that was what his companion had called him. Alexei. Last Tsarevich of Russia. Seven had seen his picture in a book, had been instructed on him, told about his family’s murder a century ago, and that Alexei was a known cohort of Nikita Baskin.  
 
    But all of that had faded in the moment, last night, when he’d confronted them. When Alexei had preyed upon his mind, and stepped in close so all Seven could see was his pale eyes, and kissed him… 
 
    The doors opened behind him, and rapid footfalls moved across the tile. They’d come to collect him. Three guards, and Dr. Severin.  
 
    “Come now, come now,” Dr. Severin said, his voice brisk, but warm. He was the kindest of Seven’s doctors: young, with pale, flyaway hair, and a small, slender body. He was always pushing his glasses up with a knuckle and offering Seven crooked smiles and well-dones during their lessons. His was the only private office Seven had been invited into: a tidy space without windows, but with shelves and shelves of books. He had framed photos on his desk, of two fluffy orange cats, and of himself, with a slight woman’s arm around him. My girlfriend, he’d explained, when Seven asked, cheeks going pink.  
 
    Boyfriends and girlfriends kissed, didn’t they? Just like Alexei Romanov had kissed Seven.  
 
    “Let’s not bother poor Gustav, he needs his rest,” Dr. Severin said, coming to take Seven’s elbow in a gentle grip. Behind him, the three guards held unsheathed stun batons, thumbs hovering over the activation buttons. “Come on,” Dr. Severin said, towing him, just a little.  
 
    Seven went.  
 
    As they walked back the way he’d come, the guards walking in a tight knot several paces behind them, Seven said, “Why is Gustav here?” 
 
    Dr. Severin still held his elbow, the lightest touch, just his thumb and the tips of two fingers. “He needed a secure place to heal, after – after that unpleasantness. I’m afraid he’s healing more slowly than we expected. I suppose,” he said, his voice going faraway, like when he was thinking aloud, rather than conversing, “it’s true: the theory that some vampires are more powerful than others, and that it’s a biological condition, and not merely psychic. Fascinating.”  
 
    “No.” Seven halted, and Dr. Severin halted a step later, after he’d lost his grip. He turned to face him, brows drawn together over the rims of his glasses in confusion. “Why is he here? Why is he Nikita Baskin’s enemy? Why did he want me to attack him and his allies?” 
 
    It had been Gustav leading the charge last night, in the alley. His order to unleash the fire, and still hazy and rattled, something inside him broken loose, Seven had listened without question; had thrown fire at Baskin, at his whole troop of allies. At the prince who’d kissed him, and tampered with his mind, and run away. 
 
    “My. Well.” Dr. Severin glanced up one side of the hallway and then down the other. They were out of the basement lab, and in the proper basement; small, rectangular windows too small to fit through let in streetlamp light from outside. The occasional passing flare of a car’s headlights. “Excuse me,” he said to the guards, “you can leave us. We’ll be fine from here.”  
 
    The guards lingered, but Dr. Severin sent them a smile, and a little wave, and they went back to their posts. Then the doctor came to Seven’s side, took his elbow again, firmer this time, and said, “Let’s go to my office.” 
 
    They went up in the elevator, two floors, and down a hallway painted a soft gray, and lined with framed diplomas and peaceful landscape paintings. They passed several other doctors in lab coats, all of whom Dr. Severin greeted politely, bobbing his head and inquiring after their wellbeing. All answered, and all of them darted a glance toward Seven. 
 
    Frightened. Always frightened.  
 
    When they’d reached the familiar – coffee-scented, dimly-lit, book-lined – inside of Dr. Severin’s office, he shut, and then locked the door. His pleasant facial expression melted into something tense as he went around behind his desk and sat.  
 
    Seven sat down in his usual chair, across from him. 
 
    Dr. Severin massaged the back of his neck a moment, wincing. “Alright,” he said at last, blowing out a breath. He darted a glance toward the door, though he’d locked it. “I shouldn’t be telling you this.” Voice hushed, quivering with nerves. “But Gustav came to us, originally.” 
 
    He locked gazes with Seven, stared at him, like he wanted those words to mean something.  
 
    He let out another breath. Nudged his glasses up. “What I mean is: shortly after the attack on our other branch – the Virginia branch, I told you about this?” 
 
    Seven nodded. 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s when we became aware that Nikita Baskin and Sasha Kashnikov weren’t the only immortals of interest living in the city. Alexei Romanov was with them–” 
 
    Soft lips, wet press of a tongue… 
 
    “–and this was a boon the Institute hadn’t even conceived of. A tsarevich, a member of the Russian royal family, and an offspring of Rasputin, no less. The same blood that powered Baskin powered Alexei. To study him, would have been…” His voice grew faraway again, a moment, and then he gave himself a shake. “But. If nothing else, it was thought he might make a valuable ally. Only…there was the truce. And how could we approach a member of Baskin’s pack when we’d promised to leave them be? 
 
    “Shortly after that, Gustav approached us. He offered up his services in any way they might be helpful, and he said that he believed, given time, he could bring Alexei around to our way of thinking.” 
 
    “Our way of thinking,” Seven echoed.  
 
    “The War, of course.” He said it with a capital W. The War. As if it was the only war. 
 
    But Seven had seen many wars in the films they showed him: flickering black-and-white images, and full-color what they called “reenactments,” with actors playing the parts of generals and soldiers long dead. Wars with swords, and shields, and arrows blotting out the sun. Wars with guns, and tanks, men screaming, dying in the mud.  
 
    There had been wars. Innumerable wars.  
 
    But this war. The War. It hadn’t even started. But it was the specter that loomed over every day here at the Institute. The thing he was training for – the thing he’d been bred for. The product of a father and mother he would never meet. 
 
    Maybe the reason his sister, the one who now called herself Red, had run away.  
 
    They don’t own you. 
 
    He found that his throat was dry, and swallowed. “Why would you want – Alexei?” He nearly stumbled on the name.   
 
    Dr. Severin planted his hands on the desk and leaned forward, incredibly serious. “Because we need every powerful immortal we can get.” He held eye contact a moment, then sat back with a sigh, scrubbed a hand through his wispy hair. “Gustav thought…well, he thought he could convince the tsarevich. There was bad blood between him and Baskin, he said. He agreed to work for us until he could accomplish what we wanted. But now…Alexei here with Baskin…” 
 
    “Work for you how?” 
 
    Dr. Severin paused in the act of swiping through his hair, and sat up straighter. His gaze sharpened. “Nothing, really.” His voice sounded strange. “Just tying up some loose ends.” 
 
    Seven tried to puzzle out the meaning of that, but failed. He didn’t know enough; he had no frame of reference for things like this. Probably because he’d lived his entire life here, in this facility, dressed in loose, white clothes, every bit of food and research material he’d consumed having been carefully selected for him. 
 
    They don’t own you. 
 
    What had his sister – what had Red found on the outside? In his letter, Robin of Locksley had spoken of her having friends, having people who loved her. This Rooster person. Someone who, doubtless, didn’t wear a white coat and draw her blood and ask her probing questions about her health. Would Red have understood this conversation he was having now? Would she have known who was good, and who was bad? Who should be believed?  
 
    Could he believe the people here, who fed him, clothed him, educated him – but who were frightened of him? Or did he believe the boy who’d kissed him? His friends?  
 
    “What does Gustav do for you?” he asked. 
 
    Dr. Severin blinked. “For us,” he said. “What he does for us.” 
 
    “Yes. For us.” 
 
    Dr. Severin knuckled his glasses again. “Like I said: he ties up loose ends.” 
 
    And what did that mean? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    33 
 
      
 
    The wind shifted, blowing his hair off his forehead, revealing his face fully.  
 
    Yes, it was Kolya. That was his nose, his cheekbones; that dark, too-long hair, downy-soft, was his, too. And the width of his shoulders, the way he held himself; the lightness coiled up in his legs, ready to send him leaping and spinning. Once upon a time, Nikita had known the members of his squad better than he knew himself: every breath, every step, every tiny hint at a facial expression. He’d watched Kolya die almost a century ago: a gout of flame, a fallen, blackened husk of a corpse… 
 
    Detachment. It reared up at the most useful of moments. To protect soldiers, and hired killers, and sufferers of trauma. It had saved his life on more than one occasion. Had enabled him to exact Stalin’s violence on the country he’d been born to.  
 
    Detachment came now. His heart stopped, and the immediate, screeching wave of panic was cut ruthlessly off, so that he floated, his awareness narrowed down to tiny details, committed to cataloguing and proving.  
 
    He was looking at Kolya, just as he’d appeared in the moments before his death, still a handsome, surprisingly elegant, thoughtful man in his late twenties.  
 
    But then he noticed the scars. The ones on the backs of his hands were pink, still-healing, an uneven zig and zag without a pattern. Like the stitching on a patchwork quilt. He had them on his face, too, silver in the moonlight. Across the bridge of his nose, over one eye, and under the other, a long one down the length of his jaw.  
 
    His eyes were big, dark, his mouth a flat line. No expression.  
 
    Nikita became aware of something on his shoulders – around them. Awareness returned, like the blood rushing back to a limb that had been asleep, filling him with prickles – and nausea. The weight across his shoulders was Val’s arm.  
 
    It was Val’s voice in his ear, low, attempting-at-soothing, but urgent with worry. “Nik. Nikita. Darling. Listen to me. I know what you’re seeing seems impossible. I’m going to explain it to you. I’m going–” 
 
    “Is it real?” Nik wasn’t aware of having spoken until he heard his own voice – hoarse and raw – echoing across the rooftop.  
 
    A pause. “Yes. He’s real.” Val stressed the pronoun. “It’s him. It’s your friend. Only, he’s–” 
 
    He cut off when Kolya stepped forward. One step, and then another.  
 
    Nikita watched him come, closer and closer, close enough to smell the sharp notes of ash, and the earthier tones of graveyard on his skin. Close enough to see that, though his face was slack, his eyes glimmered with riotous emotion. He watched him come, and he knew horror. This thing, whatever it was – how could it be his friend? The Kolya he’d known was a charred ruin, buried beneath the snow – beneath decades of snow. Sasha hadn’t fed him Rasputin’s heart; hadn’t put the killing, saving, immortalizing blood in his mouth. Kolya was dead.  
 
    But this thing that looked like Kolya kept coming, and coming, and stood right in front of Nikita, close enough to reveal another scar, not the pink-and-silver patchwork that was new, but one that was old, so old, one right at his hairline, a mark where he’d fallen as a dancer, and cracked his head open on the edge of a makeshift stage. A mark that he’d touched, sometimes, on the coldest of days, massaging at it as he mulled over a particularly thorny problem.  
 
    Hadn’t all their problems been thorny? 
 
    Nikita’s mouth opened again, of its own volition. “Kolya?” he croaked. “It’s not – you can’t be – how?” Then: “I’ve gone mad, this isn’t, I’m seeing this, this can’t…” 
 
    Val’s arm squeezed. “I will explain. But it’s real. He’s real. Nikita, please–” 
 
    And then Kolya spoke. Impossibly. His voice flat, his eyes gleaming. “I remember.” 
 
    Nikita couldn’t breathe.  
 
    Slowly, as if testing out the words, like unearthing something hidden in the bottom of an old trunk, Kolya said, “You should eat.” 
 
    Silence. Traffic passing on the street, the wind playing with an old bottle, rolling it across the tar paper and gravel of the roof. But between the living things standing there, not a sound.  
 
    Kolya’s jaw worked a moment. “You – you never ate. And I – we–” His eyes widened suddenly, impossibly bigger. Panicked. Tension in his face; a shudder that wracked his frame. “The train. On the way to – to Siberia. And Ivan’s pirozhkis…” He sucked in a deep, deep breath, with a sound like a drowning man who’d been underwater. Harsh, frantic: “I remember.”  
 
    “Kolya,” Nikita said again, and the word hurt, broke open all the old wounds, some he hadn’t even known he carried.  
 
    Kolya shuddered again – and then he fled.  
 
    Everything went blurry, then. 
 
    He heard the scramble of feet, muffled curses. Sound of bodies colliding. Two arms went around his waist, held tight as a vise: Val was holding him – he was trying to run, feet scrabbling over the roof. Val lifted him, held him close, all that good pressure around his ribs, flooding his body with endorphins.  
 
    “Nik. Nik, listen.” A chant in his ear, low and sweet, almost crooning. “It’s alright, listen, listen. They have him; Fulk and Anna have him. We’ll go see him, okay? You can talk to him. You can touch him. Okay?” 
 
    Val carried him over, like he was a child, and Nikita stopped struggling. It was easier to breathe when he didn’t struggle.  
 
    “Here we go, here we go.”  
 
    He was too strung-out to be embarrassed by being treated like a flighty lapdog. Val carried him over, and set him on his feet, loosened his grip, but didn’t let go.  
 
    Kolya lay on his side on the roof, Fulk crouched over him, one leg kicked over his now-still body, caging him in, long-fingered hands braced on his side and shoulder. Anna had moved to his head, cradled it on her lap, stroked his hair.  
 
    “It’s alright,” she was saying. “You’re fine. Just relax.” 
 
    Kolya’s head didn’t move, but his gaze slid up to Nikita, and another shudder moved through him, curling his body up even tighter.  
 
    “I remember,” he said again.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was back behind the bar when Annabel appeared. His greeting – and his momentary burst of excitement – died when he took a good look at her expression. “You need to come up to the roof,” she said, and then added, before he could vault over the bar, heart already pounding, “It’s nothing bad. But Nik needs you.” 
 
    He was dimly aware of her following as he shoved his way to the back of the club and up the stairs. 
 
    Val waited for him just beyond the door, wind playing with his hair. His bare arms were crossed, as if he were chilled, but he opened them and reached to catch Sasha by both shoulders, face instantly softening.  
 
    “It’s alright,” he said, straight off.  
 
    Even though it was coming from Val, it wasn’t much comfort. “Where is he? Anna said he needed me.” 
 
    Val gave him a quick, fond smile. “He’s right over there.” He didn’t let go, yet. “He’s just learned something shocking – it’s going to shock you, too. But your Nikita’s already in a rather – fragile – place at the moment, so it’s hitting him hard. He does need you. And, Sasha” – his voice grew serious – “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this sooner. I was hoping to break the news gently, but things have a way of working out on their own, don’t they?” He let go, and stepped back, before Sasha could ask for clarification, indicating a small huddle of person-shaped figures across the roof. He knew Nik straight off, his scent distressed, and Anna’s husband, Fulk. A third person lay at their feet, human, and his scent was strange. Was wrong, was clouded by dirt, and fire, and–  
 
    And was familiar. It tickled at his senses in the way old memories did. The way a certain soup would send him back to his mother’s kitchen, or the cry of a crow overhead sent him to Moscow’s raven-filled streets. The way the clack of the subway reminded him of a train car in Siberia, of snow sliding past, almost as crystalline and chilling as Nik’s eyes had been, on that first leg of the journey, all those years ago.  
 
    His belly clenched. 
 
    But he had to get to Nik. Nik needed him, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    He crossed the distance in a few strides, and sank down to his knees beside Nik, grabbed for him right away, touched his shoulder, and then the back of his neck, the skin there cold and clammy.  
 
    Nikita turned his head toward him slowly, as if dazed, his expression oddly distant. He blinked a few times. “Baby,” he said. “Sashka.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m here. What is it?” His heart pounded, and his skin itched and shivered, his wolf pressed up close to the surface, wanting to come out, wanting to comfort his mate, his vampire.  
 
    Nikita’s gaze shifted over his face, not really seeing, but searching. He licked his lips, and said, “It’s Kolya.”  
 
    “What?” Sasha leaned in closer to him – and then froze. Kolya. That’s what was familiar about the scent.  
 
    He couldn’t take hold of the emotion that surged inside him. A wave of things too big to classify. He glanced down at the man lying on his side, the one Fulk seemed to be holding down, and yes, that was Kolya’s face, familiar, pack, even if his hair was longer, and his skin bore scars, and he smelled like something that had come from underground.  
 
    Kolya. Breathing, and wild-eyed, and very much alive.  
 
    Val paced around them, and moved to stand behind Fulk, hands clasped together loosely in front of him, chill bumps visible on his arms. “There’s a very powerful mage named Liam Price – my brother’s mage now, as it happens, forcefully bound – who can perform incredible feats of necromancy. He traveled to Russia, and he’s to thank for Kolya’s return to this plane.” He said it softly, sympathetically, like he was sorry to have to explain at all.  
 
    Sasha swallowed once, twice – pushed down a wave of sudden sickness – and then forcibly gathered his wits. It took no small effort, but he could do it. And he must. Beside him, Nikita trembled, already fragile, as Val had said, already hurting, and guilty, and questioning things. This was a blow – this was the sort of thing that couldn’t be comprehended. Sasha had loved Kolya because he’d been pack, but he hadn’t known him like Nikita had, as a childhood friend, as an ally for the long, dark years as a Chekist. It was up to Sasha to be the strong one here, and he would do it.  
 
    He took a breath. “It’s really him? It’s not…” He didn’t want to voice his fear, that this was some poppet made of Kolya’s flesh, its mind nothing but a vehicle for some dark sorcerer.  
 
    “It’s really him,” Val said, nodding, seeming to understand. “From what I understand, it takes some time for a person’s memories to fully return, and some may never be fully themselves again – not as the people in their old lives knew them – but it’s very much him.” 
 
    Face set in grim lines, Fulk eased back, leaving only a single hand on Kolya’s shoulder – he wasn’t trying to get away. “Much as I hate him, Liam’s one of the few necromancers who can perform the full resurrection. He brings back the soul with the body. The whole person.” 
 
    And this Liam – whoever he was – had brought Kolya back, of all people. Not a king, or a president, or some important figure, but Kolya. Their Kolya, the dry, kindhearted, dancer-turned-killer who’d followed a werewolf into terrible battle.   
 
    Sasha could do this. He could.  
 
    “Why Kolya?” he asked, glancing from Fulk, to Val, and back again. “Why him?” 
 
    Fulk sighed, nostrils flaring. “Manipulation. He thought if he offered you your friend, you’d cooperate with him – and with the Institute.” 
 
    Puzzling over machinations was easier than grappling with the knowledge that Kolya was alive – was back from the dead – and that he was lying at their feet. “This Liam works for the Institute?” Did everyone?  
 
    “Not anymore,” Val said. “He works for my brother.” 
 
    A small relief. Sasha’s gaze strayed to Kolya again. He breathed through an open mouth, short, shallow breaths. His gaze was haunted; hard to decipher, awful to look at.  
 
    “Kolya,” Sasha said, pulse pounding. He had to clear his throat. And when he spoke next, he did so in Russian: “Do you remember who I am?” 
 
    “Sasha,” he said, right away. “You have wolves. Real wolves, a whole pack of them.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” A smile touched his mouth, sad with old grief. “I have a pack, though. A two-legged one. My friends: Trina, and Lanny, and Jamie, and Alexei. And Nik.” He slid his hand down to Nikita’s shoulder, where Kolya could see it. “My pack. My mate.” If he was going to explain things to him, he might as well explain them all the way, no hiding, no living in the past, where what he’d felt for Nik had been illegal. 
 
    Kolya’s eyes widened a fraction – Sasha felt Nikita tense – but then he nodded, and some of the stark fright bled out of the scarred face. He nodded.  
 
    “Do you speak English?” Sasha asked, in that language. 
 
    “Mostly.” His voice was rougher than it used to be, and Sasha wondered if there were scars on the inside, too, places where he hadn’t fit back together all the way.  
 
    In the gentlest voice he could manage, Sasha said, “Why are you here?” 
 
    Kolya swallowed, and the motion looked painful. “To find you. You and…” His gaze shifted over. “Nik.” 
 
    Sasha looked to his mate again. Nikita was staring at Kolya with a glazed-over expression. Was he even seeing him? Or was he lost in his head somewhere? 
 
    It was unsettling, seeing Nikita so in need of him. This was far worse than a hunger-induced swoon, or the stubbornness of delaying a feeding. This was a kind of vulnerable that Nik would later be mortified by.  
 
    But it unleashed something warm and tender in Sasha. Something protective. He wanted to reel Nikita into his chest, put arms around him, stroke his hair, and shield him from all of this.  
 
    He settled for sliding an arm around his middle and pulling him closer. Ruffled a hand through his silky dark hair and urged his head down onto his own shoulder. Nikita breathed shallowly, open-mouthed. Sasha could feel and hear the racing of his heart.  
 
    “He didn’t want to stay with the Necromancer,” Val said, his tone hushed, respectful, like he was in church. “We were coming here, so we brought him along. I’ve told him about you – told him what to expect. I imagine seeing you both in the flesh has been a shock, however.” 
 
    Sasha lifted his head, searching out Val’s gaze, knowing his own must have asked a dozen questions. He would comfort and love Nikita, always, but he was at a loss here.  
 
    Val seemed to know it, if the tilt of his head and the angle of his smile were any indication. “I shall be happy to continue providing Mr. Dyomin with lodging. But he’s a free man. If he should wish…” He made an elegant gesture toward Sasha. 
 
    “We’ll take him home,” Nikita said, and sounded almost like himself. “We have a spare bedroom.” 
 
    When Sasha looked at him, Nikita lifted his head and attempted a smile. It was small, pathetic really, and laced with grief. But he was coming back to himself, and Sasha was more than happy to be a shoulder to lean on for however long that process took.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    After several frustrating hours of poring over Institute files, Trina had determined that, for whatever reason, they were hunting and killing the rejected medical study applicants. Or, at least, Gustav was, with the help of the Institute’s feral wolves. And probably Much was right, and the why didn’t matter so much as the bold fact of it. Sometimes people were just awful, and did awful things.  
 
    She sat back with a sigh and reached for her glass. Lanny had wordlessly kept her in beer, and she’d probably had too much at this point, but she didn’t care at the moment.  
 
    On either side of her, Lanny and Will sat up straight, and she lifted her gaze to see that Val, Mia, and another couple were pulling out chairs and settling in across from them.  
 
    “Good evening,” Val said, he smiled, but his voice was tired. “Too late to join you?” 
 
    “Looks like you already did,” Lanny said, without malice. He sounded tired, too.  
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Val said, and his smile grew strained – and then fell away. “My Familiars,” he said, gesturing to the other couple. Both were dark-haired, the girl small and elfin, the man tall, and thin, almost gaunt. He wore his long hair loose, save braids over both ears, and he looked at them without a shred of politeness. 
 
    The girl’s face was more open, though, her eyes big, her mouth soft, her expression curious.  
 
    “The First Baron Strange, Fulk le Strange, and his baroness, the Lady Annabel,” Val said, formally.  
 
    Because that was what Trina’s weird new life was missing: more British peerage.  
 
    “Right,” she said, flatly. “Hi.” She looked at Val. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” He made a face. “We’ve just escorted Nikita and Sasha back home. They’ve had…a bit of a shock, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha locked the front door of their apartment as softly as possible. Now that Val and his wolves were gone, things were almost silent; a bubble of quiet he realized he was afraid to disturb. Kolya hadn’t said anything since the rooftop; he’d let Fulk and Sasha help him to his feet, and then settled into a doll-like state of total compliance, his expression blank, his scent oddly neutral under the smells of what Sasha was coming to realize were the normal smells of someone brought back from the dead.  
 
    Kolya stood now in the center of their living room, and Sasha looked at it through new eyes himself, wondering what Kolya must think of their ratty old comfortable furniture, their mismatched rugs, the splayed-out magazines on the coffee table, everything from TV Guide to Vogue.  
 
    His back was to Nikita, who stood at the edge of the rug, hands clenched into white-knuckled fists at his sides, staring at the back of his old friend’s head. He hadn’t spoken, either.  
 
    Looking at him – aching for him – Sasha felt the sting of tears. He blinked them away, toed off his boots, and went silently to his mate’s side. He took Nikita’s hand in his – still cold, clammy, the palm sweaty from the anxiety coursing through him – and lifted his arm so he could fit himself beneath it. Tucked his head in under Nikita’s chin and put an arm around his waist; the kind of solid embrace that he knew was grounding and comforting. Scented his neck, where he smelled stressed, where his pulse fluttered like a small bird trapped beneath his skin.  
 
    After a moment, Nik let out a deep breath and scented him in return, nosing along the crown of Sasha’s head, breathing audibly through his mouth. His hand tightened on Sasha’s arm, and he held him back, clasped him tightly.  
 
    Kolya turned around and looked a them. Sasha wondered – briefly – if Nikita would try to push him away, distance them. Kolya had been Nik’s friend in a time when it hadn’t been allowed, or even safe, to admit to wanting another man.  
 
    But Nikita had nodded when Sasha called him mate before, on the roof, and if anything, his grip tightened, now. He laid his cheek down on the top of Sasha’s head, and, his voice a half-strangled croak, said, “What are you thinking?” It was a question for Kolya, honest, half-fearful.  
 
    Kolya stared at them a moment, unabashed, unself-conscious. It was so different from the sidelong, darted glances he’d taken before, back when Sasha had first met him. That sense of caution, the innate cunning, hadn’t returned to him yet – if it would at all. “You live here?” he asked. “Together?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sasha answered. “You can stay in our spare room.” His old bedroom; he didn’t care if he ever slept there again.  
 
    Kolya nodded, slowly. “I always thought…” A notch formed between his brows as he frowned. He glanced down at the floor, a moment, brought up a hand to drag through his hair, and push it back off his face. When he glanced at them again, Sasha was struck by the thought that he looked more himself. More aware, and even shy. “You always looked at him,” he said to Nikita. “More than you looked at anyone.” 
 
    Nikita sucked in a breath. “Did that bother you?” He’d aimed for casual, but his voice was all cracks and doubt.  
 
    “No,” Kolya said, right away, and Sasha felt some of Nik’s tension ease. He patted his hip. “I knew you loved him.” 
 
    Nikita’s throat clicked as he swallowed. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You look the same. Both of you.” 
 
    “So do you,” Nikita said.  
 
    Kolya reached up to touch his own face, fingertip finding the silvery line of a scar. “Not really.” His gaze dropped again. “There’s…pieces missing.” 
 
    “They’ll come back,” Sasha said, because he wanted to believe it, badly. “That’s what Val said.” 
 
    Kolya shrugged with one shoulder.  
 
    This was all so strange. So impossible.  
 
    The wolf in him wanted to go to four-legs, herd Nikita onto the bed, and curl up on top of him, keep him safe and warm. He thought he’d settle for feeding him instead.  
 
    He tried to disengage, and Nikita’s grip tightened. “I’m going to make something to eat,” he said, offering Nik a smile when he turned a panicked look on him.  
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Nik said, automatically, gaze flicking back and forth across his face. Don’t leave me, his expression said. It was the most openly needy he’d ever been, and it broke Sasha’s heart.  
 
    He touched his face, cupped his clammy cheek and thumbed along the sharp bone. “It’s alright,” he murmured. “You should eat. Sit down.” Nik let himself be urged to the sofa and pushed gently down on it. Sasha kissed the top of his head before he turned to Kolya. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Kolya looked like he didn’t understand the question.  
 
    “It’s okay, I’m cooking. Sit down.” He waited until Kolya had sank down to the edge of the recliner, and turned on the TV; found something mindless to provide soft background noise, and left the volume on low.  
 
    Alone in the kitchen, his pulse hammered in his temples, and he felt a sudden swell of nausea. Just stress, fear, confusion. His adrenaline was wearing off, and he had to be the solid one here, the one wo knew what to say and do. 
 
    He very nearly called Trina, just to hear a concerned voice, just to beg, shamelessly, for help.  
 
    Instead, he made bacon and toast, because it was fast and easy, heaped it all on the plate, and juggled three cans of soda in the crook of his other arm.  
 
    They were just as he’d left them, sitting across from one another, both their gazes fixed on the coffee table, the glossy magazine covers bright in the lamplight. A sad tableau, softer, safer than the scene in the clearing, the blood and char on the snow, that had haunted him for decades: less horrifying…but no less tragic.  
 
    Sasha set the food on the table, and opened all three sodas, settled them on coasters. He sat down next to Nikita and handed him a piece of toast. Nikita looked at it a long moment – like he was being offered something unpleasant – before finally taking it. If he took one bite of it, it would be a small miracle.  
 
    Sasha caught Kolya’s eye – he was peering up through his lashes, a little like he used to, long ago – and smiled as reassuringly as he could. “Are you hungry?” he asked again. “I’m not the best cook, but it’s hard to screw up bacon, and it’s always tasty.” 
 
    Kolya hesitated, but his gaze went to the food, the wet shine of grease on the black-edged bacon. Slowly, he leaned forward and took a piece between careful fingertips. It soothed a bit of Sasha’s tension when he took a bite – and then another, hunger obviously awakened by the crunchy-salty-savory taste.  
 
    The quiet between them all was not the quiet of easy companionship, and Sasha realized he couldn’t stand it.  
 
    There were no safe topics of conversation; no small talk to possibly be made. Kolya hadn’t been away on business; they hadn’t been separated by jobs or circumstances. He’d been dead. There was no sense, Sasha reasoned, treating that like something forbidden and unspoken.  
 
    “So you speak English,” he said. 
 
    Nikita sucked in a breath and said, “Sashka.”  
 
    Later, Sasha would tell him that he sounded like a scandalized old woman. Secretly, he was thrilled to hear Nikita sounding more like himself.  
 
    “And well, too,” he continued, smiling at Kolya. “Who taught you?” 
 
    Kolya swallowed the last bite of bacon and reached for a slice of toast. “Liam,” he said, voice less stilted, more normal. “He speaks every language, I think. He knows lots of things.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Sasha said, and felt Nikita’s elbow in his ribs. His grin widened. “What’s he like? He’s a mage. Is he like Philippe?” 
 
    He wondered, belatedly, if Kolya would remember the kindly-seeming man with the graying hair and the fur coat who’d introduced all of them to the supernatural.  
 
    But Kolya frowned, and shook his head, and chased toast with a long swallow of Coke. He didn’t react to the taste of the drink, so he’d had it before, then. Val had been introducing him to modern things – even as he encountered them for the first time himself, it seemed. “No, not like him. He’s young. Or.” He made a considering face. “He looks young. Like you two.” 
 
    Sasha had known that mages were immortal, and always wondered why Philippe had looked like an older man, and not like someone in the prime of life, as had all the vampires he’d met.  
 
    “He’s very…” Kolya continued, considering. “Proper. And charming. A little bit like Val. But not.” He frowned.  
 
    Charismatic, Sasha deduced, but perhaps less genuine. Philippe had been built of lies; he wondered if all mages were, even if he’d liked little Red.  
 
    “He has the fire,” Kolya said, and motioned with his free hand, fingers up and splayed, like an opening flower – or a forming ball of flame. “But not the little shit Philippe did,” he said, reverting to Russian, almost sneering. “He’s strong.” 
 
    “He’d have to be,” Sasha said, quietly, “to bring someone back to life.” 
 
    Nikita went rigid beside him. 
 
    Kolya didn’t, though. He nodded, and sighed, brows knitted, like he was struggling with memories. “I don’t understand how it works. How is that possible? But.” His gaze came to Sasha, intense, suddenly. “I saw you turn into a wolf. So I guess anything’s possible.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Sasha agreed, filled with wonder again. With doubt, and fear, and a dozen questions that might never be answered. They were all of them in this room the products of strange magic; of forces thought unbelievable by most.  
 
    Nikita leaned forward, suddenly. When Sasha glanced over, he found his expression to be tense, focused, his gaze trained on Kolya. “Kolya, listen.” Low and serious.  
 
    Oh no, Sasha thought. This was too much, too soon. But Nikita had never been one for casual.  
 
    “You were raised for a reason,” Nikita said, swallowing hard, gulping. “They were going to use you against us. But that isn’t going to happen anymore. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to anymore, okay? You’re free. No one will force you to fight another war.” 
 
    Sasha laid a hand on his arm. “We don’t have to talk about war now,” he said, meaning it for both of them.  
 
    Kolya didn’t visibly react. 
 
    But Nikita flinched; his jaw was clenched tight, tendons visible through the skin.  
 
    “Darling,” Sasha murmured. “You should try to eat–” 
 
    Nikita surged to his feet. He looked down at the piece of toast in his hand, crushed now, and dropped it back onto the plate with a look of disgust. “I don’t want to eat,” he snapped, and headed for the kitchen.  
 
    Sasha sighed and sent an apologetic glance toward Kolya, who was reacting now, frowning again, his gaze following Nikita.  
 
    “He’s still like that?” he asked.  
 
    Sasha couldn’t contain the smile that pulled at his mouth. “Oh, yes. He still passes out sometimes, too.” 
 
    Kolya scoffed, shook his head. 
 
    A quick glance proved that Nikita had gone into the kitchen for the vodka, but stood frozen now in front of the open fridge, one hand propping it open, the other curled heedless around the bottle. He stared at Kolya, frozen, like an animal caught in a snare.  
 
    Sasha chuckled – he couldn’t help it – and looked back to Kolya. “He did it right on the street a few days ago. I had to drag him down to the pub and pour vodka in him until he came around.” 
 
    “Christ,” Kolya muttered, and he sounded like himself. Like the unimpressed, knife-wielding agent he’d been so long ago; a bored comment and the tiniest frown and an eye roll for the captain he was trying to keep from falling on his face in the middle of a dangerous op. “He’s had a death wish since he was born, I think. First it was Dima who kept him alive, then me, and now you. And you for a century.” The last he said like an apology, gaze strikingly earnest.  
 
    Sasha wanted to laugh. Delighted, triumphant. Kolya was alive, and Kolya was himself, and he’d failed his pack in that clearing, back then, but here was a chance to make up for some of it. To atone with one member, at least. To provide safety, shelter, and love to someone who needed it badly.  
 
    But things were so new, so tentative. And Nikita was standing there, letting the inside of the fridge get too warm, and it was up to Sasha to keep his head.  
 
    “It’s not such a bad job,” he told Kolya with a wink. “Definitely worth it.” 
 
    Kolya grinned at him, just for a moment, spare and with obvious effort. And then his face went slowly slack again. He took a breath, and a furrow appeared on his brow; his gaze drew inward, and he reached up to massage his forehead.  
 
    “Do you have a headache?” Sasha asked, alarmed suddenly. Did it physically hut? The cascade of returning memories? Was the strain too great? 
 
    “No. It’s…it feels normal, almost. For a bit. Like it’s still then, and I didn’t miss anything. Like I know you.” His gaze, when he lifted it, implored Sasha to understand. “But then…I don’t, again. I don’t…it’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “I think you’re explaining just fine,” Sasha said. 
 
    The fridge door finally shut with a quiet clap, and Nik’s footfalls retreated to the bedroom. That door shut, too, a moment later.  
 
    Sasha took a deep breath and forced a smile on the exhale. “Come on and I’ll show you where you can sleep.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita wasn’t proud of himself. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been, really, but tonight felt like a new low.  
 
    He lay on his side on the bed, the vodka untouched on the nightstand, struggling to draw a deep breath, fighting the black spots that crowded at the edges of his vision. He shivered, cold down to his bones. If he sat up, he thought he might be sick or pass out.  
 
    He listened to the low murmur of voices in the room next door as Sasha showed Kolya where to sleep, and where to find clean towels in the bathroom, and offered him some old sweats. Asked if he wanted a glass of water to put beside his bed.  
 
    Sasha was being so good about this. Was being a proper host, and a friend. Wasn’t falling apart, shaking and sweating and unable to even stand upright.  
 
    Back on the roof, it had been numb disbelief; the detachment had carried him past the necessary declaration that they would take Kolya with them; had gotten them home and in the house. But then it had really started to sink in: Kolya was alive, was in New York, was in their apartment, back from the dead. And Nikita was… 
 
    Nikita was falling apart.  
 
    The last few days had been one shock after the next. The tectonic plates of his foundation had shifted, thoughts spinning too fast, adrenaline flooding his system again and again, too fast to tamp down, too much to ignore.  
 
    He was going into shock – purely emotional shock – and he was ashamed, but he was also helpless to prevent it.  
 
    He heard shuffling out in the apartment, and the shower cutting on. Sasha’s light step came to the door, and he slipped inside near-silently. Kolya was showering, and that meant they had a few moments of total privacy, for whatever that was worth.  
 
    Sasha undressed – quiet slide of fabric – and came to sit on the side of the bed in his underwear, right by Nik’s head. He raked gentle fingers through Nikita’s hair, and hummed a few low bars of a song Nik probably should have recognized, but didn’t. Sasha was the music lover of the two of them; case after case of old CDs and cassette tapes were stowed under the bed in the other room, rap, and rock, and pop, and big band.  
 
    “Sorry,” Nikita croaked.  
 
    Sasha clucked his tongue and climbed up higher on the bed, so his back was to the headboard. He urged Nikita’s head into his lap, and Nik put an arm around his waist, holding on tight – too tight.  
 
    Sasha didn’t seem to care. He went back to petting his hair, with both hands now. “Don’t be sorry,” he said lightly.  
 
    “I’m not–” 
 
    “I know.” His touch moved down Nikita’s neck, massaging at the tension there. “It’s okay.”  
 
    Nik’s eyes burned, and he pulled in deep breaths, his face mashed to Sasha’s bare leg, breathing in the familiar, comforting, beloved scent of him. He wanted to apologize again; to explain the chaos in his brain, the way it was attacking his body and rendering him useless. He wanted to talk about how unbelievable it was that any of this was happening. He wanted them to discuss what they’d do next, how they’d help Kolya. There were a thousand fears and questions he wanted to voice. 
 
    But all he said was, “I love you.” Voice small and choked.  
 
    “I love you, too,” Sasha said back. Warm, honest, easy. Comforting.  
 
    He kept stroking Nikita’s head and neck, and, finally, blessedly, he fell asleep like that.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    34 
 
      
 
    Fulk’s hand on the door prevented Val from shutting it. The baron’s face was a too-thin, too-tight mask of conflicting emotions, and he’d settled on anger to serve as the façade for all of them, dark brows slanted over sparking eyes.  
 
    Val could have sent a hard shove through their bond and forced him away, to his own room. Could have barked a command. But he didn’t want to do that. His wolves sat like comforting weights in the back of his mind, grounding him in a way he hadn’t expected, and Fulk’s anger, he knew, without question – because he could feel his intentions – was all about worry, and even, though he wasn’t ready to admit to it, a kind of love. The love a wolf would feel for a new alpha packmate. The love of a Familiar for a master. He didn’t want to feel it, but it was there all the same, and Val meant to nurture it; to show his new charges that he could be trusted. He could feel the old, badly-healed wounds left by a previous master, and he didn’t want to give Fulk a single reason to feel the same way about him.  
 
    “Sweet Fulk,” he said, and Fulk flinched like he’d been struck. He stood fast, though, hand still braced on the door. “I assure you we’ll be quite alright until morning. Go and seek your bed, and your mate. I’ll see you in the morning.” He softened the words with a smile.  
 
    Fulk’s lips pressed together until they turned white. He breathed out harshly through his nose. He looked very put-out – but his eyes glimmered with true distress. He was warring with himself about this. He didn’t want to feel this kind of responsibility, poor thing.  
 
    Val reached through the gap in the door and touched his face, a gentle brush of knuckles down his cheek. Fulk’s jaw flexed but he didn’t pull away. Val did it again, and then the wolf’s eyes fluttered to half-mast, and he leaned into the slight pressure.  
 
    “It’s alright, darling,” Val murmured. “I know you’re tired. I’ll call for you if I need you.” 
 
    Fulk took another sharp breath…and relaxed all at once on the exhale, shoulders slumping, lips parting. “Alright,” he said softly.  
 
    Val cupped his cheek, one last caress, before he pulled back, and eased the door shut. This time, Fulk let it happen, and a moment later Val heard the door of the neighboring suite open and close.  
 
    He turned around and stood with his back to the door a moment, gaze going to Mia.  
 
    She was fresh from the shower, wearing one of the hotel’s fluffy white robes, bare feet folded beneath her. He loved the glimpse of the red polish on her toes, that hint she was still doing small, domestic things from her previous life, even amidst all this upheaval. He’d seen her sitting with Annabel, taking turns lacquering one another’s nails and talking quietly together. He knew they were fond of each other; he was unspeakably glad that his Familiar had been a package deal, that Mia had a female companion. She’d been so lonely before, when she was human, though she wouldn’t admit that aloud.  
 
    Her hair was damp, and she was braiding it carefully and tightly, just like she’d braided her horse’s tail. Her expression, though, was thoughtful. Wistful. Perhaps sad, even.  
 
    She tied off the braid with one of those clever elastics modern people used, and turned to him, a faint smile touching her mouth. She picked the comb up off the bed beside her. “Want me to do yours?” 
 
    “Please.” He went and sat cross-legged on the floor at the foot of the bed, a shiver of anticipation moving up his back. He’d always loved having his hair played with; he loved it even more when it was someone he trusted and adored doing it. Mother, Vlad, Arslan, and now his Mia.  
 
    “Any requests?” she asked, dragging the comb through the heavy, damp length of it.  
 
    It still struck him with the force of a punch sometimes, the knowledge that he could make requests. That he could show a preference; that he could ask for something, even something as small as a particular kind of braid. He shivered again, a giddy thrill, and, whatever you feel like turned to, “French, please. Off my face for sleeping.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, easily, and started combing it apart into tidy bunches. Her nails scraped gently against his scalp, and her legs were warm and soft where they bracketed his shoulders, and before long, he found his eyes sliding shut, a sound like a purr building deep in his throat.  
 
    She’d been working in silence for a spell, the tight plait along the top of his head providing a kind of pressure on his scalp that could, if he thought about it too much, stir his cock to hardness, when Mia said, “You kissed him.” 
 
    He went cold all over.  
 
    Her hands had stilled, so he pulled gently loose from her grip – he felt the braid begin to slide apart, a slow unraveling – and twisted around to face her, his forearms folded over her thighs. His pulse throbbed a moment, and his breath shivered in his lungs, and he felt like a boy again, standing draped in jewels and silks in front of his brother, when Vlad had first smelled sex and Mehmet on him both at once.  
 
    But, even though Mia wore a concerned look, brows knitted, she didn’t look like Vlad had – didn’t look contemptuous, or disgusted. Hurt, though. Betrayed, but working hard to keep from showing it.  
 
    He slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her up snug against his chest, head tipped back so he could look at her face. “Darling.” He’d always had words for manipulation; honeyed lies to keep from being whipped, to bend his tormentors to his will. But he didn’t know if he had the honest words to explain this to her. “I won’t lie to you.” It hurt to swallow, his throat suddenly tight. “I did. But not as an act of passion.” 
 
    She stared at him, unblinking, expression unchanged.  
 
    He swallowed again, and felt cold sweat break out on the back of his neck. “It was the only – the best – way I could think to show him what I meant. He’s so stubborn and bullheaded about Sasha, and I thought a little nudge…” In hindsight, offering to ride his cock had been a ridiculous embellishment.  
 
    “A nudge,” she echoed, voice flat.  
 
    “Yes, well, I…” His hands curled to fists at the small of her back, and he forced them smooth, swept them back and forth across the little twin dimples in her skin there, palpable even beneath the fabric of the robe.  
 
    Whore, Vlad’s voice said in his mind. His voice as it had been centuries ago, when his lip had curled in a sneer and he’d rejected him out of hand. 
 
    He closed his eyes a moment, and took a deep breath. Vlad had never thought that, he reminded himself. Vlad had pushed him away on purpose, trying to protect him, but he’d never thought Val a whore. Not really…and maybe Mia wouldn’t… 
 
    He felt a touch on his face, and opened his eyes. Mia settled her hand gently against his cheek, and her expression softened. Purely concerned, now. “Sweetie.” Her voice was low and gentle, and he realized, with a start, that it was the voice he’d heard her use with spooked horses. “Vlad said something to me, back at the mansion. Something about – what you’d been through.” The last she put delicately.  
 
    He suppressed a shiver. “What did he tell you? Exactly?” 
 
    “Nothing specific.” A small mercy. “But I got the impression that there was…a lot of stuff…done against your will.” Delicate, again, if awkward.  
 
    “I was raped,” he said, and only afterward heard how coarse it sounded, laying it out like that. He pushed a grin across his face, felt his fangs elongate. He laughed. “Did he tell you that? That I was the favorite pet of a sultan? You should have seen me in all my sapphires and diamonds.” He tossed his head, and the rest of his braid fell out, hair sliding over his shoulders, onto her bare legs.  
 
    He thought she’d recoil – maybe he intended it – but she only frowned.  
 
    “I was glorious,” he went on, his voice going wilder, more dramatic. “The envy of the whole Ottoman court. Even the Romanian princes wanted me – Corvinus. Ha! He wanted to give me two swords, you know, one steel and one flesh.” Another laugh, brittle, too high. His vision was blurring, but he couldn’t stop. She needed to hear this. His mate, he’d introduced her to everyone. And she was, dear, and lovely, and his, and totally ignorant of what he was, what he’d been.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter what a man thinks he prefers,” he said. “Given enough time, the right tilt of a head, the flex of a leg. A little coy look.” He gave her one; the best he could do while bubbling with manic energy, and had to glance away, because her pity threatened to choke him. “Even in captivity – maybe especially, then – I could always lure someone in. Guards, princes, scientists. Everyone but Cicero – but oh, did I try. Gods, I tried. Those early days, when he had me in silver fetters, keeping me in a cave like some kind of animal. If he would just let me go, I told him. All I wanted was to die; I’d even let him swing the sword, and I’d make it worth his while, first. ‘My brother’s cold as a frozen lake,’ I said, ‘but come touch me, I’m warm.’ I thought he might, finally. But he just sobbed all over me, begging me to tell him what I’d done with Vlad. I wouldn’t, of course. Vlad needed to be kept out of the fray for a while, and that stupid wolf would only get him tangled in another war. The torture started in earnest the next morning. I suppose he hated that I’d seen him so vulnerable…” 
 
    He hadn’t thought of Cicero in centuries, but twice now he’d recalled him. His fury, his sorrow. The bite of steel and silver in his own flesh; the awful wetness of his tears, sliding hot beneath Val’s collar.  
 
    “Val,” Mia said. She touched his face again, turned his head back so their gazes met. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Ha! What are you sorry for? It wasn’t you who did any of that.” 
 
    “No, but I’m sorry it happened to you. I’m sorry–” Her breath caught, and she swallowed, and her jaw firmed. Collecting herself.  “The first time that we – when we were together. That first night. You seemed–” 
 
    He could feel the way his face blanched.  
 
    “–no, no, baby, it’s not – you seemed nervous, and I just wanted…” 
 
    He laughed again – only it turned into a dry sob, and he laid his face down on her thigh, unable to look at her while she was saying these things.  
 
    She fell silent a moment, and raked her fingers through his hair, nails scratching soothingly along his scalp.  
 
    He had to say something. She was trying, but his past – he – was too awful a subject to be broached by someone who was wholesome and good. Someone who’d never gotten on their knees for a captor in exchange for a little more food. 
 
    “Every time I’ve touched you,” he finally gritted out, “it’s been because I wanted to. I hope you’ll do me the courtesy to at least tell the truth if the same isn’t true for you. Or if you regret what–” 
 
    “Val.” Her hands never wavered, smoothing his hair along his crown, off his face. “I’ve wanted to touch you since the night you appeared in my living room. Everything between us has been consensual. Everything.” She sounded relieved. Leaned down, and pressed a soft kiss to his temple. Just that light brush brought tears to his eyes, and he closed them tight against the burn. “I don’t ever want to make you uncomfortable. You can always tell me no. You can tell me anything.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “I know things won’t be easy. I didn’t expect them to be.” 
 
    He let out a shaky breath. “I kissed him so he would see. So he would know that there’s a difference between lust and love, and so he’d see which one he feels, that it’s love, and that love isn’t a bad thing.” 
 
    Silence a beat. “Do you think lust is bad?” 
 
    “It can be.” He shifted a fraction, so he could peer up at her face from the corner of his eye. “Does it bother you? That I’ve been with men?” 
 
    “No,” she said immediately, and his belly unclenched a fraction. Her expression was hard to gauge, her gaze indrawn, her lower lip caught between her teeth, point of one fang winking in the lamplight.  
 
    “I’m attracted to men and women equally,” he said. Didn’t add, I’ve been raped by them both equally, too. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No,” again. Then: “But…I wonder if…if I’m enough–” 
 
    Val surged to his feet, surprising her, and herded her backward across the bed so he could kneel on the mattress in front of her. Catch her face in both hands and hold her still, hold her gaze to his. “No. Mia. Darling, no, don’t ever think that.” He was trembling, and her eyes were huge. “It isn’t like that. It isn’t a competition.” 
 
    “How could I even compete?” she asked, forlornly. “Everyone here: princes, and soldiers, and historians, and they’re all beautiful, and worldly, and I’m just this poor sick human that you–” 
 
    He kissed her to hush her. A simple press of lips to lips, but he tried to push all of his fervor into it; all his feeling, jumbled and wild as it was. His head was a wreck – but he knew exactly what he felt for Mia, and it was unwavering, incomparable.  
 
    He pulled back, and rested their foreheads together, wanting to be connected in any way possible, her cheeks soft and warm in his palms, their breath mingling. “Mia. My sweet darling. Please don’t think of it like that. I can’t – I’ve never had this before. It’s never been good, and right, and easy like this before. Like I’m drowning, and it’s good, and I want more of it.” 
 
    She pulled back, so he could see her eyes, the tears glimmering checked at their corners. Her smile came lopsided and tremulous. “You could have that with Sasha.” 
 
    “But I don’t want Sasha. Sasha’s like my little brother. Like a son. You are my mate.” 
 
    “I was jealous, today,” she said, lashes sweeping down. “Watching you with him. I shouldn’t have been, I tried not to be…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, don’t be sorry. You feel what you feel.” They were talking, and even if it was painful, it was wonderful, because he’d never had this, either. This open communication with a lover, admissions and awkwardness and tears. It was glorious. “I’m too affectionate. I’m too free with touching and kissing.” 
 
    “No, but that’s one of the things I love about you. I love how sweet you are. That you’re so open like that.” 
 
    They regarded one another, gazes tear-bright, full of hopeless affection. When he smiled, she echoed it.  
 
    Mia said, “Too bad there aren’t any self-help books on ‘What To do When You Become a Vampire and Jump Into a Committed Relationship All At Once.’” 
 
    He blinked. “There are books about that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Well, not the vampire part. But self-help, yes.” 
 
    “Being a vampire after so long as a human is strange,” he apologized. 
 
    “But good strange, mostly,” she said. “I like the way…” She hesitated.  
 
    He let his hands trail down her throat, and shoulders, her arms. Took her hands in both of his and pulled them up to his chest, pressed them to his beating heart. She relaxed immediately.  
 
    “See, like that,” she said. “The way I can sense things. The way being near you makes everything better. I like the way I can sense your emotions and intentions when we’re – together.” 
 
    “Together in bed?” he asked, with an eyebrow waggle that left her chuckling. 
 
    “All the time – but in bed, yeah, especially then.” She blushed adorably. “When we’re together and I can feel that you want it just as badly as me, and it’s like we can anticipate what the other one needs. God, who could go back to regular sex after that? I can feel how much you want me sometimes,” she said, some of her self-consciousness fading, her pupils expanding. “It’s incredible.” 
 
    “It is.” He’d always been able to feel his lovers’ wants, their urgency, read their emotions…even when those emotions were dark and harmful.  
 
    “I guess there are times when that isn’t a perk, is it?” she guessed, reading him. 
 
    He offered a smile. “Right.” 
 
    Silence fell, but it wasn’t loaded this time. Contemplative. Val berated himself for doing a poor job as shepherd to a newly-turned vampire.  
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve neglected you.” 
 
    “Pfft, you haven’t neglected me.” She sounded scandalized by the idea.  
 
    “No, I’ve been a poor mate. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Val.” Her hands tightened on his. “Maybe I’m a new vampire, but you’re new as a free man. This isn’t easy on you.” 
 
    “It isn’t easy on either of us,” he corrected, softly. 
 
    “No.” She offered a small, hopeful smile. “Maybe we should cut ourselves some slack, huh?” 
 
    “Maybe so.” 
 
    She leaned forward, and let go of his hands so she could put her arms around his neck.  
 
    He hadn’t realized, until then, that he’d feared she might not embrace him again. At least not tonight, not with him smelling like another vampire’s kiss, not after all his ugly admissions. He held her back, tightly, gratefully.  
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered, and he felt a pang, because he should have been the one reassuring her. “Want me to redo your hair?” she asked when she pulled back, a brave expression pinned in place, like she’d determined to cheerfully push past what they’d discussed.  
 
    An expression for which he was immediately thankful. “Please.” He slid back to the floor and presented her with his back, already anticipating the drag of her nails. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He dream-walked that night. Not intentionally, at first. He went to sleep with his head tucked close to Mia’s on the same pillow, his arms around her, but when he drifted off, and opened his eyes to the astral plane, he decided, on impulse, to go and find his brother.  
 
    Vlad was at Blackmere Manor, in a room paneled with dark wood, dominated by a massive desk, three chairs, and a low sofa. Tall, mullioned windows with the drapes corded back let in moonlight, and several lamps burned; a fire crackled in the grate, low and in need of feeding. Vlad – dressed in modern clothes, a plain black shirt, and pants, the clunky boots the guards wore – paced back and forth in front of the fireplace, hands clasped behind his back, hair loose on his shoulders, furrow between his dark brows.  
 
    On the other side of the desk, slumped down rather inelegantly in a chair, was the Necromancer, the mage Liam Price, his red hair wild like he’d finger-combed it, his shirt open at the throat, eyes underlined with heavy, dark bags like bruises. Fulk had described the injuries he’d suffered at Vlad’s hand. He was an immortal, and so he’d healed, but he wasn’t done healing; he looked exhausted and sick.  
 
    He was speaking when Val materialized in the room, his sharply-accented voice fuzzed at the edges with exhaustion.  
 
    “…it makes sense,” he was saying, eyes burning feverish, hand thumping the arm of the chair as he was gripped by strong emotion. “It goes all the way back to his origins; to the founding. The triumvirate–” 
 
    “Ah, talking of Rome?” Val asked, and Liam nearly fell out of his chair he startled so hard.  
 
    Vlad simply came to a halt, lifted his head, brow smoothing, and said, “Brother.” 
 
    Val dipped his head. His brother the prince, the leader, the more dominant of the two. An old, courtly gesture that came naturally, unbidden. “Vladimir.” He used their mother’s chosen name for him, and offered a sincere smile afterward.  
 
    Gods, but it was good to see him. To see him awake, and whole, and healthy, and not hating him.  
 
    One corner of Vlad’s mouth twitched, the faintest ghost of a smile. And then he frowned. “I thought you would be well away.” 
 
    I thought you were safe, his expression said. I gave you leave to escape. 
 
    Oh, Vlad. “I am,” Val assured. “We made it to New York. To our friends.” 
 
    Vlad snorted. “Your friends.” 
 
    “Captain Baskin sends his regards,” Val said, grinning. 
 
    Vlad grinned back, all teeth, dark eyes glinting. “Do him a favor and show him how to wield a knife properly.” 
 
    “I intend to. Though, I think Mr. Dyomin should prove a good tutor.” 
 
    Vlad grunted in an agreeing way. “He’s not bad. For a mortal.” Scarce had so splendid a compliment been offered by Vlad Tepes.  
 
    “Ahem.” Liam cleared his throat delicately. When Val glanced his way, he found the mage sitting up straighter in his chair, an attempt at charm plastered across his tired, pale face. “Greetings, your grace. To what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Val turned back to his brother. “Vlad, he’s totally cowed. He looks sick. What have you done to the poor man?” 
 
    Vlad’s gaze sparkled. But his tone was low and flat when he said, “A forced binding. But necessary.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Liam tried. And was ignored.  
 
    “I still can’t quite believe it,” Val said. “You with a mage. How did you keep yourself from breaking his neck and being done with it?” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Vlad told his Familiar. He turned back to Val, and drew himself upright, shoulders thrown back. Uh-oh, Val thought. That was the face of a warrior about to charge into battle. “He’s boastful and foolhardy, but he does know things. He has certain…powers.” The last he said distastefully, lip curling. The fact that he’d sent Kolya with them spoke to an unadmitted sympathy Vlad carried for the revenant, and a disgust for the man who’d dared to raise the dead. Did he think of Father? Val wondered. Or Mircea? Could a necromancer have raised a vampire from bone and ash?  
 
    It didn’t bear thinking about.  
 
    “Better the enemy you know,” Vlad continued. “He’s safer bound to me than allowed loose, and more useful alive than dead.” 
 
    Liam sighed. “I am no one’s enemy.” 
 
    Vlad turned to him – but did not silence him, his harsh look a kind of invitation.  
 
    When no orders were given, Liam looked to Val. “How is Mr. Dyomin?” 
 
    “Do you care?” Val asked, half-affronted, half-curious. “You didn’t bring him back for his own well-being.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m not a monster.” He glanced between them – between both their disapproving gazes. “Oh, no more a monster than either of you! I intended to use him as bargaining chip, yes, but that doesn’t mean I wanted him to suffer.” 
 
    “How could a man brought back from the dead help but suffer?” Vlad asked.  
 
    Liam turned a cold, defensive gaze on his master. “If I say that ‘sacrifices must be made,’ will you, of all people, lecture me otherwise?” When Vlad didn’t respond, he continued: “I think what you gentlemen fail to realize is that this war, as it stands, will require the participation of a great many strong soldiers, and as someone who’s spent centuries moving through immortal circles, I can readily say there aren’t many of you. Why else would I have allowed this place to grow my children?” he asked, growing heated. “Why would I have ever come here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Val said. “Why did you? Because as far as I can tell, this war everyone keeps on about is a mortal problem, and not one that bothers me or mine.” 
 
    “Yes, but you live in the mortal world,” Liam said, brows lifting, as if he’d struck a blow. “We all do. I don’t think either of you want to continue forward in a world in which the entire population is made up of your uncle’s…creations.” 
 
    Vlad sighed. “We’re fighting the war. I’m fighting the war.” He sent Liam a quelling glance, and to Val said, “He keeps going on about emperors.” 
 
    In the silence afterward, Val realized it was in invitation to explanation.  
 
    Liam seemed to realize it too, and twisted in his chair so he faced Val fully. “Three is the magic number,” he said, and resituated himself, got comfortable; his voice shifted to one of narration. Like a storyteller getting arranged before a fire and a rapt audience. “Immortals of all kinds existed before the birth of the twins Romulus and Remus, before the founding of Rome. Doubtless. But concrete information of any kind is difficult to find.” 
 
    “Our mother is a Viking,” Vlad said, flatly.  
 
    “And, oh, what I wouldn’t give to speak with her,” Liam continued. “But in her absence, I do what I can. And, given our main threat at the moment – the threat we’ve seen since the founding of Rome – is your uncle. It’s him, and his power, and his legacy, and all things pertaining to him with which we must concern ourselves.” 
 
    “And the number three?” Val said, just to get a rise out of the mage, which he did. 
 
    Liam bristled, and reached to smooth his hair with one pale, shaking hand. “There are three kinds of immortals: vampire, wolf, mage. And prior to Caesar Augustus’s rule, there were three leaders of Rome: the triumvirate.”  
 
    “There was also a kingdom and a republic before,” Vlad pointed out, dryly, “and emperors who ruled alone after.” 
 
    Liam made a frustrated noise. “Yes. But. The triumvirate is a Roman concept; a source of historic Roman power. Just as the triumvirate of vampire, wolf, and mage is a source of immortal power. Rome was an empire unlike any other; powerful, monolithic, destructive, indomitable, just as your uncle means to be. And, over the course of history, there have been three Romes.” He looked straight to Val, then. “You’ve fought outside the walls of one of them.” 
 
    Suddenly, Val didn’t feel like teasing anymore. He swallowed. “Constantinople goes by another name now. Belongs to another nation.” 
 
    “Constantinople,” Liam pressed on, eyes glinting with a new light, leaning forward in his chair, “was the second Rome. There was Rome, Italy, and Constantinople – now Istanbul, as you well know – and then there was Moscow, the third Rome. 
 
    “Your uncle is the birth of Rome, and he is our enemy. There are three immortals, a bond of all three kinds to make the greatest kind of power, and there are three Romes. I think it will take an emperor from each Rome, and his own triumvirate, to push back against the darkness that threatens to overtake us.” 
 
    “A theory,” Vlad said, dismissive.  
 
    “Yes, but look at it,” Liam said, turning to him. “Look at the coincidence. We have, within our grasp, heirs of all three empires, known and available to us just as Romulus’s threat re-emerges. That can be no coincidence.” He was pleading, desperate.  
 
    “You think it was fate?” Val asked, and, internally, he felt as though he were shrinking. Sound seem to come down a tunnel, and though he knew he went clammy with sweat back in his body, tossing and fretful, the sensations were only a buzzing on his periphery – much like the day he’d watched Constantine fall, and known his body was being beaten by soldiers back in his tent. 
 
    Constantine… 
 
    “Wait,” he said, voice cracking, and Vlad sent a sharp glance his way. “You said heirs – what heirs? Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “There’s Alexei Romanov,” Liam said. “He’s the last heir of Russia. I had no idea he’d lived, that he was even…” His expression went terrifyingly excited. He let out a breath, shook his head, and said, “Though faint, and often doubted by history, dulled by the generations, Alexei carries within his blood the blood of the emperor Constantine. He is of the stock of Muscovites who declared themselves the third Rome. 
 
    “As for Constantinople.” His gaze sharpened on Val. “The last emperor died childless…though he bore a great, paternal affection for a boy who visited him for years. A little Romanian boy with golden hair, who wished to save him…” 
 
    The head rolling toward him, the bloody stump of the neck. Black curls and open, sightless eyes, and a slack mouth. A face beloved…and dead.  
 
    Suddenly, Vlad was in front of him, hands hovering as if he meant to grasp his shoulders. “Brother,” he said, stern, but helpless.  
 
    “I’m fine.” Val sucked in a breath. Over Vlad’s shoulder, he sent the mage a glare. “Don’t speak to me of him. You weren’t there. You don’t know.”  
 
    “I don’t say this to wound you,” Liam said, head inclining to an apologetic angle. “But we can’t allow delicate feelings–” 
 
    “Delicate feelings?” Val asked. 
 
    “…to interfere with facts, in these instances. You, Valerian, are the closest thing that exists to an heir of old Constantinople – and are of the true Roman blood, besides. It’s a good fit – a better fit than we could have hoped for, to be honest.” 
 
    Val reeled a little, physically dizzy. He felt like he’d been punched, all the air abandoning his lungs in a sharp gust.  
 
    “Which would leave you, your grace,” Liam continued, turning to Vlad, true deference in his voice now. Even if he thought himself superior, Vlad was his bonded master, and that carried considerable weight. “To serve as the emperor of Ancient Rome.” 
 
    “By default,” Vlad said flatly.  
 
    “By birthright. Your uncle, the first king, sired no offspring that lived. By every law of succession, his oldest living nephew would inherit his title.” 
 
    Vlad’s expression didn’t change, save the slightest upward tick of one brow. “So you’d have three Roman emperors. What then?” 
 
    “Together, you’d defeat Romulus, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Vlad echoed, mocking. “Or I could simply continue forward with my own plans, kill him myself, and my brother and the Romanov boy don’t have to get dragged into any of it.” 
 
    Val was aware of his brother glancing his way, and frowning. He said something – his name, Val thought. But he was removed from the scene; the astral plane tugged at him, as he wrestled through a veiling of old cobwebs; as the past rushed up around him, flickering at the edges of his vision like candle flames. As he remembered the warm, soft chuckle of the reluctant emperor he’d called friend. Who’d wanted to embrace him, and comfort him, when Val was just a stupid, sobbing, spectral child standing in the middle of his study.  
 
    His heir? How could that be true in any capacity? How could anyone look at him, the sly-tongued golden whore, and call him emperor?  
 
    “Valerian,” Vlad said, low, firm, and right in front of him.  
 
    Val blinked, and his brother’s face filled his field of vision, close enough to see the lines that bracketed his mouth and eyes, grooves worn by worry that had no place on an immortal’s face. Vlad had worried enough for all eternity in his tenure as mortal ruler of Wallachia.  
 
    Val took a breath. “I’m alright.” But he could tell that, back in his hotel room, his body was trembling in Mia’s arms.  
 
    Vlad shifted, like he almost reached for him again, but remembered at the last second. Val wanted, almost desperately, to be here in the flesh. To feel Vlad’s strong arms go around him, to press his face into his brother’s neck, breathe him in, and be reminded that there were safe places in the world, Vlad’s protection chief among them.  
 
    He offered a tremulous smile instead. “It’s fine. It’s only–” 
 
    “I know.” And he did, because Val had shown him. He turned to regard his mage. “Leave us.” 
 
    Liam didn’t argue. Stood, bowed his head, and wished them both a good evening in the politest voice.  
 
    Val snorted when he was gone. “He hates you.” 
 
    “Everyone does,” Vlad said, certain and easy; Val felt a pang of sadness to know his brother was so sure of the fact.  
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You have terrible taste. Come sit.” 
 
    They ended up in the arm chairs on either side of the fireplace, Vlad actually sitting, Val giving the impression that he did so, legs crossed, chin resting in his cupped hand. Even if he wasn’t corporeal now, and it didn’t make sense, he felt a true relief to get off his feet; like he could almost feel the tufted leather of the chair at his back.  
 
    “You’ve contacted Baskin and his men?” Vlad asked. He phrased it like it was tactics; a rendezvous between military allies.  
 
    Val suppressed a smile. “I have. I just came from a day spent with them, actually.” The urge to grin subsided. “They’ve met Kolya.” 
 
    “A shock.” 
 
    “A big one.” He grimaced when he remembered Nikita’s blank look, so different from his usual look of affected disinterest. He’d looked like his heart stopped. “I did it as a kindness – reuniting them. For all three of them. But now I wonder…Nikita didn’t take it well. Sasha seems to have his head on, still, but…” He picked at a loose thread at the hem of his tank top. He’d materialized in tonight’s club outfit, he realized with a belated inner chuckle. An emperor of Constantinople with his collarbones and ribs showing.  
 
    “You left him with them? With his people, then?” 
 
    “Yes. He wasn’t mine to keep.” 
 
    Vlad nodded, seeming satisfied with the news. “Your mate?” 
 
    Full of questions, Val thought. Struggling to adapt. But he said, “Mia’s wonderful.” Because she was that, too, even if she doubted her own future.  
 
    “And your Familiars?” 
 
    “Fretting over me like parents. Especially the baron.” Val smiled, remembering Fulk’s face tonight, the way he’d leaned into touch. “We’re doing well, Vlad.” 
 
    “Good.” His gaze went to the fire, the strong lines of brow, nose, and chin limned in red-orange. A stranger would have thought him frowning; sullen. But he’d been this stern-faced as a boy, in Val’s earliest memories. He looked thoughtful, now.  
 
    “And how are you, brother?” Val asked, quietly.  
 
    “I’m putting together a mission. Most of the foot soldiers here are hopeless, but perhaps with–” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    Vlad turned toward him, expression touched with surprise. “I’m well.” When Val continued to stare at him, he said, “It’s vital that I find Romulus, that I kill him and any of his foul offspring.” 
 
    Oh, Vlad. He’d gone to sleep bent on one revenge quest, and awakened nearly six centuries later to pick another right up, without missing a beat. “What will you do after?” Val asked.  
 
    Vlad’s brow furrowed. “What does it matter? I’ll succeed or die trying.” 
 
    Val shoved down the immediate swell of panic that boiled up in the pit of his stomach. He attempted a smile. “Why is everything always so bleak with you? Always life or death. You might try a little optimism for once.” 
 
    Vlad snorted. “I’m optimistic that I’ll kill him or die trying.” 
 
    “Vlad,” Val breathed, patience wearing thin. “Couldn’t you humor me at least a little?” 
 
    “What good would it do?” he asked, genuinely curious.  
 
    To be so intelligent, he was an absolute idiot when it came to matters of the heart. “Because I don’t like to think about you being dead, you fool,” Val said, chuckling despite himself.  
 
    “Oh.” Vlad’s brow knitted and smoothed, knitted and smoothed. “Well. I can’t promise anything like that.” Coming from him, it sounded almost like an apology. He cleared his throat. “Where are you staying?” and there was the stern older brother again, blustering his way through his disapproval.  
 
    It was, in all honesty, a comfort. Familiar waters.  
 
    “In a hotel,” Val said, sinking back in his chair. “And let me tell you, modern hotels are marvelous. A great improvement over the old medieval inns of our day…” 
 
    They talked for another half hour or so, Val expanding upon the wonders of New York and all its modern conveniences, and Vlad listened, something like fondness plucking at the corners of his mouth every so often. Val wasn’t conscious of leaving; didn’t return to his body. But he must have drifted away, because the next he knew, he was opening his eyes to his hotel room, a dim strip of light filtering in through the parted curtains, and Mia’s face was right in front of his on the pillow, relaxed and innocent with sleep.  
 
    She was depending on him: to guide her into immortality, to help her understand all her new senses and instincts. It felt like a huge task, one he’d failed at so far.  
 
    He took a deep breath, snuggled in closer, and closed his eyes. A few more hours of real sleep, and he’d try to start over again – start better – in the morning.  
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    Alexei retracted his fangs and passed his tongue over the puncture wounds a few times, clotting the blood flow, swallowing the last drops down. A wolf’s blood would have left him feeling stronger, rejuvenated after all their wild adventuring lately – he had felt the way even the simplest bruises had bled and bled beneath his skin, reluctant to heal. Stress made it worse. Now, with a belly full of human blood – his blood humming and crackling like he’d snorted a line of cocaine – he could feel the bleeds receding; the fever leaving his limbs. It wasn’t as effective as wolf, no, but human blood was world’s better than the butcher’s shop leftovers he was forced to microwave and swallow down at Lanny’s place.  
 
    The woman he’d fed from, compelled enough to think nothing of offering her throat to his fangs, sat up with a drowsy smile, gaze heavy-lidded, her mascara smudged. She passed a hand down his chest, flirting with the hem of his shirt, just above the obvious bulge in his jeans. He was hard, excited, from feeding, but tonight it felt like a simple chemical reaction, aimless, and not anything he wanted to pursue.  
 
    “Hmm,” she hummed tracing a nail around the button of his jeans, and then palming his erection. “Maybe we ought to do something about that. No sense letting everyone else have all the fun.” 
 
    Earlier, Dante had made a few phone calls, and four young, beautiful women had shown up, all of them willing and eager. Jamie had gone red-faced, and stammering, and tried to beg off on participating, indignant and, really, just exhausting. When Alexei had taken this woman back to the bedroom, he’d heard Dante laughing, and the others teasing Jamie, and from the sound of things, he’d finally stopped protesting and started enjoying himself.  
 
    Good, Alexei thought a little savagely. He needs to get over himself.  
 
    Uncharitable thoughts – just like all his thoughts, lately.  
 
    What the hell was wrong with him? 
 
    When the woman reached for his zipper, he stopped her, gently, and sat up. “Sorry,” he said. “Guess I’m just not feeling it tonight.” 
 
    She made an indignant sound, and followed him when he went out of the room and out into the main area of the apartment.  
 
    In the living room, the coffee table had been pushed aside, and Jamie lay on his back on the rug, shirtless, his jeans open. One woman sat astride his hips, riding him with languid rolls of her hips, and another knelt at his head, her wrist in his mouth as he fed. His chest heaved, and his spine lifted as he was wracked with sensation, a scene Alexei knew intimately, from experience. Knew the exact kind of ecstasy that came from feeding and fucking at the same time.  
 
    Now, though, it held no attraction. “Go hang out with them,” he told the woman behind him, giving her a little push and a bit of compulsion, and headed for the kitchen.  
 
    Dante sat on the sofa with the other woman, a redhead in a black mini dress, the two of them kissing lazily while Dante’s hand played down the front of her dress. He lifted his head when Alexei went past, brows lifted. “You fed?” Even breathless and pink-lipped, he sounded far too much like a caretaker checking up on his charge.  
 
    “Yes,” Alexei growled, and went to stare vacantly into the fridge.  
 
    Dante joined him a moment later, arms folded, leaning up  
 
    against the counter. He’d smoothed his hair back and wiped his mouth. “She wasn’t to your taste?” he asked.  
 
    “She was fine.” Alexei finally selected a water bottle and let the door fall shut. The cool water was delicious after the salty heat of blood, and he drained half of it in a few long swallows before he made eye contact with Dante.  
 
    “What about this, then?” He pressed his palm to the bulge in Alexei’s jeans.  
 
    Alexei swatted him away and turned his back on him. Went to stand in front of the cooktop on the island, and drink his water, and stare mindlessly at the scene unfolding on the rug. Jamie had all four women all to himself, now, and clearly had no idea what to do with that many of them, eyes glazed, drunk on blood and pleasure.  
 
    Alexei knew a distant urge to smirk. A thought of good for him. But there was a veil between those sentiments, and what he currently felt – aggravation-touched numbness.  
 
    Dante gave him a moment’s peace, and then his bare feet shifted over the floor tiles, and his hands landed lightly on Alexei’s biceps. Alexei tensed, but Dante pressed in close behind him, undeterred. He was taller than Alexei, his breath rustling the hair at the back of his head, though leaner.  
 
    “What’s got you so preoccupied?” Dante asked, low, in the Americanized purr that he used on the women and men he talked into his bed. It was a ruse, a fake persona, and Alexei didn’t want to hear it right now; a spike of irritation that threatened to pierce the numbness.  
 
    “Don’t play stupid,” he snapped. “Basil.” 
 
    He heard a quick intake of breath behind him, and Dante stiffened a fraction. But then he exhaled, and his hands slid down Alexei’s arms and moved to his hips, fingertips digging in through denim. “Is that what you want, then?” Still low, and full of promise, but his true accent, crisp and cultured.  
 
    The sound of it sent an unwanted shiver down Alexei’s back. 
 
    “Ah,” Dante said, shifting in closer, pressing his hips into Alexei’s backside. “Is it the accent you want?” His hands migrated forward a fraction, fingers stretching out. “Or the honesty?” 
 
    Alexei snorted, and didn’t answer. His hand tightened on the water bottle until it crackled, though, so he set it down on the counter.  
 
    “Here’s what I think,” Dante continued, dropping his head to nose at Alexei’s ear, and the tender skin behind it. Skimming his lips in the faintest pass along the side of his throat, where he could of course feel and hear the quickening throb of Alexei’s pulse. “I think you’ve gotten bored with charades. I think you want something real.” 
 
    He shivered again. The tone and the touching were Dante the Playboy, but the voice, and the insight, were all Basil, and he didn’t know what to think about that. 
 
    (A lie. His cock knew what to think about it, straining now against his fly, his adrenaline surging.) 
 
    “I think,” Dante said, “that you’re very lonely, and very sad, and you want to feel something honest.” A hand slid forward, down, covering his cock, and squeezing in just the right way.  
 
    Alexei’s mouth opened on an unbidden gasp, and he felt Dante press a smile to his throat.  
 
    Honesty. Had he ever had that?  
 
    As a boy, yes. His mother’s honest love; his father’s honest doting; his sisters’ honest teasing and kindness.  
 
    But there’d been nothing honest about government. About Grisha. About the revolution, and the regime that had replaced his father’s own flawed rule; nothing honest about the life he’d lived in the intervening century. Every time he started to feel something like affection for anyone, every time he thought it might be possible to build himself another family, it all crumbled.  
 
    He’d hoped, with Sasha, and Nikita, and their pack, around people unimpressed by him, who treated him like a person, and not like a prince or a pawn, that he might have finally, finally found a place to belong. A pack to which to contribute. A new family.  
 
    But then he’d met Gustav, and been reminded of Nikita’s sins, and he just…he couldn’t decide…he… 
 
    “You’re thinking too much,” Dante chided gently, and opened his jeans. “Just relax, and let me take care of you.” 
 
    Yes. Yes, that sounded wonderful, to be taken care of. 
 
    He closed his eyes and gave up the last of his forced tension. Tipped his head back against Dante’s shoulder as he touched him; drew him out of his jeans and stroked him, firm and steady, his grip expert. Caring, even. Loving, he lied to himself. He wanted honesty, yes, but for a little while, it would be so nice to allow himself a little lie, to cling to the idea that Dante – Basil – really cared.  
 
    Afterward, when he went boneless, Dante spun him gently around, let him sag back against the counter, and cupped his face with his clean hand, kissed him with leisurely thoroughness, a lush play of lips and tongues that Alexei chased with a little whine when Dante pulled back.  
 
    He looked lovely in the low light, his cheeks flushed, his hair disarrayed. His sharp features were becoming familiar, becoming alluring in a way wholly disconnected from the swaggering appeal he tried to project out in public. A loveliness that was purely his, purely a trick of bone structure and a warmth in his gaze. Honest.  
 
    That word again.  
 
    Alexei brought shaking hands to his shoulders, and clung to him, too wrung-out to feel shameless. “What am I going to do?” he asked. Because he had to do something, he realized now, with startling clarity. He’d been rocking along, letting himself be tugged in two directions, bowing to Nikita’s leadership, and being swayed by Gustav’s suavity and chatter. His father had been the Tsar of all Russias, and he still played the part of the terrified, bullet-riddled boy who’d crawled out of a mucky hole in the Siberian soil.  
 
    Dante thumbed at his chin, his smile fond. “I don’t know, love. But I think you must do something.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The women had gone, and Jamie looked like he might be in some sort of wakeful coma. Dante had given him a blanket, and he’d wrapped it around himself and settled back into a chair. His eyes were open, staring sightless into the middle distance, his face totally slack. His hair stuck up ridiculously, there was lipstick smeared all over his throat, and a dab of dried blood in the corner of his mouth. Every few seconds, he’d lift the bottle of water Dante had given him and take a mechanical swallow.  
 
    “I think you broke him,” Alexei remarked, from his position sprawled across the sofa, his head in Dante’s lap.  
 
    Dante chuckled and ran his fingers through Alexei’s hair. “Not me, that would be our lovely lady friends.” He made a thoughtful sound. “Perhaps four was too many at one time. They’re a rather…experienced lot.” 
 
    “You weren’t a virgin, were you?” Alexei asked, raising his voice. “Jamie!” 
 
    “What? Oh, um.” He blinked a few times, shook his head, and a fraction of life came into his expression. “No, um. I wasn’t.” He blushed; as much blood as he’d ingested, it was a miracle he wasn’t blushing constantly. “I wasn’t. But.” 
 
    But fumbling in your dorm room was very different from what had happened tonight. 
 
    His blush deepened, and he brought his free hand up to press to his forehead with a groan. “Shit. Did that really happen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dante said, gleeful, “and it was quite the show. Bravo, old chap.” 
 
    He groaned again, louder, cheeks tomato red. “God, I can’t believe I…and in front of you guys…damn it, I’m a–” 
 
    “Nope,” Dante said, tutting. “We don’t disparage ladies that way.” 
 
    “I’m disparaging myself.” 
 
    “We don’t do that, either. You’ve done nothing wrong. Pleasure isn’t wrong.” 
 
    Jamie gapped his fingers and peered at them between them, swallowing, expression miserable. “I didn’t mean to get so carried away,” he said in a small voice.  
 
    “You didn’t mean to enjoy yourself, you mean? That’s all it was: innocent fun. You didn’t hurt any of them, didn’t take too much blood. They’re on their way home satisfied, happy, and none the wiser of the existence of vampires. There’s no need to self-flagellate like your captain,” Dante said breezily.  
 
    Didn’t take too much blood. With a startled jolt, Alexei realized that he hadn’t taken too much, either. His greatest vice, the sin that had haunted his entire immortal lifespan, was his tendency to overindulge. To leave those he fed from nearly dead with blood loss. But tonight, all four women had been smiling and laughing as they left, with water and protein bars from Dante’s pantry. None had swooned; none had needed to be revived, or, as he’d done too often, turned.  
 
    He rolled his head, so he stared up at Dante, and Dante’s brows went up.  
 
    “What is it?” His fingers kept scratching along Alexei’s scalp, easy and affectionate.  
 
    “I didn’t drink too much,” Alexei said, unable to keep the wonder from his voice.  
 
    Dante grinned at him. “No, you certainly didn’t.” 
 
    He hadn’t a few days ago, either. He hadn’t been scolded, nor belittled, nor threatened, but somehow, Dante had seen him through two human feedings, and neither had ended in disaster.  
 
    Something bright and warm unfurled in Alexei’s chest, and it took him a moment to recognize the emotion as pride. And hope, too. Hope that he could be stronger than he had been. That he could control himself. 
 
    He sat up and headed for the front door, the peg there where his jacket hung. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Dante called after him. 
 
    “No. But I need to make a phone call.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita was usually a restless sleeper, waking often, plagued by nightmares. But after the stress of the last few days – capped off by the trauma of seeing Kolya – he dropped into a deep, dreamless sleep, with Sasha’s fingers still coming through his hair. He woke in the gray hush just before dawn, opening his eyes to find that he’d slept through Sasha repositioning them. He was on his side, Sasha too, facing one another, snuggled up together, touching, arms and legs intertwined. Sasha’s face was peaceful in sleep, his mouth slack, and soft, and pink in the scant light, lashes long shadows on his cheeks.  
 
    Nikita allowed himself to stare; to drink in the sight of him, nose full of his scent, feeling the slow, steady thump of his heart against his own arm. Guilt threatened, his constant companion, but he shoved it ruthlessly away. Let Val’s words from last night fill his mind instead; let himself think about love, its perfect simplicity, its forgiveness and generosity, and the way it was the strongest thing he’d ever felt – stronger than guilt, stronger than fear, or worry, or hate.  
 
    He sighed, and Sasha’s eyes fluttered open, hazy with sleep.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, right off, voice drowsy.  
 
    Out in the living room, he heard the slow, careful slide of the window going up, and realized what had awakened him: Kolya stirring.  
 
    He leaned forward, and kissed Sasha on the forehead. “Go back to sleep, baby. I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” Another kiss. “I’m going to see Kolya.” He disentangled them carefully, and Sasha snuggled into the warm spot he’d left behind, sighing, already drifting off again.  
 
    He tugged on sweatpants, grabbed his smokes and lighter, and went out into the other room.  
 
    The window was open, as he’d expected, and a shadow sat perched out on the fire escape, black, hunched, and faintly man-shaped against the backdrop of lighted windows across the street, dawn silver over the building tops.  
 
    Careful to make enough noise to be heard, Nikita swung out of the window and landed on the cold metal of the fire escape, the bite of air-chilled metal oddly bracing, even as goosebumps shivered across his chest. He’d grown used to modern comforts, but there was a part of him that would always enjoy the bracing of the cold; the way it reminded him of the country that had birthed him. 
 
    Kolya sat on the ground, knees drawn up to his chest, arms folded over them, hood pulled up to cover his ears. He turned his head a fraction when Nikita settled down cross-legged beside him, his expression shuttered – not with blankness, no, but in the way it had always been. Nikita had practiced his captain face in the mirror when he was a human, but he’d always thought it had nothing on Kolya’s stone cold regard.  
 
    “Did you sleep?” Nikita asked, fingers busy shaking out and lighting a cigarette. He needed it badly.  
 
    “A little.” Kolya turned away – a small relief; Nikita wondered what he saw when he looked at him now: an old friend, still fresh in his slowly-returning memory, or a total stranger. He stared out at the building opposite; blinds and curtains rattled in windows, and more lights came on, warm yellow against the chill of the morning. “Your place is big.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Bigger than what we had before, and for just the two of you.” 
 
    Nikita breathed out a plume of smoke. “Guess so.” 
 
    Yellow cabs went by down below; a bus belched exhaust. Nikita heard the distinct clatter of the bodega owner downstairs pushing up the metal roll-top grate he pulled down snug over the front of his shop every night to deter window breakers. The coolness of night had suppressed the hot garbage-piss-damp smell that persisted across the city, dulled it down to a faint tang beneath the scents of exhaust, cold concrete, and the tangle of notes funneled along by the breeze.  
 
    It was 2019, and he sat beside a friend he’d known for a hundred years, both of them young-faced, still…and haunted.  
 
    “You’re a civilian, now,” Kolya said, surprising him.  
 
    Nikita took another drag and spoke on the exhale, smoke swirling upward. “Sometimes it doesn’t feel that way. Old habits,” he explained, when Kolya sent him a sideways, curious glance. Sometimes, he didn’t say – too often – he went through his days like he was still waiting for something. For a chance to revolt, for the moment to strike. He lived in a holding pattern, still, though he was in a new country, one in which he wasn’t a political puppet. Like the man who’d convinced a small cadre of brave souls to work toward a revival of empire with him.  
 
    Those days were long gone, but the mindset wasn’t. It was part of the reason, he suspected now, he’d tried to preserve boundaries between himself and Sasha. They hadn’t lived like two free creatures enjoying the trends and small joys of each decade, but like soldiers; spare, self-sacrificing, still waiting for the call to arms. Denying. 
 
    Well, Nik had lived like that. Sasha had thrown himself into each new music genre, each movie, each fashion trend. As joyous and carefree as he could while Nikita weighed him down. With an inward snort, he realized he was the ball-and-chain in this relationship.  
 
    He shook his head, stubbed out the last of his cigarette, and lit another. When he offered the pack to Kolya, he realized the other man was staring at him, brows knitted. “What?” 
 
    “You’re still not happy, are you?” 
 
    “Did coming back to life make you even more annoyingly perceptive?” he quipped, before he could think better of it, and wanted to kick himself.  
 
    But Kolya didn’t seem perturbed. No, in fact, the tiniest hint of a smile tweaked his lips at the corners. “No.” A frown, a brief shadow of one, flitted across his face, but then retreated. “It’s helping. My head, I mean.” He rapped it gently with his knuckles. “Being back with – with people I knew before. When I was me.” 
 
    “You’re still you,” Nikita said, a touch desperate, needing it to be so.  
 
    Another hinted smile, this one melancholy. “But you are sad,” Kolya said, and damn it, Nik had hoped that topic had been dropped.  
 
    He let out a deep, smoke-laced breath. “I’m not. It isn’t – I’m not sad.” 
 
    “You still hate yourself, then.” 
 
    “I–” 
 
    “You’re still punishing yourself.” 
 
    Nik shot him a glare. But he couldn’t argue. He’d been punishing himself – because he hated himself, and because the weight of guilt crushed relentlessly – since he was a boy, and it persisted still. Even after his confession; even after the ecstasy of Sasha in his arms. He still denied himself – and them. It was the reason Val had breathed hotly against his ear last night, and kissed him, and showed him a story worse than his own, worse than most people could have imagined.  
 
    Bind him. 
 
    He sighed. “I’m trying to do better.” 
 
    Kolya stared at him, silent, and Nikita fought the urge to shift his weight beneath the scrutiny.  
 
    “Things are different now,” he said, and heard the defensive edge in his voice. “Sasha and I – we can – it’s okay that we – and we are.” His jaw and throat felt tight, and he took another drag.  
 
    Kolya blinked at him, expression softening a fraction. “Do you think it bothers me?” 
 
    They’d shared an apartment in Moscow; had shared tents and bedrolls and rented rooms and train cars. He swallowed “Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” Softer, like he was explaining it, “You love him.” 
 
    Nikita glanced away. 
 
    “You always have.” 
 
    He took a few careful breaths, and nodded.  
 
    “You deserve to be happy, Nik.” 
 
    His eyes burned, and he took another drag, feeling helpless.  
 
    “Christ,” Kolya said. “I’ve felt like a balloon with its string cut this whole time, but lecturing you just brings me right back.” 
 
    Nikita couldn’t stop a startled laugh, and nearly choked on his cigarette.  
 
    Kolya chuckled, and that was a beautiful sound, after all these years. Nikita laughed until tears slipped down his face, and wiped them away with the back of his hand, pretending they were only mirth, and not also joy, and relief, and wonder, and grief, too.  
 
    “What have you been doing?” Kolya finally asked, conversationally, and Nikita started talking – and didn’t stop. Their adventures pouring out, one after the next, stories he’d never voiced to anyone. Softened by his own voice; not the raw look Trina had had inside his brain, aided by Val’s power, but told the way he wanted to tell it.  
 
    And the way he wanted to tell it, he realized, as he went, was shockingly honest.  
 
    “Your great-granddaughter?” Kolya asked, brows lifted when Nik spoke of Trina.  
 
    He smiled. “She’s ferocious. You’ll love her.” He frowned a moment later. “Not that way, though. She’s spoken for – even if he is an idiot.” 
 
    Kolya grinned. “So he’s like you, then?” 
 
    Nikita elbowed him, the way he would have decades ago, and it felt good. It felt right.  
 
    The sun was up, still pale gold in the way of fall, slanting down between the building rooftops, when Nikita realized he could smell coffee. He broke off in the middle of trying to describe the situation with Alexei when he heard the barely audible sound of footfalls on the floor inside, and a moment later Sasha stepped elegantly out of the window, dressed in sweats and one of Nikita’s more tattered old hoodies, balancing three steaming mugs of coffee, a blanket slung over one shoulder. “Good morning,” he greeted, with a quiet smile, and Nik and Kolya reached, automatically, for mugs. After, Sasha cradled his own, and snuggled down on Nikita’s other side, casually tossing the blanket around both of them. 
 
    Nikita shivered down into its familiar warmth with a pleased hum, leaning into Sasha’s side.  
 
    “Was the bed comfortable enough?” Sasha asked, blowing the steam off his coffee, his face – when Nikita glanced sideways at it – soft, still-sleepy, pillow-creased, and the picture of peaceful contentment.  
 
    “Better than anything I remember,” Kolya said. “Everything’s more comfortable in the future.” 
 
    Nik snorted, and Sasha laughed, quietly.  
 
    “I’ll make breakfast in a minute,” Sasha said, gaze wandering out across the morning, smiling into his mug.  
 
    Nikita’s heart clenched hard, overfull with love. “We’ll make it together,” he said, nudging his mate’s knee with his own. 
 
    It was Sasha’s turn to hum a satisfied note.  
 
    Bind him, Val had said. And Nikita thought that, maybe, he understood just what that meant, and not what his old anxieties had led him to believe.  
 
    He turned to Kolya. “I don’t have any idea what the day will bring,” he said, taking a deep breath, feeling anticipatory, and on the edge of something. “But you can stay. You can always stay.” Please stay, he didn’t say.  
 
    Kolya lifted one shoulder, and grinned in a lopsided way. “Where else would I go?” 
 
    Inside the apartment, a phone rang.  
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    When Seven entered the basement lab, he found the vampire Gustav sitting on the edge of his bed, looking mostly improved, the wrist of his wolf Familiar held to his mouth as he fed. The wolf whipped her head around, defensive gaze landing on Seven.  
 
    Seven halted a few paces away. “They said you’re well.” 
 
    Gustave hesitated – went tense – and then pulled back with a thorough swipe of his tongue across the wound he’d left in the female’s wrist. He sat back, still cradling her arm, licking his lips clean.  
 
    Seven had been educated about vampires from the beginning, since his earliest memories sitting in a white-walled classroom in which a white-clad doctor flashed pictures up on a screen, telling them about all the most notable vampires recorded in history. About the brothers Vlad and Valerian, and the vampire Rasputin whom the Institute had worked alongside for a time. About the Duke of Havisham, abandoned by one Familiar and killed by another – this last lesson had been left vague, the instructor-doctor visibly nervous, wiping his brow.  
 
    So Seven understood that vampires required the ingestion of the blood of living things to keep healthy and whole; that their eye teeth were fangs, and that they were possessed of certain heightened sensual impulses.  
 
    But he could claim no sympathy for their physical condition. What was it like, he wondered, to pierce the flesh of another being and take their blood into your mouth? To swallow it down and grow stronger upon it? 
 
    Confounding.  
 
    Gustav regarded him a long, silent moment, and then said, “I’m not well, but I’m much improved.” He released his Familiar and she stepped back, and rolled down her sleeve. “Thank you for your concern, though, child.” 
 
    His tone was hard to place, but Seven knew child well enough. Knew that this creature thought him less than those around him; an adolescent not yet to be trusted, the way everyone else was. Child. A baby. A young one. Someone who needed the guidance of his elders.  
 
    “Are you leaving?” Seven asked. 
 
    Gustav sighed, and shared a glance with his Familiar, after which she withdrew and disappeared behind the curtain. To Seven, he said, “Yes. I have tasks to complete, still. A meeting.” 
 
    “A meeting with Alexei Romanov, the vampire?” 
 
    Gustav’s mouth fell open, his eyes sprang wide, and for a moment, he resembled the guards who feared Seven. Then he smoothed his expression and said, “And how could you possibly know that?” He stood, and buttoned the cuffs of his sleeves, dressed no longer in a colorless gown, but in a suit and shirt, fine human clothes that Seven was never allowed to don.  
 
    “I heard Dr. Severin talking to Dr. Reed,” he said. “Alexei Romanov called you. He wants to see you.” 
 
    “Yes, well.” Gustav cleared his throat, and his brows jumped, and Seven thought he looked unhappy. “Apparently, no phone call is private around here.” 
 
    “Why does he want to meet you?” 
 
    “To negotiate some sort of alliance, I’d wager.” He stepped into polished shoes, no longer paying attention, ready to leave.  
 
    “He kissed me,” Seven said, and, after, didn’t understand why.  
 
    Gustav lifted his head, sharply, his gaze narrow a moment. Then he laughed. “He did, did he? That little seducer. Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    “Are you going to harm him?” Seven asked, and Gustav’s smile slipped. “The way you’ve harmed the test patients?” 
 
    “Only if he doesn’t cooperate. He could be a great asset to our–” 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” Seven said, and when he took a tiny step forward, he felt the crinkle of paper in his pants pocket, the letter from Rob Locksley, word of Seven’s sister, of her life outside this facility.  
 
    Gustav studied him a moment. “Other people will kiss you, if you like,” he said. “You should tell your handlers it’s something you want. But you don’t want anything to do with Alexei Romanov. He’s a stupid puppet, is all.” 
 
    “He’s the last Tsarevich of Russia,” Seven said, with a mental sensation like the floor tiles were tilting beneath his feet. Alexei was a prince, he’d read so himself in the files. How could a prince be a puppet? Princes made puppets of others. 
 
    Gustav bared his teeth in an unpleasant expression. “Oh, yes.” His accent sounded thicker, all sharp, blocky consonants. “Tsarevich of Russia. How special they are. How beloved that whole family. Get yourselves murdered by revolutionaries and suddenly the whole world forgets what monsters you are.” He hissed at the end, and snatched his suit coat off a hook with savage force. He met Seven’s gaze with an unusual directness; he normally avoided all eye contact. “Alexei will serve his purpose, just like all you little freaks here. And when he’s no longer of use, he’ll join the rest of his spoiled, rich family in hell. 
 
    “Hannah, come.”  
 
    His Familiar fell in behind him, and he stormed toward a side door marked with a red EXIT sign, leaving Seven standing, wondering…considering.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina’s phone woke her; not the alarm, but an incoming call. And by the time she’d rolled over, pulled a lock of hair out of her mouth, and disentangled herself from beneath Lanny’s arm, she winced to herself. She’d forgotten to set her alarm last night; should have already been cramming toast in her mouth, halfway out the door and ready for another thrilling day of weapon-less desk duty.  
 
    She was slipping. And the worse part was that she didn’t care anymore. She’d always prided herself on being a good detective; on caring about justice, and doing things by the book, and solving crimes because she had the stomach to handle it, and the kind of curiosity that might have gotten her in trouble otherwise.  
 
    But she found, to no small amount of personal shame, that she didn’t…care, like she once had. Meeting Nikita – coming face-to-face with a great-grandfather who was still perfectly preserved as he’d appeared at twenty-seven, immortal and blood-drinking – had smashed through all her priorities. She hadn’t realized it, at first; maybe Nikita’s clannish personality had rubbed off on her over time. But her sense of justice was aimed elsewhere, now; was pinned on shadowy institutions and the looming dark threat of a war that sounded like pure fiction, but which scared her down to her bones.  
 
    “Wha…?” Lanny asked blearily, pressing his face into her blanket-covered hip.  
 
    The call had gone to voicemail, and she thumbed the screen awake to see that it was from Nikita. She sighed as she pulled up her contact list. “Team meeting, I’m guessing.” 
 
    But, inwardly, she felt a little thrill of anticipation. The desk could wait. Pack was everything.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The door to Dr. Severin’s office stood open, and the doctor himself was in the process of stowing notebooks into his briefcase. He lifted his head, and nudged his glasses up the bridge of his nose when Seven filled the doorway, expression cautious before he smiled and said, “Good morning. You’re up early.” 
 
    “What is Gustav going to do to Alexei Romanov?” 
 
    Dr. Severin went still a moment, his smile freezing, and then slowly fading. “Seven,” he said, almost stern, “don’t you have lessons to be preparing for?” 
 
    Seven stared at him.  
 
    The doctor zipped up his briefcase and came to stand before Seven. “What is it this morning? Physical fitness?” he asked, attempting another smile. “You want to make sure you’ve got on the right shoes, and tape your wrists, right? You don’t want another sprain, like last time.” 
 
    “He called him a puppet. What’s he going to do?” 
 
    Dr. Severin let out a deep breath, and his shoulders slumped. “Seven…damn it.” He stepped around him, peered out into the hallway, both directions, and then shut the door. He set the briefcase down and set a hand on Seven’s shoulder. It trembled.  
 
    “Seven. Listen to me: you don’t need to worry about any of this.” 
 
    How many times had he been told that in his life? More than he could count. His questions about historical events or his own powers had been answered readily, effusively. But each time he inquired about his parents – the two people whose genetic material had created him – or his larger purpose, he was shut down. You don’t need to worry about it. That’s not for you to know. It will be explained in time.  
 
    But no explanations had ever come. And now he had a letter in his pocket, crinkling when he walked, in which a man who claimed to know his sister was offering him answers – had already given him some, in just a few handwritten lines.  
 
    A vampire named Alexei had broken into this facility, and kissed him, and now the vampire Gustav talked about him as a puppet…but he wasn’t. Because a puppet was something someone else controlled; something that dangled on strings, that had a hand inside it. Puppets didn’t have free will. Puppets were owned… 
 
    Just like Seven.  
 
    They don’t own you. 
 
    “Why was he here?” Seven asked. “What does he want? Why is he your enemy?” 
 
    “Seven–” 
 
    “Why?” It wasn’t until he saw Dr. Severin take a staggered step back, eyes wide, that he realized he’d shouted. And in the process of screaming, he’d broken loose something vital inside himself. Some crucial bit of cold self-control. In the aftermath, he felt frenzied, like a wire come loose, hissing and spitting sparks. He felt alive in a way he never had, no longer merely conscious and cerebral, but an active sort of living.  
 
    “Why doesn’t anyone ever tell me anything?” he asked through clenched teeth, fuming. Fire pressed hot beneath his skin, ready to be called. “If I’m so important, if I’m so special, why do you keep me locked up? Why can’t I go outside? Why do I wear these clothes” – he yanked at the front of his white scrub top – “instead of what all of you wear?” 
 
    “Now, Seven.” Dr. Severin held out his hands, empty palms toward him. “We’ve talked about this–” 
 
    “Why is everyone afraid of me?” 
 
    Dr. Severin froze, poised at the edge of speech.  
 
    “I see the way everyone here looks at me,” Seven said, some removed inner part of his mind marveling at the sheer abundance and humanity of this speech. He’d never talked like this before. “They think I don’t recognize the way their eyes get wide, but I do. I do. They’re afraid of me. They’re afraid of what I can do.” He lifted his right hand, and a tight ball of orange flame burst to life on his palm, leaping and crackling, not as contained as it should have been, indoors like this. With the exception of the lead-lined training rooms, they were always telling him to pull back, to exercise restraint. Don’t want to burn the whole building down, do you? Followed by nervous titters.  
 
    Dr. Severin’s gaze went to the flame, eyes wide behind the lenses of his glasses, frightened.  
 
    Seven’s first thought was, Good.  
 
    He pushed a little more thought into the flame, and it swelled; its heat pressed against his arm and face; pushed Dr. Severin back a pace.  
 
    “What,” he asked, very slowly and loudly, “does Gustav want with Alexei Romanov?” 
 
    Dr. Severin – his teacher, his favorite – swallowed a few times, throat jumping; sweat gleamed on his forehead, reflecting the orange glow of the fire. Finally, in a rush, he said, “Gustav still holds a grudge against the Romanov family. He served the Kaiser in Germany, back when Nicholas refused to cave to Wilhelm’s wishes. It all goes back to WWI – it’s very personal for him. He’s offered to help further the Institute’s objectives toward our own war…so long as we allow him revenge against the last Romanov.” 
 
    Seven stared at him, flames leaping, trying to understand. “You would allow it? Revenge?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s the only payment he wanted. And you – you, Seven. You hate Nikita Baskin for the murder of your little brother. How is it any different?” 
 
    “Why did he murder him?” 
 
    Dr. Severin wet his lips. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we had custody of his wolf. It shouldn’t matter,” he added, “they aren’t even bound. You have to understand: we only do what’s necessary. Only that.” 
 
    Seven stared at him, at the sweat rolling down the sides of his face. He opened his hand wider, fingers flexing, and an additional point of flame erupted from each fingertip. Watched Dr. Severin’s pupils shrink down to pinpricks in the flare of so much orange light.  
 
    “If I wanted to leave here, would you let me?” 
 
    Dr. Severin made a choking sound. “You know I can’t,” he said, just a whisper.  
 
    Seven nodded. He turned his wrist, so his palm faced his teacher, and the flames leapt.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    37 
 
      
 
    The morning had dawned cold and overcast, clouds piling up as the sun crept up between the buildings. Now, just after ten, a cutting, frost-tinged wind cut down the alleys, tumbling bits of paper trash and a few sad, tattered leaves. Sunlight filtered sadly through the gloom, and the air smelled strongly of precipitation; it would rain soon.  
 
    Alexei buttoned his long wool coat up to his chin and flipped the collar up to protect the back of his neck. He was shaking, and determined to pretend it was only the wind, and not mostly nerves.  
 
    “It’s not too late to change your mind,” Dante said beside him, voice low and soothing. He looked mostly like a Basil this morning, his hair loose and whipping around his face in long, un-pomaded tendrils, catching at his mouth. His coat was thick, and shapeless, his jeans tucked into utilitarian boots. He looked like an entirely different person than the sleazebag who haunted Nameless most nights.  
 
    His face, when Alexei turned to him, held no small amount of pleading, his mouth pressed into a thin, tense line.  
 
    It was awfully tempting a moment, the idea of calling this off. But he forced the thought away with a vicious mental shove, shaking his head. “No. They’re already here. And I – I need to do this.” He shoved his hands in his pockets so Dante wouldn’t see the way they curled into tight fists, and looked away across the water.  
 
    They were on the river, in an old, rutted lot ringed by piles of gravel, alongside a low, rusting warehouse that had housed a construction company that had been shut down a few months before. A few sad bulldozers crouched in the weeds along the timber-walled drop-off into the water. It felt very cliched, very like being in a primetime cop show, but that was the thing about living in New York: those old clichés existed for a reason, and this wasn’t the sort of meeting that begged for mortal witnesses. He’d scented a few humans, but they smelled of chemicals – drug dealers or drug buyers, and they didn’t pose any kind of real threat.  
 
    “Lex,” Dante said, even lower, and he turned again, surprised by the way Dante’s face had gone even paler, even more grave.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    He took a short breath, and let it out through flared nostrils. “I didn’t really ever think you’d…well, anyway. Before Gustav gets here, I need to tell you something.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina lowered her binoculars and let them dangle around her neck. “They look awful twitchy,” she said, lifting her chin toward the duo standing down below amidst the puddles and old bulldozer scrapes of the equipment lot below. They were all ranged along the edge of the roof, the lip of it just tall enough to provide good cover from anyone looking up from below. The perfect vantage point, though she knew Gustav and his Familiar would smell them once the wind shifted. For now, it blew toward them, off the water, ripe with East River stench.  
 
    It had been a surprising morning – to put it mildly.  
 
    Nikita and Sasha had come by the apartment earlier to meet up with them so they could all make the trip together, and they hadn’t been alone.  
 
    Because she’d been inside Nikita’s head, and seen his memories, she recognized Kolya immediately. But she hadn’t believed it was possible. Even after all she’d glimpsed through Nik’s memories, all that she now knew about vampires, and wolves, and mages, the idea that Kolya was here, real, in the flesh, that he looked like he had when he’d died – plus a scattering of silver-pink scars on his face and hands…that she hadn’t been able to grasp; the knowledge ephemeral as a smoke trail, wisping through her fingers when she reached for it.  
 
    She went, embarrassingly pliant, when Lanny eased her down to sit on the couch and brought her a mug of coffee, hot and black. The first few sips, the shocking heat of them, the reality of the fragrant steam in her nose, grounded her. Allowed her to finally take a breath and croak out, “Really?” 
 
    Kolya had stood in her living room, stiff and straight, clothed in a long black jacket, the hood pushed back off tangled dark hair that was longer than she remembered, his expression only visible at the edges of the blankness he’d pulled into place: distress along the straight line of his mouth, and something like wonder in his eyes.  
 
    “I had the same reaction,” Nik had said, rueful, as Lanny passed him coffee. 
 
    Sasha had snorted. “Only much worse.” Then he’d explained it to them, what Val had told him about the Necromancer, a mage named Liam.  
 
    So it hadn’t been a miracle at all, which, while depressing, made it feel more real. Of course no benevolent entity had given Nikita and Sasha a member of their old pack back; of course it had been the machinations of yet another cruel person who would use them. Kolya was a walking manipulation. 
 
    But he was here, and no longer the thrall of the mage who’d raised him, and when he spoke, his voice rusty as an old blade left out in the rain, there was true life in his voice, even if choked-back. “You look like her,” he’d said to Trina, and she’d blinked. 
 
    Nikita had tipped his head, silently. Like Katya. Nikita had told her the same thing, right after they’d met.  
 
    It had been the sort of morning that beggared belief, the kind that rendered everyone touched by it semi-conscious and drifting. They could have spent a whole day sitting around the apartment, drinking coffee, and then vodka, talking in hushed voices, grappling with the sheer impossibility of it.  
 
    But they had a meeting to get to, because living this kind of strange life didn’t give you time to sit and ponder things, only two choices: act, or react. She’d always been one for acting, personally.  
 
    “He’s not used to standing his ground,” Nikita said, with some contempt. “And God knows about the other one.” 
 
    “He cares about Alexei,” Jamie spoke up, voice thready, nearly snatched off by the breeze. When Trina craned her neck to look at him, he hunched down into his coat collar, the blush he’d been wearing all morning deepening.  
 
    When he’d shown up with Alexei and Dante, Lanny had sniffed loudly and said, “An orgy, kiddo? Really?” Jamie’s cheeks had been stained like ripe apples ever since.  
 
    When Nikita glanced at him now, Jamie shrugged and said, “I’ve spent more time around him than you guys. He’d not – he’s not bad.” 
 
    “What a ringing endorsement,” Nikita quipped.  
 
    Trina glanced back toward the driveway that led in from the main road. “Hush. They’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They walked up. For some reason – stupid, probably – Alexei had expected a vampire as posh and seemingly-moneyed as Gustav to be chauffeured up in a sleek German car. But they walked, three of them, their scents carried along on the breeze before they appeared walking three-across down the rutted gravel drive. Gustav in the center, in another sharp suit, flanked by his two wolf Familiars: Hannah, and Carey, the bartender from Nameless.  
 
    Alexei shuddered. He tried to stop it, and ended up biting the tip of his tongue, and settling into deep, unsettling shivers.  
 
    Dante reached over and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Lex.” His tone was so urgent that Alexei had to look over at him, and his expression was even more dire than before, edging toward panic. Oh, right; he’d wanted to tell Alexei something.  
 
    “What?” If he was snappish, he blamed nerves. He wasn’t in the business of facing people down, of having confrontations. He could claw his way out of a bad situation if cornered, but he hated it. Oh, how he hated it.  
 
    Dante gathered a breath. “I need to tell you – and I hate to. I don’t want to tell you – but I have to. My conscience demands that I–” 
 
    “Tell me what?” A darted glance proved that Gustav and his Familiars had drawn closer, were only a hundred or so paces away. 
 
    Dante huffed a few short, sharp breaths. “Lex.” Pleading. “I should have told you sooner – I should have told you right away. I didn’t…” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “I know Gustav.” 
 
    Alexei’s pulse skipped.  
 
    “I know who he is,” Dante said, breath hiccupping, eyes shiny. “I’ve known all along. I helped him find you.” His gaze dropped, and he blinked hard. “I’m sorry. You can’t know how sorry.” 
 
    “Ah,” Gustav said. “Well done, Norrie. It took longer than it should have, but I suppose you got it done in the end. That’ll be all.” 
 
    Alexei tore his gaze forcibly from Dante, vision tilting and swimming like he’d lost too much blood as he looked at Gustav. The other vampire stood with his hands in his trouser pockets, as well-groomed as ever – but his face looked unwell: pale, shadows, deep circles beneath his eyes.  
 
    “I must admit,” Gustav said, grinning, lines Alexei had never noticed before sprouting from the corners of his eyes. He’d only ever seen him in the dark of the club, never out in the daylight; even the dense cloud cover wasn’t enough to hide the fact that, before his turning, Gustav had been weathered by his experiences, made older by worry and stress. “I’d hoped this would work out, but I wasn’t incredibly optimistic. I wasn’t sure Norrie’s little modern douchebag routine would appeal to you, but I suppose a pretty face is a pretty face, no matter the rest.” 
 
    Alexei’s knees trembled, and threatened to give out. He felt on the verge of a blood-loss swoon. This was going all wrong, totally sideways. He was, for an awful, breathless second, a boy again, legs swinging useless over Papa’s strong arm, as they went down, down, down the stairs into the… 
 
    No. No, he wouldn’t think that. Wouldn’t let himself get sucked down into that. He’d made a decision this morning, still drowsy with the last echoes of pleasure, more clear-headed and sure than he’d maybe ever been. He’d called this meeting, not Gustav. He was the one in charge.  
 
    He took a breath, drew himself stiffly upright, and lifted his chin to an imperious angle. It was a gaze he’d perfected as a child, that royal ability to look down one’s nose, even at someone much taller. Gustav wasn’t much taller, but tall enough, and his smile slipped a fraction when Alexei gave him his best heavy-lidded, princely look. “Don’t insult yourself and bore me acting like you’ve won something.” His tone was the sure, chilled crack of autocratic authority that his mother had used on government ministers, when she stood at Papa’s shoulder and served as the sharp teeth that Nicholas had never liked to bare. “You’re here at my behest. I have questions, and you’re going to answer them.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d met him, Gustav looked almost uncertain. But he smoothed his features and said, “Questions you’re going to ask in the name of your pack leader?” His lip curled at the end.  
 
    “A prince has no leader but himself. I have no affiliation with Nikita Baskin – and an occasional friendship of convenience, only. I’m asking for myself, and you, serf, will answer.” 
 
    Gustav’s brows went up, and his gaze sparked. “You overreach.”  
 
    Alexei wanted to shout at him. To scream his whole long, storied blood history into this insolent wretch’s face. Do you know who I am? I am the blood of Byzantium, and Muscovy. I am the double-headed eagle of East and West. I am the snows that turned back Napoleon. I am the sword that checked the Ottoman sultans. I am the wrath of an entire empire winnowed down to one bleeding, furious child with a grudge against the world.  
 
    But princes – tsars. His father was dead, and so he was the tsar. Tsars didn’t screech and rail. So he made his voice colder, and he lifted his chin a fraction higher, and he said, “Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll spare your life.” 
 
    Gustav stared at him a moment – and then gave a harsh bark of laughter, face creasing with manic amusement. “Let me live?” He wiped at his eyes. “Who’s going to be your executioner? Hm? Norrie’s my creature. And no one else loves you. Will you kill me yourself?” The idea sent him off on a fresh peal of coughing laughs. He clutched at his ribs – but not from hilarity. He was hurt, Alexei realized. Nikita had pummeled him, and he clearly wasn’t done healing, yet.  
 
    How? Alexei wondered. He himself was the only vampire he’d met who healed so slowly, his old human disease still manifest enough to hamper him in immortality.  
 
    “Alexei,” Dante tried, voice small and miserable. 
 
    Alexei sliced a hand through the air, without looking at him, a wave commanding silence. “I’ll deal with you later,” he growled. To Gustav: “Are you done?” 
 
    “My.” Gustav heaved a breath, cleared his throat, and finished wiping his eyes. Carey had produced a handkerchief that he dabbed at them with. “Yes.” One last, low chuckle. “Ask your questions, Tsarevich–” 
 
    “Tsar.” 
 
    “Tsar Alexei Nikolaevich. I’m listening.” 
 
    Alexei felt a moment’s inner trembling. He hadn’t expected to get this far, really, had thought Hannah and Carey might be sicced on him and he’d be forced to flee or fight. And he hadn’t expected the shock of Dante’s betrayal, this new revelation.  
 
    But if he gave in to panic, he’d crumble, and that wasn’t an option. Features still schooled in a haughty mask, he said, “Why are you working with the Institute? And don’t bother denying it.” 
 
    Gustav grew thoughtful, folding the handkerchief into neat little squares. “Well. It’s like you said before about Baskin: sometimes it’s necessary to have a friend of convenience. There have been rumblings for several years now, whispers through the immortal grapevine – which you’d know more about if you’d ever bothered to integrate yourself fully into the world of our kind. I suppose tsars don’t concede to friendships with – what did you say? – serfs, was it? No matter,” he said with a wave, before Alexei could protest. “Our kind in the city know about the Institute, and many know that the Institute has been searching for vampires to aid them in their studies. They had possession of the Romanian princes, yes, but you know how medicine works: the more test subjects, the larger the sample size, the more that can be learned. They’d gone about their business horribly, though: trapping immortals, caging them, chaining them, treating them like animals. The wolves they made” – he pulled a disgusted face – “you saw them for yourself. Ruined things without souls, hopelessly feral. I thought perhaps, with a strong hand from a vampire master, they might be brought to heel, but that wasn’t the case.  
 
    “I’m getting ahead of myself. I decided that, rather than wait to be scooped up and put in chains – and let’s face it, I’m not as strong as Prince Valerian of Wallachia. If they could hold him, they could hold me. I decided to go to them, civilly, and offer my cooperation in exchange for a small favor and a guarantee of freedom. 
 
    “Of course, they agreed. They couldn’t afford not to. And so I’ve given them samples of my blood, performed some simple strength tests as demonstration, and executed a few…odd jobs, you might say.” 
 
    “Odd jobs,” Alexei deadpanned. “Like killing rejected test subjects?” Trina had relayed that information only an hour earlier, her findings about the victims that had turned up in bits and pieces lately.  
 
    Gustav smiled, and his eyes glittered. “Eliminating potential witnesses.” 
 
    “Your idea, or theirs?” 
 
    “Do you think those scientific cowards could safeguard themselves that way?” 
 
    Alexei swallowed. He’d killed before – every vampire had. Sometimes on accident, when he’d drank too much – too much to even allow a turning, after. And he’d killed in self-defense, flexed his strength when he needed it most. But the idea of devouring someone…of leaving only scraps of flesh and stray fingers…that revolted him.  
 
    “Naturally,” Gustav continued, “their slap-dash wolf mucked it all up. It was supposed to look accidental.” He grimaced. “Ferals really are useless.” 
 
    “They went after Trina Baskin.” 
 
    “Well, she was getting too involved, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Alexei breathed. In and out. Flexed his fingers. Rallied. “What was in it for you?” 
 
    “I already told you.” He cocked his head, as if curious. “Safety. Involvement on my own terms.” 
 
    “You could have avoided them. You could have left town. What was in it for you?” 
 
    The breeze cut between them in a sharp gust, little flecks of pulverized gravel pelting Alexei’s face.  
 
    Gustav stared at him a long, passive moment. Then he said, “I wanted the chance to join the war. To serve in Vlad Dracula’s grand quest for revenge.” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Dante said in a low, choked voice.  
 
    Gustav’s gaze flicked toward him, expression darkening. “You’d be smart to keep your mouth shut. I no longer have need of your services.” 
 
    “I’ve been inside his head,” Dante said, turning to Alexei. His gaze was palpable, and Alexei turned toward him unwillingly, hating the way that big-eyed, desperate look tugged at his gut. “He doesn’t care about the war – not about this one, at least.” 
 
    “Norrie,” Gustav said smoothly, “you have exactly three seconds to shut your mouth, or it will be shut for you.” 
 
    “Lex,” Dante said, stepping in close, reaching for Alexei again. 
 
    Alexei stepped just out of reach, and something in his expression broke. Cracked wide open. Alexei thought he might cry.  
 
    “Kaiser Wilhelm, who hated your father – Gustav worked for him. This isn’t about Vlad’s war. He wants revenge on your family.” 
 
    He remembered Papa. Remembered a letter open on his desk, and Papa massaging his temples and groaning quietly to himself, lifting his head and forcing a smile when Alexei appeared in the doorway. What’s wrong, Papa?  
 
    Oh, nothing, my brave boy. Only my cousin refusing to see reason again. He loves war, that man. 
 
    “How–” Alexei’s breath shivered out between trembling lips. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’m a dream-walker,” Dante said, voice heavy with regret and apology.  
 
    Gustav said, “Kill him.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to get down there,” Trina said. Her heart had settled into that accelerated, metronome rhythm that had powered her through ever chase and dangerous arrest. The pulse of someone about to dive into a crack den in pursuit of a murderer. Gustav and Alexei had only been talking, but she didn’t need immortal senses to see that the tension was too high – and getting higher. That Dante was very visibly upset, and that, if left alone, the situation had the potential to explode into something violent.  
 
    Then Alexei, who’d been staunchly ignoring Dante, turned to him, and his expression went slack with shock. 
 
    Trina tensed. “Guys.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nikita said, putting a booted foot up on the parapet. “We’ll go. Stay here and cover us.” 
 
    She reached out blindly, and laid a hand on the stock of Katya’s rifle where it sat propped beside her, clean, loaded, and ready to fire.  
 
    Lanny cracked his knuckles.  
 
    Gustav said something, and both the wolves flanking him shifted to their four-legged shapes. 
 
    “Shit,” she said, and plucked up the rifle.  
 
    “Guys!” Jamie said.  
 
    Sasha gave a loud sniff.  
 
    A sound behind them drew her attention, and she turned her head.  
 
    The rooftop door that led up from the warehouse below swung open, and a man stepped out of it. A hulking man, dressed for warmer weather in nothing but a tight, short-sleeved white shirt. He had to duck to get out of the doorway, and sunlight gleamed off massive arms that rippled with muscle. When she got a look at his face, she murmured, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    It was the vampire from the cage match. The one Lanny had fought, and Nikita had finished.  
 
    And he wasn’t alone. Other figures crowded out the door after him, men and women, all of them tall, athletic, bodies roped with heavy muscle.  
 
    “Vampires,” Sasha said, snarling, and shifted, a tall, shaggy white wolf standing with paws braced apart, claws digging into the gravel of the roof.  
 
    Trina raised the rifle to her shoulder, sighted, and fired.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The wolves shifted. 
 
    Gustav tucked his hands in his pockets, and looked content to wait for his Familiars to do his dirty work for him.  
 
    Both wolves lowered their heads, ruffs pricked, teeth bared, muscled bodies coiled and thrumming with energy. They leapt as one; it would take only a few long strides to reach their prey. 
 
    Who appeared to be Dante, and only Dante. They were gunning straight for him.  
 
    Dante froze in place, hand still stretched out toward Alexei, expression one of pale shock, and dread – a knowing dread. He could flee, and he might even get a good head start, but they would catch him. Nothing on two legs could outrun a shifted werewolf.  
 
    He lied to me, Alexei thought in the span between heartbeats, the moment when time slowed, and the inevitable carnage lay before him, a flower waiting to unfold. He pretended to be my friend, to care about me; tricked me into bed, and showed me his old books, and he was trying to hurt me the whole time. It would serve the bastard right to get torn apart by wolves. 
 
    But there’d been something terribly sweet, and terribly real in his gaze earlier, in his kitchen. When he’d plucked right through all of Alexei’s outer smokescreens and hit at the heart of what he really wanted. The confession he so rarely even acknowledged to himself. That he wanted honesty. That he wanted a family; people to trust and love.  
 
    Another lie. Dante was a dream-walker; he’d just admitted it. There’d been no perception there, only a cheap dip into Alexei’s mind. An invasion, another betrayal.  
 
    But he realized, in that frozen moment, that he wanted to hear all of that for himself. He wanted an admission. 
 
    Alexei snatched the hand that still hovered in front of his face, leapt backward, and pulled.  
 
    Dante toppled forward with a gasp, collided with him, and Alexei spun and shoved him. 
 
    The wolves overshot their target, snarling, but skidded and rebounded.  
 
    Alexei herded Dante behind him, and pulled the gun he’d tucked into the back of his waistband, one of Trina’s spare Smith & Wessons. “Guys!” he shouted up toward the roof.  
 
    A gunshot cracked through the air, rippling and echoing off across the water. A shot from a gun much larger and more powerful than the one he held in his hand.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina had fired hunting rifles off and on since she was sixteen, up at the family compound in Buffalo. Sometimes at hay bales with paper targets affixed, and sometimes, in winter, at leftover Halloween pumpkins; that had always been a pulpy mess. It turned out, firing close range at someone’s chest had much the same effect.  
 
    She aimed for the big vampire’s heart, but she didn’t have a bipod, and hadn’t had the chance to slowly, carefully set up her shot. The Mosin-Nagant pulled a little left, and the round exploded the vampire’s sternum, rather than his heart. Drilled right through with an awful, wet sound, and a spray of blood, and bone, and viscera. It punched out the back, leaving a halo of blood on the ground, and for one wild, awful moment, she swore she could see daylight through him.  
 
    He staggered back a step, colliding with the vampire beside him; went down on one knee. Not dead, but heaving for breath, coughing up thick gobs of blood, more of it pouring crimson down his white shirt.  
 
    She raised the rifle to fire again, aiming for the heart again, bracing her elbow on her raised knee and trying to steady her sights.  
 
    A black blur dove in front of her, and she jerked her face off the stock. It was Kolya, spinning, his black coat flaring around his legs, sunlight glinting off the knives he held.  
 
    “Kolya, no! Shit!” Nikita cursed.  
 
    Sasha took off, falling into stride beside his resurrected friend.  
 
    The vampire that Kolya was gunning for held a length of pipe, and raised it to strike. Kolya, somehow, ducked beneath the blow, whirled in close, and buried a knife between the vampire’s ribs. It was so sharp, and his aim so true, that it slid in without resistance, with a low, wet sound. The blade had punctured the lung. 
 
    The vampire wheezed, and tried another hit.  
 
    Sasha closed his jaws on the vamp’s hamstring, and earned a high, startled scream.  
 
    Kolya stabbed with his other knife, in the soft, meaty front of the shoulder, just below the bone, and the arm holding the pipe went suddenly, dramatically limp, the pipe clattering to the ground.  
 
    The heart! Trina thought. Kolya hadn’t yet tried to go for the heart.  
 
    But she couldn’t worry about that now. More vampires were coming. 
 
    Nikita had engaged with one, and looked to safely have the upper hand.  
 
    Jamie was throwing a punch at another, and looked startled when it actually connected, and snapped the guy’s head backward.  
 
    And Lanny was–  
 
    Someone tackled her to the ground.  
 
    Panic spiked – but only for a second. Then she recognized the scent of cigarette smoke, and laundry detergent, and her favorite brand of coffee, and she recognized Lanny. Knew they were his strong arms around her, cushioning her, keeping her from smacking down into the gravel of the rooftop. As far as tackles went, it was very gentle; he cradled her, and bore her to the ground without a scratch.  
 
    But he was being all heroic and protective again.  
 
    “Lanny, you dumbass, get off of me! We don’t have time for this!”  
 
    “Sorry!” He surged to his feet, and launched himself at the vampire bearing down on them.  
 
    Trina scrambled upright, sweat-damp hands slipping a little on the rifle. Shit, shit. She couldn’t afford to get nervous. Couldn’t afford to think of them as immortal blood-drinkers who could rip her apart, but just as enemies. As targets that needed taking out.  
 
    (A small, terrified part of her was glad for Lanny’s intercession. She was way, way out of her league here.) 
 
    She steadied herself, one foot planted, knee serving as a makeshift stabilizer for her supporting arm, and sought a new target.  
 
    The big vampire, the one she’d shot, had lurched back to his feet, unbalanced and dazed. He’d suffered terrible blood loss, and needed to rest and feed. He clutched at the side of the squat building that housed the stairwell and door, his movements clumsy.  
 
    Quicker movement drew her eye. A female vampire was gunning right for her, a length of bright chain dangling from one hand, teeth bared in a snarl that showcased long, narrow fangs.  
 
    Trina steadied the Mosin-Nagant and fired.  
 
    The female’s face erupted in a shower of blood and bone, and the force of impact sent her body falling heavily backward like a felled tree. Her arms and legs flopped, and surged, and she emitted an awful, garbled sound that tried to be a scream.  
 
    A volley of short, cracking gunshots sounded to her right: Nik. These vampires who’d attacked them wanted to brawl, but Nik, she knew, still carried a handgun.  
 
    She turned to find another vampire down, bloody, twitching, and useless. Nikita’s jacket was pushed back, and she saw the knife at his hip. When the immediate danger was past, he would start cutting out hearts and burning bodies, she knew. She expected the knowledge to give her a sick jolt, but it didn’t.  
 
    More gunshots down below, three staccato bursts.  
 
    “Alexei.” She turned and headed for the edge of the roof.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Belatedly, Alexei realized he had no practical idea how to use a gun. Trina had shown him just an hour ago – “Two hands, like this, one for the grip, finger on the trigger, and the second to steady and support;” “I know that,” impatient; she’d lifted her brows – and he understood it in theory: make sure the safety was off, finger on the trigger, aim and fire. But marksmanship required patience, repetition, and practice, of which he had none at the moment.  
 
    He pushed Dante behind him with one hand, and held the gun with the other. Aimed at the oncoming wolf in the lead – Carey, he thought – and squeezed off three fast shots. The gun kicked harder than he expected; it bucked in his sweat-slick hand; he tripped and nearly went sprawling, only saved by Dante’s hands gripping his shoulders.  
 
    One shot connected, though. Carey yelped, and ducked sideways, skidding fast-first into the gravel. Alexei smelled blood, but had no idea which part of the wolf he’d hit.  
 
    Hannah gathered her hindquarters, sprang upward, and launched herself at him.  
 
    Alexei aimed the gun again. 
 
    And a jet of fire knocked the wolf aside. Hannah toppled to the ground beside Carey, squealing, fur aflame. She yelped and rolled frantically. 
 
    The sharp scent of a bonfire filled the lot; the scent of ash, and flame, of burning, and blood, and of magic.  
 
    Alexei turned, and there was the redhaired mage from the Institute, the one he’d kissed, and compelled, and just barely managed to overpower with Dante’s help.  
 
    He looked different. Still wearing the white scrubs from last time, but now with a long, olive green wool overcoat over them, and a pair of black sneakers. His hair, gleaming copper in the sun, faintly curled, stood up, wild, corkscrew tendrils waving in the breeze. But it was his face that stood out the most, his expression starkly different from the passive, automaton mask he’d worn in the Institute. Lips parted, cheeks flush, his eyes a clear, glassy green, hectic, almost feverish. He was a boy unmoored. Not a blank weapon, not a vengeful angel, but the trembling child wreck that he should have been from the first, incandescent with power, certain of nothing.  
 
    Gustav’s backup. 
 
    Except…it was Gustav’s Familiar he’d just singed, and it was Alexei he stared at now, blinking, and swallowing, and swaying forward.  
 
    Alexei wondered if vampires could have heart attacks.  
 
    He swallowed with difficulty, surprised by the even, pleasant tone of his voice. “Hello.” 
 
    The boy blinked at him a few more times. “Hello.” Faint, and then, wetting his lips, russet brows lowering, a little firmer. “Hello, Alexei Romanov.” 
 
    Dante’s hands tightened on Alexei’s shoulders in silent question. The wolves were stirring; Hannah whimpering and licking at her singed, smoking side, Carey getting unsteadily to his feet, holding one foreleg off the ground. They would heal quickly, but they were rattled.  
 
    Alexei said, “It’s Seven, right?” 
 
    “It’s…yes. No.” A groove appeared between the boy’s brows, and he chewed at his lip. “Sev…call me Severin.”  
 
    A small distinction, one Alexei didn’t understand, but one he’d honor if it kept them all alive.  
 
    “Okay. Severin. Are you here to help these guys?” 
 
    Gustav shouted, “What are you doing, you stupid brat! Don’t attack my wolves, attack them! Help me subdue them! The skinny one you can have! Roast him alive!” 
 
    Dante’s hands retracted, like he meant to flee.  
 
    Alexei darted a hand back and caught a fistful of the front of his jacket without looking. “Stay,” he ordered, so low, and authoritative, and uncharacteristic that Dante went still, probably with shock.  
 
    Severin glanced at Gustav, the furrow between his brows deepening, then he glanced back to Alexei. “No,” he said, “I’m not helping them.” 
 
    Then he flung up his arm and shot a curling, crackling arc of flame right at Gustav.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna assume that’s a mage,” Trina said, gaze trained on the impossible spectacle below. She’d never seen one in action before, the way fire jetted out of the boy’s open palm, directed with the force and accuracy of a flame thrower. The sight left her mouth dry, and her pulse skipping high and fast in her throat. Through Nikita’s memory, she recalled the flame throwers of Stalingrad, the awful hiss and rush as the jets blasted through blackened rubble and smutty snow, turning humans to living torches. There were no backpacks, no gas or hoses here, just a slender, redheaded boy with empty hands.  
 
    “Shit, that’s the kid we ran into the other night,” Lanny said, drawing up beside her. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    Behind them, there was a pained grunt, a wet sound, and then the rasp of a knife against denim. Nikita joined them, wiping the edge of his knife on the leg of his black jeans. “Attacking Gustav, it looks like.” 
 
    Sasha – human-shaped again – and Kolya appeared, too, Sasha’s mouth wet with blood that he wiped at haphazardly with a sleeve. “We should go down there,” he said, bracing a hand on the parapet, preparing to jump.  
 
    Nikita stayed him with a light touch. “Or–” 
 
    “Nik,” Trina said.  
 
    “Fine, fine.” 
 
    Nik, Sasha, and Jamie went over, like it was nothing.  
 
    Lanny turned to Trina, opened his arms, and grinned. “Want a lift?” 
 
    “Um.” She trusted him, really she did, but the idea of falling that far, even in the strong arms of a vampire, turned her stomach.  
 
    “I’ll watch over her,” Kolya offered. The vampires they’d fought lay sprawled across the rooftop, either comatose, or injured too badly to heal in any kind of timely fashion. They could leave them; could go inside and down the stairs, or they could wait here.  
 
    She could wait here. With Kolya.  
 
    She couldn’t decide if that made her nervous. Knee-jerk instinct said yes: he was resurrected, the product of the same magic out there throwing flames at Gustav and his wolves.  
 
    But, even with the scars, even quieter than he had been, this was the same man she felt like she’d spent months with through Nik’s memories. This was the loyal friend who’d died in a blaze of fire to protect his pack. 
 
    The same fire, she realized with a lurch, blazing below. A fire he doubtless wanted nothing to do with.  
 
    She met Kolya’s gaze, and nodded. He nodded back. “You go ahead,” she told Lanny with an encouraging smile. “We’ll be fine, and I’ll play sniper.” She hefted her rifle in demonstration.  
 
    Lanny hesitated, his own smile slipping. 
 
    “We’re good,” she urged. “Go look after Gramps, huh?” 
 
    He snorted, and went.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alexei stood rooted, horror-struck, gripping Dante’s coat until his knuckles ached, and watched as Seven – Severin – advanced slowly, relentlessly toward Gustav and his injured wolves, driving them back with blast after blast of flames. It looked effortless, the way they jetted from his palms, nipping at his targets, leaving them singed and smoking.  
 
    Gustav tried to resist at first, tried to command the mage to turn on them instead, but he quickly realized he was about to be burned to a crisp, and fled. His wolves, limping and sad, trotted after him, and they headed back up the driveway the way they’d come.  
 
    Alexei realized how loud the flames had been when they ceased, the rushing vacuum created by hot air, like a fierce wind in his ears, and the sharp crack and lick of oxygen combusting. Severin watched the retreating immortals a long moment, hands lowering slowly to his sides. Then he turned to face Alexei again. 
 
    Movement behind him drew Alexei’s gaze a second – Nikita and the others leaping off the top of the warehouse, landing light as down – but he couldn’t take his eyes off the mage for long, Severin walking closer, one careful step at a time. Like he was – almost as if– 
 
    He was nervous, Alexei realized with a start. The idea that someone with that kind of power could feel nervous around anyone was preposterous, but he was looking the evidence of just that right in the face: the flicker of lashes, the whitening of already-pale cheeks as a jaw clenched. Power or not, Severin was only a boy, and he wasn’t locked up where he was supposed to be; had turned on someone whose orders he’d followed. Of course he was nervous.  
 
    “Thank you,” Alexei said, and meant it. He let go of Dante’s coat, finally, assuming he would run – he didn’t, though. Hung back behind Alexei, breathing in a quiet rattle. “Don’t take this as an insult, but, what are you doing here?” 
 
    In his strange, flat voice, one that now vibrated with the faintest hint of emotion, the mage said, “I asked one of the guards how to find Gustav, and he told me.” 
 
    “He just…told you?” 
 
    “I showed him the fire.” He lifted a hand, a contained ball of flame curling to life in his palm. He looked at it almost wonderingly. “And he told me. He saw Dr…saw my teacher. I burned him. This is his coat.” He touched it with the fingers of his free hand, running the pads of them over the lapel. “I think he’s dead.” 
 
    A few hours ago, Alexei would have turned to Dante, searching for support, for an answer, a theory. But that was before Dante had admitted to lying, and betraying. Before he’d decided to act like – to be a tsar. Tsars had to make their own decisions.  
 
    “You killed your teacher?” he asked, fighting to keep the fear from his voice.  
 
    “He wouldn’t let me leave,” Severin said, nearly pleading. “And I wanted to come and warn you about Gustav. I wanted to help you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The boy took a deep breath. “Because I want to understand. I don’t know why you…” The fire in his hand winked out, and he reached up, slow, hesitant, and pressed his fingertips to his lips. Why you kissed me, he didn’t say.  
 
    Alexei suppressed a wince. To distract you. To manipulate you. It was nothing. It meant nothing. But those weren’t admissions you made to someone who shot fire from his hands.  
 
    “And,” Severin continued, thankfully, “they don’t own me, but they think they do.” 
 
    Alexei felt his brows go up. “You know that?” 
 
    The boy reached into his pocket and withdrew a folded, crumpled piece of paper. He unfolded it with great care, smoothed out the corners of the pages, and held it out toward Alexei. 
 
    Alexei waited a beat, and then took it.  
 
    “Be careful with it, please,” Severin said, hushed. “It’s the only thing I have.” The last he said with a wonder that edged toward horror. Like maybe it was just hitting him that he’d killed, and threatened, and escaped the only home he’d ever known, all because Alexei had kissed him and forced his way inside his mind. 
 
    Or, well, maybe not the only reason. The note brought a new perspective to the situation.  
 
    It was the one Will Scarlet had slipped into Severin’s pocket while he stood dazed in the threshold of the security office, a letter written in an elegant hand, signed by Robin of Locksley, Familiar of Richard Plantagenet, telling Severin about his sister, the girl Red, and about the wide world that awaited him beyond the Institute’s chilling white walls.  
 
    Alexei held it with only the tips of his fingers, and passed it back as soon as he was done. “I guess this made a big impression.” When Severin frowned at him in clear confusion, he said, “Do you believe what it says in this letter?” 
 
    “I know that my sister left. I know – I know there are things they won’t tell me there. Wouldn’t tell me.” Past tense. Whatever his conflicted feelings on leaving – on what he’d done in order to leave – he clearly didn’t plan on going back.  
 
    The others had approached, ranged apart from one another, a net slowly closing in on them.  
 
    “Care to clue us in?” Nikita called. 
 
    Severin whirled.  
 
    Before he could question the wisdom in it, Alexei reached out and touched his arm. “Wait. They’re my friends.” 
 
    Friends. The word came automatically.  
 
    “Easy, bud,” Lanny said, lifting his hands to show they were empty. “We don’t wanna see your little fire trick again.” 
 
    “Why’s he here?” Nikita asked.  
 
    It was Severin who answered. He drew himself up taller a fraction, leveled an unreadable gaze on Nikita, and said, “To help.” 
 
    Nikita stared back a moment, then his brows went up. “Well,” he said. “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “They’re still breathing.” Kolya stood over the big vampire that Trina had shot first. Someone else – probably Kolya – had stabbed him in the throat, and that was what had finally sent him crumpling to the ground. His eyes were shut, his face lax and pale, and every breath made a sick, wet sucking sound as air whistled through the gaping wound in his windpipe.  
 
    Trina grimaced. “Yeah, they do that. The only way to really kill a vampire is to take the heart out and destroy it.” 
 
    He lifted his head and gave her a glance through a blowing screen of long hair, like he was trying to judge whether or not she was kidding.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He looked back to the vampire, head cocking to the side as he studied the comatose immortal. He twirled the knife in his right hand, a dexterous flick of his wrist that sent the blade flashing, and reversed his grip on it. “Alright,” he said, and started to sink down to the ground.  
 
    “Wait,” Trina said, and swallowed hard against a swell of nausea.  
 
    He lifted his head. “You don’t want to kill them?” He sounded shocked by the idea.  
 
    She had a quick little moral argument with herself, like the day she’d shot the wolf. The same ugly sickness churned in her gut, and cold sweat prickled down the back of her neck. These vampires had come to kill them; wouldn’t have hesitated to bash her head with a pipe, or snap her neck. Would have cut the hearts out of her own vampires; what vamp wouldn’t love to claim he or she had been the one to bring down Nikita Baskin? He was more or less hated by his own kind, she’d come to accept. If they showed mercy to these few, it wasn’t a mercy that would be rewarded. This big one lying at her feet? As soon as he was well, he’d come gunning for them again.  
 
    She took a shaky breath and said, “I don’t know if I’ve got the stomach for it, but…yeah, Nik would want them dead.” 
 
    Kolya nodded, and twirled his knife again. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    She turned her face away as he went to work, knuckles pressed hard to her mouth.  
 
    Don’t be such a baby, she told herself. You’re a killer, too. 
 
    Her life as a detective had never seemed farther away.  
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    Kolya made short work of the hearts. When Nikita and the others got back to the roof, they found a bloody pile of them. They dragged the bodies together, after, and the mage boy – Severin – the scent and sight of whom left Nikita choking back a constant growl – supplied the fire necessary to burn the lot of it. 
 
    They left behind black, greasy, smoking lumps on the rooftop, and went in search of a secure location where they could try to make sense of all that had happened that morning.  
 
    Colette was not happy to see them.  
 
    Even less happy to see a mage on her rear doorstep. 
 
    But Sasha’s smiles and batted lashes were very hard to refuse, Nikita knew from long experience.   
 
    They were all scattered across her spacious upstairs kitchen/living room area, with its low, plush furniture, and its long plank table, and its colorful accents and fragrant herbs in tiny pots along the windowsill.  
 
    Nikita sat at the table, Sasha’s shoulder pressed to his, across from Alexei, and, beside him, the mage Severin. Colette had made tea, slammed the tray full of cups down on the table, and headed back downstairs to attend her clients, muttering curses all the way.  
 
    Nik owed her one hell of a muffin basket after this, but he’d have to worry about that later. Right now, he was staring at an Alexei Romanov who looked greatly changed.  
 
    That morning, his voice had been oddly stilted on the phone. “I’m confronting Gustav in two hours, and I’d like for you to be there, if that’s convenient for you.” Formal, and reserved, and stiff. The unusual nature of the request had left Nikita agreeing automatically, mostly out of curiosity.  
 
    At the warehouse, he’d settled some, then cool and composed, though still formal. He sat erect now, hands folded together on the table, features schooled – though Nikita could sense fatigue and emotion flickering at his edges, trying to break through. Maybe it had something to do with whatever Gustav had told him, or maybe with the fact that Dante sat on the far side of the room, huddled up miserably in a chair, arms clasped around his raised knees.  
 
    Jamie finished pouring everyone tea – set steaming mugs down in front of Nikita and Sasha – and retreated to the sofa. It was silent after, save the patter of light rain against the window; the cloud cover had finally broken.  
 
    Someone else would have handled it more adroitly, but Nikita had never had much use for elegance. He met Alexei’s gaze and said, “You’re acting like an adult today.” 
 
    Sasha fidgeted on the bench beside him, a silent, Nik, that’s rude.  
 
    Alexei said, “I’m acting like what I am.” 
 
    A stupid little shit? Nikita wondered. But said, “What’s that?” 
 
    “The last tsar of Russia.” It was said with such seriousness, such meaning, that Nikita couldn’t laugh.  
 
    He wrapped both hands around the hot mug in front of him. “The last tsar,” he echoed.  
 
    Alexei took a deep breath. “It’s what I am.” 
 
    “It’s what you would be – if your father hadn’t been formally deposed before his death. The empire is gone, Alexei.” He was almost gentle, when he said it, remembering his own young, stupid, human self, tugging on his black gloves, donning his hat with its hammer and sickle, and telling himself the empire could be rebuilt. Back when he’d thought empire was the best, most beneficial form a government could take. He’d learned better since then…even if the word stirred something deeply buried in his psyche. That word had meant something to him once, and he felt suddenly, irrationally nostalgic for a time he had never loved, and which had never loved him.  
 
    “The empire is gone,” Alexei agreed, a muscle leaping in his jaw. “I know I don’t rule over anything – and I don’t want to.” 
 
    Nikita lifted his brows, inviting explanation.  
 
    “But,” Alexei continued, “I’ve behaved recklessly, for far longer than I should. There have been accidents.” Something like true regret touched his gaze, but was gone in the next blink, replaced by a purposeful kind of determination. He’d chosen to be determined, even if he didn’t quite feel that way. “I’ve lived like someone who wasn’t brought up as an heir. I’ve lived like someone–” Here, he faltered, emotion touching his voice, briefly, like a fist closing around his throat and then turning loose in the next breath. “Someone my parents wouldn’t approve of. Someone they wouldn’t be proud of.” 
 
    “Alexei,” Trina broke in from the tufted velvet ottoman, where she sat with legs folded, rim of her mug at her bottom lip. “You can’t know that. Don’t torture yourself.” 
 
    He closed his eyes in response, but didn’t turn his head to acknowledge her. When he opened them again, they were wet. He blinked and said, “I want to be the man my papa raised me to be.” He bit his lip, hard, and closed his eyes again, wrestling.  
 
    Nikita gave him a moment. “What were you talking about with Gustav?” he asked, finally, when it didn’t appear that Alexei was going to resume.  
 
    Pale eyes snapped open. Pale cheeks flushed. “Haven’t you been listening?” He bit his lip before Nikita could retort; let out a breath. “I’m sorry. I’m…I’m trying to tell you that I’m going to be better. In all ways. But” – his eyes flared – “I’m not going to play the stupid child that you reprimand and command. I’m more than that. I don’t deserve your abuse, Captain.” He made the title sound like a slur.  
 
    Nikita said, “You don’t?” Just to press.  
 
    The Alexei he knew would have bristled, maybe even shouted.  
 
    The Alexei across from him now made a visible effort to compose himself. “You murdered in the name of Stalin, in the name of waiting to serve my family,” he said, evenly. “I don’t.”  
 
    Simple words, but they hit Nikita like a shove. He took a sip of his tea to hide whatever his mouth did in response.  
 
    The worst part? It was fair. Lately, Nikita was having to take long, hard looks at the things he’d always said and done, the codes he’d clung to like lifelines. In his own mind, he could see all the ways Alexei lived as being dangerous, reckless, and harmful to the mortal world.  
 
    But was his opinion right? Or was it merely his?  
 
    Right, a stubborn voice in the back of his head insisted. It was wrong to take too much from humans. To kill them. 
 
    Said the Chekist to the prince… 
 
    “I’ve let you treat me like I’m stupid,” Alexei said. “I’m not going to do that anymore.” He swallowed after, throat jumping, which ruined some of the effect. 
 
    But Nikita heard him.  
 
    He wanted to punch him, more than a little. But he heard.  
 
    What if I won’t go along with it? Nikita thought. What if I tell you to go to hell? Are you going to fight me? 
 
    But he didn’t voice those things. In truth, he felt something almost like relief. Meeting Alexei in the flesh, the grown version of the sick little boy his mother had shed tears for by sputtering candlelight, who Nikita had always seen as a victim in every way, had been one of the most disappointing experiences of his too-long life. For the Whites of Russia, Alexei – along with the rest of his family – had gained a kind of saintliness in death, pity leading to admiration. But to see that he was frivolous, spoiled, careless – that had left Nikita hating him.  
 
    So, yes, he felt relief now, seeing him like this. He said, softening his voice a fraction, “What happened with Gustav…your grace?” 
 
    Sasha perked up straighter beside him. Nik heard several quick, indrawn breaths as shock moved through the room.  
 
    Even Alexei’s brows twitched with surprise; but his shoulders slumped, after; his own relief. “Gustav has been…trying to sway me against all of you. Especially you,” he said to Nikita. “He keeps reminding what you are, what you did. The way your people killed my family.” 
 
    “They were never my people,” Nikita growled.  
 
    Alexei tipped his head. “How long can a man pretend to be something before he actually becomes it?” He waved when Nikita moved to protest. “I know, I know, but that was the sort of thing he said. He was – convincing.”  
 
    Then Alexei lifted his head and shot a glare toward Dante, still curled up in his chair like a frightened child. “And you. You were part of it all along. You pretended to be a historian. You pretended you worked for my great-grandmother!”  
 
    Nikita twisted around to see Dante lift his face from where he’d pressed it into his knees, its already narrow lines made longer by the hangdog look he wore. He blinked, the light catching the gleam of checked tears on his lashes. “But I did know her. I am a historian. Lex–” 
 
    “Shut up!” Alexei shot to his feet, nearly tripping on the bench and having to catch himself with a palm on the tabletop. The mage looked up at him with wide eyes. He jabbed a finger through the air toward Dante, who shrank back deeper into his chair. “Shut the fuck up! I should’ve let those wolves have you!” His expression was thunderous…though it looked more like an actor playing at being furious; like a hurt, frightened boy posturing. This betrayal cut deep; it felt personal to Alexei, and Nikita realized he felt bad for him; a novel experience where Alexei was concerned.  
 
    “Lex–” Dante tried again, voice choked. 
 
    Alexei growled.  
 
    Trina set her mug aside with a sigh, and a muttered, “God, I am gonna have to be the mom friend, aren’t I?” She smoothed her features to a pleasant, inviting expression. “Dante,” she said, turning to him. “Why don’t you explain it to us?” 
 
    “I don’t care what he has to say,” Alexei snapped. “It’s all lies.” 
 
    “Well, I want to hear,” Trina said. She gestured to Dante in invitation.  
 
    Alexei sat back down in a huff, bristling and agitated.  
 
    Dante flicked him a cautious glance, swallowing, chewing at his lip. He decided Trina was the less hostile audience, and directed his words to her. “My name truly is Basil Norrie.” His voice started tremulous, but gained stability as he slipped into the explanation. “And I’ve truly been living as a schmuck named Dante in the city for the last two decades. Reinventing myself, as it were,” he said with a grim, self-mocking smile. “I suppose I was always a bit hopeless and awkward, and I decided to make a go at being a – a seducer.” His cheeks turned pink.  
 
    Alexei scoffed. “You’re not even that good in bed.” 
 
    So that explained it. Nikita had suspected, but it was nice to have it confirmed; no wonder Alexei felt so personally affronted about the whole business.  
 
    Dante bit his lip again, dark lashes fanning low across his cheeks. Hurt. And over something so petty.  
 
    Trina cleared her throat. “Let’s assume all of that’s true. How did you end up working with Gustav?” 
 
    All the flustered color bled out of his face. His cheeks went bone white, and his lashes lifted, eyes wide, and pale, and gleaming. He wet his lips, and his hands tightened on his ankles, clinging tight. “I’m – I’m afraid I didn’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    “He threatened you?” Nikita asked.  
 
    When Dante’s gaze snapped toward him, Nikita wanted to recoil from the chilling, haunted look in his eyes. “Working with him was the only was to secure my freedom.” 
 
    “Freedom from what?” Alexei demanded. His tone was still biting, but his expression, Nikita glanced over and noticed, had shifted, doubt creeping in at the edges of his anger. He might want to play at tsar, but he was still young emotionally, still too-trusting, too freshly hurt by Dante to give up on him completely.  
 
    Dante must have seen that, too. He uncoiled a fraction, sitting upright. He hesitated. “It might be easier to show you than to tell you.” 
 
    Alexei bared his teeth.  
 
    Slowly, Dante put his feet down on the ground and sat forward, undeterred, expression softening. “It was also the truth when I told you I was a dream-walker.” 
 
    Nikita felt his brows shoot up; Sasha made a quiet sound beside him.  
 
    “Shit,” Lanny breathed. 
 
    “It’s how I found you for them,” Dante said. “It’s also how I know what Gustav’s true intentions were. I’m…” He held out one pale, slender hand. “I can show you, if you’ll let me. I don’t know if I can explain it in a way you’ll understand.” 
 
    “Because I’m stupid?” Alexei snarled.  
 
    “No.” Dante swallowed. “Because it’s difficult to talk about.” He sat there, hand outstretched, waiting.  
 
    Trina caught Nikita’s gaze and shrugged. “It’s not like he can do anything with all of us here.” 
 
    Nikita shrugged back. “Your call,” he told Alexei. “Lanny can punt him down the stairs if you want him gone.” 
 
    Lanny cracked his knuckles right on cue.  
 
    Dante’s hand trembled, but didn’t lower. “No more lies,” he said, like a promise. “I only want you to see.” 
 
    Alexei considered a long, long moment, fingers drumming on the tabletop. He flicked a sideways glance at the mage, shivered all over like a horse covered in flies, and finally jerked a nod. “Fine,” he said through clenched teeth, gaze on the table. “Show me. Show me the truth.” 
 
    “I will,” Dante said, rising, exhaling long and shaky with obvious relief. His long legs looked like they nearly buckled on the walk over, but then Nikita and Sasha slid over, and he settled on the bench across from Alexei. “May I see your hand, your grace?” he asked, with perfect reverence.  
 
    Alexei shoved one sleeve up and smacked his hand down on the tabletop, rolling his eyes in a very un-tsar-like manner.  
 
    Dante set his own delicately atop it, and closed his eyes.  
 
    Alexei stared sullenly off to the side a moment – and then his eyes popped wide – and then they glazed over.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alexei felt a gentle probing at his mind; not the shove of will that came with compulsion. It was a light, tickling touch, like fingertips sliding along his forehead. It’s only me, Dante’s voice said. He had the sense of a door opening, of being waved inside. Invited in.  
 
    His vision faded to gray, and panic swelled – but then he was spinning dizzily on a field of black dotted with white pinpricks like stars. 
 
    I’m here, Dante said, inside his head. I’m right here. 
 
    Then he could see… 
 
    An alley. Grimy red brick illuminated by a flickering pair of sconces on either side of a door. There was a poster, an ad for a band playing next Tuesday at a place called The Dungeon – next Tuesday in 2015.  
 
    He heard sounds, and finally placed them: the slap of shoes on pavement, the uneven sawing of breath. Someone was running. A tall, rangy figure barreled around the corner, careened off the wall with a stumble and a curse, and pressed on, pursued by dogs – no, by wolves. A half-dozen of them, shaggy, hulking things, snarling. The light caught the glimmer of saliva, the gleam of ivory teeth.  
 
    The running figure passed the sconces, and their yellow light slid across his sharp-featured face: Dante. Gaze hectic, pulse leaping visibly in his throat, wild and exhausted.  
 
    The alley was a dead end. Dante leapt when he reached it, scrabbling at the brick with fingers and nails, a low, awful, scared-cat whine caught in the back of his throat. The wolves reached him–  
 
    A new scene: a cell. A concrete floor with a drain in the center, white cinderblock walls, and a door of fat silver bars. A stick-thin figure in white scrubs, dark hair buzzed close to his scalp, huddled by the back wall, wrists circled with heavy silver cuffs that trailed silver chains across the floor, and up the wall to silver loops mounted with screws with quarter-size heads. Alexei knew it was Dante, even before he lifted his head in response to the sounds of footsteps out in the hall, but the sight of his face still sent an awful start through him.  
 
    He was always lean, but he looked nearly skeletal, now, nothing but fevered blue eyes and cheekbones, the skin of his cheeks sunken and pallid under fluorescent lights. The lack of hair, and the deep bruised circles beneath his eyes gave him all the liveliness of a skull. Poorly healing wounds marred his arms, and Alexei realized they were bite marks, the deep puncture wounds of wolf teeth.  
 
    Keys rattled at the door, and the bars slid back to reveal two men dressed all in black, and a third, holding a clipboard, in dress slacks and a long, white lab coat. A scientist. 
 
    An Ingraham Institute scientist, Alexei realized with another start.  
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Norrie, how are we feeling?” the man asked, clicking his pen, like he wasn’t speaking to an injured, underfed vampire currently chained to the wall like a Fifteenth Century prisoner of war.  
 
    Dante blinked at the man, and didn’t answer.  
 
    The doctor looked to one of the guards beside him, and nodded. The guard stepped forward, and in his hands he held what looked like a travel coffee mug with a straw sticking out of the top; steam curled from the straw, and even if he couldn’t smell it, Alexei knew instinctively that it was blood.  
 
    Dante’s head strained upward on a neck that looked fragile as a flower stem. His nostrils flared.  
 
    The guard knelt down on one knee, doing an admirable job of hiding his fear; Alexei caught the glint of it in his eyes, though, and felt the savage urge to lean down and sink his fangs in the man’s neck; to pin him down and drain him dry. Dante was barely strong enough to hold himself upright, and was chained besides, and this hale and hearty mortal skirted around him like he was the one in danger. He offered the mug, the straw steadied between two gloved fingers.  
 
    Dante stared at it a long moment, breathing quick and hard through his nose, scenting the air. Finally, hesitantly, he leaned forward and put his lips on the straw. The blood was thick, slow and dark as it filled the straw. Dante took one small sip, swallowed, and then his eyes fluttered shut and he drank in earnest, greedy gulps until he had to sit back, gasping, trying not to choke, a stray drop running down his chin, jewel-bright against the papery hue of his skin.  
 
    The guard stood, and Dante creaked out a soft, broken, “Wait…” 
 
    But he moved back to the door to stand alongside the doctor.  
 
    “Let’s try again,” the doctor said. “Good morning, Mr. Norrie.” 
 
    Dante panted a moment, and then his gaze dropped. “Good morning,” he croaked.  
 
    The doctor smiled. “Now, was that so hard?” 
 
    The vision shifted with a blur of gray mist, and Dante was laid out on a table, fastened to rails at both wrists, and both ankles, naked save a white towel draped over his hips in the barest suggestion of modesty. He pressed his head back against the table, neck corded and straining, teeth bared, as doctors on both sides pressed plungers on the syringes plugged into both IV bags that snaked tubes down to the vulnerable, visible blue veins in the crooks of his elbows.  
 
    “Injecting now,” one of the doctors said, and a tech with a clipboard scribbled notes. “This is test IC, human papilloma virus…” 
 
    Another flash, and Dante was on his stomach, shirtless, wearing an electrode helmet, while a doctor with latex gloves on his hands carved long, bloody lines down his back with a scalpel, and while Dante screamed around some sort of gag, the sound muffled.  
 
    Though Alexei was only a floating voyeur, he felt a rolling sickness in his belly, the urge to heave, and the vision flashed again.  
 
    Time had passed, he could tell. Dante had regained a little weight, a little color, and his hair curled out from his head in dark, unwashed ringlets like corkscrews. (That was why he was so ruthless with the pomade, Alexei thought faintly; if left undressed, his hair tended toward riotous curls.) He wore a white t-shirt, rather than a scrub top and a soft blue pants; rubber flip-flops on his formerly bare feet.  
 
    Gustav stood in front of him.  
 
    “As you can see,” Gustav said, gesturing, “talking with me has already bought you greater comforts.” 
 
    A pair of flip-flops. Pants that weren’t white. Those were Gustav’s provided comforts.  
 
    “If you cooperate.” He pitched forward at the waist, pushing his face into Dante’s personal space; Dante swallowed and inched backward on his cot. “You might even see the outside world again.” 
 
    “But I have cooperated,” Dante said, voice soft and broken. “I have. I’ve been so good, for all their tests.” Even softer: “I only screamed a little.” 
 
    Alexei’s nausea spiked again. He felt a low, insistent tugging in his chest, a plucking of heartstrings. God. God.  
 
    “They’re done with all their tests, Basil,” Gustav said, and laid a hand on Dante’s head. There was nothing comforting about it; the touch of someone reluctantly petting a stray dog. “No more pokes and prods. Now, we need you to do some sleuthing for us.” 
 
    Dante’s brows drew together. “S-sleuthing?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gustav smiled. “It’s time you put that magical brain to work.” 
 
    “But,” Dante said, drawing his legs up, wrapping his thin arms around his knees – just like he had on the chair in Colette’s living room. His eyes were red-rimmed as they had been just moments ago, in real time; big, and terrified, and full of doubt. “But I don’t–” 
 
    “Do it,” Gustav said, “or the testing will continue.”  
 
    The faint color in Dante’s cheeks bled away, leaving him nearly as white as the shirt he wore. He looked… 
 
    He looked like Alexei had felt, all those decades ago, when the Chekists had barked at them to stay where they were, and then lifted their guns. When he’d realized that they were all about to die: a fear that couldn’t be borne, one the stripped away all reason and self-preservation.  
 
    In that moment, it didn’t matter that Dante had betrayed him, that Alexei hated him; he wanted to lift him up and carry him away from this moment, shield him bodily, and hiss a warning to Gustav. The things they’d done to him…those few glimpses… 
 
    The black field of stars again, a dizzy spin, and Alexei was back at Colette’s table, breathing raggedly through his mouth as if he’d just sprinted a long way, nauseated and off-balance and furious, and hurting. When he blinked his gaze clear, he was staring at his own hand, curled into a tight fist, Dante’s resting over the back of it, trembling faintly. Alexei had no idea which one of them was shaking – maybe both.  
 
    He lifted his head, and sought Dante’s gaze, hoping to catch a flicker of doubt, of guilt, some trace of a lie.  
 
    But Dante gazed at him steadily, his expression as raw and cracked-open as Alexei had ever seen it. Eyes red and wet, mouth twitching in a shaky semblance of a smile that was affectionate, and sad, and embarrassed. He looked nothing like the Dante he’d first met at Nameless, sharp and smirking and looking for a good time. That Dante he could have handled, could have turned away. 
 
    But not this one.  
 
    He had to wet his lips before he could speak. “How long did they keep you?”  
 
    “Until about six months ago.” 
 
    Almost four years, then. Four years of testing, of torture; of being injected with human diseases and flayed alive in the name of science.  
 
    Alexei swallowed.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Lex. Your grace.” Dante’s breathing hitched. “It was my only way out, and I took it.” 
 
    “I know.” Alexei turned his hand over, and when Dante started to draw back, thinking he was being shaken off, Alexei laced their fingers together, and squeezed tight. 
 
    Dante squeezed back.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m not the sort of dream-walker that His Grace Prince Valerian is,” Dante said a few minutes later. He sat on Alexei’s other side at the table, breathing in the fragrant steam from a mug of tea, visibly more relaxed now, though his face was still drawn with lines of tension. Occasionally, he’d rake a hand through his hair, mussing it further, so it curled softly on his shoulders. “I’m not that strong. Most of the time, when I go visiting, I fail to take a visible shape.” 
 
    “So no one sees you,” Nikita said, unnerved by the idea. Doubtless Val could hide himself too, if he chose, but was too vain – (lonely, Nik knew, truthfully) – to keep to shadows and dark patches. He always announced himself with great fanfare, and a toss of his golden hair.  
 
    “Not generally, no. And I can share my past with others” – he tipped his head toward Alexei – “but I’ve never been able to link the consciousnesses of two other people, the way Valerian did for you and Trina.” 
 
    “You told him about that?” Nikita asked Alexei.  
 
    The tsarevich – Nikita wasn’t going to call him tsar, not even in his own head – nodded primly, unapologetic. “I don’t believe in keeping secrets anymore, not between us.” 
 
    Nikita snorted.  
 
    Again, Alexei didn’t take the bait. “If we’re going to be pack…” 
 
    “And you think he counts as pack?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t presume–” Dante began, gaze dropping.  
 
    But Alexei said, “He does.” To Dante: “Continue, please.” 
 
    Dante glanced between them, and took a small sip of tea, uncertain. “There are advantages to being more or less invisible, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, ya think?” Lanny said, and was ignored.  
 
    “I was able to look in on Gustav. And, when I touched him, I was able to slip into his thoughts.” 
 
    “You read minds?” Trina asked, alarmed.  
 
    “I can read lies,” he said. “It requires a physical touch, and a considerable mental effort on my part, but I can divine someone’s true intentions. Suffice to say, I’ve been acquainted with Gustav long enough to understand his true motives.” 
 
    “Which are?” Nikita prompted. Perspective shift or no, he only had so much patience.  
 
    Dante took a breath. “The Institute is in the business of research. They’re trying to distill a miracle cure for every kind of human disease. Yes? Probably, more likely, they’re trying to figure out how to become immortal without requiring blood. And how to fight and contain us, how to kill us. They do believe in the war – the threat of Romulus is very real to them.  
 
    “But Gustav…Gustav isn’t thinking about defeating Romulus for the benefit of the world, but of himself. He was a true believer when he served the Kaiser – in truth, I think he was more ambitious than Wilhelm. His head is full of dreams of grandeur a la Alexander the Great and Mehmet the Conqueror.” 
 
    “Jesus, why does everybody want to take over the fucking world?” Lanny muttered.  
 
    Dante looked right at Nikita. “Gustav is after power. He’s playing the long game, and he’s going to remove any player from the board who stands in opposition.” 
 
    “I thought he wanted revenge against my family,” Alexei said. 
 
    “He does, darling. Revenge…and then the world.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A small, second-floor balcony on the rear of the townhouse, just off the kitchen, offered a view of the small, tidy backyards lined up to either side of Colette’s place, and the alley beyond, the rows of trash cans and recycling bins. A canvas awning shielded it from the rain, fat drops pattering overhead and dripping off the edge; a breeze stirred two sets of windchimes, one tubular and clear-sounding, the other made of spoons, its tinkling discordant, but charming.  
 
    Lanny stood with his back to the rail, rainfall silhouetting him in silver, smoking a cigarette. “You’ve got that look on your face like you’ve decided something,” he observed.  
 
    Trina pulled her feet up into the papasan chair and curled her legs beneath her, settling deeper into the cushion. It smelled faintly of lavender, and something darker, sage, maybe. She felt guilty for taking up space in Colette’s house – for bringing more problems to her heavily-warded door. But she felt safe here, too; hidden from anyone or anything hunting for them.  
 
    “Yeah?” She sighed. “You’re not wrong.” 
 
    “You believe Dante?” 
 
    “Do I believe the same place that kept Val locked up in a basement took Dante prisoner? Yeah. What about you?” 
 
    He made a face. “I don’t want to – the guy’s been lying to us. But my gut read right now is that he’s being honest. It’s hard to fake being that kind of upset. And” – he laid a finger alongside his nose – “I’ve got the sixth sense these days, you know.” 
 
    “You can smell honesty?” She fought a grin.  
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    She chuckled.  
 
    He grew serious again. “So what is it?” 
 
    A decision that made her stomach hurt, but one that, once she’d come to it, she’d known was right. “The Institute’s got to go. We’ve got to get rid of it.” 
 
    He nodded, like he’d expected as much.  
 
    “And honestly? I think it could do great work. If there’s a way to cure cancer and every other disease known to man, using vampire blood or antibodies or whatever is actually a genius idea. That kind of research is going to save the world one day – it’s the only reason the human race has lasted as long as it has. Scientists are gonna save the planet one day. 
 
    “But the way they’re doing it – capturing, and torturing, and testing people against their will like lab rats. That’s not – that’s so many kinds of amoral it makes my head spin. They’re turning people into drooling monsters and siccing them on civilians. They’re murdering their own failed test subjects. They’re doing more harm than good.  
 
    “I thought we could just mind our business, and let them do their thing, but we can’t ignore it anymore. The Institute needs shutting down. If I thought I could play whistleblower and get them shut down, I’d do that – but I kinda think that’ll just get me disappeared.” 
 
    “Let ‘em try,” he said fiercely.  
 
    Dear sweet, violent Lanny. She smiled at him, fleetingly. “It’s going to have to be us. Maybe Val and his crew will help. Maybe Will and Much can stick around a little longer – maybe bring in more of their guys.” 
 
    He frowned. “Speaking of: why haven’t they shut them down already?” 
 
    “Something I’m planning on asking Will the next time we see him, believe me.” The morning’s violence and chaos seemed to catch up with her all at once, helped along by the weight of what lay ahead. She propped her elbow on the edge of the chair and rested her temple against her fist. “There’s a lot we don’t know, still. And talking about Romulus, and the end of the world, and a war–” Her heart lurched just at the mention. “That freaks me out in a way I never thought possible. We’ve got to do something, though.” 
 
    “I think so, too.” 
 
    That surprised her, though maybe it shouldn’t have. “You do?” 
 
    “Hey, I may be an idiot, but I’m not heartless. This is my city, too; these jokers are killing my New Yorkers.” He offered a lazy grin, and aimed for teasing, but Trina detected a note of real hurt in his voice.  
 
    “I know you’re not heartless,” she said, softly. “And you’re not an idiot either.” 
 
    He lifted his brows. 
 
    “I mean, sometimes, you do idiot things.” A smile tugged at her mouth. “But you’re mostly a good egg.” 
 
    His grin eased into something truer. “I try.” 
 
    “When you’re not entering illegal cage matches.” 
 
    “That was totally Alexei’s idea.” 
 
    “Sure, blame the prince.” 
 
    They smiled at one another, the rain drumming overhead, hissing through the gutters.  
 
    “Our lives are weird,” Lanny said.  
 
    “True that.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “There’s a mage at my kitchen table,” Colette said, her movements quick and precise – agitated in a controlled way – as she pulled down a tumbler from above the sink, poured a few fingers of red wine, and then topped it off with the heated pig’s blood she’d just taken out of the microwave. She spilled a drop down the edge of the glass, and she caught with a fingertip and sucked it off; even that looked agitated.  
 
    Nikita could smell the anger on her; she hadn’t looked directly at him since she’d come up from below, during a lull in customers.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, quickly, and stole a glimpse at Severin, sitting mannequin-stiff at the table, still, pale hands folded together on the wood. Every time Nikita looked at him, he was shocked all over again by how young he was. Just a freckled boy, expression faintly puzzled, removed from everything he’d ever known…and with the power to burn this whole block to the ground in a matter of minutes.  
 
    He shuddered and turned back to Colette – to her clenched-jaw profile, as she took a long swallow of blood-laced wine. “I know.” He kept his voice low. “And believe me, I’m not thrilled about it either. But he came to us – he escaped that place, and he wants to help us. Or for us to help him. I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Her eyes cut toward him, finally, her gaze unimpressed. “That’s not even a little bit true.” 
 
    He sighed.  
 
    “You hate mages,” she said. “Why the hell would you care that this one wanted your help?” 
 
    “Because things are different. Things are changing.” And once he’d said it, he knew it was true; the truth Will Scarlet had wanted him to see.  
 
    He and Sasha had encountered other immortals on their wandering – he’d killed a fair number of the vampires they’d met, the ones he’d found preying on humans with the intent to kill. There had been one, especially, with a penchant for children… 
 
    But that had been happenstance. Coincidence. There were immortals in the world, and sometimes they brushed up against one another; some formed alliances, even small packs; but mostly they kept clear of each other, vampires prickly as cats, not wanting to share Familiars or territory.  
 
    But the past year had brought a shift, one he could no longer chalk up to chance. Vlad Tepes was awake; Valerian was escaped. The Institute was flexing its muscle in an unprecedented way. Fools like Gustav were trying to make real grabs for power. There were child mages bred in labs, and heroes of myth foretelling war. It all held the stink of prophecy; of an inevitable, monolithic purpose, one that would reel them all in without apology.  
 
    He’d resisted to start. 
 
    Because he resisted everything. 
 
    Whatever his face was doing, it caused Colette to slowly lower her tumbler, and turn to face him fully, one hand braced on the countertop. “Nik?” It was prompt and question both, her brows drawing together, frown tugging at her lips.  
 
    “You told me to mind my own business,” he said, “and I really did try. That’s what I wanted to do. But. There are things happening that I can’t ignore.” 
 
    “You could leave the city. Go somewhere safe–” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Anywhere people don’t want to kill you.” He started to respond, but she cut him off. “You’re the one who’s always telling me you’re done fighting because someone else wants you to. You were gonna look out for you.” She poked him lightly in the chest with one forefinger, its nail painted bright yellow. “You and your boy.” 
 
    “I’m still doing that. But it’s not just us anymore. We have a pack again.” 
 
    She rocked back on her heels.  
 
    “We have to look after them, too. And I don’t think this is one of those times when – to do that – running away is the best option.” 
 
    She studied him a long moment, lips pursed, and then smiled. “Listen to you. Caring about something.” 
 
    “I care,” he huffed, affronted.  
 
    “Sure you do, sweetie.” She cupped his cheek a moment. “But it’s nice to see you take a stand.” She pulled back. “Even if I don’t want shit to do with whatever it is you’re gonna do.” 
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    “And I want that mage out of my house before David gets home.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    He turned around, and said mage was staring right at him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    By unspoken agreement – a few darted glances between them – it was decided that Sasha would have the honor of questioning Severin. Trina sat beside him, both of them across from the mage at the table, yet more tea in front of them; Trina felt made of tea at this point. The rain kept coming steadily down, and the light was fading, and it was time to make some decisions and get out of Colette’s hair.  
 
    As discreetly as she could, Trina slipped her little spiralbound notebook from her jacket pocket and uncapped a pen under the table.  
 
    Severin noticed. There was something birdlike in the way his head turned toward her. “What are you writing?” 
 
    “Nothing yet.” She put the pad up on the table where he could see its blank, waiting lines. “Do you mind if I take some notes about the Institute while we talk?” 
 
    He considered a moment, and then nodded.  
 
    Her chest felt lighter and more fluttery with nerves than it ever had while interrogating a murder suspect.  
 
    Sasha’s arm brushed hers, and she heard the faint rasp that sounded like every hair on his forearm was standing at attention. His voice was light and sweet, though, when he said, “Severin, thank you for helping us today.” 
 
    Severin said, “I came to help Alexei. He said you were his friends.” His gaze flitted over toward Nikita, standing not-so-nonchalantly in the center of the rug with his arms folded, watching them from the corner of his eye. “Nikita Baskin killed my brother.” It sounded more like a statement of fact than an accusation, but Sasha twitched beside her.  
 
    “Yes, well, I know he’s very sorry about that. He regrets it.” Sasha’s voice held an edge of detectable nervousness. “He was very upset at the time, and–” 
 
    “He was looking for you.” Severin’s gaze returned to Sasha; snapped back to him, cool, and clear, and inscrutable.   
 
    Sasha’s throat clicked audibly when he swallowed. “He was.” 
 
    “Because you’re his Familiar,” Severin said, flatly.  
 
    Sasha knitted his fingers together, and flexed them. “No, we’re–” he hedged, looking and sounding hesitant.  
 
    “He’s my mate,” Nikita said, behind them.  
 
    Beside her, Sasha stiffened; one fast moment of tension, and then she heard him exhale, felt him settle.  
 
    And Nik…Mr. Repression himself… 
 
    In the midst of – of everything – Trina took a moment for an internal fist-pump. To hear Nik own up to it – mates – forwardly, strongly. Without remorse or embarrassment. She heard him take a step closer toward the table, and didn’t need to turn to know the fierceness of his expression; she could hear it in his voice.  
 
    She snuck a fast, sideways glance toward Sasha, and saw that he was working hard to suppress a smile, corners of his mouth twitching.  
 
    “We’re mates,” Sasha said, schooling his features back to an appropriate level of gravity. “Nik didn’t go in there that day looking to hurt anyone; he was upset, and scared for me, and he reacted badly, yes, but. He went looking for me – for his mate. Because he loves me, and he would have burned the whole place down if that’s what it took to get me back. Just like I would have, if the situation had been reversed.” His voice trembled, briefly, near the end, quavering with emotion. And honesty.  
 
    Trina slid forward in her chair, drawing the mage’s attention – he’d been staring at Sasha with rapt amazement, eyes glimmering as he sought to understand. She put on her best work with me, here detective voice, low and earnest. “Severin, I understand that you grew up there, and you’ve got no reason to believe me over any of the staff there, but the doctors at the Institute are just that: staff. They’re in the business of experimenting on immortals. They kidnap people: trick them, drug them, chain them, and keep them locked in cells so they can draw blood samples. They did that to Sasha. And Dante, and our friend, Val.  
 
    “You read the letter that Will gave you,” she said, nodding toward the coat pocket where she’d seen him tuck it carefully away earlier. He reached up to touch the pocket, reflexive, and the paper inside crinkled. “You and your siblings were bred and raised as weapons.” She hoped that there had been moments of kindness, too, but she had strong doubts. “If you didn’t already know that, you wouldn’t be sitting here.” 
 
    He swallowed, throat moving. Very still, his eyes very wide, and clear, the color of old glass bottles.  
 
    “The Institute has the potential to be a good and useful place,” she continued. “But so far, they’ve failed. Pretty spectacularly. We can’t let that continue.” 
 
    “Severin, do you understand what we’re saying?” Sasha asked, tone gentle.  
 
    “We’re shutting it down,” Lanny said, before the boy could answer. “The local branch here is toast.” A beat. “I mean – not actual toast. You don’t gotta roast it.” 
 
    Nikita muttered under his breath.  
 
    But Trina watched Severin. Watched his gaze flick toward Lanny, and then come back: to Sasha, to her. Watched the way his lashes lowered, and knew he was considering.  
 
    He wasn’t normal. How could he be, after he’d been raised anything but normally? No sleepovers, or s’mores, or Saturday morning cartoons, or dodge ball. No bustling school full of squeaking sneaker soles, and slamming locker doors; no chance to make honest friendships, to laugh, and experiment with romance, and just be.  
 
    He wasn’t a regular kid, no…but that didn’t mean he wasn’t intelligent; wasn’t observant and quick to adapt. The tiniest muscle twitched in his cheek, and he sucked his lower lip between his teeth, briefly, and Trina knew his brain was spinning; that he was mulling over everything they’d said.  
 
    And what a risk it was to have spoken to him so openly. Whether or not he’d thrown flames at one of his teachers and escaped, he was still someone raised wholly by the Institute. Someone obviously holding a grudge against Nikita, and maybe unable to show forgiveness, depending on the lessons he’d learned in his short life.  
 
    She didn’t realize she was holding her breath until he finally looked up, shoulders pushing back with the air of someone who’d made a decision, and nodded. “You’re right. What they’re doing is unethical.” Then she let out a deep, trembling exhale, and felt some of the tension in her gut melt away.  
 
    She heard several relieved sighs behind her.  
 
    “We certainly think so.” Her breath might have hitched, but her voice remained steady. “We don’t want anyone to get hurt – human or immortal. That’s why the Institute can’t keep functioning the way they have been.” 
 
    “So,” Lanny said, tactless as always, “you in?” 
 
    Alexei’s turn to mutter. 
 
    Nik sighed out an “oh, Christ.”  
 
    But Severin didn’t seem bothered. He said, “I want to get my siblings out. My – my brothers.” 
 
    How heartbreaking, she thought. It didn’t sound like he’d said the word brother much before, the way he tripped on it.  
 
    But busting out more mages was a tall, tall order.  
 
    “Well,” she said. “I don’t guess we can argue with that.” 
 
    And no one did.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    39 
 
      
 
    Deprive a being of simple, everyday occurrences long enough, and all of them, no matter how mundane, become wondrous when they return. At some point in the past, Val probably hadn’t cared either way about rain; at some point in the future, it would doubtless lose its splendor. But for now, he reached out beyond the shelter of his umbrella to catch a handful of cool raindrops in his palm, smiling helplessly, delighted by nothing more than a cool autumn shower.  
 
    Evening approached, and the lamps along the path flickered on, warm yellow light haloed by shifting tides of mist. The Park wasn’t empty – it didn’t strike Val as the sort of place to ever be empty – but its traffic had slowed. He and Mia walked alone down the trail, Fulk and Anna trailing, far enough back not to overhear if they whispered.  
 
    Val turned his hand over, and watched the collected water pour out, and said, “I went to see Vlad.” 
 
    Mia paused. Only a fraction of a second, it didn’t interrupt her stride. But Val felt the shiver of hesitation move through her. “How is he?” she asked, and he read something like genuine affection for his brother in her tone – and the fear that they were being pursued.  
 
    “Single-minded,” Val said, and felt himself smile. “Focused, and restless, and absolutely dominating all those poor fools in Virginia. We’re quite safe from them, don’t worry,” he said, patting the back of her hand where it rested in the crook of his arm. “He’s preparing an expedition to find our uncle.” 
 
    Up ahead, a rain-slick bench sat beneath the bare limbs of a tree. Mia towed him toward it, fished a bit of clean newspaper from the trash can and wiped down the metal seat. They sat down together, snuggled close to fit beneath the umbrella. “You’re worried about him,” she guessed, and rightly so.  
 
    He turned his head far enough to see her face, soft and lovely with concern in the silvery light. He kissed her forehead, on sudden impulse, and felt her settle even more fully against his side, under his arm. “I am,” he admitted, resting his temple against the top of her head. He didn’t think he’d ever tire of touching her, of the pressure of her warm body against his. “All he’s ever cared about is revenge. I thought he hated me for so long…” he said, voice going faint. “Finding out that he didn’t was one of the happiest moments of my life. And I hoped – foolishly – that he would bury all the old hatchets and just live. There’s nothing of our old existence left: no palaces to hold, no lineages to uphold. A chance to start over. But he’s ready to pick up the sword again.” 
 
    She hummed – lips vibrating faintly against his throat – and said, “Maybe he’s too noble for his own good.” 
 
    He pulled back so he could see her face, heart thumping with surprise, delight. And she wasn’t lying, he could tell. “Nobody calls him noble, you know.” 
 
    She smiled. “Please note I’m not approving of some of his – uh, methods. But helping us leave was pretty darn noble. So is going after your uncle.” 
 
    He smiled back…but it dimmed when a thought struck. “I supposed it’s been terribly ignoble of me to run away–” 
 
    Her forefinger landed on his lips, silencing him. “No. Nope, we’re not doing that. You didn’t run away, Val. You finally got the hell out of your prison cell. Leaving was the best, healthiest thing you could have done.” 
 
    She was right – of course she was. His joy over a palmful of cool rain was proof of that. But his visit with Vlad had continued to niggle at his conscience.  
 
    “It’s very dangerous, what he’s going to attempt,” he said, faintly.  
 
    Mia touched his face, and he was grateful that she didn’t offer any empty platitudes.  
 
    He tucked her head beneath his chin again, and stared off across the dripping Park. When he felt himself begin to drift, he closed his eyes, and let it happen.  
 
    This time, he didn’t appear in Vlad’s study, but in a windowless, brightly-lit room he’d glimpsed only briefly during his first, failed attempt to escape Blackmere Manor. The room where he’d found his weapons stored, where Vlad’s were still kept: a training room. Black mats covered the floor, and racks lined the walls bearing all manor of weapons, from medieval to modern. At the far end, the lights above it dimmed, was a shooting gallery; Val wondered if Vlad had developed a fondness for the guns humans used now, or if he preferred to stick to his old short bow. He remembered a pale, angry-faced boy shooting from horseback, taking hares, and harts, and landed bull’s eyes on targets with effortless grace, brows slanted with perpetual dissatisfaction: he was never pleased with his own talent and performance. 
 
    Lost for a moment in the past, Val didn’t notice at first that his brother was here in the flesh at first. But then he blinked, and threw all his mental efforts into the projection of himself, and settled perched on the edge of a table to take in the scene before him.  
 
    Vlad, dressed in plain back t-shirt, tac pants, and tightly-laced boots, wore his hair braided back severely, folded under and contained in a knot. Sweat gleamed at his temples and throat, and on the bare, tensed muscles of his arms, brows slanted in the old way Val remembered, his mature face making the whole expression twice as fierce.  
 
    He was sparring with the woman he’d turned, the one whose leg had broken so badly on their ride out into the woods. Adela Ramirez, Val remembered; Sergeant Ramirez.  
 
    She wore a clinging tank top, and tight black pants (leggings, Mia had told him the other day, when he asked). She was barefoot, and her feet looked the same, now, especially as she moved, her own braid swinging in a wide arc as she dodged a grab from Vlad. He was unarmed, but she held a knife, its edge glinting under the fluorescent lights.  
 
    She righted herself, and darted forward, under Vlad’s guard, leading with her free hand, knife held back and ready for a swipe at his ribs on the opposite side. She was quick; lithe and tightly-coiled, lean muscle rippling down her arms. Already a warrior and an athlete, and now a vampire, one born of Vlad’s blood no less, imbued with his strength and speed.  
 
    But Vlad was Vlad. He reared back a scant inch, far enough to avoid the intended chop of her hand, but no farther. No wasted effort. When she brought the knife up, he reached out, almost lazily, and batted it out of her grip. She grunted, hand falling open, stunned from the blow to her wrist, and the knife tumbled away across the mats.  
 
    “She’s brave to even attempt a match with him,” Val said, conversationally, and beside him, Major Treadwell nearly jumped out of his skin.  
 
    The major had been leaning back against the same table where Val now sat, arms folded, watching the match with a deep, troubled frown. He jumped, and let out what must have been an involuntary shout, and whirled to face Val, hand straying to his hip, and the gun there. 
 
    Val grinned at him. “You’re welcome to try.” 
 
    “Val,” Vlad said, with the barest hint of something like warmth that wouldn’t have meant anything to anyone else, but which Val knew to be a great show of affection for his ferocious brother.  
 
    He turned his smile to Vlad, and let it soften, and widen into a truly glad expression. “Good evening, brother. Training your little ducklings?” 
 
    Vlad scoffed. “Attempting to.” 
 
    “Major,” Val said, “you can let go of your gun, you know. I’m not actually here.” 
 
    “I know that,” Treadwell snapped, but it was a long moment of catching his breath before he took his hand off his weapon.  
 
    Ramirez blew out a breath and bent to pick up her knife, wiping a sweat-glazed forehead with the back of a hand as she stood. “Pretty bold showing up here again,” she said to Val.  
 
    He felt his fangs elongate as he shifted his smile toward her. “Says the woman who wanted to practice hand-to-hand with my brother.” 
 
    She looked like she wanted to retort – and like it was a retort she’d toned down from the kneejerk reaction that sent a spike of anger across her face – but Vlad said, “Leave us.” She and Treadwell left without any grumbling; without even a questioning glance.  
 
    “They’re afraid of you,” Val said. He didn’t try to sound delighted, but it happened anyway.  
 
    Vlad nodded and shrugged, moving toward the table. His hands were wrapped – a nod to sparring propriety, but not a necessity – and he picked the bandages loose as he walked, unwinding them. “Their efforts are genuine but they’re a poor army.” He set one bandage down and loosened the other, cutting a glance up at Val through his lashes. “Your friends–” 
 
    “Are not looking to be recruited,” Val said, loftily, though he felt a squirming of uncertainty in his belly.  
 
    “Fine.” Vlad reached for a water bottle and didn’t press the issue. “You’re still well?” 
 
    “Wonderfully so. Mia sends her regards.” He leaned forward, voice lowering conspiratorially. “She thinks you’re noble, by the way.”  
 
    Vlad’s brows lifted momentarily in surprise, which smoothed his forehead, and softened the lines around his mouth. He looked handsome like that, Val didn’t tell him, like even if he wasn’t happy, he at least wasn’t on the cusp of impaling someone.  
 
    He couldn’t repress a smile, though.  
 
    Vlad’s brows went back down. “She’s surprisingly sensible, your mate.”  
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” Val said, and meant it.  
 
    Vlad snorted and moved down the table, gaze tracking over the astounding array of knives laid out, gleaming under the lights. He selected one, tested the edge on his thumb, then sealed the cut it left with a flick of his tongue. “Are you sleeping, now?” 
 
    “No. This is a purposeful visit this time.” 
 
    Vlad set the knife down, and reached for another to repeat the exercise. Val half-wondered if it was some exercise in sharpening oneself through pain, or some such rot. “Because I’m such good company?” The edge of bitterness in his voice, like all of Vlad’s more tender emotions, would have been near impossible for a stranger to detect, but to Val it glittered as sharp as the knife in Vlad’s hand.  
 
    “I think you’re excellent company,” Val said.  
 
    Vlad stilled, and his gaze snapped over, dark and pointed. “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    Val gazed back, and felt the nakedness of his own expression. “I’m not. We agreed, didn’t we? No more secrets. No more facades. I think you’re excellent company,” he repeated.  
 
    Vlad’s brow smoothed again, surprised again, handsome again.  
 
    He looks like Father, Val thought, struck suddenly by the idea.  
 
    Vlad said, “Why would you possibly think that?” Voice faint, almost – almost frightened.  
 
    Vlad Tepes, fighter of sultans, impaler of enemies, shaken by genuine fraternal affection. It would have been adorable if it wasn’t so sad.  
 
    “Vlad,” Val said, “you might not be the most – vigorous of conversationalists. Not exactly the optimistic sort – though I will tell you that you should smile more, brother, because it does wonders for your face.” 
 
    The brows went down again. 
 
    “But you’re also intelligent, learned, and stubbornly honest. I’ve always enjoyed your company.” 
 
    “Always,” Vlad said flatly, and Val remembered a moonlit bedroom slatted with the shadows of the silver bars on the window, and the stubborn set of Vlad’s small shoulders, and a gulf beginning to form between them. He remembered whore; the rejection and contempt. Remembered a room in a tower, and Vlad saying he would never trust him.  
 
    “When–” His voice cracked. “When we were boys, you were the one I wanted to spend all my time with.” 
 
    Vlad stared at him. 
 
    And Val remembered sturdy arms around him, helping him steady and aim his bow. Remembered a hand clasping his, and the smell of street vendors, and the oohs and ahhs of the crowd as acrobats defied gravity. Remembered the warmth of the bed they’d shared when they were so small, soft furs tickling their chins, and the scent of Vlad on the pillows, familiar and comforting.  
 
    “You were a good big brother. And I think you were always trying to be, even when things were awful. And I think you’re being one again, now.”  
 
    Vlad kept staring. Val wasn’t sure he was even breathing.  
 
    “You’ve scared most people.” Val offered a smile. “But you don’t scare me.” 
 
    A beat passed. Then Vlad nodded, curtly, and went back to inspecting his knives. “That’s. Well.” 
 
    When it became apparent he wouldn’t continue, Val changed the subject. “How goes the war effort, brother? Or should I say Imperator?” He chuckled over the title.  
 
    Vlad – as expected – didn’t join in his amusement. “We don’t have to speak of that. You–” 
 
    “Vlad.” When his brother glanced over, he said, “I’m worried for you.” 
 
    Vlad frowned. “Worried for me?” 
 
    “Gods, we don’t have to go through the whole ‘I care about you’ song and dance again, do we? Yes, I’m worried. You vowed to kill him or die trying. And I can’t stop thinking about that.” 
 
    “Val, this is what I was bred for. I’m a second son. I’m the one always meant to dedicate his life to battle – to defending my family, even if I’m defending it from other parts of our family. You don’t need to worry. I will gladly–” 
 
    “Lay down your life, yes, I’m painfully aware. And that terrifies me.” 
 
    Vlad shifted so he faced him, one hand braced on the edge of the table. “Is that why you did it?” 
 
    “Did what?” But his pulse skipped, because he knew.  
 
    “Why you crippled me and dragged me out of the that tower. Why you put me to sleep.” He didn’t snarl, but his lips curled enough to show the glint of one sharp fang.  
 
    Val swallowed. “You know it is. They would have killed you.” 
 
    “Then so be it. I was prepared to die. Better at the hands of Matthias Corvinus than Mehmet.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let that happen.” 
 
    “It’s not for you to protect me–” 
 
    “You’re my brother!” When Vlad fell silent, teeth clicking together as his jaw shut, Val realized he’d shouted. And then he kept shouting. “I don’t care if you’re older! I don’t care if you’re the fiercest warrior who ever lived! You’re my brother, and if I can protect you, I will. I don’t want you dead, Vlad. Putting you to sleep that night was the worst thing I’ve ever done, but I could live with it because I knew it meant I’d saved your life.  
 
    “You – you took on an entire mansion by yourself to set me free. To protect me, because we’re brothers. Don’t tell me you’re off to die and expect me not to worry. Don’t tell me it’s none of my concern what you’re planning. I just – I just got you back. Finally got you back. And now you’re…” His chest was too tight; he couldn’t breathe. “Why is it alright for me to live it up in New York while you go off to war, and don’t you dare give me that older brother shit again!”  
 
    He was panting. Felt sweat sliding down the back of his neck, under his hair. Was probably shaking in Mia’s arms, a trembling wreck on a Central Park bench.  
 
    Vlad said, “Are you finished?” 
 
    He huffed.  
 
    “I’ll give you an honest answer, but you won’t like it.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Do you remember what you told me when we fought here?”  
 
    Val’s arms weak, shaking as he tried to meet the strike of Vlad’s sword with his own; the glint in Vlad’s eyes – not of hatred, he now knew, but determination.  
 
    “You said,” Vlad continued, “that you wanted a chance to live. To be free and not bother anyone. And now you have a mate, and you have friends, and you’re exploring the new world for the first time in nearly six centuries. You have reasons to live.” He met his stare with a steady, relentless one of his own. Not with sadness, nor even resignation, but with an assuredness that sent a chill skittering down Val’s back. “And I don’t.” 
 
    Val’s breath caught. “No. You – you do. Vlad, you do.” 
 
    But Vlad tucked his chin, expression grave, even pitying. “You’ve always been the one with a head for dreams. Mircea, too. But not me.” 
 
    “Vlad–” 
 
    “If you’ll admit it to yourself, you’ll know there’s always been a lack in me. I don’t feel the ways that others do. Nothing calls me to the soft pleasures of life. I know what I am – what I’m capable of – and it would be wrong of me to withhold my talents where they’re needed most.” 
 
    “Vlad.”  
 
    “I have no mate. No friends. There is nothing to keep me from this.” 
 
    “You could have a mate. You could make friends.” 
 
    “But I don’t care about those things.” Inevitable, sympathetic. Poor Val for caring.  
 
    Something tickled Val’s face, and he realized it was a tear sliding down his cheek. Another, another…His eyes burned, and his throat ached. “You think I’m weak for wanting those things.” 
 
    “No, brother. I think you have a heart – but I never have.” 
 
    Oh, it hurt. It hurt terribly. And it shouldn’t have mattered, because he had his Mia, and his wolves, and he had Sasha, and Nikita, and their pack, and he had a whole queue of movies to watch on Anna’s laptop; cities to visit, and food to taste, and natural wonders to behold.  
 
    But before any of that, he’d had his hateful, uncompromising brother, and that would always be the oldest, deepest, most painful love.  
 
    “Then you don’t care about me,” he said, voice tear-choked and pathetic. 
 
    “Valerian.” Vlad stepped in close, and Val had to tip his head back, tears dripping off his chin and jaw, running hot down his throat. “Even heartless things can love. Uncle loves power. Mehmet loved power. And I love you.” 
 
    Val closed his eyes and barely managed to choke back a sob.  
 
    “Don’t ever doubt that, dear brother. Never doubt that I want you healthy, and whole, and as far away from this fight as possible.” 
 
    You fool, Val thought. You absolute idiot. He sucked in a breath, and opened his eyes, and blinked them clear. Vlad was looking down at him with his own muted brand of tenderness.  
 
    “Your mage says you need me,” he said. “That it will take three emperors. That–” 
 
    “A theory, at best. And not one that I believe. There’s no precedent for any of the nonsense he spews.”  
 
    “But what if he’s right? What if it takes all three Romes? What if – what if you need me, and I’m out – out sightseeing?” 
 
    “I’ll manage.” 
 
    “After you’ve told me a dozen times you’re ready to die? I should be with you. He’s my uncle, too. We should…what?” 
 
    Vlad was smiling. “You remind me of Mother right now.” 
 
    “Crying?” he asked with a sneer. 
 
    “Ferocious. She would be proud.” 
 
    The last time Val had seen her had been in the wild, dancing firelight of Mehmet’s invaded camp, sword in her hand, hair braided, face painted with blue streaks. 
 
    “Gods, Mama…” He was exhausted, suddenly. “I never even looked for her. I was too afraid I wouldn’t find her.” 
 
    “You should search for her now.” Vlad was still smiling, his expression oddly soft and fond. “Introduce her to Mia. Mother will like her.” 
 
    “Just like you?” 
 
    Vlad nodded.  
 
    Val sucked in a few deep breaths, and blinked away the last of his tears. “I’m being quite serious.” His voice went prim and tight, like it always did when he was ruthlessly checking his emotions. “If you need my help, I want to be there. You’re all I’ve got left of our family. And I–” He bit his lip to keep from crying again, so hard he tasted blood. 
 
    “I’m serious as well. I want you safe. I can handle Uncle.” 
 
    “With your hapless army of two?” 
 
    “They’re improving.” He made a face. “Somewhat. And I have the Necromancer, don’t forget.” 
 
    “Because he’s so willingly helpful.” 
 
    “He’s scared,” Vlad countered, growing serious again. “He’ll help.” 
 
    “Gods. See–” 
 
    “No. No more of that. I’m tired of talking of war.” He folded his arms. “You said this was a personal visit.” 
 
    You look so personable, Val thought, and snorted. “I suppose I did, didn’t I?” 
 
    Vlad lifted a hand and made a go on gesture. Tell me something personal. 
 
    Val sighed. He felt lighter and heavier at the same time. Better for letting the tears out, for hearing that Vlad loved him – though that proved he was not in fact without a heart. But he hated that he’d heard how little Vlad valued himself. How ready he was to throw his immortal body and soul into another war, without reservation, because he felt there was no reason to keep living.  
 
    He sighed again. “Well.” He forced a cheerful note into his voice. “I’m afraid my inexperience with a Familiar of my own is showing. I can’t get Fulk to stop mothering me.” 
 
    Vlad snorted, one corner of his mouth twitching up. “I don’t know any better than you. You should have seen Cicero.” 
 
    Cicero.  
 
    He prayed Vlad never learned the truth of that betrayal. Desperately smoothed his face to keep his reaction hidden.  
 
    Not fast enough. 
 
    “What?” Vlad asked.  
 
    “Oh, nothing, nothing.” Val gave an airy wave, and grinned. “Only tired. These wild New York nights are positively draining.”  
 
    Vlad clucked his tongue, but another smile toyed with his mouth.  
 
    Val lingered a little while longer, doing most of the talking. Telling Vlad about the interpersonal dramas of his friends. Vlad made a sour face of disapproval when Val spoke of Nikita’s unwillingness to bind Sasha. 
 
    “He’s weak,” Vlad said. “And unworthy of that wolf. You should take him on instead.” 
 
    “And stand in the way of true love?” Val asked, scandalized.  
 
    “True love does what’s necessary.” A very Vlad-like sentiment, if ever there was one, Val thought ruefully.  
 
    He finally bid his brother goodbye when Ramirez and Treadwell returned, creeping into the room, standing at the edges, but clearly impatient.  
 
    “I shall say adieu for now, brother,” Val said, standing. He gave a lavish bow to the sergeant. “Lady Adela. Don’t be too discouraged. I imagine sparring is Vlad’s only means of flirting.” He stood, and grinned, and saw color flood her cheeks in the instant before he vanished; heard Vlad’s sigh of “Valerian.” 
 
    Then he was gone.  
 
    But not back to his body. To Mia and the bench and the sweet October rain. He had another visit to make, first.  
 
    He found Liam Price in one of the manor’s second floor bedroom, a spacious room with soaring, painted ceilings and a monstrous four-poster bed draped in gold-trimmed green velvet. The same fabric covered the bench of a settee, and a small bench in front of a gilt-edged vanity. The mural on the ceiling was a woodland scene, done in greens from hunter, to emerald, to soft moss, and palest chartreuse: a doe and fawn drinking from a silver pool. 
 
    The mage lay on a low couch beneath the window, as underdressed as Val had ever seen him in a rumpled white shirt and soft black sleep pants. His head rested on his wife’s lap, and she touched the first two fingertips of both hands to his temples. A soft golden glow emanated from the point of contact; it seemed to pulse, swelling and shrinking: an echo of a heartbeat.  
 
    “Am I intruding?” Val asked with intentional, saccharine politeness.  
 
    Liam’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    The wife, Lily, lifted her head on a soft gasp, eyes wide and startled, as green as the room around her.  
 
    Liam sat up, expression tight, pulling the loose collar of his shirt up higher on one shoulder. It was a brave show at dignity, but an unsuccessful one.  
 
    “Prince Valerian,” he greeted coolly, his own eyes heavy-lidded, blue, and calculating. “This is a surprise.” 
 
    “That’s obvious, given your state of dishabille.”   
 
    Lily pulled the halves of her robe together over her nightgown, an ivory silk that shimmered faintly in the lamplight.  
 
    “Do you ever let my brother see you so discomposed?”  
 
    Liam bared his teeth in a semblance of a smile. “What do you think?” 
 
    Val smiled back, and flashed his fangs. “I think I just walked in on the two of you attempting to break the binding that holds you to Vlad.” 
 
    Liam’s laugh sounded like the scrape and grit of rusty door hinges. His throat’s still damaged, Val realized. He hasn’t fully healed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be a trick?” Liam asked with a sneer. “Divesting oneself of an unwanted master.” 
 
    “My Familiar tells me it’s possible,” Val said. “He’s done it, and so have you.” 
 
    “Your Familiar–” Liam started.  
 
    “Stop,” Lily said. She laid a hand on her husband’s arm, and he turned to her, the aggression melting off his face. “You’re tired, baby,” she murmured, and reached to smooth his shoulder-length curls off his face.  
 
    Val knew she was Anna’s sister, but he realized he’d never heard her speak before; for some reason, her Southern accent surprised him. Two Southern sisters married to two very different Brits.  
 
    “I’m not,” Liam protested, petulant as a child.  
 
    “Shh.” She stroked his face. “You are. You need your rest.” She turned to Val, her hand resting at the back of Liam’s neck. “We weren’t trying to break the binding. Liam is – healing slowly.” 
 
    Oh, Val thought. “And you’re…knitting him back together.” 
 
    “I’m doing what I can.” 
 
    “Are you a necromancer as well?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    The same moment Liam snapped, “I’m not dead.” 
 
    Lily’s fingers massaged his nape, his hair rustling, and he sighed. “I have the power to make things grow,” she explained. “Plants, generally. Sometimes flesh…bones.” 
 
    “Your dear brother broke every bone in my face, and very nearly crushed my esophagus,” Liam said, teeth bared again, without a suggestion of a smile this time. The shadows beneath his eyes lingered, still, dark and unhealthy. “And I–” He hesitated, and then sighed, shoulders slumping. “I’ve failed to return to my full potential after raising Mr. Dyomin.”  
 
    “You’ve run out of magic?” Val guessed, hopefully. 
 
    “I’m weakened. It takes an immense amount of power to raise the dead.” 
 
    “It’s draining,” Lily said, softer. “It takes time to fully recover, after.” 
 
    And then Vlad had broken his face, and he hadn’t been healing like he should.  
 
    “I see,” Val said. “Perhaps you’ve learned a valuable lesson about dabbling with necromancy.” 
 
    “Oh, sod off.” 
 
    “And attempting to compel immortals much stronger than yourself.” 
 
    Liam grimaced, and his gaze drifted toward the fire where it rippled and cracked in the grate. “I didn’t know he was resistant to that trick,” he admitted.  
 
    “In my experience, Vlad is resistant to every trick.” Except for mine, he thought with a mild pulse of panic. He wanted to wrap Vlad’s love for him up tight and lock it away, hide it from view. I’m his weakness, and I always have been. A thrill, a curse. “He’s a rare creature, my brother.” 
 
    Liam sighed, and leaned his shoulder subtly into his wife’s side. Her arm slipped all the way around his neck, fingertips pressed to his collarbone. They looked like a painting, like the room’s second mural: all red, and green, and cream bathed in firelight, lovely and overwrought and terrible.  
 
    Faintly, tiredly, Liam said, “Why are you here, your grace?” 
 
    Val eased his astral projection down onto the old steamer trunk at the foot of the bed. “What you told Vlad about needing three Romans – three emperors to represent the three Romes.” 
 
    Liam perked up, turning his head to face him. 
 
    “Is that just nonsense, or do you believe it?” 
 
    He stared at Val a moment, blue eyes wide, face slack – and open. No artifice in his expression. Nothing cutting or calculating. He looked almost hopeful, but afraid to be so. “I believe it.” He sat up straighter. “It’s a theory, I admit,” he added, hurrying, like he was desperate to get the words out. “Your brother is skeptical, I know, but we as immortals know that not everything real is tangible.” He gestured to Val. “You sitting there, for instance. I could put a fire poker right through you, but you’re here. I’m not hallucinating. There is power in this world that makes its own kind of sense, and I think it’s no coincidence that our enemy is the founder of Rome – that the triumvirate is a Roman legacy – that the triumvirate exists still in the balance between vampire, and mage, and wolf – and that history tells us there were three Romes. Ancient Rome’s downfall was internal – as was the fall of Constantinople–” 
 
    “I’m intimately familiar with what happened to Constantinople,” Val said tightly.  
 
    “Yes, I know, apologies, but my point is this: a strong, financially secure Constantinople, united in religion, could have repelled that siege. The city was crumbling from the inside long before Mehmet turned his guns on the walls. Just like the monarchy in Russia was toppled by its own enraged citizenry. Think of it.” He scooted forward on the sofa, lifting his hands to gesture, gaze sparking with excitement. “Three Romes felled from the inside out. One Roman enemy – the Roman enemy. It’s time the sons of Rome turned on their own father. So to speak.” 
 
    “It does sound logical,” Val agreed, outwardly calm, his heart pounding. “And yes, there is strength in numbers. I can see that it would take a large and powerful force to subdue my uncle for good. Or, as Vlad plans, he can just dig him up, and hack him into bits and burn the bones.” 
 
    Liam made a face. 
 
    “Or do you think there’s something magic and prophetic about a triumvirate of emperors?” 
 
    “I’m a mage. Of course I believe in magic–” 
 
    “No,” Val said, realization dawning. “No, no. Why not try the simplest method first? There’s something you’re holding back. Something you know.” 
 
    Liam shot to his feet, unsteady. Lily grabbed for his hand but he paced toward the fire, rested a forearm on the mantelpiece and tried, unsuccessfully, to look composed.  
 
    “Mr. Price,” Val said. “Tell me now, or I’ll go back to Vlad and have him break the rest of your bones.” 
 
    Liam blanched, the bags under his eyes black as bruises. He looked like a redhaired skull, the torso silhouetted through the white shirt unhealthily thin. “You wouldn’t. You aren’t the cruel brother.” 
 
    “I’m as cruel as I need to be. Tell me now, or wait for Vlad. Your choice.” 
 
    “Liam,” Lily said.  
 
    He let out an explosive breath. “God, I hate vampires,” he muttered. “Fine. Fine. Romulus is awake. I know because his Familiar told me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It sounded like you said ‘his Familiar.’” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “He’s awake?” 
 
    Liam deflated again, slumping back against the mantle. His pants leg was dangerously close to the fire, but Val supposed that wasn’t really a problem for him. “I assume he’s awake, at least. There was a mage.” He shuddered, and the motion looked helpless, automatic. “Bound, he told us, and incredibly, terrifyingly powerful. He made what I do look like parlor tricks.” 
 
    Now Val wanted to shudder.  
 
    “But all mages have refractory periods, even this one. He courted us – friendly-like, talked of an alliance, of sharing our knowledge with one another. He was lonely, he said.” Liam’s gaze turned inward as he remembered, his voice hushed. “He’d been locked up for a very long time, he said, kept imprisoned by fearful mortals. He’d been looking for his master, he said, and he wanted to enlist our help in finding him.” 
 
    “And of course, you being the picture of helpfulness, agreed,” Val said.  
 
    “We didn’t know he was searching out Romulus. It wasn’t until we got to Hungary, headed for Wallachia, that I realized we weren’t hunting just any vampire.” 
 
    Val lifted his brows. “You thought he was after Vlad?” 
 
    “At first, yes. He wouldn’t have been the first. Countless others – mortal and immortal – had gone questing for him. But you’d hidden him well.” 
 
    Val snorted.  
 
    “I admit to being curious: seeing a legend like your brother in the flesh? A notch on any historian’s belt. But I had, like you said, managed to sever a previous binding. The last thing I wanted was to go digging up and waking an even stronger vampire. I told the other mage that we would need to bow out of the hunt. Wished him luck and packed our bags. 
 
    “He…he didn’t like that. He wanted to know why. When I explained about Vlad, he said that Vlad wasn’t his target; that he was looking for, in his words, ‘the godly uncle of Vlad the Traitor.’” He met Val’s gaze, his own haunted. “I knew then who he was after, and then I really wanted nothing to do with his search.  
 
    “We tried to leave, and he attacked me.” 
 
    “How did you get away?” 
 
    Liam turned then to his wife, and for a moment, his face was suffused with the kind of love that made onlookers blush and look away. “Lily.” 
 
    “He told us from the beginning that he was from old Rome, and he proved it when he doubted me,” Lily said. “Because I was a woman, he didn’t think I was powerful enough to worry about.” 
 
    “You killed him?” Val asked. 
 
    “No.” Her face was all regret. “But I wounded him, and we fled. That was when we finally answered one of the Institute’s requests for aid.” 
 
    “I showed him a tracking spell,” Liam said, head bowing with shame, a long red curl falling across his forehead. “I didn’t know, when I did what he would – that he – and I do love to show off…” He lifted his face again. “He will have used it to find Romulus,” he told Val. “And if the bastard isn’t awake yet, it’ll only be because the mage hasn’t found a wolf to do the waking.” 
 
    Val’s memories of his uncle Romulus were the fuzzy-edged recollections of early boyhood. Revisiting those few meetings with Vlad on their dream-walk had sharpened them, some. But, though he knew Romulus to be horrible, though he’d seen Vlad duel with him, cleave his head from his shoulders, Romulus was Father’s twin, after all, and he had Father’s face. It was hard to think of him without superimposing Remus over him; without remembering Father’s soft voice, and softer smiles, his beaky Roman nose limned in the golden light that filtered through his study windows, his dark curls unruly on his brow. Father had been a kind man. 
 
    And a man who hadn’t risked his principality for the sake of his sons.  
 
    Val feared Romulus – a bone-deep chill that he shied away from in his mind, not wanting to think about his own vulnerability, not wanting to remember the putrid taste of Mehmet’s blood on his tongue – but, sometimes…he thought the one he hated might be Father. Just a little. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. His chest was tight again. “So what you’re saying is that this war is your fault.” 
 
    “No!” Liam drew up, affronted. “No, it isn’t, I’m–” His strength failed him again, and his eyes glittered before he blinked them clear. “It’s no one’s fault but Romulus’s. And his Familiar’s.” He reached as if to tug at his collar, but it was already open and loose. He curled his hand lightly around the base of his throat instead. “Will you tell Vlad?” 
 
    Val stood. “No. I’ll leave that to you.” 
 
    His eyes flew wide.  
 
    “If I tell him,” Val explained, “then he’ll assume you never meant to tell him. That you’re toying with him. And trust me when I say that you don’t want to think about the ways he’ll punish you.” His own shoulder throbbed, a phantom pain along the scar that Vlad had left him. “Go to him, get on your knees, grovel and apologize, and tell him everything you’ve told me. Leave nothing out. 
 
    “My brother means to destroy Romulus, no matter the cost. If you learn nothing else about him, learn this: Vlad will never stop. Never.” 
 
    Liam nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “And, Mr. Price.” Val offered him another wicked smile. “If you fail to serve him properly – honestly – he isn’t the only Dracula coming to take a pound of your flesh.” 
 
    Liam’s brows climbed to his hairline.  
 
    “Don’t forget: Mars is my grandfather, too.” He turned away from his stunned expression and offered another bow to Lily. “My lady.” Then he turned loose of the projection and went hurtling back to his body.  
 
    He opened his eyes with a start, and found that he was on his side. He’d slipped down so that he was lying on the bench, his head and shoulders in Mia’s lap, her hand cupping his cheek. 
 
    Annabel sat on his feet, and Fulk stood in front of the bench, facing them; all of them held umbrellas, light drops pattering over the nylon, keeping all of them dry.  
 
    He twisted his head, even that motion leaving him dizzy, and blinked up at Mia’s concerned expression.  
 
    He unglued his tongue from the roof of his mouth. “How long was I gone?” 
 
    “Half an hour,” Anna said. When he glanced toward her, she smiled, close-lipped, her gaze worried.  
 
    “You were really still at first,” Mia said. “But then you – were upset.”  
 
    When the breeze touched his face, he felt the tightness of drying tears. When he swallowed, his throat felt raw.  
 
    Upset, she’d said, but he’d been unconscious and sobbing. 
 
    He reached up to touch her face; tucked a strand of honey-colored hair behind her ear. “An overabundance of brotherly emotions, that’s all,” he assured. “I’m fine.” 
 
    She frowned. “What did he say to you?” 
 
    A chuckle worked its way up his sore throat. “Good things, darling. I promise. I’m just a bit of a mess.” 
 
    Her thumb swept across his cheek, across a tear track.  
 
    “Can you walk?” Fulk asked, expression set in hard lines. “We should move before we attract any more attention.”   
 
    Val sat up, and his balance only wavered a little. Mia and Anna supported his shoulders on either side. Farther down the sidewalk, he noted two women huddled beneath an umbrella, watching them with troubled faces; one held a cellphone. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, heat suffusing his cheeks. “I’ve made a bit of a spectacle it seems. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Nah.” Anna sprang to her feet. “We just told them you’d got hold of some bad ‘shrooms.” 
 
    Mia huffed a laugh. “No, we definitely didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Anna said with a big, pretend sigh. 
 
    Fulk held out a hand, and Val let himself be hauled upright; Fulk’s palm, he noted, was clammy, and not from the rain.  
 
    Poor mother hen.  
 
    They made their way back to the hotel; he didn’t voice it, but Val was glad to get back to their warm, dry rooms. The rain had lost all its charm after his talk with Liam.  
 
    He urged Mia to take the first shower – “Honestly, darling, I’ve already cried all over you on a public bench. Don’t unman me any more by letting me bathe first.” She looked on the verge of inviting him in with her, but then hesitated, bit her lip, and said, only, “Okay.” 
 
    He traded his damp jeans for sweatpants, and padded barefoot next door to Fulk and Anna’s room.  
 
    Fulk opened the door before he could offer his polite knock. His narrow face was drawn – and wasn’t it always? Val couldn’t say he’d ever seen him smile with anything like happiness.  
 
    He stepped back and opened the door in invitation. “Good, you need to feed.” 
 
    “Well, yes, thank you.” Val stepped inside and heard the water running behind the closed bathroom door. “But that wasn’t the intent of my visit. Anna’s showering?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So is Mia. I wanted to speak with you.” 
 
    Fulk sent him a wary look, and then set off across the room. He’d shed his jacket and pulled a soft, threadbare velvet dressing gown on over his t-shirt; its patterns, and the intricacies of its unraveling stitches lent Val the impression it was an old garment, that it was something he’d carried with him for at least a hundred years, lovingly packed away for every trip. He’d been in the process of unbraiding his hair, Val realized, noting the way the unbound braid above his right ear slow unwound itself as he walked to the nightstand. A knife waited there, sharp and clean, glinting under the lamplight.  
 
    “Did you really go to see Vlad?” Fulk sat down on the edge of the bed, pushed up his sleeve, and reached for the knife. “Or is that just what you told her?” 
 
    “I’m wounded,” Val said. “Even now you doubt my honesty? Were the legends about me really that disparaging?” 
 
    Fulk sent him a flat look. “I thought maybe you were trying to spare your newly-immortal, incredibly young mate a bit of a fright.” 
 
    “Ah.” Val moved to sit on the other bed, facing him, their knees nearly touching in between.  
 
    Fulk smirked. Then his gaze went to the nightstand and he said, “Damn. We’re out of cups.” He set the knife aside and started to rise. “I’ll go and–” 
 
    “Wait.” Val made a staying motion, and the wolf eased back down. “I did go see Vlad. He’s preparing a mission to retrieve Romulus’s body. 
 
    “And I saw your old fellow Familiar.” 
 
    Fulk stiffened, and his brows lowered.  
 
    “He had an interesting story to tell me about his own involvement in this whole war business.” And he relayed what Liam had told him, about the mage, and nearly dying, and Romulus having a Familiar.  
 
    “Good Christ.” Fulk slammed his fists down on his thighs and surged to his feet, paced across the room, instantly furious. “That fucking – of course it’s his fault!” He whirled, teeth bared, eyes flashing. “How fucking typical of that prick! He makes a terrible mess, and then twists and manipulates everyone else into cleaning it up for him.” His fiery gaze latched onto Val. “Please tell me you told your brother. I hope he crushes him.” He was breathing hard, chest heaving.  
 
    How surreal it always was, to be the one witnessing that choked-up feeling of turmoil, rather than living it. It had a way of sharpening his mind; bringing all the logic to the fore. In a way, just this was helping him come to a decision that he now saw had been inevitable all along.  
 
    “Come sit down,” he urged.  
 
    “Did you tell Vlad?” 
 
    “Sweetheart, you’re shaking. Come sit down.” 
 
    He did, still huffing, the last coils of his braids coming loose so his hair fell in a dark curtain around his face. He looked at Val like a man betrayed.  
 
    “I have tried,” he said, with a tremulous effort at controlling his voice, “to live a less violent life this past century. But trust me when I tell you that Liam deserves whatever violence Vlad would serve him. Tenfold.” 
 
    “What was it that he did to you to make you hate him so much?” Val wondered aloud. 
 
    Fulk growled.  
 
    “Alright, alright, we won’t talk about that. To answer you: no, I didn’t tell Vlad.” He held up a hand when Fulk tried to protest. “Because I told Liam to tell him, and made it very clear to him that it’s in his best interest to confess – or else deal with retribution from both of us. If I’d told Vlad, he would have killed Liam.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s my point,” Fulk said tightly.  
 
    “Sweet one, I know that you hate him, and I know that he’s dangerous–” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    “I spent six centuries chained to a wall,” Val deadpanned. “I have some idea of danger. My point is this: right now, he’s more useful to us alive.” 
 
    Fulk stared at him a moment. “Us?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “You said ‘more useful to us.’” 
 
    “Yes, well, obviously I meant more useful to Vlad. And someone being of use to my brother is always, by default, useful to me.” 
 
    Fulk planted his hands on the mattress, and his shoulders locked up tight around his ears. “Your grace. What did you and Vlad discuss this evening?” 
 
    “Oh? Just family drama.” He waved it off. 
 
    Fulk wasn’t dissuaded, his gaze unrelenting. “Your family is a bit more dramatic than most.”  
 
    Val stared back. I’m not dragging us into battle, he wanted to say, just to ease his worry.  
 
    But he wasn’t sure that was the truth, and he didn’t want to lie – not to his Familiar.  
 
    Finally, Fulk let out a deep breath, shoulders slumping. “Christ,” he muttered, shaking his head. His face softened, the tension bleeding out of it, leaving him tired, and young-looking. He’d been in his twenties, it was obvious to see now, in the softness of lamplight, when he was turned. A young man just starting to come into his own. His eyes, though – unguarded now, lovely blue, full of questions and fears – told the story of the centuries that had passed since then. A hundred lifetimes’ worth of strife, and struggle, and servitude. He’d been free for a while, but not anymore.  
 
    “Will you promise me something?” he asked, voice unusually raw.  
 
    Of course, darling, Val thought, but again didn’t say. “If I can.” 
 
    “If you decide – if you feel that you must fight. To take your place at Vlad’s side. Will you at least tell us first?” 
 
    “Oh, love. Yes. Yes, I will promise you that.” His eyes were stinging again. “Here, you’re right: I need to feed, but we don’t need a cup.” He held out his hand, palm up in gentle invitation.  
 
    Fulk took a deep breath and stood, the silk of his old dressing gown rustling. He pushed his sleeve up again, exposing the blue tracks of veins at the inside of his pale wrist, and laid the back of his hand in Val’s.  
 
    Val pulled him in closer, until his gown fell over Val’s knees. Until he could hear the soft rush of his breathing, and see the way his pupils expanded. He brushed his thumb over the veins, once, twice, and Fulk shivered.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Val murmured, and lowered his head, and bit, as gently as possible.  
 
    Fulk shivered again, as his blood filled Val’s mouth, and he began to drink. But another moment, and Val felt Fulk’s hand settle on his head, long fingers stroking through his hair.  
 
    Darling mother hen, Val thought, with a great swell of fondness, and then didn’t think of anything else, except the way the blood hit his belly like wine.  
 
    When he’d finished, and stopped the bleeding with a few passes of his tongue, and was licking the last sweet traces from the corners of his mouth, he heard a phone start to ring.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    40 
 
      
 
    The rain had finally tapered off, the streets below gleaming in the glow of the lights from windows, traffic signals, and storefronts. The gravel on the rooftop of their building crunched underfoot as Nikita paced, working off a nervous energy that he wouldn’t have admitted to at knifepoint. Kolya sat beside Sasha on one of the air conditioning units, their legs dangling over its side and making them look like children.  
 
    “Are all vampires nervous?” Kolya asked, his voice still eerily flat, but the words themselves seeming to get bolder by the minute. “Or just Nik?” 
 
    Nikita shot them a glare, but Sasha laughed, light and easy and happy, and the glare became an effort not to smile.  
 
    “Hey,” Lanny called. He and Trina were leaning backward against the waist-high parapet, passing an open bag of Fritos back and forth. “It takes a helluva lot of booze to get us drunk. What about pot? Can vamps toke it up?” 
 
    Trina clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from spitting chips everywhere. “Toke it up?” she laughed when she could, and nearly choked.  
 
    “Hey, I know the lingo,” Lanny said, feigning affront, a smile in his voice.  
 
    Trina lost it. 
 
    “It is possible to get high,” Dante spoke up, his voice still a little hushed, face still a little haunted. “But it burns off quickly.” 
 
    “What if,” Lanny said, brightening, fumbling Fritos out on the ground, “you drank the blood of someone who was, like, real fucked up on coke or something?” 
 
    Dante shrugged. “You’d get a buzz for a little while, sure.” 
 
    Alexei made a face. “There was this boy at a club, once. He’d taken LSD.” He shuddered. “I walked off a building roof and broke both my legs.” 
 
    “Shit!” Lanny said, laughing.  
 
    Severin stood a ways apart from all of them, face a pale oval against the darkness of the night, russet brows drawn low as his gaze swapped between them all, and he struggled to understand the ebb and flow of their mundane conversation. 
 
    “Nik,” Lanny said, “we’ve gotta get you some weed and see if that mellows you out, bro.” 
 
    Sasha’s laugh was nearly a howl. “Lanny, you’re a cop!”  
 
    “Homicide, man. And trust me, he needs to kill that bad attitude of his.” 
 
    Even Kolya’s lips quirked in an attempt at a smile, and a tumble of laughter echoed across the rooftop.  
 
    Nikita held onto his glare – but barely, and internally, he was beaming, a rare lightness fluttering in his chest. His pack, all together, happy and joking. His mate laughing so hard he had to wipe his eyes, smiling at him, radiant as a sunrise.  
 
    A still-damp breeze lifted over the edge of the roof, and brought the scent of wolves.  
 
    “If you’re all done mocking me,” Nikita said without any heat, “we have visitors.” 
 
    A moment later, Will and Much vaulted up over the parapet – showing off, Nikita thought – and landed with barely a sound. Both carried large, bulky backpacks that would have caused mortals to stagger. 
 
    Will said, “Good evening, all.” 
 
    Much shrugged off his backpack and sat on it, chin going in his cupped hands.  
 
    Nikita imagined Sasha saying be nice, darling, and said, “Thanks for coming.” It wasn’t the world’s most solicitous tone, but it wasn’t hostile. That had to count for something. 
 
    Will’s brows gave a momentary jump, but then he smoothed his expression into a pleasant smile. “Happy to help, always. There have been new developments, you said?” 
 
    “Yeah. But we’re waiting for a few more.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Waiting? How sweet, dear Captain,” Val’s voice called across the rooftop. Nikita turned and found that the prince and his entourage had come up through the building, and out the door. They were carrying gear, too: both women with small duffels, and Val and Fulk with long, awkward bags that didn’t do much to disguise what they contained.  
 
    Nikita had never been one for niceties, but he was acting as host here. Alexei sat on an electrical box, sitting very upright in what was an obvious attempt at imperiousness – but he hadn’t volunteered to orchestrate this meeting. Nik would have thought he was being a brat, but he’d caught a whiff of apprehension; he might be calling himself a tsar now, but he was wildly out of his depth when it came to leading anyone.  
 
    So Nikita took a breath and said, “Val, this is Will Scarlet and his associate Much. Will and Much, this is–” 
 
    “Prince Valerian of Wallachia,” Will said, a little awed. He gave a quick, proper bow. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, your grace. I wish – and I know my alpha wishes – that it was a meeting that could have come sooner.” 
 
    For a moment, Val’s face showed surprise. But then he tugged his breezy, convivial, thoroughly-for-show mask into place. “How charming. It’s nice to know there are some immortals who haven’t branded me ‘traitor.’ This is my mate, Mia, and my Familiars, His Lordship the Baron Strange of Blackmere, Fulk le Strange, and his baroness, the Lady Annabel.” 
 
    Will’s smile widened, grew mischievous. “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting the baron before.” 
 
    Fulk kicked his chin up and said, flatly, “Yes. The pleasure.” 
 
    “Guys.” Trina pushed the Fritos into Lanny’s hands and stepped into the center of their gathering. “Come on. You can have a pissing contest on your own time. We called everybody here for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes, you were attacked, you said?” Will asked.  
 
    “We were,” Nikita said. “New information’s come to light about the Institute.”  
 
    “We’re destroying it,” Alexei said, drawing everyone’s gaze.  
 
    Then the wind shifted, and Nikita knew the moment all the newcomers caught the scent of a mage in their midst.  
 
    “Oh,” Will said with understated casualness. “It’s the boy.” 
 
    Fulk le Strange had a more violent reaction. He pushed his mate up against Val’s back, then threw himself in front of the prince, coiled and ready to leap, growling, one hand clawing at the top of the bag on his back.  
 
    Nikita started to say something, but he didn’t have to.  
 
    Alexei stood, a slow, regal unfolding of his body, shoulders back and square. He was the same slender youth he’d always been, but he seemed to take up more space, now. He turned a cold look on le Strange. “Severin is with us, and he won’t harm you.” 
 
    Nikita had no such confidence, but as he’d decided earlier, at Colette’s, the boy was an asset.  
 
    “He escaped the Institute and came to us of his own free will,” Alexei continued. “As an ally.” Then, cuttingly, “Please control your Familiar, Prince Valerian.” 
 
    No one murmured a low ooh, but Nikita imagined they were all thinking it.  
 
    Val was still a moment, then laid a hand on Fulk’s shoulder. “It’s alright, dear,” he murmured, drawing him back. The wolf resisted a moment, but then let himself be towed backward, so that he stood beside his master rather than in front of him. Annabel took his free hand between both of hers in silent comfort. To Alexei, Val said, “You’ll have to forgive my dear baron. He has a bit of a visceral reaction to anything or anyone who smells of Liam Price. I’m sure, though, that your new friend – Severin, was it? – bears none of his sire’s ill will toward Baron Strange.” The last was laced with an elegant threat.  
 
    Val might want desperately to befriend them all, to fit in somewhere, but he was still a vampire with his Familiar’s best interest at heart – and he was still a Dracula.  
 
    “Of course not,” Alexei said, chin lifting a fraction. “He’s never even met his sire.” 
 
    It was Lanny who waded in to smooth things over, mouth half-full of chips. “The kid just wanted out – and he wants to get his brothers out. The Institute fucked him over just like it did you. He’s wicked strong. I say if he wants to be on our side, then we let him.” 
 
    It was silent a moment.  
 
    Val finally smiled, small and close-mouthed. “How can I argue with that?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was a strange gathering that stood in a loose ring around Nikita while he relayed the day’s events, and the truths they’d learned from Severin and Dante. A prince, a tsarevich, a baron and baroness; two Merry Men, two detectives, a newly-turned equestrian, three Soviets, and a mage.  
 
    “Clearly, Gustav wants us out of the picture, permanently, and I think, after today, he’ll only come at us harder next time,” Nikita said. “If he was able to recruit the vampires we killed today, he can recruit more, and the Institute is not only allowing this, but encouraging it, and providing him with the means to attack us.” 
 
    Val frowned. “But they have Vlad. Why would they be throwing support behind a twentieth century German general – one still mourning a failed Kaiser, no less?” 
 
    “Dissention between the two branches I suppose,” Will said. “Perhaps the Virginia and New York branches are no longer working toward the same goal.” 
 
    “But,” Mia spoke up, and when Nik looked at her, he found her incredibly pale, lips trembling as she took a breath. “They’re doing medical research. I don’t – I understand wanting to stop – Romulus–” She stumbled over the name, doubtless still grappling with the sheer scope of history she’d thought ancient, dead and buried. “Curing cancer, fighting this evil bad guy: those are both ways of helping people. But attacking all of you…” Her eyes widened. “All of us…God. That’s…” Her gaze drew inward, panicked.  
 
    “It’s troubling, I know,” Will said, soothing, sympathetic. “But it’s an unfortunate truth: all too often, the desperate throw their support behind a cruel force. Power, no matter its nature, has a way of corrupting one’s objectives.” 
 
    “This is self-preservation,” Trina said. “They’re not going to stop coming for us, and it’s time to cripple them.” She frowned, not happy with the idea, but resolute in her determination that it was the right course of action. “We wanted to give you guys a heads up. You have no obligation to help us.” 
 
    “None,” Nikita emphasized. “It’s us they want.” 
 
    It was silent a long, long moment, the coldness of the wind biting through Nikita’s thin denim jacket. He caught Sasha’s gaze, and earned a supportive smile that he was helpless but to return.  
 
    Will said, “Our organization has tried to leave the Institute well enough alone for years, but I think it’s high time we took a more active role. I know Rob would want us to assist.” 
 
    Then all eyes swung toward Val.  
 
    He laughed, and threw his arms wide. “Darlings, I’ve been chained up for centuries! Of course I want revenge!”  
 
    Nikita let out a deep breath. It was a start.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “It seems we had the same idea,” Will said, opening up his bag across from Fulk, who was doing the same. 
 
    Fulk hummed a low note. “When they said they’d been fighting, I figured it was a clumsy, hopeless affair.”  
 
    “We can hear you,” Nikita said, dryly.  
 
    “Good.” Fulk straightened, a sword held in each hand. They weren’t the massive, two-handed greatswords that medieval knights used in movies, but almost-elegant shortswords with workmanlike grips and narrow, gleaming blades. He twirled them both with a deft movement, and then tossed one, caught its blade without cutting himself, and offered the handle to Nikita.  
 
    “What am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    “Take it, and learn something.” There was a mocking edge to the wolf’s smile, blue gaze bright in the moonlight. His hair was French-braided tightly, two plaits down the back of his head, rolled and pinned, nothing loose to get in his way. And over the sleeves of his hoodie, he’d buckled leather bracers around his wrists, supple and soft from long use.  
 
    He’d come to spar, Nikita realized. All of them had.  
 
    “We’re not going to a Renaissance Faire,” he retorted.  
 
    Fulk offered the sword forward another stubborn inch. “You – and your entire pack – learned to fight in an age of gunpowder.” 
 
    “It’s still an age of gunpowder.”  
 
    “Yes, and the vampires you’ve fought over the years have been weak, modern creatures. What good will your gun be against a vampire from the Middle Ages, well-schooled in the blade? How did you fare against Vlad when you fought him before?” 
 
    Nik let out a low growl. “I’m not fighting Vlad.” 
 
    “You don’t know who you’re fighting. There is no such thing as being too prepared. A warrior can’t be too well-versed.”  
 
    Nikita bared his teeth – but he was remembering what it had been like to catch Vlad’s sword with his knives. To shake, and bend, and fall beneath that vampire’s impossible strength, his expertise and precision. Nikita, trained killer, ruthless attack dog of Stalin, had felt like no more than a frail child when he’d faced off from the prince.  
 
    What Fulk said made a lot of unpleasant sense.  
 
    He wavered.  
 
    Then Fulk’s grin widened, sharp, and he said, “I promise to go easy on you.”  
 
    Nikita took the sword with a snarl.  
 
    They moved to a clear space in the center of the roof, circling one another. Fulk twirled his own sword again, showing off, and the blade looked like an extension of his arm, a part of him. 
 
    Nikita, by contrast, felt about as elegant as someone holding a broom. It was far longer than any knife he’d ever used, heavier. His palm was already sweaty on its grip.  
 
    “This is a waste of time,” he said, and knew he sounded sulky.  
 
    “Perhaps. If you’re a poor student,” Fulk said, and launched his first attack.  
 
    Nikita thought it was to his credit that he didn’t flinch away or shut his eyes, as moonlight slid down the wicked edge of the sword coming at him. He lifted his own sword, and the two blades came together with a metallic clang. Fulk did something with his wrist, and Nikita’s sword twisted out of his grip and went sailing away, clattering across the gravel.  
 
    Fulk gently touched the very tip to the center of Nikita’s chest. “And I’ve run you through.” 
 
    Nikita swatted the blade away, convinced he’d end up with a nasty slice, but Fulk had anticipated, and was already pulling it away before he could make contact. “I’ll say it again,” he said, trying not to let his temper show too badly. He was furious – mostly because he was mortified. Unarmed in one move, unable to do more than block the first strike. “No one at the Institute is going to come at us with swords.” 
 
    Fulk rested the flat of his blade over his shoulder, other hand landing on his hip. “Which is precisely why swords will be an advantage for us: they’ll have no defense against them. Swords have a longer reach than knives, and they can inflict more catastrophic damage. By all means, carry a gun as well; fight with your fists, and your fangs, and pure brute strength. But learn this, too.” He went to retrieve the fallen sword, and offered it again – without the mocking smile this time.  
 
    Before he could refuse, Sasha said, “Nik, what could it hurt?” 
 
    My pride, Nikita thought, sourly, but one glance at Sasha – as usual – put everything back into the proper perspective.  
 
    He took the sword.  
 
    “Do you want me to show you the proper way to hold it?” Fulk asked.  
 
    He sighed. “Yes.” 
 
    And so he did.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You shoot well.” 
 
    Trina did not startle when Kolya appeared as if from thin air in front of her, nothing but a face inside his black hood, but it was a near thing, and her heart gave a few unsteady bumps.  
 
    She swallowed a gasp and said, “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You shoot well,” he repeated.  
 
    “Oh. Thank you.” 
 
    “But do you have any skill with hand-to-hand?” 
 
    She thought of what she’d seen of him this morning – God, had that been this morning? It felt like weeks ago. Just realizing that made her tired all over again. But she thought of him, of the way he’d whirled, and ducked, knives sinking into skin, quick as any of Lanny’s better punches, his movements twice as graceful. It had been obvious, even amongst the arterial spray and the death rattles, to see that he’d been a dancer in another life.  
 
    “Some,” she said. “Self-defense training, a little jujitsu. But nothing like what you do.” 
 
    “Pretty sure nobody does what you do,” Lanny put in, tone admiring. “I’ll take a good bare-knuckle brawl any day, but that was impressive this morning.” 
 
    Kolya absorbed the compliment with quiet passivity. He looked at Trina. “Do you want to learn?” 
 
    “Oh. Um.” For a moment she was surprised by the offer – and then she remembered a vision she’d seen with Val’s help. A snow-dusted clearing. A young woman – Katya – and Kolya with his too-long hair, and unsmiling mouth, sending her reeling and spinning away, again and again, ducking too slow, forgetting her footwork. But then another memory, this one of a dark forest, a few shafts of moonlight filtering through the evergreen boughs. A quiet recollection of a past lost, and the same brutal hands gentle, now. A dance.  
 
    She met his gaze, his eyes dark, tilted faintly at the tips; a shrewd, miss-nothing gaze that was somehow sweet all the same. Safe, she thought. In the woods that night, decades ago, as he moved like Fred Astaire, like a ballerina, Katya had leaned into the press of his hands and known that they would stay chaste. Safe.  
 
    Trina wondered if those same memories were unspooling in his mind, now; if this offer wasn’t just for her, but for his own sense of self. A reclaiming of a past kindness.  
 
    Behind her, she heard the clang and scrape of metal on metal, Fulk’s calm corrections and Nikita’s occasional growl of frustration.  
 
    “Sure,” she said, “why not.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lanny said, when she shrugged off her jacket and handed it to him, “but I want a turn after.” 
 
    Kolya magicked a knife from each sleeve, and offered one to her.  
 
    “Whoa, nobody said anything about hand-to-hand with knives,” Lanny protested.  
 
    Trina took it; the grip was warm from being pressed up against his skin. 
 
    “The blade will never touch her,” Kolya said, and if his tone wasn’t actually reassuring, it was at least calm, and sure. “I’m only going to show her a few tricks. We can’t turn into wolves or brainwash anyone. We need our tricks.” He gave Trina the smallest, most hesitant smile.  
 
    She smiled back. “Yeah, we do.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Here.” Annabel appeared in front of Mia, both hands held down to her, fingers curling. 
 
    (And when had Mia sat down on the cold, hard gravel anyway?) 
 
    “If we’re gonna have a sparring party, I’ll show you a few things.” Her smile dimmed when Mia didn’t respond. “You okay?” 
 
    A glance proved that no one else was within immediate earshot; Val had moved over to watch Fulk and Nikita, offering bits of advice. She shook her head. “Yeah…not really. No. No, I’m not okay.” 
 
    Just admitting it aloud eased some of the tightness in her chest, though she felt guilty for saying anything at all.  
 
    Annabel frowned, brows crimping, then settled down to sit cross-legged beside her.  
 
    “You don’t have to–” Mia started to protest.  
 
    Anna said, “It’s okay not to be okay. In fact, I’m pretty sure nobody here is okay.”  
 
    “You’re okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m weird. I’m abnormally okay.” 
 
    Mia couldn’t help but smile, a little.  
 
    “I also give abnormally good advice.” 
 
    “Now that I don’t believe.” 
 
    “Ooh, ouch.” Anna pressed a hand to her heart a moment, the back of her other to her forehead, and for a moment it was easy to imagine the Southern belle she must have been. Then she got serious again. “You can tell me, though. We’re friends, right?” She sounded almost – hopeful.  
 
    Mia realized she wasn’t sure they were friends, that it was a quick and easy label to slap onto their strange relationship. She’d thought they could be, when they first met, when she was still human, but now, after everything, she wasn’t sure.  
 
    She also realized, though, that she wanted badly to be friends. “Yeah,” she said, finding a smile, “that’s true.”  
 
    “Okay, so, you can talk to me. Is it the whole being a vampire thing, or the whole Val’s gonna drag us into a war thing?” 
 
    “Both. But, right now, it’s mostly the whole finding out my dad is a lot more twisted than I even realized thing.” 
 
    Anna’s eyes widened in understanding. “That.” She glanced toward Fulk, where Nikita was repelling an attack with a bit more surety than he’d shown a few minutes ago. Something like a smile touched the vampire’s face, before it turned to a grimace and he had to duck away and disengage again. “See, the thing is, Mr. Will Scarlet” – she said the name in a bit of a huff, and Mia wondered if disbelief, mockery, or rivalry was to blame – “isn’t wrong when he talks about there maybe being a split between the two branches. It’s government-funded, after all, and I’ve never seen a government in the world that could come to an agreement on anything. It would make sense that there’s corrupt pockets in the Institute. Some people are there for the science and the medicine, and some are there for the war.” She looked back at Mia, gaze serious now. “For the power they could get if they win the war. 
 
    “Now, don’t take this as an insult, but your daddy? He doesn’t strike me as the scheming, power-hungry type.” 
 
    Mia’s jaw clenched in automatic reaction. “He had Val chained up in a dungeon. He didn’t even let him wash his hair.” 
 
    “I know, I know, and that was awful. But look at it this way: by the time he got hold of Val, he’d already been chained up for centuries, and he came with a boatload of horror stories about what an awful, traitorous, murderous monster he was. What would you think, if you were in that position?” 
 
    “I was in that position, and I saw that he was a victim.” 
 
    Anna studied her a moment, whatever sort of glare she was giving, and then grinned. “There’s the fire we need.” 
 
    Mia let out a breath. “You’re baiting me.” It stung.  
 
    Anna rested a hand on her knee, expression softening. “Honey, I can’t tell you how to feel about your dad, but I’m very familiar with family betraying you.” She made a face. “With people proving they aren’t who you always hoped they’d be. If Dr. Talbot’s as crooked as these people here, who armed another vampire so he could kill Sasha’s pack, then I say he isn’t worth worrying over. You can’t control that. You can only control what you do.” 
 
    In a whisper: “Mia, do you want to be here?” 
 
    Friend, Anna had said. And a relatively new one at that. Mia had the sense that, no matter what she said, she wouldn’t be disappointing her. That she could take a moment, and be honest – so that’s what she did.  
 
    She closed her eyes, and took a deep breath; tried to parse her gut instincts of panic and doubt out from her emotions. Those were human instincts; the instincts of the Mia who’d ridden horses for a living, and who’d thought she wouldn’t go on living much longer. The Mia who’d never allowed herself fantasies of a husband and children; a Mia who knew better than to hope or wish.  
 
    She let out a breath and opened her eyes. “I didn’t think I’d live past New Year’s,” she said, and Anna looked at her encouragingly. I thought that I could maybe ride a little longer, and that then I would die slowly, painfully, in a hospital bed with wires coming out of me, bald and–” She bit her lip, unable to finish.  
 
    Anna petted her knee like she would a distressed animal; it was inordinately comforting.  
 
    She looked over at Val, standing with arms crossed, one hip cocked to the side, smiling delightedly as he watched his wolf spar with Nikita. “I love my job,” she said. “I love my horse. I love working for Donna, and I’ve been learning so much. I know I won’t ever go to the Olympics like she did, but it’s good. It’s fun. 
 
    “But Val…I didn’t ever think I could have that. That I could have someone. That it could be like it is with him. I didn’t think I’d get the chance to go on an adventure.” 
 
    She looked at Anna again. “I’m not just here because I think Val needs me, or that I owe him for giving me the chance to live.” As she spoke the words, she felt the truth of them all the way down to her bones, and it settled some of the constant turmoil she’d been living with. “I’m here because being with him is the wildest, scariest, most impossible gift that I never could have imagined. It’s strange as hell, and I get frightened – but I want to be here. I do. It’s just…” 
 
    “A lot,” Anna finished, smiling softly. “Yeah. It is.” She gave Mia’s knee a last pat and sprang lithely to her feet. “Well, then, you’d better get a little more badass, huh?” She offered her hands again. “Come on: I’m not good with a sword, but I’ve got a few ninja moves that come in handy.” 
 
    This time, Mia let herself be pulled to her feet. “That thing you did to the guards back at Virginia…” 
 
    “Oh, you liked that?” She laughed, a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Alright then, young grasshopper, let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Lanny?” 
 
    He’d been nervous at first, heart pounding as Trina accepted the knife and squared off from Kolya. The first few movements had left him leaning forward on his toes, biting his tongue to keep from growling and throwing himself between his mate and the man coming at her with a knife. But as he’d watched, fighting his instincts, he’d seen that Kolya, for all that he was freshly alive again, had no intention of getting his blade anywhere near Trina. Once he got over the worry, and could just watch, he could admit that the guy was damn good.  
 
    Trina had an athletic build, and he knew she hit the treadmill, and lifted weights, and went to one of those kickboxing classes every so often to stay sharp. Had passed all her mandatory self-defense classes with flying colors. She moved well, quick and balanced, but she wasn’t used to wielding a knife, and Kolya was just – well, he was a freak.  
 
    Lanny had seen the Nutcracker once, when he was a kid; one of his cousins had been a sugarplum and he’d, admittedly, been a little shit and bugged his mom for gum or candy through most of the performance. But he’d caught a glimpse or two, between fighting over the armrest with his brother, and he’d seen the way the dancers got up on their toes and spun, and spun, defying gravity.  
 
    That was Kolya. Like touching the ground was optional; even the slowest spin, the gentlest pantomime of a strike, seemed to float. His body moved in ways that Lanny’s own never could, no matter that he was a vampire, and Kolya a mortal – one that had died before, no less. It was a shame, Lanny thought, that the Cheka had scooped the guy up; he should have been on a stage somewhere, under hot lights, defying gravity to standing ovations.  
 
    He turned at the sound of Jamie’s voice, and found him standing with hands fidgeting together nervously, brow furrowed.  
 
    “What’s up, ladykiller?” 
 
    Jamie groaned, and covered his face with his hands, which Lanny couldn’t help but laugh at. “I didn’t kill them. I just…” 
 
    “Gave all of them that sweet, sweet lovin’?” 
 
    “God, don’t say it like that.” 
 
    Lanny clapped him on the shoulder. “Shit, kid, what’s there to be so embarrassed about?” 
 
    Jamie sighed, and pulled his hands away, his gaze miserable. “I don’t – I’m not–” He gestured down the length of his body. “Look at me.” 
 
    “I am, and you look way too uptight for someone who got laid by four chicks last night.” 
 
    The miserable look turned into a glare. “I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “You had some fun. Don’t worry so much.” 
 
    He didn’t look convinced.  
 
    “Look, they were willing, right?” 
 
    He blushed. “Very.” 
 
    “Then don’t beat yourself up.” He gave him a little shake, and some of the tension bled out of him. “Whatcha need?” 
 
    He took a few breaths, composed himself, and looked miserable in a different way. “I’ve been thinking.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna stop you there, because nothing good happens when somebody says that.” 
 
    “Lanny, I’m serious,” he said, and his tone took the last of Lanny’s joking mood. 
 
    He nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about all that’s going on. All of this.” He gestured to the sparring matches happening in front of them. “I’m not sure – I don’t think I have a place here. I’m just dead weight.” 
 
    Lanny hadn’t expected him to say that – but a moment later realized that he should have. You guys are all I have, Jamie had said days ago, somber, urging him to confess to Trina. Sometimes, in the midst of prisoner princes, and tsareviches who’d watched their families get gunned down, and lying playboys who’d been experimented upon, kids raised in laboratories…it was easy to forget that there were different kinds of trauma. Less remarkable, maybe, but no less real. No less painful.  
 
    He felt a tug in his chest that he refused to call panic, but which propelled him to say, “Whoa, hold up. Don’t say that. What? Of course you’re not.” 
 
    “Lanny,” Jamie sighed. “What in the world do I contribute to this pack?” 
 
    “Tons!” 
 
    “I don’t fight, I’m not that good at compelling, I have no helpful contacts. I was an art student before this, which is zero-percent useful right now, and, let’s face, fangs or not, I’m still pretty much scared of my own shadow.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Name one useful thing I do.” His brows lifted, challenging.  
 
    “You got us the video in Virginia.” 
 
    “I put a flash drive into a computer.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we needed you to do that. That was useful, cause I was busy trying to keep fucking Dracula from eating Nikita’s lunch. So. That’s one. And this morning–” 
 
    “This morning I got thrown on the ground, and the best I did was trip a guy.” 
 
    “Which is a guy no one else had to throw hands with.” 
 
    Jamie pulled a disgusted face. “Oh, please. Face it: I’m just collateral damage. I’m this loser who sleeps on everyone’s couches because you all feel guilty about what happened to me, and turning me away would weigh too heavy on your consciences.”  
 
    Lanny reeled back, feeling like he’d been slapped. “Wow. How long’ve you had that one in the holster?” 
 
    Jamie’s face colored again, this time with shame, and he ducked his head. “I’m sorry, but it’s true.” 
 
    Lanny processed for a minute, really thought about that accusation.  
 
    He and Trina had been the detectives on the scene the night Chad Edwards drained and turned Jamie. How could anyone have looked at his slight, still body and felt anything but sadness and guilt? When he’d awakened, immortal and terrified, they’d explained things to him. Lanny had let him stay at his place those first few nights, until he got his bearings.  
 
    But Jamie had stayed. Had chosen to stay.  
 
    “No,” he said. “No, that’s bullshit. It sucks that you got turned, and that your old roommate thinks you’re dead, and you had to quit school. Yeah, I get that.  
 
    “But nobody’s ever told you that you don’t belong here. Nobody’s ever said you’re dead weight.” 
 
    Jamie started to protest.  
 
    “No, shut up. If you felt like you weren’t part of the pack, why did you come with us to Buffalo? To Virginia? You walked into that mansion with us all on your own, people shooting at us and everything. When we’re hanging out, having a drink, talking about all this crazy shit, you’re right there. So what gives now? You getting cold feet?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I think you got spooked. I think you’re freaking out, and you want me to give you an excuse to run.” 
 
    Jamie’s gaze lifted, hurt and guilt flickering across his features.  
 
    “You want me to tell you that you don’t belong – that we don’t need you or care about you – so you can take off without feeling so damn guilty about it. Look at you – your face? Guilt. I interrogate murderers for a living, and I can tell when someone feels like shit for what they’re doing.” 
 
    Jamie bit his lip, and didn’t say anything.  
 
    Guilty.  
 
    Lanny sighed, and let the stern note bleed out of his voice. “Everybody’s scared, kid. Even me.” 
 
    Jamie’s brows lifted, doubtful.  
 
    “Nik’s over there learning how to swordfight, we’re talking about storming a lab like it’s a freaking castle, and Trina and I are definitely gonna lose our jobs. So yeah, scared. 
 
    “But what are we gonna do? This is our life now. This is our pack. If you don’t want to be a part of it, no one’s gonna stop you, but don’t put that on us, ‘cause we’ve gotten kinda attached at this point, and–” 
 
    The rest of his sentence turned into an oof, as Jamie tackled him in a hug.  
 
    Lanny blinked down at him a moment in surprise. Then he felt the heat of the kid’s face against this chest, the unsteadiness of his breath, and hugged him back. Patted the back of his head. “You’re alright,” he soothed. “Maybe a little fucked up,” he added with a laugh, “but that means you fit right in.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Nikita flipped him the bird, Val finally put his hands up, laughing, and turned away from the match. “Clearly, I’m a distraction, he called over his shoulder.” 
 
    “Bite me,” Nikita growled.  
 
    “Oh, no, darling, you’d enjoy it too much.” 
 
    A scan of the rooftop revealed that Mia and Anna were working together – and that Mia was smiling. He smiled, too, and kept looking: Trina held her own against Kolya; the former Chekist was letting her get in some good hits, but it was still an admirable performance on her part.  
 
    Alexei stood off to the side, arms folded against the chill. Dante stood beside him, but a half-step back, his shoulder stooped slightly in an effort to lessen his height advantage over the tsarevich; whether this was intentional or unconscious, Val couldn’t tell. Farther back, freckles visible in his pale face, was the mage. Alexei had called him Severin.  
 
    Val drifted in his direction, unhurried, slouching, even, but Alexei intercepted him.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Such hostility.” 
 
    “Your charm doesn’t work on me,” Alexei spat, “and if you’re hoping for concession to your royalty, let me remind you that I outrank you.” 
 
    Foolish child, Val thought. From irresponsible hedonist to playing at being your father’s proper heir. But he had been a sickly boy; one not just spoiled – but coddled. Cossetted, kept apart from his peers and raised like a child made of spun sugar, apt to melt in the gentlest rainstorm. We all have our traumas.  
 
    He wiped the smile from his own face, and watched Alexei’s soften a fraction in response, uncertainty flickering in his gaze. “I thought to inquire after your mage–” 
 
    “He isn’t mine.” He blushed. That was interesting.  
 
    “–but what I really wanted was to speak with you.” He dipped his head. “Your majesty.”  
 
    Alexei sucked in a breath, clearly shocked, and then made a visible effort to smooth his features.  
 
    Val elected to ignore the slip; to treat him like the tsar he was trying now so valiantly to be. “Shall we sit?” 
 
    After a long moment of consideration, Alexei jerked a nod, and they settled on the electrical box together. Dante sat on Alexei’s other side; hovering, Val thought. Protective but nervous, uncertain, but emotionally invested.  
 
    “I’m not sure if you go in for fate,” Val began, “but it’s been my experience that, though coincidences happen, often the largest coincidences are in fact a bit of destiny.” When he earned a doubtful look, he said, “The first time I ever dream-walked away from my own familiar environs, the first time I entered the astral plane and stepped into someone else’s life, I found myself in Byzantium – in Constantinople, meeting the emperor pro-tem…who would go on to be the last emperor: Constantine Dragases.” Even after all this time, saying his name was painful. “I didn’t understand the significance, then. He was my friend, and I enjoyed talking to him; he was a kind man, without children of his own, and surprisingly amenable to the idea that an apparition could speak to him.   
 
    “I had no way of knowing, at the time, that Mehmet would one day throw Constantine’s bloody head at my feet.” 
 
    Alexei blanched. At his other side, Dante’s lips thinned, gaze sorrowful.  
 
    “Perhaps I meet the people I do because they’re doomed, and I’m their angel of death. Perhaps meeting me, being touched by whatever magic I possess, alters the course of their lives for the worse. Perhaps I have a kind of foresight that I don’t yet understand. But I don’t think it’s mere coincidence that your path and mine have crossed.” And he told him what Liam had said, his theory of the three Romes.  
 
    Alexei grew paler and paler throughout the story, until there didn’t appear to be a drop of blood left in his face. The façade he’d been holding carefully in place finally cracked and sloughed off, and beneath, he was a scared boy again. “I’m not – it can’t – there’s no way–” 
 
    “I don’t mean to frighten you,” Val said. “But I thought it important to tell you.” 
 
    Alexei stared at him, gaze flicking back and forth. “Why?” 
 
    “Because if it turns out that Liam’s correct, and it is going to require the heirs of three empires to defeat Romulus – if it comes down to Vlad needing me, then I’m going to need you. I’m going to ask you to join us.” 
 
    He stood, then, and walked away, leaving the boy who’d dubbed himself the Tsar of All the Russias dumbfounded.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they were all sweaty, sore, and tired – Nikita was starting to see the flickers of black spots at the edges of his vision, signs of exhaustion and low blood sugar – they gave up all pretense of anything like poise and sat down on the hard gravel, cross-legged in a loose ring. And they formulated a plan.  
 
    Then came the part that left Nikita’s palms clammy.  
 
    By the time they all stood, and stretched, and complained of rumbling stomachs, a gray dawn was breaking over the rooftops, sharply cold; the air smelled of snow. Lanny was offering to treat anyone who wanted it to breakfast at his favorite diner. Annabel was yawning into Fulk’s shoulder.  
 
    Heart in his throat, Nikita said, “Val?” 
 
    And the prince must have heard something telling in Nik’s voice, because he froze at once in the process of zipping up his jacket, head swinging around, gaze finding Nikita’s. “Yes?” He sounded almost eager.  
 
    Gooseflesh broke out across Nikita’s whole body, unrelated to the cold. “Before you go…” Warmth beside him, pressing against him: Sasha, taking his hand, lacing their fingers. “I wondered if you could help us with something.” 
 
    Val studied them, gaze dipping down to their hands, to Sasha’s face, and then to Nik’s. Nikita knew the moment understanding clicked, the soft flash of wonder in his eyes. “Yes. Yes, of course.” He turned to Mia. “Darling, will you go down with Fulk and Anna? I won’t be long.” 
 
    They earned some curious looks, and a concerned one from Trina.  
 
    Kolya seemed ready to linger, but Lanny clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Dude, you ever have waffles?” 
 
    Finally, they were alone.  
 
    “Shall we go inside?” Val asked, his voice very soft, his expression even softer.  
 
    Nik’s heart was racing. He nodded. “Yeah.” A croak through a dry throat.  
 
    “Nik,” Sasha said, whimpering a little; he could feel and hear Nik’s fluttering pulse, and smell his anxiety. “What? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, baby. He’s going to show us something.” 
 
    But Sasha chewed his lip and looked thoroughly unconvinced.  
 
    All the way down through the building, Nikita reminded himself of the reasons not to do this – but those internal protests were faint, now. Once he’d decided on this course of action – once he’d stopped shying away from it and accepted it as something that, while strange to humans, was accepted and appreciated between immortals – the decision had clicked into place in his mind, a missing puzzle piece he hadn’t thought to long for until now. The idea of it still scared him – how easy it would be to become corrupted by this kind of power; how corruptible he’d always thought himself to be, when he looked at his shoddy human career as a killer. But there was one thing stronger than all his doubts and fears, all his anxiety and self-recrimination: his love for Sasha. That had never failed him, never flagged, not in all their seventy-seven years of knowing one another.  
 
    When they were inside the apartment, and the door was shut, Sasha took hold of the front of his jacket and towed him gently around so they faced one another, his own gaze hectic. “Nik, what’s going on?” His cheeks were pink from the cold outside, his lips chapped, his hair – the pieces escaped from his bun – wild from the wind. He was beautiful.  
 
    Nikita caught his chilled face in both hands and said, “It’s alright,” though his pulse was still flying. It was anticipation, now; worry that he’d get it wrong somehow.  
 
    Val unzipped his jacket and made himself at home in Nikita’s favorite chair, the one that faced the sofa. He glanced over, expectant, but not rushing.  
 
    “Nik.” Sasha’s gazed moved over his face; his breath hitched. “What are you? Why is Val…” 
 
    “Shh. I thought Val could help us…figure out how to perform a binding.”  
 
    Sasha stared at him, eyes widening, pupils shrinking down to pinpricks. Realization came slow – of course it would, because Nikita had been denying this for so long…But when it came, it hit him hard. His eyes filled with tears, and his face crumpled, and he threw his arms around Nikita’s neck, hugging him so hard Nik felt a vertebra pop.  
 
    “Really?” Sasha whispered. He was shaking.  
 
    Nikita cupped the back of his head. “Really.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Val said, leaning forward in his chair. Nikita had never seen him like this, delighted in a way that was so genuine he seemed to radiate light, and still so soft and quiet. “Think of a binding not as a bending to will, but as a marriage. A union of souls.” He brought his hands together, fingers laced, to demonstrate.  
 
    Nikita and Sasha sat pressed together on the sofa, across from him. Nikita’s palms were damp, his mouth was dry, but he was excited, he realized. He felt a little curl of shame, deep in his gut, and banished it savagely. No, no shame, no guilt. This was a good thing. This would keep Sasha safe; it would bring them closer. This was like a marriage.  
 
    Whatever his face was doing, it caused Val’s smile to widen. “I thought you might like that idea. Now. I did it with my Familiars the way Vlad did it with his. Wolf bites first, and then the vampire bites. Sharing blood together. Then, with open, untroubled minds, and willing hearts, you find yourselves on the proper plane. You find one another. Then it’s only a matter of acceptance.” 
 
    “That…sounds too easy,” Nikita said.  
 
    “Oh, it is, if it’s a mutual binding. If both parties are in harmony.”  
 
    “What do you mean by ‘find’?” Sasha asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure I can explain it all that well. It’s an exercise of the spirit, rather than the mind. I would try to come along, if I could, and guide you, but a binding is a sacred thing. There shouldn’t be any intruders.”  
 
    “So we just…swap blood?” 
 
    “That’s the crux of it, yes. Don’t be nervous, darlings. Once you start, it’s as easy as breathing.” 
 
    Nik turned to his mate; met his eager gaze, searched his beloved face for any signs of hesitancy – but there were none. The room seemed airless around them. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” His pupils widened, and his canines elongated, subtle fangs.  
 
    Nikita offered his bared wrist, and Sasha took it reverently in both hands, fingers trembling faintly. “You’ll have to bite hard.” 
 
    “I know.” He lowered his head, lamplight gleaming on his lowered, platinum lashes, on the baby-fine softness of his cheek. A few more hairs slipped loose of his bun, and Nikita tucked them behind his ear, so he could see his face, watch the flicker of his tongue as he wet his lips. 
 
    At the last moment, Sasha glanced up at him through that pale screen of lashes, and said, “Come find me.” And bit.  
 
    He did bite hard. It hurt. But the moment Sasha’s fangs pierced his flesh, Nikita was flooded with a drug-like calm.  
 
    The last time anyone had fed from his vein, it had been Rasputin, and he’d been compelled, a false calm, like his head was full of cotton batting.  
 
    But this…this was true peace, euphoric and perfect. He basked in it a moment, stroking the crown of Sasha’s head, watching his throat ripple as he swallowed, drawing slow mouthfuls of Nikita’s blood into his body.  
 
    “Nikita,” Val said, light as spring raindrops, “your turn now. Go on. He’ll be waiting.” 
 
    Slowly, dreamily, Nikita thumbed aside Sasha’s collar, leaned down, and nosed into his throat where he was warm and vital, where his heartbeat was strongest. When he bit, the blood exploded on his tongue in a way it never had before, like perfectly ripe fruit, sweet enough to make his teeth ache. The first swallow left his body humming, the room spinning. His lashes lowered, his eyelids so heavy, and then–  
 
    Fog. He stood in a void of indeterminate shape or color. There was no sky, and no ground, only dark edges providing the semblance of borders, and a thick, viscous fog that boiled up from the ground like something in an old black and white movie.  
 
    Come find me, Sasha had said. But Nik turned in a circle and saw only fog – and the flaring tail of his own coat. A glance down proved that he was dressed as he had been the day he met Sasha for the first time: the black, waxed wool of his uniform, the boots and gaiters, the long, black leather coat that he’d worn the day they rescued Sasha in Virginia, sinister and symbolic. Black gloves on his hands, and, when he reached up, the black fur hat with the hammer and sickle.  
 
    He sucked in a breath, and the fog rushed into his mouth, filled his lungs, damp and choking.  
 
    It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Something had gone wrong, surely. This was supposed to be like a marriage, Val had said, but here he was, dressed in funeral black, Stalin’s killer again, back to square one. And he–  
 
    Something stepped toward him through the fog. The vapors parted, and it was Sasha in wolf form, tall, and shaggy, and white, eyes the same burning blue that they were when he was human-shaped.  
 
    Nikita took another deep breath, and it was easier now. “There you are. It looks like you found me, instead.” He gestured to his clothes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    Sasha walked right up to him, and nosed at his gloved hand. Nikita scratched behind his ear automatically, and Sasha leaned into the touch, eyes closing.  
 
    “I’m not sure what we do now. How will we know when it’s worked?” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes opened, and he snuffled at Nikita’s pants leg, and the inside of his coat. Then he sat down on his haunches and reached up to delicately paw at his knee with one massive, clawed forefoot. He shot Nik one of those penetrating wolf looks, like he could see right through his skull and knew every thought churning through the coils of his brain.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Sasha pawed him again, harder this time. 
 
    “I know, I know, I don’t want to be wearing this.” 
 
    Sasha’s head cocked to the side, and his gaze narrowed. Wolves could in fact look judgmental, and Sasha did so now.  
 
    “I don’t–” 
 
    Sasha whined.  
 
    “He said to be open, right? To be honest? Well, this is me, right here.” He flapped his arms. “I’m the monster who took you away from your mother, who let Philippe–” 
 
    Sasha growled.  
 
    Nik sighed. “I’m doing it again, aren’t I?” 
 
    Sasha sneezed a yes.  
 
    “Did you know that it’s very hard to stop repeating the lies you’ve always told yourself?” he asked quietly. “To let go of all the bad things you think you represent?” 
 
    Sasha shoved his head up under Nik’s hand again – his bare hand. The glove was gone – the outfit was gone. He wore what he’d been wearing on their sofa, jeans, hoodie, and his old denim jacket. Sasha’s fur felt warm, and thick, and soft, and he luxuriated in it a moment, scratching at his scalp.  
 
    “Do you want to know a secret?” he whispered, though they were all alone. “I hated the war. God, I hated it…but I was afraid for it to end, because that would mean I wouldn’t get to see you again.” 
 
    Sasha whimpered.  
 
    Nik sank down to his knees, and buried both hands in Sasha’s fur, in the thick ruff of his neck. “Sashka. My heart. I promise I won’t fail you anymore.” 
 
    Sasha lunged forward, knocked him flat on his back, and licked a big, wet stripe up his face.  
 
    Nikita barked a laugh, and then kept laughing, as Sasha flopped down on top of him and kept licking his face.  
 
    That was when he felt it. A surge of peace, and love, and trust, and every good, warm emotion describable. There was a click. A locking together. A binding – he understood it now. Not like chains and collars, not manacles. It was a unification. A perfect understanding; an ecstasy like the best sex, like reaching the peak together.  
 
    A soul bond.  
 
    There was a flash of bright light. 
 
    And Nik was on the couch again, lying flat on his back, taste of Sasha’s blood in his mouth, laughing, still. Sasha lay on top of him, human again, blood red on his lips, eyes crinkled as he laughed, smile dominating his whole face. Radiant.  
 
    “Fail me,” he said, cackling. “You stupid.” And he kissed Nikita with an audible smack.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Nikita remembered they had an audience, and twisted his head around to look for Val, he was already at the door, hand on the knob, trying to sneak out silently.  
 
    “Val!” Sasha sprang to his feet, and Nikita followed. “Wait!” 
 
    Val turned to them, when they reached him, and Nik wasn’t prepared for the smile he bestowed on them: the warmth, the pride that was almost fatherly. Nikita couldn’t remember his own father, and he’d not been witness or recipient to that kind of emotion before, but that was his first impression when he saw Val’s expression, and drew up short. 
 
    “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?” Val asked, gaze moving between them.  
 
    “No,” Sasha said, tipping his head toward Nik. “Not for me, anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t–” Nikita started, but caught Sasha’s grin, all teeth and nearly-shut eyes. He could feel his mate’s happiness, he realized with a start.  
 
    He’d always been able to sense it, innate instinct reading the shifts in Sasha’s scent, and energy; attuned to every little facial twitch. He’d always known when he was feeling somber – though, for too long he hadn’t known exactly why. That it was perceived rejection, and a lack of further closeness that depressed Sasha the most.  
 
    But this. The knowledge that Sasha was happy sat warm and welcome in the back of his mind. A happiness woven of a dozen threads: contentment, excitement, love, lust, and longing finally quenched.  
 
    “Can you tell if it worked?” he asked Val, though he didn’t need to. Their link was as tangible as the weight of the clothes on his body. “Did we do it right?” 
 
    Val chuckled. “Yes, it worked. And I can tell that you already know it did.” 
 
    Sasha hugged Val with all the fervor and abandon of a child. “Thank you, Val.”  
 
    Val hugged him back with exquisite care, one hand on the back of his head. “You’re welcome, darling.”  
 
    “Thank you, Val,” Nikita echoed, more somber, but heavy with emotion.  
 
    Val lifted his head, and reached with one hand to stroke Nik’s cheek. “I never doubted you. Try not to doubt yourself so much.” Then he drew back from both of them. “I’ll leave you alone, now. And see you tomorrow – tonight?” He shrugged, grin going toothy. “My dears, it’s going to be a delight.”  
 
    Nikita snorted.  
 
    He blew them a kiss and slipped out, door closing quietly behind him.  
 
    They were alone, then. Bound.  
 
    Nikita planted his feet and was ready when Sasha whirled and launched across the scant foot between them. He caught him around the waist, and was smiling when Sasha kissed him.  
 
    He kissed him, and kissed him, and kissed him. “Nik,” he said every time he drew back, his hands holding Nikita’s face, his eyes luminous with wonder. “Nik.” Kiss. “Darling.” Kiss. “You really–” Kiss. “–did it.” 
 
    Nikita shifted a hand up to his nape, and gripped his falling-apart bun lightly, holding him off long enough to say, “Sashka. I need you to know that I’m never going to abuse this. That I won’t–” 
 
    Sasha leaned in, lids lowering, lips parting on a soft whine that went straight to Nik’s cock when the move tugged on his hair, and kissed him again. “You’re precious,” he murmured, and oh, that went to his cock, too.  
 
    Maybe, Nikita reasoned, they’d talked enough. 
 
    “Bed,” Sasha pleaded, tugging at his jacket, and that decided it.  
 
    They didn’t run there, but it was a near thing.  
 
    Sasha pushed Nik’s jacket off his shoulders, pushed up the hem of his shirt, and leaned in before Nik could even get it over his head, dragging his teeth across his chest, right over his pounding heart.  
 
    Nikita felt the barest scrape of a fang, and shuddered – and had an idea.  
 
    He ditched the shirt and caught Sasha with one hand splayed across his throat, urging his face up so he could press his lips to his forehead. And then, because temptation was too great, skimmed down the slope of his perfect nose and kissed his lips, too; slow, messy, and wet, while Sasha’s hands flexed helplessly against Nik’s ribs. When he pulled back, he said, “What do you think about being on top this time?” 
 
    Sasha’s pupils blew wide; a thin, eager whine sounded in his throat. He liked that idea. But he said, “Are you sure? I don’t…”  
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” Nikita kissed him again, mouth, cheek, jaw, ear. Whispered, “I’ll walk you through it.” 
 
    Sasha pressed in close, undulating against him, and Nikita could feel how hard he was, how eager. He tucked his face into Nik’s throat and sucked at the skin there, pinching lightly with his teeth. Marking him, Nik realized. A sweet pain, and then Sasha shifted to the other side and repeated the motion; deliberate and proprietary.  
 
    An alpha wolf, everyone kept saying, and that always seemed so odd, his sweet, bright Sasha, but here was the alpha now, staking a claim, wanting, grinding against the thigh that Nikita offered forward.  
 
    “I want – I want–” 
 
    “What do you want, baby?” 
 
    “Lie down. Please.” 
 
    He did, and Sasha took a moment to stare at him, chest heaving, gaze tracking over his face, and the fresh marks on his neck; his chest and stomach, lingering a moment on the bulge in the front of his jeans.  
 
    Nikita looked too, drinking in the sight of his aroused mate, and he could feel the binding; feel their mutual adoration.  
 
    Slowly, Sasha reached up and pulled the elastic from his hair, shook it out. It had gotten long, brushing the tops of his shoulders. He peeled off his sweater next, unbuttoned and pushed down his jeans; they were so tight he had to work his hips side-to-side to get them down, and that did beautiful things to the lean muscles of his belly.  
 
    Nikita reached for his own waistband, but Sasha said, “No, I want to.” 
 
    Naked, he climbed up onto the bed and straddled Nik’s thighs. He didn’t go straight for the jeans, though. Breathing a little unsteady, pulse pounding visibly in his throat, he smoothed his hands up Nikita’s stomach, up his ribs, fingertips playing into every dip between the bones. Palmed his pecs, thumbed his nipples, until Nik’s own breathing hitched and caught.  
 
    “I know that outfit has terrible memories attached to it.” He traced Nik’s collarbones, smoothed the pads of his fingers over the fluttering pulse at the hollow of his throat. His gaze locked with Nikita’s, relentlessly blue. “But that’s what you were wearing when I realized I love you.”  
 
    “Oh,” Nik said, faintly.  
 
    Sasha leaned down and kissed the place where his fingertips rested. Shifted down, warm lips mapping the whole of his chest.  
 
    He was going to take his time, Nikita realized, with a faint pulse of nerves. Unwelcome nerves that threatened to pull him out of the moment. Lying here, letting Sasha worship him – and that’s what this was, no denying, Sasha’s reverence tangible – left him feeling vulnerable in a way he so rarely, rarely allowed. And old habits died like vampires, which was to say: hard.  
 
    Belatedly, he realized Sasha was talking to him. 
 
    “…looked at pretty girls before, but.” He flicked a nipple with his tongue. “I’d never seen anyone as beautiful as you.” He closed his lips around the nipple, and sucked.  
 
    No one ever did this to him – for him. There had been a few times with Dima, in dark rooms, in stolen moments, years and years ago. But nothing since, decades of drought, and even then it had never been Sasha. Sasha’s fingers teasing at him; Sasha’s hot, wet mouth wringing sensation from him.  
 
    His hands found Sasha’s hair, and he threaded his fingers through the tangled pale waves of it, clinging to him.  
 
    “Do you like it?” Sasha asked against his skin.  
 
    Did he mean his mouth? Or the sweet words that fell from it?  
 
    Nikita loved both. “Yes, baby. Don’t stop.” 
 
    He felt the shape of Sasha’s smile against his chest. Another long suck at his nipple. “You had snowflakes melting in your hair, I remember. Such thick hair; pretty like a sable pelt. You were terrifying, and I thought you were the most beautiful person I’d ever met, but your eyes were so sad.” He shifted to the other side of Nik’s chest, and repeated his ministrations. “I hate it when you’re sad.” 
 
    “Not – not sad – now.” 
 
    Sasha raised up on his arms to they were face-to-face, his cheeks flushed, his mouth pink and damp. “You are still the most beautiful, and you deserve to be loved, my darling Nikki.” 
 
    He couldn’t help a smile. “Nikki?” 
 
    “Trying something new.” Sasha cocked his head, eager. “Is it working?” 
 
    “Everything you do works. But you don’t have to flatter me – I’m already yours.” 
 
    “You need flattering, and I want to do it.” Sasha kissed him, heated and sweet.  
 
    Nik touched his waist, stroked down his flanks and massaged his ass; ghosted a finger down the crease, just a tease.  
 
    Sasha broke the kiss with a whine and rested their foreheads together, hips moving in a helpless roll, grinding their erections together through the barrier of Nik’s jeans. “Oh. Nik…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Nikita grabbed the lube off the nightstand while Sasha stripped off his jeans. Then they came back together, nothing but bare skin on bare skin, and Nikita didn’t feel vulnerable anymore; just hot, and ready, needy.  
 
    “Come here, baby.” He pressed the lube into Sasha’s hand, and opened his legs in invitation.  
 
    Sasha was hesitant at first, slow and careful, sweet and shy. “Is this alright? It doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    “No, it’s good.” A pleasant burn. It had been a long time, but his body remembered, cock flushed and leaking on his belly. It was an effort not to palm himself, to lie still and not push down on Sasha’s fingers. “You remember that spot I showed you? When I did this to you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you–” And then Sasha found it, and Nik’s head fell back, spine lifting off the mattress. “God.” 
 
    Sasha chuckled, throaty and pleased with himself.  
 
    When Sasha finally slicked himself, and moved into position, there was too much lube, his hand slippery where it gripped Nikita’s thigh. He hesitated, biting his lip – but then he was pushing, in, in, in, and through the incredible pressure of being filled, Nik got to watch Sasha’s mouth fall open; got to hear the low “hah” of the breath leaving his lungs, like he’d been punched. Sasha’s gaze was fixed on their joining, and when he finally bottomed out, his eyes fluttered closed, head tipping back, weak with the overwhelming pleasure of it.  
 
    “Sashka, kiss me.” 
 
    He all but fell doing it, slick hand skidding up Nik’s ribcage, clumsy as a new foal. It wasn’t a true kiss, just a brush of lips and a huffing of shared breath. 
 
    Nikita petted the hair back off his forehead, smiling helplessly. “Feels good?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Sasha moaned; his hips twitched and he moaned again, shuddering. “Oh God, Nik, you’re so tight.” 
 
    “Do you want to move?” 
 
    “Can I? Oh, please…” 
 
    “Move, baby.” 
 
    With a ragged breath, Sasha pushed up on his hands, hair hanging down in his face, and pulled his hips back.  
 
    The drag was slow, and good, and Nikita couldn’t hold back a little sound, a humming sigh of appreciation.  
 
    Sasha’s gaze snapped up to his face, bright behind a half-screen of hair. He watched Nik’s face as he pushed back in, a steady, relentless movement until their hips kissed together again, skin tacky with sweat. It was a predatory look, hunger mixed with fascination. He was doing this to Nikita, making him hum and arch up into the movement like a cat being stroked, and he was marveling at it.  
 
    He repeated the motion, again and again, agonizing in its slowness.  
 
    Nik petted his arms. Tucked his hair behind his ears. Squirmed a little, wanting more. “Come on, baby,” he said again, and Sasha’s next thrust came quicker, harder. “Don’t worry so much. Just do what feels good. Aren’t you my alpha wolf?” 
 
    And, oh, that did something. 
 
    Sasha took a big breath, and his rhythm faltered a moment. But then his hand tightened on Nik’s thigh, he spread him wider, and he thrust in with a snarl.  
 
    Nikita laughed, but it tapered off into a moan. He felt wanton, split open and raw, and he didn’t give a damn. “Yeah, right – ooh, baby, yes, right there. There. Keep going.” 
 
    Sasha braced with knees and hands and he was the alpha wolf, growling on every hard thrust, a primal sound that built and built in his chest. He couldn’t stop touching Nik, like he didn’t know where he wanted to put his hands most: his thighs, his hips, his ribs. He leaned down and bit the join of neck and shoulder, soothing the punctures with his tongue when Nik cried out.  
 
    Nikita drifted. Floated off on a tide of sensation, pleasure punctuated with sweet spots of pain, lost to the indescribable power of having Sasha over him, inside him. Strong, and reverent, and sheltering and making him feel…so many things. Everything. He spent so much of his waking time worrying about Sasha, wanting to keep him safe and protected – and in that time, he forgot something that was filling his mind, now, just as surely as Sasha filled his body: Sasha was strong. Physically, mentally, emotionally. Right now, in this moment, Nikita didn’t have to be the captain; not the vampire, not the leader, not the responsible one. He could give himself over to Sasha’s passion and revel in his own; rake his nails down Sasha’s back, cling to him, move with him. He was safe, he was loved, caught in a feedback loop because they were bound, now, both in the exact same place in every way. 
 
    He’d never felt like this in his life. Whole. Unhurt, wanting nothing…except more of this. More, and more, and more.  
 
    The world tilted, and he opened his eyes sluggishly. Sasha had sat back on his heels, holding Nikita in his lap, Nik’s thighs spread open over Sasha’s, Sasha still deep, deep inside, and now hitting him at a new angle.  
 
    Sasha – face flushed, pupils blown, fangs long – stared up at him with naked adoration, and, one hand between his shoulders, one arm around his waist, urged him to move, to ride him. He tipped his head to the side, hair swinging off his gleaming throat. “Feed, love,” he encouraged, voice more wolf than man.  
 
    Nikita kissed him first, wet and messy, and trailed a string of kisses down his face and throat until he reached his pulse, and finally sank his fangs.  
 
    Sasha howled – a low, quiet crooning. A wolf sound.  
 
    A sound of joy.  
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    Alexei put enough syrup on his waffles to feel vaguely sick afterward. The walk home didn’t help, only added a headache to the problem. 
 
    Home. He flopped down on Dante’s fancy sofa and allowed himself an internal chuckle at the notion that he’d called Dante’s place home. Like he wasn’t a lying, scheming, traitorous–  
 
    The vampire himself appeared at the end of the sofa, wearing dark bags beneath eyes still a little red-rimmed from crying in Colette’s kitchen. The wind had tangled his hair hopelessly; it was so curly when he didn’t put product in it, a thick, dark tangle down past his shoulder that highlighted the bony thinness of his face. His expression was one of subdued subservience; a quiet, respectful sort of peace. Unnerving. 
 
    But beautiful. Alexei didn’t like the way he kept ducking his face and playing the subordinate, but the real him was so much lovelier than the slicked-back playboy he’d pretended to be.  
 
    “Let me take your boots off,” he said, reaching for the laces where Alexei had kicked his shod feet up onto the arm of the couch.  
 
    No, Alexei meant to say. Don’t act like my fucking servant.  
 
    But he was at that point of exhaustion when people said stupid things, loopy from lack of sleep. He said, “You’re so pretty.” 
 
    Dante froze, eyes widening, fingers on the laces. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Alexei knocked the toes of his boots together lightly, dislodging him. “You’re so, so, so pretty. Did you know that?” 
 
    Dante looked panicked.  
 
    “You do, otherwise you wouldn’t have tried to be this ladies’ man orgy guy. Right?” 
 
    He retracted his hands, slowly, holding them in front of him like he wasn’t sure if he’d have to use them to shield himself from an attack. “I…” 
 
    “I thought you liked me,” Alexei said, and, okay, he was definitely pouting. He sounded a little drunk.  
 
    Somehow, Dante’s eyes widened further. He swallowed, throat bobbing hard; it looked like a painful movement. “I do.” 
 
    “No, I thought you liked me. I thought…” His voice shook; he hated how vulnerable he was being; would never have been if he hadn’t been so fucking tired. “I thought you – thought I was special.” 
 
    Bright emotion flared in Dante’s gaze. He took a deep breath. “I do.” He moved around the arm of the couch and sat slowly down on the edge of a cushion, by Alexei’s knees. “Your grace,” he started, hesitant, and then a bit of fervor broke through. “Lex, I do think that. I do – care.” He put a strange weight on the word. It wasn’t like. Care sounded heavier, somehow. Poised to flinch away, like a child approaching a big dog, he eased a hand down onto Alexei’s knee, and squeezed. “I care,” he repeated, with even more emphasis.  
 
    Alexei twitched out from beneath his hand, though he regretted it immediately. “You were just saving your skin, snuggling up to me. I was a job – a scam. All of it was lies to make Gustav happy.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “No, I – I mean I was trying to – but then I met you…” He frowned. “I thought that you…” 
 
    “Forgave you?” Alexei asked with a sneer.  
 
    “Well, yes. At least a little.” 
 
    And the thing was? He had. Logically. What Dante had shown him was too raw, too terrible to be anything but the truth. Just like he saw truth now in the hurt etched on the other vampire’s face.  
 
    But, emotionally…though he hadn’t intended it, he’d developed a bit of care of his own. He’d slept with countless partners over the years: humans, vampires, men, women, groups. He changed preferences like he changed clothes, and hadn’t given a single damn about any of them. It had always been ephemeral and performative; an itch to scratch.  
 
    But, though he’d gone home with Dante the first time out of boredom and a curious sort of arousal, he’d come back again, and again, and kept him close, out of something more. It had felt different – in his study, yes, when he admitted to being Basil Norrie, to being a historian who’d worked for Victoria, to having album after album of his family photos. But, if Alexei was honest, a little before that, too. In bed. It was a simple thing, silly, even, but…he’d felt seen. Like he wasn’t just another collection of pleasing body parts.  
 
    How petty and selfish and stupid of him, to want Dante to love him a little bit, but that was the truth of it, no getting around it. It wasn’t just his pride hurt, now, but his damned feelings, and that, he realized, was going to take a different kind of reckoning.  
 
    Dante seemed to realize it, some of the tension melting out of his thin frame, his expression softening. “Ah. I understand.” 
 
    Alexei sat up, which left the soles of his boots planted square on the sofa cushion. He didn’t care, he decided, with a spike of vindictiveness. Good: he hoped he tracked the damn thing up. “Oh, you understand?” 
 
    Dante’s head tilted. “I do. And I am sorry, for what it’s worth. I hated keeping the whole truth from you.” 
 
    “Why, because you care?” 
 
    This was terrible. He was being an idiot…one who couldn’t stop, apparently.  
 
    Dante said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t feed me that bull–” 
 
    “Lex.” Dante touched his face. Cupped his cheek with great gentleness, his own face full of emotion. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness, and I won’t ask for it. I did deceive you, selfishly, to win my freedom…But once I met you…Once I got to know you–” 
 
    “You think you know me?” 
 
    “I think I do.” Soft, but sure. His thumb swept down Alexei’s cheek until it rested at the point of his chin; he had long hands. “Which is why I was surprised, earlier, when you didn’t have Lanny toss me out on the street. I expected more of…this.” 
 
    Alexei bristled – but he didn’t pull away from that warm touch, the way it grounded him.  
 
    “I hurt you, and I’ll regret that for the rest of my days.” 
 
    This conversation had been a terrible idea. Across the course of it, Dante had regained his footing; no longer the supplicant, but now the comforting, “adult” presence he’d provided for Alexei all along. He’d be patting him on the head and offering him a piece of candy next.  
 
    It was much easier to classify it that way, rather than acknowledge the tenderness shining in Dante’s eyes. Things had shifted irrevocably, and that hadn’t mattered so much when Alexei was playing tsar…but now he was too fatigued to keep his head on straight, and he couldn’t let things get out of hand. 
 
    (Had to guard his heart, he wouldn’t say, even to himself.) 
 
    He brushed Dante’s touch away, and scrambled around so he was sitting with his feet on the floor, coiled and ready to stand. “You didn’t hurt me,” he snarled. “That would imply that I gave a shit.” 
 
    He didn’t get to stand; Dante beat him to the punch, unfolding elegantly. “Yes, of course, your majesty.” He turned away, but not before Alexei caught the very visible signs of hurt on his face. He at least wasn’t pretending – not anymore. Hurt, and resignation, and shame. He gathered himself to walk away. “I’m sorry that–” 
 
    Alexei grabbed his wrist and tugged him backward. Dante fell back to the cushions with a startled oof, gaze shocked just before Alexei put both arms around him, and hugged him fiercely. He buried his nose in the soft waves of Dante’s hair, and took an unsteady breath that was full of the scent of floral shampoo. “I hate you,” he whispered, voice cracking.  
 
    Dante held still a moment, and then returned the embrace, rubbing little circles between Alexei’s shoulder blades. “I know. I hate me, too.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell me? We could have helped you.” 
 
    Dante carded fingers through his hair. “We?” 
 
    “My pack,” he said, impatient, pulling back. “That’s what the rest of those idiots do; they’ve got hero complexes.” 
 
    Amusement touched Dante’s face, plucking at his mouth. “I thought you didn’t have friends?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t, but I have a pack,” he huffed, and he did. He had for a long time, though there had been resistance on both sides.  
 
    “And maybe some friends, too?” Dante teased.  
 
    “Don’t try to be cute, it won’t work.” 
 
    His expression went immediately somber. “Sorry.” 
 
    “And stop apologizing. Just don’t be a fucking liar anymore.” 
 
    “I won’t. I swear to you, Lex, I won’t.” 
 
    Alexei caught his narrow, oh-so-pretty face between both hands, reeled him in, and kissed him.  
 
    A kiss that Dante didn’t return at all.  
 
    Alexei pulled back, horror dawning, hands falling away, limp. “Was that another lie?” he asked, heart starting to pound, shame building. Oh, God, if Dante had only touched him as part of a ploy… 
 
    Realization flickered through Dante’s gaze. “No. Alexei.” He laid a hand on his thigh, intimate, automatic, unhesitating. “Lex. Love.” He leaned in close, head tilting, voice soft, imploring. “All along, that was the part that was true. Believe me. It’s only…” His gaze cut sideways, toward the arm chairs opposite them. “We have an audience.”  
 
    Somehow, Alexei had forgotten about Severin. A glance proved that the mage was still seated in the wingback chair Dante had invited him to occupy when they first arrived at the apartment, hands loosely gripping its arms, feet planted flat on the floor, as stiff and upright as a prisoner strapped to an electric chair, his gaze pinned to the two of them with the rapt attention of an anthropologist observing foreign customs. It was debatable whether he’d blinked.  
 
    Alexei hadn’t wanted to bring him along, but the boy still seemed unwilling to trust Nikita – doubtlessly a mutual sentiment – and he’d attached himself to Alexei, anyway, shadowing him like a baby animal who’d imprinted.  
 
    “Oh, please, you prefer an audience,” Alexei tried to quip, but it fell flat. Severin’s stare made him want to squirm.  
 
    “Severin,” Dante said, disengaging from Alexei and getting to his feet, his voice bright with false cheer. “You must be as exhausted as the rest of us. Would you like to lie down for a bit? I’m afraid I don’t have a fold-out, but the sofa is marvelously comfortable.” When Severin only stared at him, he said, “Or, you could take my bed. Alexei and I won’t mind camping out here.” 
 
    Severin didn’t respond – but did finally blink, so that was something.  
 
    “Sev,” Alexei said, and earned the boy’s gaze, eyes widening a fraction at the shortening of his name. “Are you tired?” Maybe it was best to keep things simple until he learned how conversation worked.  
 
    He earned a few more blinks, and a reflective gaze, as Severin considered. Then he said, “Yes, a little.”  
 
    “You should get some rest before tonight – we all should. Do you want to lie down out here? Or in the bedroom?” 
 
    More consideration. Then a quick shrug. “Where do you want me to lie down?” 
 
    Dante made a little bitten-back noise of dismay. This whole situation just got more pathetic all the time.  
 
    “Why don’t you stay out here,” Alexei said, getting to his feet. “We’ll leave you alone. Give you some quiet.” 
 
    Severin nodded, but his body swayed forward, as if he wanted to follow Alexei.  
 
    “Stay,” Alexei told him, like he was a dog, belly squirming with distaste.  
 
    “Let me get you some blankets,” Dante said, sliding into host mode. “And you can take your shoes and coat off: more comfortable that way.” 
 
    Alexei didn’t linger. He headed down the hall to the bedroom, plucking a half-full bottle of Cabernet off the glittering drinks trolley on his way.  
 
    Dante’s room was as he’d left it in the wee hours: drapes pulled shut, letting in only faint slivers of daylight, the bed rumpled, smelling of sex, of Alexei and the woman he’d been with last night. Her scent – human, and a stranger – disgusted him, suddenly, and he stripped all the linens off. He was piling them up in the corner when Dante slipped quietly into the room. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “I’ll be back.” He left, and returned a moment later with a armful of fresh, crisp linens. “Here, help me do the sheets.”  
 
    They worked in silence, smoothing fine Egyptian cotton over the mattress, tucking the corners in tight and putting the pillows in new cases. Dante had even brought a fresh quilt, soft and lavender-scented. When they were finished, they folded the covers back, and Alexei turned to get the wine.  
 
    He took a few long pulls straight from the bottle, standing up, and toed his boots off without bothering over the laces.  
 
    “Forgive me, because I know you won’t like it much right now, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention it,” Dante said. 
 
    Alexei turned to find the other vampire in the process of undressing, shirt gone, thumbs hooked in the waistband of his jeans as he worked sinuously side-to-side to get them down his hips. He was all slender, sculpted muscle, a figure that belonged in marble, bare with only a drape on his hips, expressive face drawn with anguish, long arms reaching. Something tasteful and classic in a museum.  
 
    Alexei allowed himself a moment of appreciation and then started on his own clothes. “Mention what?” 
 
    “Our young Severin seems to think he owes you his allegiance. You are a good kisser,” he said with a tired, half-hearted smirk. Then grew serious again. “You don’t have any Familiars.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “He’s powerful. A binding could be beneficial for both of you – and for our cause.” 
 
    Alexei sighed. He wouldn’t lie and say he hadn’t considered it – but only briefly, in a do-I-dare sort of way. He’d considered the ways it would guarantee Severin – unpredictable and frightening – would stay loyal to him, that he’d mind him. And the binding itself might be a reassurance to the boy; help him adjust to the real world, give him an emotional stability he sorely needed.  
 
    He hadn’t ever had a Familiar…but he didn’t share Nikita’s loathing of the idea.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” he said. “But I don’t want to talk about it now.” 
 
    Dante nodded. Clad only in his black briefs, he slid into bed, propped up on his side, on one arm. “Will you share?” He reached out a hand – maybe for the wine, maybe for Alexei himself.  
 
    Alexei kicked his jeans away and climbed in, passing over the bottle.  
 
    He’d been unbearably tired out on the couch, but now, in clean sheets, fortified with a few swallows of wine, he felt annoyingly awake.  
 
    Dante took a long swallow and rested the bottle between them, holding it loosely, licking a few stray drops off his lips. “It isn’t just me that’s troubling you,” he guessed.  
 
    Alexei took the bottle, and another sip. His automatic reaction was to push back, more petulant oh, so you think you know me. At this point, he had to admit that Dante did know him. Understood him, at least.  
 
    “What Val said.” 
 
    Dante’s brows quirked. “The three emperors thing.” 
 
    “What do you make of it?” 
 
    Another up-down of his black brows, clearly surprised to have been consulted. “Numerical symbolism has always been powerful. The superstition about Friday the thirteenth, for instance–” 
 
    “I don’t need a history lesson, professor,” he said without any heat. “I asked for your opinion.”  
 
    Dante thought a moment, lips pursed; took the bottle back for a moment. “Did you know,” he said, after he’d swallowed, “that Moscow is a city of seven hills?” 
 
    “What did I just say?” 
 
    “No, this is important. Moscow is a city of seven hills – just as Byzantium. Just as Rome. It’s one of the reason the Muscovites bought so readily and enthusiastically into the idea of the Third Rome.” 
 
    Alexei suppressed a shiver, all the hair on his body prickling. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Very much not. There’s power in numbers, three and seven especially. Seven hills, three Romes, three seats of immense power, wealth, and mystique. Three histories rife with unbelievable stories, and leaders too strange and terrible to be believed. 
 
    “I’d not heard a theory like Price’s before, but it makes an awful kind of sense.” 
 
    “None of those empires exists today,” Alexei argued, but weakly. His skin was crawling.  
 
    “And neither does Romulus, king of Rome, according to humans.” Dante looked at him seriously. “Does the idea frighten you?” 
 
    “Well…yes! Look at me.” 
 
    Dante’s gaze moved across him, hungry suddenly. 
 
    “Not like that.” He took a hard pull off the bottle; there was only a little left, now. “I can call myself tsar all I want.” He shivered, hating, for a moment, that he was showing doubt, that he was letting Dante bring out his vulnerabilities – but shoved that worry away. For good or for bad, he did care, after all, and even if he’d lied before, Dante was a comfort, now. Had been from the first. “But I’ve only ever been a tsarevich – and a sickly one at that. I wasn’t even out of the schoolroom when it all came crashing down, and I – I can’t be an emperor. Not one fated to lead Rome against its founder. That’s ridiculous.” And terrifying, he didn’t say.  
 
    Dante studied him a moment, then plucked the bottle from his hand and twisted to set it on the nightstand. When he rolled back over, he settled his hand on top of Alexei’s on the sheets. “Can I show you something?” 
 
    A joke formed and died on his tongue. He swallowed. “Show me what?” 
 
    “Observations. Your lineage.”  
 
    “I know my lineage. I don’t need to look through anymore of your albums.” Though a part of him wanted that, desperately. To see the faces of his parents and his sisters again, even if they were grainy and colorless. To lay their true features over the indistinct memories that lived in his head.  
 
    “No, not like that.” Dante lifted his hand, and very gently brushed a few stray pieces of hair off Alexei’s brow, tracing delicate fingertips across his forehead, after. “Show you. Like before, with my own past.” 
 
    Alexei stilled. “What you’ve studied?” 
 
    “I have studied it. But – it comes and goes. There are glitches. But once I start down the path, I can usually follow it for a time. I can see what was, not just what’s been taken down in books. Not all dream-walkers tread the same paths on the astral plane: the past is my path.” He smiled, faintly. “How else do you think I made such a good historian?” 
 
    Alexei held still a long moment, every muscle tensed, debating. “How – how much would you show me?” 
 
    “Sometimes I can control it. Sometimes I can hand-pick. But sometimes it runs away from me.” 
 
    “What are – are you trying to convince me of something?” His lungs worked, tight and painful, pulse hummingbird fast in his throat, making him faint. The lightest cut would have bled him into a coma right now.  
 
    “No.” Dante’s fingers slid down his cheek and jaw, until he pressed a thumb to the quick throb of his pulse. “You’re trying to decide something. I want to help, if I can.” 
 
    A lie, he wondered?  
 
    But Dante had never looked so sincere. So – well, there was an emotion there, something affectionate that Alexei refused to name.  
 
    Finally, he nodded. “Show me why Liam Price wants me.” 
 
    And perhaps that would go a ways toward explaining why the hell Liam’s Price’s son was so attached to him.  
 
    “Alright.” Dante pulled his hand back. “Lie down, sweetheart.”  
 
    They settled on their sides, facing one another. “What do I–” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Dante instructed. “Try to relax. Let your guard down, if you can.” A moment later, his hand landed on Alexei’s face, a light touch on his cheek. “Breathe.” 
 
    Alexei took a deep breath – and fell.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes and found that he stood in a drift of dirty, half-melted snow, the edges of brown leaves peeking up through the screen of it. It was evening, the light the low, blue shadow that came when early spring was still mostly winter, the clouds heavy, the air breathtakingly cold. Bare tree trunks surrounded him, ranged close together. He smelled frost, leaf mold, freshly-turned soil – and death. 
 
    He started to turn – and there was Dante beside him, his hair scraped viciously back and clubbed with a bit of ribbon, wearing a tailored, shabby old suit with leather elbow patches on the jacket. Clothes from his mortal life, it seemed.  
 
    “I know this forest,” Alexei said.  
 
    Dante nodded, morose, and motioned over his shoulder.  
 
    Alexei turned around.  
 
    A boxy lorry sat parked amongst the trees, its tailgate lowered, a lantern poised their illuminating several long bundles bound up in greasy old canvas tarps. Another lantern was held aloft by a man standing at the edge of a deep hole, the tips of shovels rising rhythmically over the edge, flinging out black, wet earth.  
 
    “Hurry, you whoresons,” the man with the lantern barked in guttural Russian. 
 
    Another man walked down the length of the truck, smoking a cigarette, a heavy woodsman’s saw propped over one shoulder.  
 
    “I know this forest,” Alexei repeated, faintly. 
 
    It was the place where his family had been robbed, dismembered, burned, and buried.  
 
    It was the place where he’d awakened.  
 
    Dante touched his shoulder. “We can go–” 
 
    “No. I want to see.” 
 
    A wave of dizziness hit him; the ground seemed to tilt, and his vision blurred.  
 
    When it cleared, he stood right beside the pit. The sky was darker. A fire burned a few paces away, its smoke a noxious gray against the fast-approaching night. One of the Bolsheviks fed it with dripping lumps that were not logs.  
 
    Alexei turned his head and saw himself, young, gangly, deathly-pale, laid out on a tarp. His jacket had been stripped, and his shoes, his belt, his pockets turned out. His lips were blue, his face shadowed.  
 
    One of the men knelt down beside him, saw in-hand, measured a moment, and then rested the jagged teeth of the saw on Alexei’s thigh. Drew his arm back, applied pressure–  
 
    The lantern light caught the wet glimmer of fresh blood welling up around the saw teeth.  
 
    The man paused a moment, wondering. Alexei’s eyes snapped open; his chest lifted on a gasp that was nearly a scream.  
 
    The man did scream.  
 
    Alexei – his current, adult self – stood by, unseen, and watched the boy he’d been sit up, eyes wild, and reach out with stark white hands for the man who’d meant to cut him into pieces. Grab his throat, and drag him in close. Bite his neck with new fangs, instinct driving every cell in his body to latch on, to feed, to kill, to survive.  
 
    The man’s scream choked off into a wet gurgle. Young Alexei held him tight with both arms, close as a lover, and twisted, rolled; they both went toppling into the open pit.  
 
    The other henchmen came running over, lanterns swinging.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Is someone there?” 
 
    “Where’s Sergei?”  
 
    “Wolves,” one said in a panicked voice. “Must be. There’s wolves out there!” 
 
    “Sergei! Answer me!” 
 
    Slowly, as a unit, they crept up to the edge of the pit, lanterns held high, squinting out into the darkness beyond it.  
 
    They didn’t look down. Didn’t see the dead-looking hands that reached up over the edge, knuckles smeared with blood and dirt. Didn’t see the boy that crawled up, using exposed roots and rocks for handholds, fingers digging in like claws.  
 
    “Lex,” Dante said, low, urging.  
 
    Alexei stood rooted. Watched himself scuttle up out of the pit like something not at all human, and grab one of the Bolsheviks by the ankle. 
 
    The man looked down, and screamed. Tried to turn and flee. Young Alexei pounced, and tackled him to the ground. The man screamed as his throat was torn out, the hot copper stench of fresh blood filling the clearing.  
 
    Chaos erupted among the others. Shouts, curses, wild prayers – Soviets, it turned out, were atheist until they came face-to-face with a demon, and then they screamed for their Lord and Savior.  
 
    One pulled a pistol, and cracked off a shot.  
 
    Young Alexei’s shoulder kicked up a spray of blood; the bleeding was too much, too quick, crimson spreading across the back of his dirty white shirt.  
 
    But he was feeding now, too, draining the man he’d tackled dry, gulp after gulp.  
 
    “Lex,” Dante tried again.  
 
    But Alexei kept watching. For Olga, he thought, as his younger self grabbed a man by the jacket lapels and reeled him in close, savaged his throat. For Tatiana. One tried to climb into the lorry and start it, and he dragged him out, screaming, firing his gun wildly into the air. He snapped his neck and fed at his leisure, as the body went limp. For Marie. One tried to grapple with him, and Alexei shoved him down, gouged his eyes; he screamed so loudly it made the veins in his throat bulge, and Alexei sunk his fangs. For Anastasia.  
 
    The last he had to chase, his shoulder still bleeding, running fleet and bare-footed over the frozen ground, following the rustle of leaves, and the exhausted panting of the man’s breath. He took him down like a wolf takes a deer. Drank, and drank, until, finally, his own wound started to knit closed.  
 
    For Papa. 
 
    For Mama.  
 
    He stood, bloody, dirty, heaving for breath, skin blue with cold – blood steaming on his mouth, and down his neck, his chest.  
 
    “God,” Dante murmured beside him. 
 
    Alexei’s younger self turned, head whipping around, eyes glimmering in the dark. Almost as if he saw them. 
 
    But then it was another tilt, blur, and they stood in the deep, white snow of a small yard behind a house, its fence too tall to climb, its boards too tightly-overlapped to see through.  
 
    Siberia, still, the house where they’d lived in exile, just before the massacre. He and his sisters played, laughing despite the pall of depression he remembered even now, shivering in their coats; nothing they owned was warm enough to keep out the Siberian chill.  
 
    Papa stood watching, laughing – though his eyes were sad. Young Alexei whirled and tossed a snowball at him, and Nicholas ducked only a little; he let it hit him. “A marksman,” he declared, the fondness in his gaze tinged with melancholy.  
 
    A glance up revealed Mama’s face in the window; she felt too poorly, again, to be outside. She watched them with exquisite sadness.  
 
    “The world thought they were monsters,” Alexei murmured. “And maybe they were. But they were my parents, and they loved us.” 
 
    “I know,” Dante murmured back.  
 
    The next dizzy moment came, and then Alexei stood in the corner of a room, one richly appointed with thick, elegant drapes, ornate scrollwork on the wall paneling. The palace at Tsarskoe Selo. His nursery room; the rocking horse with the real horsehair mane and tail; his collection of toy soldiers, his favorite blocks, stowed neatly on the shelves to the side. He hadn’t played with them in days; had lay quietly in bed, while Monsieur Gilliard read aloud to him, and while Mama bathed his fevered forehead, and prayed over him, and whispered words of love and comfort into his ear, barely registered through the haze of illness.  
 
    His younger self rested now in his narrow bed, head propped up beneath a stack of snowy pillows, his skin nearly as pale as the linens, circles dark as bruises beneath his eyes.  
 
    A man sat on a stool beside his bed. Dark-haired, bearded, dressed in a long, dirty black kaftan, his head bent so that his face rested against Alexei’s wrist. 
 
    “Grisha,” the current him said, aloud, unheard by the specters of the past.  
 
    He remembered this hematoma; a terrible swelling in his lower leg.  
 
    Beside him, Dante shuddered; a palpable sensation, though he remained silent. 
 
    Rasputin lifted his head, licking his lips. He’d left a small puncture at Alexei’s wrist, amid the visible veins there. He hadn’t taken much, no. That would come later.  
 
    They were alone, though Rasputin checked with a glance over his shoulder. Then he scored his own wrist with his fangs and pressed it to Young Alexei’s slack mouth. “Drink, little one. It will help.” He brought his other hand up to cup the back of Young Alexei’s head and lift him up, encourage him. The lips closed over the wound, feeble at first, barely conscious. But a few swallows gave him strength, and then he latched on, drinking steadily.  
 
    Rasputin left his wrist there, in Young Alexei’s shaking grasp, and with his other hand flipped back the bedclothes, exposing the terrible, blue-and-purple swelling above the boy’s ankle. He bent his head, and bit, and carefully drained the hemorrhage away.  
 
    “The press about him,” Alexei murmured to Dante. “Everyone said he was a heretic; a devil-worshiper. He was only a vampire. And he saved my life – one drop at a time.” 
 
    Then, softer: “He was always kind to me. I never thought he was monstrous…but when Nikita told me what he’d done…” 
 
    He’d tried so hard to deny it: to them, yes, but to himself, too.  
 
    He turned to Dante, still in that awful suit, with the tied-back hair. “Why? Why would he try to kill them all?” 
 
    “I think,” Dante said carefully, “that, like Gustav, he wanted a place at the right hand of the devil, and it didn’t matter who he killed to achieve that.” 
 
    “Could he be that terrible? That worth it? Romulus?” 
 
    “He must be,” Dante said, helplessly. “No one does anything like this without a reason.” 
 
    “Why did he turn me?” 
 
    Dante didn’t answer, head tilting, gaze saying, You know.  
 
    “Everyone wants an army,” Alexei murmured. “God, everyone.” 
 
    The scene shifted, again. His parents in one of the palace’s pretty sitting rooms, having tea with Rasputin.  
 
    “God is a part of everything,” Rasputin was saying, in that voice Alexei remembered so well, even now. Low, and rough; uncultured, but honest. “It is only through accepting Him in our hearts that we find ourselves the beneficiaries of His grace.” 
 
    Alexandra shifted forward in her chair, tea forgotten, listening raptly.  
 
    Alexei searched her face, aching with nostalgia – for signs of compulsion. It had been impossible to know, then, as a mortal boy, but Rasputin had passed his strong gift for compulsion down to every vampire he’d sired. Surely he’d used the power on their family; surely that was why they’d all fallen under his spell, and granted him unprecedented access to their inner sanctum; why they’d trusted him over highly-trained and valued advisors. It had to be a trick, all of it: an immortal’s powerful sway over humans. 
 
    But Alexei looked closely at his parents’ faces, now, stepping in close, unseen, really scrutinizing – and he didn’t find what he’d hoped. Didn’t see the blown-pupil, glazed-over, slack-jawed compliance of the compelled. No: Mama was bright-eyed, eager, present. As was Father, though toned down, as was his way.  
 
    Not compelled. Merely…infatuated.  
 
    The knowledge that his parents had gone along of their own free will was the sort of thing that had the potential to destroy him.  
 
    He wanted to scream. 
 
    Instead, he swallowed hard and said, “They wanted to believe in a miracle, and he offered one.” 
 
    “He was very convincing,” Dante said, not sounding convinced at all.  
 
    “To them, he was.” Alexei couldn’t bite back his bitterness. “And…to me. Though I was only a child.” 
 
    Dante waited a beat, as, in the vision, Rasputin took Alexandra’s hand between both of his. “It’s not your fault, you know,” he said, finally, tone gentle. “You were a child, and you had no control over–” He cut off when Alexei whirled to face him.  
 
    “It was my illness that created the vulnerability; it was for my sake that they entertained him.” 
 
    “You didn’t choose to be sick.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact that I was.” 
 
    “That was – Lex, that’s the result of nobility interbreeding. A lack of understanding of genetics,” Dante said, frowning, getting a bit huffy. “It isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Small consolation, when he ruined us.” 
 
    Dante didn’t argue that point; there were dozens of long-held, deep-seated political issues that had led to that moment they’d witnessed only minutes ago, in the dark forest, but Rasputin had been an overwhelming part of the final descent to disaster. There was no consoling that knowledge away.  
 
    The dizziness returned.  
 
    His parents, younger now, Mama’s face without the lines and weight of long years of stress, sat at a round, cloth-covered table, a glass ball on a stand at its center. Opposite them, a small, stocky man with a tidy salt-and-pepper beard.  
 
    Alexei thought he knew the man, but Dante explained, confirming: “Monsieur Philippe.”  
 
    As they watched, Philippe reached into his pocket and withdrew something that he placed into Alexandra’s waiting hand: a bell, small, brass, and tarnished.  
 
    “That’s Val’s,” Alexei said, because he knew that now. Not merely a token from a sorcerer, but a token from a legendary vampire: from one of the two immortal sons born of Remus of Rome.  
 
    He shivered.  
 
    “She gave it to one of her maids at the time of the Revolution,” Dante explained. “For safekeeping; she must have thought she’d get it back, or maybe she knew she never would, but didn’t want the Bolsheviks to have it. She believed it to be enchanted; to have real magic. Which it does, of a sort. And the maid she gave it to was Nikita Baskin’s mother.” 
 
    Alexei knew that, also, but it seemed more important, now. Having met Val, seeing the transaction as it had truly happened. It felt…prophetic.  
 
    He turned his back on the scene, sinuses burning with tightly-checked tears. “I thought you were going to show me my lineage, but we’ve just been peeking in on my parents.”  
 
    Dante blinked. “Quite right.” 
 
    The world tilted again.  
 
    A cascade of images followed, one after the next, too quick to be distinct, like the faces of playing cards just glimpsed as they were shuffled by expert hands. Alexei wondered if this was one of the glitches Dante had mentioned; if the history was sliding too fast through his hands. He glimpsed his grandfather – the one for whom he was named, another Alexei; as implacable, stern, and robust as Father had been placid, accommodating, and retiring.  
 
    It was only a glimpse, though, and then the past kept moving, a film reel on fast forward, until it paused, a moment.  
 
    A tall man sat astride a handsome, dun stallion, his saddle green velvet, his uniform that of a lower-ranking officer. Not a general, but merely a captain. 
 
    “Peter,” Dante explained. “At war with the Swedes.” 
 
    The next scene was of Peter, again, standing in a muddy street, looking proudly over a patch of land that didn’t look like it should have inspired anything like pride. The buildings were of rough-hewn logs, the architecture that of Old Muscovy; they looked temporary, unremarkable, and along a wide, obviously freshly-cleared street, construction was underway of tall, two-story houses with many windows, European in their look; the builders toiled away in the mud, struggling to build on what had originally been a marsh, slowly being filled in with humanity.  
 
    It took a moment of staring for Alexei to recognize the city he’d lived nearest as a boy. This was the humble, doubtful beginning of St. Petersburg, the naval power dream of its founder.  
 
    “Oh,” he said, some of the tension in his gut melting away. Here, finally, was a vision that didn’t put his heart in his throat. “The Nevsky Prospekt.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dante said. “He was strange, violent, overly passionate, and outright dangerous to those who served under him – but there’s no denying Peter was a visionary.”  
 
    “The enemy of traditionalists – and anyone who lay in the path of his expansion. Why are you showing me this?” 
 
    Dante turned so they faced one another fully, frowning.  
 
    “To show–” 
 
    “Me that I come from a long line of eccentric, violent empire builders? Yes, I’m painfully aware of the fact. Papa was the least ambitious of all, and yet he’s the one who paid the price for previous generations’ ambitions.” 
 
    The frown deepened. “You disapprove of your ancestors, then. I wasn’t aware.” 
 
    “I don’t…” He struggled for the words. He’d never been able to make proper sense of his feelings on the matter, indecisive and childish to the last. At moments, he felt savage pride for the Romanovs, for the things they’d accomplished, for the way they’d risen.  
 
    But he’d spent long enough in America, absorbing all manner of media, from social to structured classroom lessons, and it was harder and harder, after he’d felt great rushes of nostalgia for the empire’s faded glory, to justify imperialism itself.  
 
    His mother had always clung tightly to the autocracy, always urging Nicholas to be harsher, to stand his ground, to reject any Russian attempts at a more representative government. The Russian people needed and wanted an autocrat, she believed wholeheartedly.  
 
    And Russians had slaughtered their last autocrat.  
 
    How did he live with that? With knowing that Nicholas, that the Romanov dynasty, had not been the voice of the common people…but with remembering the man as Papa; as a loving, doting father, doing his best?  
 
    He realized he’d closed his eyes, and opened them. “There’s no place for me in this world. That’s the big, terrible secret of being immortal, isn’t it? You can never outrun the time that birthed you. You can never fit. That’s why we’re still secret, after all these centuries of existence: because relevancy is a uniquely human condition, isn’t it? It’s not possible for us.” 
 
    “Lex,” Dante said, tone disturbed. “I wasn’t – wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    “My wholehearted mental breakdown? It had to happen sometime. I suppose it’s happening now.” 
 
    “You’re not – here, hold on.” Dante took his hand, and the scene was different, again.  
 
    A balcony at the head of a red-brick staircase, the low clouds, and Italianate lines of Moscow, the Kremlin. A woman stood there, her eyes glittering with unshed tears, white-rimmed with fright, but her chin lifted bravely. She held the hands of two boys, one on either side. One of them, Alexei could tell with a glance, was Peter as a boy, which would make the other his half-brother Ivan. Below, armored musketeers, stray beams of sunlight glittering on their uplifted pikes.  
 
    The Streltsy.  
 
    Voice trembling, the woman – Peter’s mother, Natalya – called down, “Here is the Lord Tsar Peter Alexievich. And here is the Lord Tsar Ivan Alexievich.” 
 
    “This is when the Streltsy revolted,” Alexei said, recalling it from stuffy lessons, days spent lying in his sickbed, Gilliard reading to him, while through the open window, the voices of his playing sisters floated up to him. “I thought, as a boy, that the Red Staircase must be named for the carnage that happened that day.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Dante said, faintly.  
 
    They didn’t stay long – but long enough to see Natalya flee into the safety of the palace, and for them to see the moment when anger, frustration, and miscalculation boiled over; when the Streltsy rushed up the staircase, took hold of their commander, and pitched him over the edge of the balcony – onto the pikes waiting below. He fell amongst the sharp points like an overripe melon, spouting blood from every terrible wound.  
 
    “Peter always hated Moscow,” Dante said, in the low, knowing tones of a historian. His childhood was a whirlwind of terrible violence, hiding under beds, clinging to his mother’s hand, a hairsbreadth from being murdered. That does something to a person: growing up amid that kind of turmoil, all the plots, the bloodshed.  
 
    “It was the same for Ivan IV: for all that he was terrible, that he was doubtless mentally ill, the awfulness of his bloody childhood can’t be overstated. Do you know” – he turned to gauge Alexei’s expression – “upon whom Ivan modeled himself? Who he revered?” 
 
    Alexei did. He swallowed. “Vlad Tepes.” 
 
    They traveled again, to a Moscow that was centuries in the past, oil lamps and tallow candles burning in the frightful chill of a dark hall. To a tall, bearded man dressed in the Oriental dress of Muscovy. To his bride, a young, pretty, shaking thing in a fur cloak, bearing the gift of a throne, a chair crafted from her homeland of Byzantium. There was something of her uncle in the line of brow and nose; faint traces of the emperor Constantine whose horse had been cut from beneath him when Constantinople fell.  
 
    Dante offered him glimpses: the siege, the smoke of canon, an upended bag and the bloody head that rolled out of it…and the sound of awful, choked sobs in a voice he recognized with a start: Valerian’s.  
 
    “It’s connected,” Dante said. “It is all connected. You are a part of it; an inheritor of it. You survived your own bloody childhood; it shaped you into what you are today.” 
 
    Alexei’s chest felt tight, his lungs squeezing. He was panting. “But it always ends badly. It’s just one long chain of disasters, one after the next, after the next…” And he was afraid. Terribly so. Wanted to drink, and fuck, and watch TV, and pretend he wasn’t a part of anything.  
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t have to this time,” Dante said. “Maybe the three of you, all three Romes working toward a common cause – maybe you can get it right this time.” 
 
    “You want me to fight,” Alexei realized with a fresh wave of panic.  
 
    “I want the world to survive,” Dante corrected. “There’s a distinction.” 
 
    “I don’t–” 
 
    Dante gasped. He pitched forward at the waist with a sound like he’d been punched in the stomach. The vision around them misted away into nothing, until they stood in a vast field of white. No ground, no sky. Dante retched, dry-heaving, and gripped the sides of his head, fingertips digging so hard Alexei was afraid he’d claw his own scalp bloody.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong?” He put a hand on the back of Dante’s neck, and Dante shuddered.  
 
    He choked, and coughed, and wheezed out, “There’s someone – there’s someone else – here. In my head.” 
 
    “What?” But Alexei registered movement from the corner of his eye. He turned his head and saw a figure approaching, a man dressed in old roughspun rags, and furs, his arms bare, and pale, his face hidden from view by a deep hood – though hair spilled down his chest: long, wheat-colored tangles, some strands braided, some decorated with beads, and bits of dirty, ivory bone.  
 
    The sight of him sent a pulse of dread through Alexei so acute he thought he might vomit.  
 
    “Who are you?” he called, sounding braver than he felt. “Show yourself. Stop hurting him!” 
 
    The figure didn’t respond; continued to approach at a slow walk; there was enough light, from somewhere, for Alexei to get a glimpse under the hood, a long face, hooked nose, a beard, and the glimmer of pale eyes.  
 
    Dante continued to fight for breath, hands pressed over his eyes, now, digging at them with the heels of his palms. 
 
    “Stop!” Alexei commanded.  
 
    The man stopped, finally, an arm span away. He spoke in strangely-accented English, an origin Alexei couldn’t place off the top of his head. “You’re the Muscovite,” he said, in a flat voice.  
 
    “And who the fuck are you?” Alexei spat.  
 
    The man inclined his head, like don’t you know? He said, “I am a true citizen of Rome.” When he reached for Alexei’s face – a quick grab – Alexei had time to see the symbol tattooed in the center of his palm, blue and faded from age, before he felt like a massive hook went around his waist, and dragged him backward.  
 
    He tumbled, tumbled, tumbled, gasping, and jerked awake in Dante’s bed, still on his side, Dante’s now-clammy hand pressed to his face, still.  
 
    The moment he spoke, a fast, “What–” 
 
    Dante withdrew the hand and curled in upon himself, his eyes closed, brow deeply furrowed, quiet sobs wracking his body.  
 
    Alexei sat up, still a little dizzy, but unhurt. He pushed sweaty hair off Dante’s forehead. “What’s wrong? Who was that?” When he didn’t get an answer, he repeated the motion, shocked by the coldness of Dante’s skin. “Dante?” 
 
    In a wrecked, trembling voice, he whispered, “I couldn’t keep him out. He came into my mind, and I couldn’t–” His eyes snapped open, wide and terrified. “Did he touch you? Did he–” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. He didn’t touch me. He highjacked your dream-walk, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” Dante closed his eyes again, clutching his head like he had on the other plane. 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “A little.” A lie: he’d hurt him badly, some mental pain Alexei couldn’t share.  
 
    “Come here.” Alexei took him by the shoulders, and though he whimpered a little, hauled him up so he was lying in Alexei’s lap. He stroked careful fingers through pillow-tangled hair, and, slowly, the tension seeped out of Dante, and he only shivered a little; leftover, helpless shudders.  
 
    “He said he was a ‘true citizen of Rome,’ Alexei said. “Did you recognize him?” 
 
    “No,” Dante said at last. “But he’s not a vampire. He’s a mage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    42 
 
      
 
    Trina knew she needed sleep; she was reaching that point of exhaustion when the jitters kicked in and sleep sounded impossible – but she would need rest before tonight.  
 
    They made slow progress toward the precinct, on foot. Lanny had taken her hand a few blocks ago, and she’d laced their fingers together and held on. If they happened upon a colleague who saw that kind of fraternization – well, it wouldn’t matter for long. Jamie and Kolya tailed them like two lost lambs; Trina was glad for their presence, for the reminder – this wasn’t just about career paths and societal acceptability anymore. It was about family. Her strange, ever-expanding, occasionally blood-drinking family.  
 
    They were nearly there when her knees started to tremble; all of her did, if the way Lanny squeezed her hand and steered her to the side was any indication. They stood outside an antique and oddities shop, one with merchandise arranged out on the sidewalk. There was an old iron bench beneath the shop’s awning, price tag fluttering in the breeze. Lanny urged her down onto it, and then sat beside her.  
 
    “Second thoughts?” he asked.  
 
    “No.” That wasn’t a lie, this was just – a lot.  
 
    Before Nik and Sasha had come into their lives – been dragged in, via Val’s meddling, really – she’d never done anything…irrevocable. Now she’d killed, multiple times, and she was about to throw her entire career away. 
 
    Not without cause.  
 
    But. Still.  
 
    “We’re doing the right thing,” she said, watching cars crawl past. A retirement-age couple happened along and exclaimed over an old globe. “And, really…I don’t want to keep my job if it means I’m having to ignore the terrible things happening right under our noses. But…” 
 
    “It’s a big step,” he said, leaning his shoulder into hers. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She turned to gauge his expression, found him oddly placid, expression pleasant, and unbothered. “You’re not going to regret it, are you?” 
 
    He smiled wide enough to flash his fangs. “Little late for me to regret things, babe.” 
 
    They stood and continued on. 
 
    Jamie agreed to wait out front of the precinct and keep an eye on Kolya – “But don’t take too long,” he said, uneasily.  
 
    Trina looked up at the familiar façade of the building, took one last deep breath, and let go of Lanny’s hand. They went up the staircase together, even when it would have been polite to shift over out of someone’s way.  
 
    A few other detectives called greetings as they passed through the bullpen, but they were hesitant, and oddly removed. Because she was still under IAB investigation? Or because they could sense something in their energy now? A resolution that would take them away from the force, and this world of coffee, badges, interrogations, and long nights spent at back-killing desks. 
 
    “Detective Webb.” Garcia approached, sheaf of files clutched to his chest, a little frantic. “I pulled some files to–” 
 
    “Not now, kid,” Lanny said, not unkindly. “Go back to your desk and I’ll find you in a bit,” he lied.  
 
    Abbot was in his office; they could hear him getting red-faced with someone over the phone through the door and the blinds-covered windows.  
 
    Trina inhaled. 
 
    “Last chance to change your mind,” Lanny said. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said on the exhale, and knocked.  
 
    Abbot muttered something unintelligible, and then shouted, “Come in!” 
 
    In her years as a detective, Trina had tried to tell herself that her captain wasn’t a walking, talking cliché from every cop movie ever. But the truth of the matter was that he was; it didn’t seem conscious, either.  
 
    He sat now slumped in the chair behind his desk; he occupied most chairs like a lump of melting ice cream, rather than as someone with a functional spine. His face was indeed red. “I don’t give a shit,” he said into the phone. “It’s not my job to sell subscriptions, I’ve got murders to fucking solve.” He hung up viciously, the voice on the other end still chattering when the receiver hit the cradle. He was scowling when he glanced up at them, and then the scowl deepened when he recognized them. “Shit, what do you two want?” 
 
    Trina felt a sudden, unexpected flash of pity for him. His job was largely thankless, and he’d been doing it a long time; a job that slowly ground people down to the bone, until they were exhausted not just in body, but in spirit, too. She didn’t envy what he would have to do, going forward, the choices he’d have to make. 
 
    But she had her own choices, and they were important. 
 
    She sat down across from him uninvited, while Lanny closed the door, and then took the chair beside her. “Sir,” she said, and something in her tone arrested his expression; his scowl melted away. “We know who’s been mutilating the victims. And we want you to know that we’re going to handle it – Lanny and I. We’ve got it under control.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment. “What?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alexei went to the bathroom for a cold, damp cloth, and smoothed it across Dante’s brow and temples until he dropped into a fitful sleep; he more or less passed out, curled up tight in the fetal position. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised when a knock sounded at the bedroom door. When he opened it, Severin looked up at him with knotted brows and said, “I heard shouting.” 
 
    Coming to see if he could help – which was plainly the unspoken reason why he was standing there – was a decidedly human urge, and Alexei found himself stepping back and opening the door wider. “We were dream-walking,” he explained in a whisper. “And someone else joined us. He invaded the vision Dante had created. Someone claiming to be Roman.” 
 
    Severin only came a few steps into the room, standing up on his bare toes to peer at Dante with the air of a confused bird. “Romulus?” he asked, at mention of Roman, gaze snapping back to Alexei. He said the name like a child would say boogeyman; the Institute had been warning him of the old king, then.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” He’d only seen Romulus in paintings, but the long, unkept hair and beard hadn’t struck him as classically Roman. “He was blond.” And looked like a Viking, he didn’t say. “Dante said he was a mage.” 
 
    Red brows lifted. Severin looked back toward the bed, hand lifting, hesitating. “May I?” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Alexei bristled.  
 
    “Help him. Maybe.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Fire’s not my only power.” 
 
    Dante shivered and twitched in his sleep, still whimpering quietly.  
 
    Alexei finally sighed and said, “Sure.” 
 
    Severin tip-toed to the bed, and looked down at Dante a long moment. When he reached down, it was with great care, and he set his hand light as thistledown on Dante’s forehead. A faint pulse of golden light appeared between his fingers, and then Dante sighed out, deeply, and his body stilled. His breathing settled into a deep, relaxed rhythm.  
 
    Severin drew back, chewing at his lip. “There was damage – an injury – to his brain. I repaired it.” 
 
    “You – you repaired it?” 
 
    The boy turned to him. “I can heal fresh wounds. Usually. Old ones…not usually.” 
 
    Alexei blinked at him a moment, stupefied. “Well…that’s useful.” Another thought struck. “Do you mean a mage caused a physical injury to his brain through the astral plane?” 
 
    “Somehow. Yes.” 
 
    Alexei swallowed with difficulty, gaze going to the bed, to the now-slack, still-pale lines of Dante’s face.  
 
    He’s powerful. A binding could be beneficial for both of you – and for our cause, Dante had said earlier.  
 
    Alexei was more than considering it, now.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mia rolled over again, and tried to right her pillow. Not that it was any use; she wasn’t going to fall asleep.  
 
    She heard Val shift behind her. “Is it the light, darling?” he asked. “I can draw the curtains tighter.” 
 
    She rolled over so she faced him. His hair was down, pooling like liquid silk across his neck, and his own pillow. “It’s not the light,” she said with a sigh. “I can’t stop thinking about tonight.” 
 
    A regretful smile tugged at his mouth. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, it’s me that’s the problem. Val, nobody knows who I really am. Who my dad is.” 
 
    “Fulk and Anna do.” 
 
    He was hedging around the issue on purpose. 
 
    “What happens with Nikita and the others realize my dad’s the one who was keeping Sasha locked up?” 
 
    “Probably the same thing I thought when I learned you were the daughter of the man keeping me locked up: that you aren’t your father. That his sins aren’t yours,” he fired back, gently.  
 
    “But he’s–” 
 
    “It’s my uncle who’s causing all of this mess. Does that make it my fault?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you see my logic.” 
 
    “I want to go with Trina.” 
 
    He frowned. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Tonight, the plan – you said I would be ‘by your side,’ even though I know you wish I’d stay behind in the hotel.” 
 
    He squirmed, guilty. 
 
    “You guys know vampires, and you know wolves, and you know fighting. I won’t be any use there, dealing with Gustav; I’ll just slow you down. But I know my dad. Let me go with Trina and deal with Dr. Fowler. That’s a way I can be useful.” 
 
    “Darling.” He stroked her face. “No one’s asking you to be ‘useful.’” 
 
    “I’m asking it of myself.” 
 
    He searched her face a moment, gaze tracking back and forth. “It will be dangerous.” 
 
    “Trina’s going. I’m not more important than her.” 
 
    He smiled, almost sadly. “You are to me.” 
 
    The simple words put a lump in her throat. “I can do this.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt that you can.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They found Harvey in her office at the morgue, forehead in her hand, eyes closed, autopsy report half-finished in front of her. She still liked to fill out the forms by hand, she’d said, once; she liked doing it the old-fashioned way.  
 
    Trina leaned over the desk and clicked off the tape recorder that was unspooling the ME’s notes aloud, the recording she’d made while she was up to her elbows with blood, and Harvey jerked awake with an inelegant snort.  
 
    “I’m awake, I’m awake,” she said like a mantra.  
 
    “You’ve got a green Skittle stuck to your face,” Lanny observed helpfully.  
 
    “Ah, shit.” Harvey plucked it off with a grimace, studied it, and flicked it into the trash can. Trina wondered if, had she been alone, she would have eaten it. “What is it this time?” She sounded more tired than unhappy to see them, though Trina figured they weren’t a welcome sight, given the recent nature of their DBs.  
 
    “We just went to see Captain Abbot,” Trina said. 
 
    Harvey’s brows lifted, and she grew instantly more alert. “They cleared you of the shoot?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We pretty much just tanked our careers.” 
 
    She swapped a look between them. “Um. What?” 
 
    “There’s something we have to do tonight,” Trina said, pressing forward. They’d decided that the less Harvey knew about the gritty details, the safer and better off she’d be. “And you can say no – don’t feel pressured. But if you’re willing to do something for us, it would be a huge help.” 
 
    Lanny threw in one of his more reassuring smiles. 
 
    Harvey considered them a long, long moment. Her mouth twitched to the side, like she’d made up her mind, but wasn’t happy about it. “What would I have to do?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Nikita stood in front of his open closet and contemplated the clothes hanging on the rack. There weren’t all that many, and most were dark t-shirts and even darker jeans. He owned only two pairs of shoes, both combat boots, one pair taller than the other. A few sweaters and hoodies were folded on the upper shelves. His regular denim jacket was out on the peg just inside the front door. In here, he had a thick, down-filled parka that he rarely wore – winters in New York never reached Russia levels of cold.  
 
    And, zippered up in its garment bag, hidden from casual view, was the jacket he probably should have burned a long time ago, but never had. The long black leather coat he’d worn as a Chekist; that he’d worn on the rescue mission to Virginia.  
 
    Warm arms circled his waist, and Sasha pressed in close behind him, bare-chested, throwing off heat like a furnace. He hooked his chin over Nikita’s shoulder, having to get on his tip-toes to do it, and joined him in staring into the closet. “Hmm,” he hummed. “The olive sweater, I think, and black jeans.” 
 
    Nikita pressed a hand over one of Sasha’s, where it rested on his belly, huffing out a quiet laugh through his nose. “You want me to look my best while invading?” 
 
    “And to be warm.” He kissed the side of his throat. “What about the jacket?” 
 
    Nikita didn’t have to ask which one he meant. He stiffened, and Sasha hugged him tighter. “What about it?” 
 
    Sasha hesitated a moment, with the air of someone choosing his words carefully. “The thing about the jacket is–” 
 
    “It looks good,” Nikita managed to tease, remembering what he’d said last night. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” There was a blush in Sasha’s voice. “But…I never associated that coat with you being Cheka. When you wore it, it was yours.” 
 
    “That coat scares people.” 
 
    “So do you,” Sasha said, very gently.  
 
    And Nikita thought, maybe, finally, he was starting to understand.  
 
    He pushed the other clothes aside, and reached for the garment bag.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the wall, Anna heard the low murmur of voices. “They’re awake,” she announced, unnecessarily.  
 
    Fulk sheathed his old cavalry saber with a quiet hiss and click, and stepped back from their spare bed, where he’d laid out their weapons in orderly rows. They’d lugged them around in boxes and bags in the trunk of the Cadillac for decades – and in wagons before cars were invented – but it was always a bit of a revelation to see them arranged in the open like this. To think of the violence they’d wrought over the centuries.  
 
    “We should get dressed, then,” he said, distracted, face tautly drawn. Then he came and knelt down in front of her, his hands on her thighs, expression miserable when he looked up at her.  
 
    “Baby,” she said.  
 
    “I’m sorry, love.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t do this,” she pleaded, covering his hands with hers. “Baby, it’s fine. You don’t have to keep apologizing for this.” 
 
    His expression went mulish. “But I’ve dragged you into more fighting, into–” 
 
    She put a hand over his mouth, and his brows lifted. “No, stop,” she said, gently, “I’m sick of this. We both knew the second we got that first call from Dr. Talbot that we were gonna end up fighting at some point. Is it your fault for loving me? Marrying me? I’m here with you ‘cause I want to be. We both went into that cell and got bound to Val of our own free will, and we both love him – you know you do, even if you won’t admit it. This is where we’re at, now. This is the way things are. We don’t do anyone – not even ourselves – any good crying about it.” 
 
    When she pulled her hand back, he frowned, but didn’t argue.  
 
    “We got a lot of good years traveling, and seeing the sights, and not doing much of anything. I loved it, but I love you more than I love the quiet life. We’re a part of this now.” She reached up to touch his temple. “It’s time you got right in the head about it.” 
 
    He sighed, one corner of his mouth twitching up in a smile. “Always straight to the point, no frills.” 
 
    “Honey, you’ve got frills enough for both of us. Somebody’s got to be the practical one.” 
 
    He reached up to touch her face, loving and reverent. “I adore you.” 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself.” She leaned down to kiss him – and kissed him until she felt him soften, some of the tension draining away. “Now come on,” she said. “Rock-paper-scissors for the good knife?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina had sat down on her couch to change her shoes, yawned a few times, complained that the shoes she wanted were under the coffee table like she’d thought, and then promptly fallen asleep sitting up. Lanny had eased her down onto her side and spread a throw blanket over her.  
 
    He stood in the cramped kitchen with Jamie and Kolya, he and Jamie sipping microwaved mugs of blood. The upstairs neighbor’s cat was at the window above the sink, gulping down the tuna Kolya had set out for it after it had scratched pitifully at the glass long enough.  
 
    Lanny was tired, but not as tired as Trina, and the blood was helping wake him up. A little coffee, after, and a ham sandwich, and he’d be good to go. The strange feeling in his chest wasn’t fatigue, but a kind of nerves he didn’t normally experience: a worry about the magnitude of this all.  
 
    “It’s funny,” he said, quietly, speaking before he’d decided to do so. The nerves wanted an outlet, apparently. “I usually get psyched before a fight. Excited, you know? But right now, I’m–” 
 
    “Pants-shitting levels of terrified?” Jamie said. “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    Lanny chuckled into his mug. “No, not that bad – no offense, kiddo, no shame in that. But this feels like – I mean, I’m cocky. I get that. It gets me into trouble. But this is a big deal, what we’re going up against. This feels like…we might not win.” 
 
    Jamie took a shallow breath, said, “Shit,” and turned to pluck the whiskey down from the top of the fridge.  
 
    Now he’d scared the kid. Good job, Webb.  
 
    Kolya opened cabinets until he found the glasses, got down three, and took the bottle from Jamie’s trembling hand, pouring out shots for all of them. “Wars happen, and someone has to fight them. My father said that, when I was very small. I remembered it the other day.” He repeated the saying in Russian, the unfamiliar cadence of the language lending an extra weight to the words. “I don’t remember his face,” he said, frowning, “but I remember that.” 
 
    “Comforting,” Jamie deadpanned.  
 
    “No,” Kolya said, shrugging with one-shoulder. “It wasn’t meant to be. Some things are inevitable, I think.” 
 
    Lanny and Jamie exchanged a glance. 
 
    Lanny said, “Kolya, were you always this terrible at pep talks, or is this an undead thing?” 
 
    Jamie snorted.  
 
    Kolya seemed to consider the question seriously, swirling the whiskey around in his glass. “I think I was always cheerless. Maybe more subtle, though.” He looked at Lanny, his gaze shiver-inducing. “Which is worse: being afraid? Maybe dying? Or knowing you could have helped, but running away instead?” 
 
    Lanny drained his glass. “You make an excellent point.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    With the aid of a light compulsion to send the concerned staff away, they gathered, all of them, in one of the unoccupied ballrooms at the Waldorf, where Will and Much were staying. A table draped in a white cloth held the blueprints of the Institute Much had managed to obtain from the city.  
 
    (They’d all decided by mutual, silent agreement not to bother asking the hows of it. Robin Hood’s boys opened doors and acquired documents. It was just a thing they did.) 
 
    It was a large room, with gleaming parquet floors, soaring ceilings, and a wall of tall windows that let in the muted glow of the sunset, the floor patterned with shadows from the mullions. The main lights were off, so as not to attract attention, but Will had produced a small, battery-powered lantern to illuminate the blueprint.  
 
    “These are from when the building was originally constructed, in the eighties,” Much said. “It was a factory, then. I penciled in some of the renovations I could detect from the security footage I hacked, but, basically, this isn’t totally trustworthy. The things to concentrate on are the entrances and exits. There’s a parking garage here, with underground access to one of the basement levels – if Virginia is anything to go by, there’ll be multiple basements. From the rooftop, you’ve got possible escape routes over these buildings…” 
 
    He might be a sullen brat most of the time, but when it came to practical matters, Nikita had to admit he knew what he was doing.  
 
    When they’d gone over all the details, and everyone nodded, tight-faced but prepared, Val clapped his hands together and said, “Best of luck, everyone.” His smile was feral, the glint in his eyes delighted. “Gods, but sometimes revenge just hits the spot.” 
 
    Sometimes, a person forgot he was Vlad Tepes’s brother – a grave mistake.  
 
    When they dispersed to go through last minute preparations and quiet goodbyes, Will caught Nikita’s attention and pulled him aside. “Here. Your guns are nine millimeters?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He produced a box of ammunition, three neat trays stacked one atop the next. “Silver,” he explained.  
 
    Nikita gave him a questioning look.  
 
    “They’ll do more damage to any immortals you’re fighting. The silver acts like poison – wolves, vamps, mages, it doesn’t matter – and you won’t have to spend all your ammo and then pummel them to death on top of it. There’s enough here for you, and your granddaughter, if she wants them.” 
 
    Great-granddaughter, he thought, but the distinction didn’t matter, did it? She was his blood relative, a direct descendant. Human, and much more fragile than him, and drawn into conflict because of him – because of what he was, and what he’d done. 
 
    He nodded. “Thanks.” Took the box and went to find Trina. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Trina said, surprised. “The more the merrier, I guess. But won’t Val need you?” 
 
    Mia shook her head, her expression set in steely lines in a way Trina hadn’t seen from her yet. “I think I’ll be more help to you.” 
 
    “Okay. Well…” Nikita was approaching. “Jamie’s over there,” she said, pointing, and Mia nodded and headed that direction after a quick glance at Nik’s approach, not needing to be asked to give them some space.  
 
    “What’s up?” she asked when he reached her. 
 
    He offered a black, matte 9mm to her.  
 
    “I have a gun,” she said. “Two, actually.” 
 
    “This one’s got silver bullets.”  
 
    She frowned up at him, noting the way his jaw was clenched, the way his lips were pressed into a pale line. “Far as I know, I’m going to be dealing with humans.” 
 
    “Far as you know.” 
 
    She accepted a handful of the rounds and dropped them in her jacket pocket; she’d empty one of her extra mags and load them there in a minute, when Nik wasn’t staring at her like he was afraid he’d never see her again. “It’s going to be okay,” she said in an undertone. Forced a smile she didn’t feel. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    He stared at her another moment, expression pained. Then, to her great shock, he put his arms around her and hugged her tight to his chest; so tight it was hard to breathe. Belatedly, she hugged him back.  
 
    “I’m very proud of you,” he whispered. “Of who you are. I just wanted you to know that.” 
 
    Oh no. She’d been doing so well, containing her nerves, keeping calm, putting one foot in front of the other. But his simple, heartfelt words left her eyes stinging.  
 
    She tried to mask a sniffle when he drew back, and her smile wasn’t forced, now, but it was wobbly. “Gee, thanks, Grampa.”  
 
    “Still not answering to that,” he said, his own eyes suspiciously shiny. 
 
    “Yeah you are.” 
 
    He touched her face, briefly, and it sure felt like a grandfatherly touch, no matter what he insisted. “Be safe, Ekaterina.”  
 
    “You, too, Dedushka.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Nikita.” 
 
    He pulled up short on his way to join Sasha and the rest of the storming party. 
 
    Fulk was going with Trina, Jamie, and the group meeting with Dr. Fowler. He was dressed simply, all in black, his biker jacket zipped up to his chin and his hair tightly braided and coiled, like it had been when they’d sparred. He held a familiar sword, too: the short sword he’d let Nikita use, however clumsily. It was sheathed, now, a belt dangling. He held it out to Nik and said, “Take this with you.” 
 
    Nikita hesitated. By the end of their sparring session, he’d been better-balanced, but far from proficient. He didn’t like the idea of carrying a still-unfamiliar weapon into battle; didn’t like the idea of its odd weight slapping along his leg as he walked, throwing off his usual balance.  
 
    As if reading hit thoughts, Fulk said, “You never have to draw it, if you don’t need it. But I’d feel better if you were properly armed.” 
 
    What do you care? he thought, on reflex. But he tamped down that impulse, and took a good look at Val’s wolf. From what he’d seen of him, Fulk was usually a little hangdog; he wore depression like he wore his leather jackets. But tonight his eyes sparkled – not with excitement, no, but with an emotion a touch more bloodthirsty and nervous than that. A sincere expression – a sincere statement, him feeling better if you were properly armed.  
 
    Nikita took the sword. “Thank you.” 
 
    Fulk nodded. “Wear it on your left hip, so it’s in your strong hand when you draw.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alexei studied Dante’s profile, looking for signs of pain or stress. He saw only regular nerves, as Dante’s gaze flicked across the readying team spread out across the ballroom.  
 
    Back at the apartment, Alexei had let him sleep as long as he was able to, and he’d stirred with a groan and a bleary squint when he’d finally pushed himself upright in bed. He looked fully-awake, now, even if his eyes were shadowed, dressed in jeans, simple boots, and a thoroughly unlike-him utility jacket: practical and unflattering compared to his usual fashions. He’d tied his hair back in a simple, low bun. Alexei thought the light tracks of veins visible at his temples looked darker than normal, more prominent.  
 
    Sensing Alexei’s gaze, he turned and offered the barest scrap of a smile. “Everything alright?” 
 
    Alexei swallowed. “I feel like I should be asking you that.” 
 
    The smile stretched wider, with all the enthusiasm of someone using fingers to force the expression. “I’m much better, now. And I’ll have my guard up, this time.” 
 
    Severin said your brain was injured, he wanted to say. Your brain. But he nodded instead, and turned to the mage – his mage, it would be easy to think, the way things were going.  
 
    They’d managed to piece together an outfit for the boy that wasn’t too ill-fitting. One of Alexei’s old sweaters, wool and warm, and a pair of Dante’s cropped jeans whose upturned cuffs hit Severin like regular-length pants. He wore the same size shoes as Jamie, so that had worked, though Converse sneakers probably weren’t the best things to wear into a warzone.  
 
    He’d insisted on wearing the overcoat, though, the one that smelled faintly of smoke, and which he’d been wearing when he showed up outside the old warehouse.  
 
    Alexei didn’t suppose he’d have to throw any punches, so his mobility wouldn’t matter as much. Why hit people when you could set them on fire instead? 
 
    “Sev, are you ready?” 
 
    The boy nodded, expression serious. “Yes.” 
 
    That would have to be answer enough. 
 
    Alexei took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders. Thought of what Dante had shown him before the dream-walk had been invaded: the glimpses of Romanovs past, of Byzantium falling, and Muscovy taking up the mantle of Rome.  
 
    Three cities of seven hills. Three empires destroyed from the inside out. Fate.  
 
    He felt every inch the scared boy, now, but he was a scared boy who’d crawled out of a pit. A scared boy who could trace his blood back, and back, and back, to heroes, and villains, to doomed emperors, and ruthless warriors.  
 
    I am the double-headed eagle, he thought, shoring up the gaps in his confidence with sheer, white-knuckled force. I am the last tsar. 
 
    Please, let it be enough… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    43 
 
      
 
    When he was a boy, Dr. Fowler had loathed sports. Gangly, awkward, lacking any finesse or hand-eye coordination, he’d failed spectacularly at every horrible gym class game, from dodgeball, to capture the flag, to that dreaded rope everyone had to climb, as if they were all about to ship off to basic training at eight years of age. That was to say nothing of team sports: baseball, football, soccer. All failures.  
 
    A vivid memory stayed with him, even after all these years, of his last attempt at football. A rainy day, the sky leaden, the grass wet, puddled, and chewed up by cleats, slippery as an ice rink. Fowler sat on his backside in the mud, rain dripping off the front opening of his helmet, trickling down into his ears, head ringing. He was concussed, surely, from that last hit. He was the kicker, for God’s sake, and he’d been tackled by three boys twice his size, dog-piled and crushed, and one had cracked their helmets together on purpose, laughing cruelly as he did it, throwing an ugly slur at him. A shadow fell over him, blocking the rain a moment; his father, face more thunderous than the clouds overhead, glaring down at Fowler like he was something ugly that had been tracked into the carpet.  
 
    “The fuck’s wrong with you, boy?” 
 
    It had been the last time he’d tried to please his square-jawed, tough-talking, drill-sergeant-vicious father. Dad had complained and insulted him about his true love, science, but Fowler hadn’t cared anymore. He didn’t want to throw a ball, or crash into other boys, get banged up on purpose and call it fun. He wanted to study. Wanted to fill his head with all the knowledge it could contain, and make something. Do something useful with his life.  
 
    And he had done just that. It was heady, what he’d accomplished, knowing what was still left to accomplish. The horizon stretched before him, limitless, the sun bringing new possibilities at the dawn of each day.  
 
    Once he’d left sports behind, he hadn’t thought much about his physical body. He drank coffee to keep sharp, ate the sandwiches his assistants brought him, chewed them mechanically when they insisted that he ought to eat. He slept when necessary, and went to the bathroom, and had his shirts and sport coats dry-cleaned, so he could look professional for the brass that kept him funded. But he didn’t care about the trivial aspects of being alive, occupying a physical body. 
 
    At least…he hadn’t at first.  
 
    But as he aged, aches and pains began to make themselves known. A soreness in his neck, back, and shoulders at the end of long days spent hunched over microscopes. His eyesight was degenerating, his glasses prescription stronger every year, and his doctor starting to predict glaucoma, given his family history. His blood pressure was high, and a medicine had been prescribed that he only sometimes remembered to take, and which left him so dehydrated that he shook and shivered and had taken to keeping bananas and Gatorade in his desk drawers. Eventually, his body would fail him – totally – and he’d be nothing but a tidy stack of research, and some bright-eyed young protégé would have to pick up where he’d left off – only less ably. No one working under him was a match for him. He loathed the idea of handing his work off, after all that he’d achieved this far. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to let go. To get old. To take time off. To go blind and feeble, and… 
 
    And then he’d realized that he wouldn’t have to.  
 
    He was studying immortals. And there were ways to become immortal.  
 
    If only his plans for that didn’t keep getting fucked to hell by Nikita Baskin’s people. 
 
    A knock sounded at his office door, and it opened before he could call permission. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and didn’t snap at Gustav when he entered.   
 
    “Good, you’re here. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    Gustav shut the door, but remained standing. Only a few months ago, he would have dropped languidly into a chair and adopted a pose meant to flaunt his superior power. There’d always been something of you need me about his mannerisms, coy and mocking.  
 
    He’d recovered, outwardly, from his run-in with Baskin a few days ago, but his expression, weary and wary at once, indicated that the conflict had taken some of the wind out of his sails.  
 
    For the first time, Fowler felt that the power had shifted between them. On Gustav’s end, his agreement to turn Fowler had always been a quid pro quo situation. But now, that agreement was in tatters.  
 
    “I called you up here,” Fowler said, shutting down his computer and turning to face his guest fully, “because I’m on my way to a meeting. Earlier this morning, I received a call from Detective Trina Baskin.” 
 
    Gustav didn’t move, his features carefully schooled, but he swallowed, and that telltale ripple in his throat said everything.  
 
    “She wants to sit down with me and discuss, in her words, ‘our agreement.’ That would be blackmail, by the way. And you know, the funniest part about it is, Detective Baskin is supposed to be dead. As is the rest of her pack.” 
 
    Another swallow. 
 
    “Would you care to explain why they aren’t?” 
 
    “Killing them wasn’t part of our original agreement,” Gustav evaded.  
 
    Fowler offered a smile. “You’re right. It wasn’t.” And retracted it. “At first. But then you went and bungled the job you were placed in charge of, and got them all involved. And then you volunteered to remove them from the equation, and bungled that. Consider your leash shortened. Significantly.” 
 
    He stood, and gathered his briefcase, already packed and ready. “I’ll be taking a team with me to deal with Baskin’s people. You stay here, with your Familiars, and guard the lab, should they have any designs on splitting up and sending part of their pack here.” 
 
    “You know that’s exactly what they’ll do.” 
 
    “Yes. Are you telling me you haven’t recruited replacements for the vampires you lost in your last encounter with them?” 
 
    “No, I–” Frustration bled through his voice, showed on his face. He sighed. “I underestimated them, before. They’re…they’re stronger than I first thought.” 
 
    They’d all underestimated them, but Fowler wasn’t going to admit to any such thing.  
 
    “Yes, well, pride does tend to come before a fall. Don’t make the same mistake tonight. They are few, and we are many. We can crush them, and it’s high time we did so.” He moved past the vampire, toward the door. “Oh, and, Gustav? Recapture LC-7. That’s an order. And if you get the chance to kill Basil Norrie” – another smile, because he felt like it, because it was a good outlet for the energy thrumming through his veins – “make it hurt.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Before he left the building, Dr. Fowler went down to the subbasement. He went through the basement, through both labs there, past the loose huddle of Gustav’s recruited vampires, a motley group of thugs, street-fighters, pickpockets, and predators, men and women, most of them muscled and tough-looking. A few sent him hostile glances, which he ignored. He’d grown used to vampires, and their territorial ways. 
 
    He’d learned, immortal or not, that they screamed just like humans when you applied the right sort of pressure.  
 
    He used his keycard – a unique one, with special codes written into its chip – to access a stairwell built to look like a section of metal wall-paneling, and headed down.  
 
    The idea had come from Virginia, from its two subbasements. It was one thing to have a basement for normal security purposes – but sometimes you needed something more. A deeper hole to bury something truly awful. Before this branch of the Institute had been opened, its front façade of a pleasing, soothing hospital environ in place, construction had begun: long months of digging down, bracing up, installing plumbing and electric, and installing heavy, heavy doors in the right places. A freight elevator provided the means to shift down crates – or cages. And the floor hosted dozens of drains which allowed for drainage of all sorts, some of it aided by the powerful hoses coiled up on the walls.  
 
    The subbasements in Virginia were useful, but terribly antiquated, like the dungeons in an Old World castle. 
 
    The subbasement here was a thing of efficient, sterile beauty, much more serviceable.  
 
    The stairs switched back several times, and dumped him out in the center of a rectangular, concrete room, lit with caged lights, circled by heavy steel doors set with small, barred windows at their centers. He’d heard the noise by the last landing, and now that he was here, surrounded by it, he knew a fleeting, uncharacteristic pulse of fear.  
 
    Their new acquisitions were loud.   
 
    Shrieks, howls, growls, snarls, and the occasional leonine roar, all muffled by the steel and concrete; some of the acquisitions pounded on the walls and doors of their cells, scrabbling like they were trying to claw their way out.   
 
    “Sir,” the young guard on duty greeted him, snapping to attention. If Fowler remembered correctly, he’d been a sergeant before his injury, discharge, and subsequent treatment at the Institute.  
 
    “Do they do this much?” Fowler asked, motioning to the cells. 
 
    The sergeant swallowed, throat jumping, his face too pale. He’d seen war, seen his own body blown apart, but clearly, he’d never seen anything like this. “All the time, sir.” 
 
    “Hm. And where are the handlers?” 
 
    “Having dinner, sir.” 
 
    “Go and get them. They need to be ready in the event our new friends need to be put to use tonight.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    He trotted off, and returned ten minutes later from a side door with a disgruntled Dr. Hawkins, who’d once been a vet, and now was handling a very different kind of animal. He started to say something, frowning, some complaint about having his dinner interrupted – a belligerent, stupid man, heedless of the good work they were doing here – and Fowler cut him off. 
 
    “Gather your team, Dr. Hawkins, any who can be spared from here, tonight, and prepare as much sedative as you’ll need to transport five of them.” 
 
    “T-transport?” Hawkins spluttered. “Are you fucking – it was hard enough getting them in their cages!” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine so, but they aren’t here to be used as decoration. Get what you need to move five. I don’t want to be late.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    44 
 
      
 
    Trina had chosen the place for the meeting, and Dr. Fowler had agreed too easily. She’d picked an office building that was occupied, thinking the presence of civilians – those that remained after five – would deter the Institute from taking drastic action against them, and maybe show a little goodwill on her part for the same reason.  
 
    But, now, standing in front of the main doors, she felt more than a slight twinge of doubt. What if they got someone hurt? Killed? Could she live with that? 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to let her conscience get in the way. She pushed through the revolving door, Mia and Jamie behind her, and strode into the terrazzo-floored lobby. 
 
    A night watchmen, bright-eyed, probably just come onto his shift, glanced up from the computer at the front desk, and called a “good evening,” a question in his voice. She remembered his name was Miguel, his face familiar.  
 
    Mia pulled out her badge and showed it to him. “Detective Baskin,” she said by way of greeting, sure to give him a long look at her picture and decide her badge was real. “I worked the Jefferson case here back in the summer.” 
 
    His brows went up, and recognition dawned. “Right. Yeah. You caught the guy, didn’t you?”  
 
    “We did, but my boss wants me to have another look at the scene. The trial’s coming up and there’s some loose ends.” She rolled her eyes, feigning bored. 
 
    “Oh, you need to go up? Sure. Yeah. Seventh floor’s still empty.” 
 
    “Great. We shouldn’t be long.”  
 
    “The phones are still connected up there, or at least one is. Call down if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thanks, Miguel.”  
 
    She didn’t exhale properly until they were closed into the elevator and going up, and then it was a deep rush of breath. 
 
    “Okay, you being nervous is gonna make me a lot more nervous,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’m not. Just…working out the kinks.” She popped her neck side to side as an afterthought.  
 
    Mia pulled out her phone and hit Send on the text waiting in her outbox. It was one headed to Kolya, Fulk, and Anna, the signal that they were past the first obstacle, and on their way up.  
 
    Trina reached beneath her jacket to check her holster, again. Flexed her ankle the tiniest fraction to feel the slim little spare gun she’d stowed in the shaft of her boot. They were an old pair of harness boots she’d bought years ago, when she was going through a wanting-to-look-badass phase; not the comfiest, but she had a gun down one, and a knife down another, and that made them worth their weight in gold right now. 
 
    The elevator climbed, slow and smooth.  
 
    Mia took an audible breath. “The reason I wanted to come…there’s something I should tell you,” she began, haltingly. 
 
    The elevator arrived with a polite lurch and a ding.  
 
    “Not now,” Trina said. “We need to move.” 
 
    The doors opened on a wide, unlit area filled with cubicles. A few exit signs threw a faint red glow, revealing the low walls of them, and the cleared place where a number had been folded up, back in the summer, to allow room for cleanup after the Jefferson case.  
 
    It had been a nasty scene. So nasty, in fact, that when employees tried to return to work, they’d experienced what they’d described as “ghost activity.” Management had moved to a satellite location, and so far hadn’t made any steps to return, so the two floors of Mason Unlimited remained empty. Haunted.  
 
    Mia walked forward, slowly, the two vampires flanking her, and turned the first corner to find light shining through the gaps in the blinds of the conference room. 
 
    Dr. Fowler was already here.  
 
    They’d nearly reached the door when two black-clad men stepped forward out of the shadows, the faint ambient glow from the blinds gleaming faintly on the matte barrels of the rifles they carried on their shoulders. Trina managed to bite back her gasp, but Mia and Jamie didn’t. 
 
    “Trina Baskin,” she said, snappish to cover her startlement. “We’re here for the meeting.” 
 
    “We need to pat you down,” one of them said. 
 
    She’d expected as much, but damn. She held out her arms and widened her stance without argument. One of the goons handed his rifle to the other, and did the honors, brisk and efficient.  
 
    Mia made a quiet, unhappy sound in her throat when it was her turn, and Trina shot her a glance over her shoulder she hoped she could see: Play it cool. 
 
    She didn’t have anything against Val’s mate, but she didn’t know much about her aside from the fact that she was newly-turned, a civilian, and a potential liability.  
 
    “Okay, you can go in,” Mr. Pat Down said, and leaned over to turn the door handle and push it wide for them. 
 
    Trina had to blink against the onslaught of light: the too-bright fluorescents were on, droning faintly. 
 
    The conference room was long and narrow, hugging the side of the building, its whole outer and inner walls composed of windows: one side looking into the rest of the floor, shielded with blinds, and the other overlooking the street below, bare, offering a glittering glimpse of the windows in the building across the way. Entrances marked either end, a liability that Trina and her team planned to exploit, later.  
 
    In the center, a long, high-gloss table, ringed by chairs.  
 
    Dr. Fowler sat at the far end, formal and proper, hands folded on the tabletop, two more guards standing behind him, one to either side of his chair.  
 
    “Good evening,” he greeted pleasantly. “Take a seat.” 
 
    Fuck you, she thought, because she was a Baskin. 
 
    But she said, “Thank you,” and pulled out a chair, because, career tanking or not, she was a detective, and this was a game she recognized: intimidation.  
 
    Jamie sat down across from her, and Mia beside her – between her and Fowler, interestingly enough.  
 
    Trina had rehearsed what she’d say, recited it aloud in her head all day, so when she spoke, it was smoothly, without betraying so much as a hint of emotion. “Dr. Fowler, the last time we met, we came to agreement.” 
 
    “I remember it well. And it’s you who’ve violated it, Detective.” He gave a small, satisfied smile, and tilted his head so the lights flared off the lenses of his glasses, obscuring his eyes.  
 
    “I disagree. I haven’t shared the video I have with anyone. Meanwhile, your facility has not only endangered my pack, personally – which you agreed not to pursue – but it’s responsible for the horrific murders of civilians. That’s a breach of a verbal contract if I ever heard one.” 
 
    His smile widened. “I see your vocabulary has improved since last we met. Very well: in your own words, you told me that we weren’t to, and I quote, ‘come after you.’ We have not done so.” 
 
    “When you’re killing people in my precinct, that’s an act of aggression.” 
 
    “Toward you? No. That was merely a tying up of loose ends.” 
 
    She’d heard murderers refer to their victims in all manner of impersonal terms; offhand statements that would make anyone sick to hear.  
 
    But hearing that from Fowler enraged her. A feral clench of anger in her belly that left her wanting to bare her teeth, like Lanny or Nik or Sasha would have.  
 
    She tamped the urge down and said, “I thought it was bad when you kidnapped Sasha. I thought it was bad that your feral wolves were so uncontrollable that there’d been a mistake, killing that family, when you were tracking us. But what you’re talking about now is purposeful, premeditated murder, and that seems like an awfully big jump from doing what you have to for your cause, and having some kind of predilection.”  
 
    He lifted his hands, brought his fingertips together, a lightly-held triangle beneath his chin. “You think I enjoy it?” 
 
    “I think somewhere along the line, it wasn’t enough to make medicine and fight a war. You got a little taste of power, and it went straight to your head.” 
 
    “A detective and a psychoanalyst. I’m impressed. What do you want, Ms. Baskin? Why are we here?” 
 
    “To explain to you that our agreement is terminated. I’m done trying to negotiate with someone without a shred of morality.”  
 
    He chuckled, a quiet, delighted laugh that belonged in the throat of a movie villain.  
 
    She’d started to shake, fine tremors that wouldn’t be visible; an internal shivering that was all nerves, but which would only get worse if this dragged on, or she didn’t have an outlet for the adrenaline. She drew herself upright in her chair, and leaned her forearms on the edge of the table. “Dr. Fowler–” 
 
    “No, no.” He waved, an easy gesture. “I don’t mean to offend you. I commend your bravery, really. But, honestly, what do you think you can do in this situation?” 
 
    She allowed for a pause, like she was considering; like she was uncertain. She wanted him to think that.  
 
    “If you think me beyond negotiation,” Fowler continued, “then what do you hope to achieve through this meeting? Surely you don’t hope to overpower me, somehow?” He turned his head side-to-side, glancing purposefully toward Jamie, and then Mia, then back to Trina, his gaze pitying.  
 
    “No,” she said, angling her upper body toward him another fraction, trying to offer the tiny, wireless camera set in the collar of her jacket the best view of him. It looked like a lapel pin, a little golden lion, and Much had explained that their mage, Tuck, had enchanted it, much like he had with the flash drive, so that it would work better, and transmit more cleanly than a bulky mic pack and wire like undercover detectives wore. “I guess…” She affected uncertainty, now, for the first time. “I guess I just want to understand the point of it all. Why are you doing this?” 
 
    He smiled, patronizing. And she knew what he was thinking, what she’d hoped he would take her up on: that he wasn’t going to let them leave this meeting alive, and that it couldn’t hurt anything to indulge her curiosity. If her job had taught her one thing, it was that egomaniacs loved to hear themselves talk. They loved explaining their brilliance to the idiots around them. Showing off.  
 
    She could play the idiot, certainly, if it meant that Harvey, sitting in front of a laptop at the coffee shop down the street, got all of this recorded, and uploaded to a secure cloud server.  
 
    This was their plan: if Trina and Lanny had to kiss their careers goodbye, and flee the city, they might as well deal the Ingraham Institute a blow from which they could never recover.  
 
    “Will it help, really, to know?” Dr. Fowler asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m curious,” Trina said. “Indulge me.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You know, my brother, Pauly,” Lanny said, systematically cracking every one of his knuckles with loud pops, “always told me I shoulda been in SWAT. DEA or something. Some department where I’d get to do raids, you know? High adrenaline stuff. I think he was surprised I went into homicide. ‘You mean you gotta talk to people? You’re no good at that,’” he said in what was clearly meant to be an imitation of his brother’s voice.  
 
    “Clearly, he was wrong, since you’re talking so much now,” Nikita deadpanned, but his own heart was thump-thump-thumping like an angry fist at a door. He wouldn’t say he was excited – but close to it. He’d felt numb when they stormed Blackmere, unable to feel the thrill that he did now. This time, Sasha was beside him, bouncing softly on the balls of his feet, feeling his own anticipation. Nikita could sense his adrenaline spike in the back of his own head; could tell that Sasha was excited, almost gleefully so.  
 
    For such a sweet boy, he’d always been very good at the killing part of being a soldier.  
 
    Val drew his sword with a soft metallic hiss. It was the one he’d used to catch his brother’s swing back in Virginia, a wicked, gleaming silver piece of steel so long he had to wear it strapped to his back, and draw it over his shoulder. It was, Nikita had to admit, an impressive sight. The prince’s hair was braided: pulled back at the crown, and two thick pieces braided behind each ear. A proper Viking warrior, he’d said, with a wry twist to his mouth.  
 
    Nikita reached to touch the hilt of the much-shorter sword on his own hip. The weight was awkward…but reassuring in a way he hadn’t expected. If he ran out of ammo, he had a backup other than his fists and fangs, and he was forced to admit that Fulk had been right about being prepared.  
 
    They stood in a shadow on the sidewalk across from the Institute, the building aglow with lights opposite. As they watched, someone pushed through the double glass front doors and headed down the sidewalk, a car chirping to life as he approached it.  
 
    It didn’t look like an evil place.  
 
    But Nikita felt like he had facing down a German Tiger. Standing across from Rasputin in that clearing.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Will said. “It’s eight o’ clock.” 
 
    Nikita pulled his gun. “Right. Sashka, on point.” 
 
    Sasha laughed, a short, sharp sound that was mostly a bark, and shifted to his wolf shape.  
 
    They went across the street – jaywalked – in a tight knot, already arranged in the way they would enter. Sasha first, low, an attack dog, and Nikita behind him, upright, drawing the immediate fire, his gun and his compulsion ready. (He felt the power at his fingertips, now, nothing like the fritz of their last visit here. The binding had settled him in every sense; he felt strong, and capable, and ready for this.) 
 
    Val was next in the center. He was doubtless the strongest, and a skilled warrior – but he hadn’t learned how to fight in the modern age, yet, like the rest of them. He could hold their center, if someone popped out a door and tried to break up their party, or relieve Nikita when he needed to reload.  
 
    Behind him, Lanny and Will brought up the rear, ready to protect their six.  
 
    When they reached the double doors, Lanny swept up to pull one open, and held it as Sasha led the way into the airlock. Will got the inner door, and Nikita had his gun leveled and ready; executed a quick sweep of the lobby.  
 
    Empty. Not even a receptionist.  
 
    Nikita gestured, and they kept moving.  
 
    Val put the tip of his sword through the keycard reader beside the door, and it went dead with a little sizzle sound. The door unlocked with a click. Again, Lanny opened it, and Sasha and Nik led the way through.  
 
    The hall stretched before them, empty, bland, the tasteful portraits designed to set patients at ease.  
 
    “They’re ready for us,” Lanny said. “Place is a ghost town.” 
 
    “Keep moving,” Nikita said, heartbeat in his ears now, a steady drumbeat.  
 
    Despite any real lack of training, they flowed down the hall, almost perfectly in step with one another. Sasha trotted along in the lead, head down, nose working audibly as he sniffed and tested the air.  
 
    Nikita had a keen sense of smell, but it was nothing like a wolf’s in four-legged form, and Sasha proved it, drawing up short just before they reached a cross-hall. He froze, ruff lifting, and gave a low growl. They all pulled up, and a moment later, Nikita smelled it, too.  
 
    “What–” Lanny started. 
 
    “Smoke grenade,” Will and Nik said together. 
 
    And there it was, suddenly, boiling out from the right side of the intersection, bright purple, thick and noxious.  
 
    A moment later, smoke filled the mouth of the hallway on the left.  
 
    Were they trying to drive them back the way they’d come? Or lure them forward? 
 
    It didn’t much matter, Nikita decided: they had to go forward. 
 
    “Keep going!” he barked, and Sasha took off.  
 
    Nik sucked in a breath, heard the others do the same, and they charged forward through the thickening wall of purple smoke.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you wouldn’t understand, Detective.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Fowler sighed. “Very well. The thing you must understand, if you can, is that all of this” – he gestured to the air around himself – “this building, this city, this nation, this civilization, is far more fragile even than the most pessimistic think. They think it will be a nuclear war, or our slowly-roasting climate, or an outbreak of a disease that will end the world. But none of them, save us few who know of him, understand that it will be a creature of legend that rises, sweeps his hand across the world like someone clearing a chessboard, and rebuilds civilization in his image. What is murder, what is any small, mortal sin, in the face of a total restructuring of life as we know it?” 
 
    “Bit dramatic.” 
 
    “Detective Baskin,” he said, tone suggesting she was stupid. “I joined the Ingraham Institute to further medical science, just as everyone did, but–” 
 
    “Sorry, but I’m not buying one line of your bullshit. Why did you kill those men? They’d all come to try and join your clinical trial. How was that getting in the way of the new world order, or whatever the fuck?” 
 
    His nostrils flared, a brief show of irritation. “I don’t think that–” 
 
    “I asked,” Trina said, firmly, her internal tremors getting stronger, more hectic. She was losing control of this moment. They were buying time for the crew at the Institute, but she wanted that confession; she needed it, damn it, to condemn the whole organization in the eyes of the public. “And I expect an answer, Dr. Fowler.” 
 
    He laughed again, but it was a forced sound, threaded with anger. His eyes, when he tilted his head so she could glimpse them through his lenses, flashed with nothing less than hatred. “Look at you: sitting there, human, unremarkable, and stupid, calling the others ‘pack’ like you’re a part of it. Like you’re a wolf, or a vampire, or a mage – like the one you stole from us.” Each word brought a fresh layer of nastiness to his voice. He was getting too angry, losing control – and that looked like it angered him more. He hadn’t planned on getting so worked up. Had wanted to play Dr. Evil and not the overwrought, twisted, petty man that he was. “You’re asking me questions? Questions about damaged mortal losers no one knows anything about? Here’s my question: what happened to LC-7? What have you done with my project?” 
 
    Before she could say anything – deliver a cutting insult, or keep her cool, or say that she was pretty sure LC-7 had a crush on Alexei Romanov, Mia leaned forward, and her soft, clear voice sliced through the moment like a knife.  
 
    “Dr. Fowler, I think my father, Dr. Talbot, would very much like to know why you’ve been killing former trial applicants.” 
 
    Stunned silence followed.  
 
    Trina’s pulse froze, a moment, and then kicked into a higher gear, one that left her a little faint. My father, Dr. Talbot?  
 
    Betrayal was too delicate a word for the sensation that curled up tight like a fist in her belly. She traded a glance with Jamie, and saw he felt the exact same way.  
 
    When Val had arrived, he’d mentioned that Mia had been sick, that he’d turned her to cure her, and something about having visited with her through dream-walking. But they’d all been so stunned by Val’s presence, so overwhelmed by the sheer Val-ness of him, that none of them had stopped to really question the origins of his mate. Of all of them, she and Lanny detectives, Nikita still the suspicious former Chekist, Alexei slow to warm, and Jamie nervous as a cat…and none of them had questioned Mia’s presence.  
 
    And she was apparently Dr. Talbot’s daughter.  
 
    She’d been in their homes, at their tables, in their meetings. Was here right now, inches away, when her father had been the one to take Sasha from them.  
 
    The only consolation was that Dr. Fowler looked just as shocked, his mouth actually agape. He closed it with a click of teeth, and cleared his throat. “Dr. Talbot? Dr. Edwin Talbot? He’s your father?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mia’s voice quavered on the word, a fast slip, and then went smooth again. “I’m Mia Talbot, his only daughter. He wanted to use his experimental drugs on me, but I chose a more permanent solution.” With her head angled toward the doctor, Trina could just see that she opened her mouth: showing the doctor her fangs.  
 
    Dr. Fowler recoiled a fraction; it looked like an involuntary movement, unlike the for-show spectacle he’d been putting on so far. “So you did,” he said.  
 
    “There isn’t much my father and I agree on,” Mia continued. “What he’s done is cruel and unreasonable, I don’t care how miraculous his cures turn out to be. But last I checked, he hasn’t resorted to outright murder. And, last I also checked, he’s the head of this whole little Ingraham Institute scheme. What will he do if he finds out what you’ve been doing here in New York?” 
 
    Dr. Fowler considered her a long moment. A flush started around the collar of his shirt, and moved up his neck. But when he spoke, his voice was tightly controlled. “Alright, you want to know? Is this some corporate espionage? He sends his vampire daughter to pry into my methods? Fine, I’ll tell you. 
 
    “You father, Ms. Talbot” – he said it like a curse – “has been withholding his research. Years he’s had Prince Valerian locked in his dungeon, but do you think he shared one drop of his blood with our facility here? No, no, that would have been too helpful. 
 
    “I have nothing but a formula, and some notes, some suggestions, and have been gathering my own blood samples – all highly inferior. Sometimes the drug doesn’t even work! Did you know that your father has a seventy-five percent higher success rate than my facility? Do you? That’s on purpose. He wants to shame me. So don’t any of you preach to me about power, especially you” – he jabbed a finger toward Mia – “when Talbot’s the most power-hungry of all!” 
 
    Trina had recovered enough to say, “That still doesn’t explain why you murdered those rejected applicants.” 
 
    “They weren’t rejected, were they?” Mia said, tone one of dawning realization.  
 
    “It said so in the file,” Trina said. 
 
    “The file lied, didn’t it, Dr. Fowler? You administered it to them, and it failed. They showed no results. So you doctored their files, and, then, when you got too paranoid, you had them murdered so no one would find out. So your success rate wouldn’t be effected.” 
 
    His face twitched, a fast, ugly spasm, giving truth to Mia’s words.  
 
    “God,” Trina said. “You’re pathetic. This is some kind of competition? You go on about the end of the world, but you’re just trying to get yours, huh?” 
 
    “Obtaining my place as the most valuable–” He cut off, suddenly, jaw clenching. He’d said too much, he realized, gotten too disturbed.  
 
    In the moment of silence that followed, Trina heard a faint sound, a soft scrape. Barely detectable, but she rushed to cover it. “Dr. Fowler–” 
 
    “No.” He stood, and never noticed the shadow that fluttered past the window, there and gone again. “No, you’ve wasted enough of my time.” He buttoned his suit jacket, and attempted to sound composed, though his hands were shaking, and it took three tries to slide the button home. “You and your pack have stood in the way long enough. You’re like mosquitos: a persistent annoyance. It’s time you were finally swatted.” 
 
    Somewhere out beyond the conference room, Trina heard the unmistakable crack of a gunshot.  
 
    Dr. Fowler smiled. “I would say it’s been a pleasure, but it really hasn’t.” 
 
    More gunshots, a volley. Too many to be Fulk and Anna. Too many…the plan going awry… 
 
    The window shattered. 
 
    And an arrow caught one of Fowler’s guards in the side of the throat.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The hall eventually dead-ended, T-ing off to the left and right. 
 
    To the right: a heavy set of double doors, its narrow windows reinforced with a cross-hatch of wire.  
 
    To the left: more hallway. According to the blueprint, it led back toward the front of the building. 
 
    They needed to go right.  
 
    Nikita was turning that way, going at a jog, when something zipped past in front of his nose and buried itself in the sheetrock of the wall. The crack of the gunshot registered a moment later. He whirled, dropped to one knee, and saw men dressed in black riot gear, clear face shields in place, charging out of the purple smoke toward them. 
 
    He drew on every ounce of compulsion, and when he spoke, his voice was low, deep, and resonant. “Stop.” 
 
    They didn’t stop. The one in front squeezed off another two rounds, and kept coming.  
 
    Nik jumped to the side, tucking and rolling, and came up in front of the double doors, around the meager shelter of the corner of the wall. The others had followed. 
 
    “They must be wearing silver,” Will said, in answer to Nik’s unasked question. “In their face shields, somewhere. After last time, they won’t be taking any chances.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lanny said, “we’ll be useless.” 
 
    Boots thumped over the terrazzo, coming closer to their position. They could go through the doors, and keep to their course – and they would – but Nikita didn’t relish the idea of being chased the whole way.  
 
    “If I may?” Val asked, drawing their attention. When Nikita glanced toward him, he found the prince grinning hugely with excitement. It was, frankly, eerie. “Just a moment.” He closed his eyes, and his smile slipped a fraction, and he seemed to settle, a bit, weight sinking down into his heels.  
 
    Lanny put a hand on his shoulder, ready to catch him; he didn’t look steady. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “Dream-walking,” Will said, sounding impressed. Nikita wasn’t sure he’d ever heard the wolf sound anything other than polite, or faintly amused. “I’d imagine he’s–” 
 
    And then they heard Val’s voice, loud, shouting, echoing from back the way they’d come.  
 
    “Boys! Oh, boys, I seemed to have gotten a bit turned around, perhaps you could help me.” 
 
    Hearing his voice back there, and looking at his slack face here, in the flesh, raised goosebumps all down Nikita’s back. It was one thing to talk to an astral projection; quite another for it to occupy the same space as the person projecting.  
 
    “Jesus, that’s creepy,” Lanny said, fingers tightening on Val’s shoulder.  
 
    Around the corner, there were shouts, a frantic shuffling of boots, and a clacking of body armor and shields as the company, or part of it, turned to face the prince who’d inexplicably appeared behind them.  
 
    Will got to his feet. “He’s giving us a distraction. We should take advantage of it.” His thumb caressed the fletching on the arrow he had nocked and ready. “Before they realize their bullets are passing right through him.” 
 
    Nik stood, and checked his gun. “Right.” 
 
    Sasha whined, and Nikita caught a whiff of vampire before the double doors were pulled open from the other side.  
 
    Nikita got a quick glimpse of three vampires, two men and one woman, muscled, snarling vampires dressed in street clothes, like the ones they’d fought on the warehouse rooftop. Sasha launched himself at the one in front, catching him by surprise if the vampire’s recoil and shout were anything to go by. Sasha had ducked, gathered his haunches, and fairly flew upward on the spring. His fangs caught the vampire in the throat, and blood sprayed; a hot line of it went up the side of Nik’s face.  
 
    “Lanny, Will, go after the humans,” he snapped. He took Val by the shoulders, and eased him down so he was sitting against the wall, head falling limply back, eyes still shut. He could have been gentler, but time was of the essence. Then he turned to help Sasha.  
 
    The vampire was a big one, broad shoulders bottle-necking his friends behind him. He had big hands, too, currently buried in Sasha’s thick pelt, gripping tight enough that Sasha opened his jaws on a little yelp.  
 
    Nikita shot the vampire point-black in the face.  
 
    Blood and bone fragments fountained on all sides. The vampire’s hands went slack, and Sasha dropped to the ground, on his feet, shaking himself, and already snarling for another round as the vampire fell backward like a sack of hammers. He was alive, but his brain was pretty much blown to shit, and not sending any of the proper signals along his nerves.  
 
    The other male dodged the falling body, and lunged for Nikita.  
 
    Nik didn’t have room to get off another shot. He reached up with his free hand, aiming to grab him by the throat.  
 
    The other vamp was quick; he dodged, and Nik got a fistful of his shirt collar instead. He brought his gun hand up, hoping to get off a shot, but ended up using the nine-millimeter to block the other vampire’s punch, instead.  
 
    The blow numbed his hand, and the gun went flying. He heard it hit the wall, and then the floor, and threw a punch of his own with his numbed hand.  
 
    It cracked off the other vamp’s cheekbone; broke it with an unmistakable sound, split the skin, and snapped his head back.  
 
    But the vamp got Nikita’s jacket in one hand, and dragged him in closer, fangs bared even as his eyes watered from the blow he’d taken. He was going to try to bite, tear Nik’s jugular out with his teeth, taking advantage of their proximity; moving into Nik, rather than away from him.  
 
    Dimly, he was aware of Sasha tangling with the female vampire, his snarls and growls, and her own feline growls in return.  
 
    The vampire ducked his head. 
 
    Nikita tightened the hand latched onto the vamp’s collar, and whirled, using the vamp’s forward momentum against him.  
 
    Slammed his face right into the wall.  
 
    His nose broke with a wet crunch, and Nikita karate chopped him in the side of the neck. The vampire gave a low, guttural sound of pain, and, while he was dazed, Nikita took a firm, two-handed grip on his head – the nape and the jaw – and snapped his neck with one clean movement.  
 
    When he let go, the body dropped. Like his friend, still alive, but badly damaged enough that, without sleep and several feedings, he wouldn’t be fighting anymore tonight.  
 
    Nik turned, and saw that the female was down, too; she and Sasha had fought their way nearly to the intersection of the three hallways. Sasha’s muzzle and, chest, and front paws were dark and sticky with fresh blood, and the woman lay with eyes shut, barely breathing, her torso so bloodied and shredded it was impossible to tell the extent of her injuries beyond grave.  
 
    “Okay?” he asked Sasha, and got an affirmative sneeze and head toss.  
 
    Nikita heard a snarl behind him, turned–  
 
    Just in time to see a vampire bearing down on him. 
 
    And to see Val sitting up, suddenly, eyes flying open. He swept his sword out in a low, vicious swipe, and it went through the approaching vampire’s knee.  
 
    The limb severed. The vampire fell, what was left of his leg gushing blood. He twisted over onto his back, snarling, hands lifting. 
 
    Val stood, smooth and unwavering, and lifted his bloodied sword; pressed the tip to the vampire’s chest, right above his heart. He smiled. “Apologies. I feel it’s important I tell you my blade is called Mercy.” And pressed down.  
 
    Blood welled up and overran the vampire’s mouth. He gasped wetly, jerked a few times, and stilled.  
 
    Nikita wanted to chastise Val for enjoying this – but he was enjoying it, too. He’d examine that feeling later.  
 
    Will and Lanny returned. Lanny’s arm was oozing blood, but he didn’t seem badly hurt, and he’d managed to obtain one of the riot shields. “You boys mind if I lead the way?” he asked, hefting it. 
 
    Val motioned toward the open doors with his bloodied sword, still grinning. “By all means.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For some reason, it seemed strange that a place as sinister as the Ingraham Institute received regular deliveries of things like toilet paper, and frozen meals on trays, and new bed linens, but they did, and tonight was delivery night for a frozen food truck. It was already backed into the loading bay when Alexei, Dante, and Severin approached. They’d gone the long way around, wrapped up in their dark jackets, arranged – not purposefully – according to height, so that their shadows slanted across the pavement in slender stair-steps, shortest to tallest, with Alexei in the center.  
 
    The truck’s headlights were on, and all the little running lights along the roof and body of the trailer. A roll-top door up on the platform beamed out the cool white light of an industrial complex; long, plastic flaps designed to keep out birds held back ropes.  
 
    They walked down the length of the truck without slowing, until they reached the back of it, and startled the trucker as he was loading boxes onto a handcart.  
 
    “Hey, what are you–” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Alexei told him, voice resonant with compulsion, and the man subsided, standing still, hands lax, gaze going unfocused.  
 
    They went single-file up the narrow concrete stairs to get to the dock itself, and through the pulled-aside flaps. They entered a wide staging area, with cinderblock walls and concrete floors, a square drain in the center. Crates were stacked along one wall, and several employees in work pants and smocks were carting frost-crusted boxes along on handcarts, through a second set of plastic flaps into what Alexei knew – from Severin and the blueprints – was the kitchen.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Alexei said, and, when heads turned toward him, he said, “please evacuate the building. Everything is fine.” 
 
    The hand carts were rocked down off their wheels, and the glassy-eyed employees trooped out onto the loading dock in an orderly line.  
 
    As they proceeded into the kitchen – a typical industrial kitchen, lined with stainless sinks, ovens, stovetops, centered with long stainless and butcher block prep areas, floored with grubby clay-colored tile – Alexei was aware of a low buzzing in his back teeth, in his bones, even, that was totally internal. The humming of adrenaline barely suppressed. If he thought about it, fixated on the task at hand – the enormity of what they were attempting, larger and more dangerous than anything he’d attempted since killing a pack of Bolsheviks in a Siberian wood – he’d be reduced to a crouching, shaking ball of nerves, keening quietly, a useless child. It didn’t matter how strong vampires were, or what powers they possessed: humans were always more plentiful, often more vicious. They had technology, and innovation, and he’d seen what they’d done to Dante, seen him chained, and shaved, and clapped in silver, helpless to their every whim. He couldn’t survive that; he couldn’t.  
 
    So he didn’t think about it. Pushed all his anxiety ruthlessly down, and followed the script. He was born a royal; he could have followed a script in his sleep.  
 
    He compelled the kitchen staff with a few words and the force of his will – with Rasputin’s gift – and sent them to the loading dock, too. The kitchen led into a dining room, and that was where Severin had promised they would find his siblings, sitting down at the metal cafeteria tables for a supper laid out in the compartments of a tray, one of their doctors/tutors/minders trying to make polite chitchat they wouldn’t understand because they lacked all the proper cultural references.  
 
    A set of swinging doors gave them access, and they pushed through–  
 
    To find the dining room empty. The lights had been cut down to half-brightness, and the tables gleamed faintly beneath them, all empty.  
 
    He turned to Severin, his adrenaline starting to lap up his insides like water as a storm came in, toward a level too high to suppress. He had an angry question poised on his tongue, but he swallowed it when he watched Severin’s eyes widen, face paling further beneath his scattering of freckles.  
 
    “They’re not here,” he said, with more emotion than Alexei had ever heard in his voice. “They’re supposed to be here. But they’re not.” 
 
    Alexei very carefully didn’t say duh.  
 
    “They knew we were coming,” Dante said, grimly.  
 
    Alexei strained, and wondered if he heard the staccato cracks of gunshots somewhere deeper in the vast facility. “Why have the regular delivery made?” he asked. 
 
    Dante said, voice haunted, “They needed us to have a point of entry.” 
 
    It was a trap. 
 
    Alexei shivered. “Where to next?” he asked Severin.  
 
    The boy swallowed, and considered a moment. “Our room,” he said. Softer: “I think.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    He did, slowly at first, just a few steps, and them visibly squared his shoulders, and marched along, toward a set of doors that presumably led out into a hallway.  
 
    As they followed, Dante touched Alexei’s arm. At first, Alexei thought he was trying to get his attention, but then Dante’s hand closed, and gripped tight, nails biting through the wool of Alexei’s jacket.  
 
    “What?” he asked, turning to him.  
 
    Dante stumbled to a halt, his other hand going to his forehead, eyes half-lidded, and watering. He wore an expression of terrible pain, like he had back at his apartment. “Lex…” Voice faint, breath strained. “I don’t know…my head…” 
 
    Severin pushed through the doors. 
 
    “I can’t…” Dante said. 
 
    There was the click, like a lock sliding into place. And then a banging: Severin pounding on the doors. 
 
    “What–” Alexei started to ask again. 
 
    Dante flinched, and a second later Alexei noticed the dart sunk in his neck, its little feathers hot pink. It hadn’t been there a moment before.  
 
    Someone had… 
 
    He felt a prick at his own neck.  
 
    And then everything went black.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The black thing fluttering past the window had been Kolya dangling from a rope. Will had produced a harness for him to wear, but she wasn’t sure if he’d done it, or found it too difficult. Reincarnated or not, his part of the plan hadn’t been one she’d wanted to foist on a human, but he’d assured them he could do it, and do it he had.  
 
    It being place one of Will’s little supersonic, silent pulsing glass-breaking devices on the window, which Much would then trigger remotely.  
 
    He’d done it, obviously, and then fired the arrow that had taken one of the guards in the neck. 
 
    After that, it was chaos.  
 
    While Dr. Fowler was still gaping, frozen, Jamie leapt up and shouted, “Stop!” Even though his voice and will hadn’t been directed at her, Trina still paused a moment, a wave of malaise washing over her.  
 
    She shook it off, though, in time to see that Dr. Fowler had indeed stopped, gaze going glassy, but the second guard hadn’t, for some reason. Were some people immune? Or was part of his gear able to repel compulsion? 
 
    It didn’t matter. He lifted his rifle – an AK – and fired a round straight at Jamie. 
 
    Jamie had tried to dodge, already realizing what she had, but you couldn’t move faster than a bullet. He went down with a low, whimpering growl. 
 
    Trina shoved her chair back and dropped beneath the table, grabbing Mia’s sleeve and all but dragging her after. “Get down,” she hissed, towing her in. And then, though it wasn’t the time, but because she couldn’t keep from saying it in the midst of her panic, snapped, “Your dad’s Dr. Talbot?” 
 
    When Mia grimaced, her fangs elongated, gleaming sharp points. “I’m sorry–” 
 
    “Whatever.” She’d worry about it later. She fumbled down in her boot and drew her spare gun; the guard had her .45, which she would have preferred, but the nine mil would have to do. And it had silver bullets, whatever that was worth.  
 
    She registered a wealth of sounds at once.  
 
    Jamie snarling. 
 
    The guard who was still alive saying, “Two vampires, one mortal,” presumably into his earpiece, talking to whoever was out there shooting. 
 
    Whoever was shooting, and probably shooting at Fulk and Anna.  
 
    A loud thunk. 
 
    A curse from the guard. 
 
    And the tinkling of broken glass.  
 
    She glanced toward the window.  
 
    It was a window went all the way down to the floor, frameless, and two hands clutched the edge: long, pale fingers, and black tape over the palms and knuckles, for stability and protection. The hands flexed, and then an arm reached in, another, and Kolya dragged himself up into the conference room, onto the floor, and unclipped the carabiner that had held his harness to the rope he’d used to rappel down.  
 
    Above him, shining faintly in the overhead lights, she glimpsed a bit of silvery cable, and a second later, Much came zip-lining in from the rooftop across the street – zip-lining fast.  
 
    The thunk she’d heard had been the end of his line – some complicated grappling-hook-cum-arrow device he’d shown them earlier – and a second thunk was the soles of his boots colliding with the remaining guard, and sending him toppling in an unconscious heap.  
 
    Trina crawled out from under the table and stood, gun ready. When she was upright, Much had dropped down off the line unslung the bow from his back: not a modern compound bow like her uncle used to deer hunt, but one made of gleaming, polished, flexible wood. Not a longbow, she knew, because that would have been nearly as tall as Much himself.  
 
    He knocked an arrow and gave them all a businesslike once-over. “Injuries?” 
 
    “Jamie.” Trina climbed onto the table and dropped down on the far side, kneeling beside him. “Jamie, you good?” 
 
    He was on his knees, clutching his arm; it hung limp at his side, but she could see that the bleeding had already slowed, and he glanced up at her with a lucid grimace of pain.  
 
    The miracles of vampire biology. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m alright.” When Trina put an arm around his waist, he stood on his own power, and didn’t even lean into her. “Shit, that hurts.”  
 
    “Getting shot usually does,” she said dryly.  
 
    “There’s too much shooting,” Much said. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    Trina heard a rustle, and then a gasp.  
 
    With Jamie hurt and distracted, his compulsion had worn off – and maybe Dr. Fowler had been making a break for it, but wasn’t now; Kolya stood behind him, an arm around his throat, point of a knife indenting the skin below his eye.  
 
    “Call them off,” Trina said, motioning to the inner wall of the room, “and you can still walk out of here alive.” She wished, suddenly, that she’d set up a code word with Harvey, so she’d know when to “accidentally lose” the connection with the camera. Hoped, knowing how savvy she was, that she’d cut it on her own initiative when she realized Trina was about to commit murder on camera. 
 
    Then decided she didn’t care. 
 
    “Call them off,” she repeated. “Or he’ll throw you out that window.” 
 
    A breeze gusted in, accentuating her point.  
 
    Despite the knife against his face, Dr. Fowler grinned. “I can’t. Once you set them loose, you can’t call them back. That’s how this works.” 
 
    Trina stared at him. “What?” 
 
    Jamie gritted his teeth, and compelled again. “What are you talking about? Call off your little soldiers.” 
 
    “I could. But they aren’t who you should be worried about.” 
 
    The hair on the back of Trina’s neck stood on end.  
 
    “Who?” Jamie demanded, the force of the word ringing out like a struck bell. Trina felt another wave of blankness, anxiety easing momentarily.  
 
    Kolya’s arm slackened; the knife pulled away from Dr. Fowler’s eye.  
 
    Placidly, Fowler said, “Romulus’s pets.” 
 
    Far away, deep on the other side of this floor, a sound echoed. A chainsaw, Trina thought, at first, its motor cranking up. 
 
    Mia stood, inhaling deeply. “Guys. I smell…” 
 
    Much’s eyes went wide. “Vampire.” 
 
    Not a chainsaw – a roar.  
 
    The door behind her flew open with a crash.  
 
    She dropped and whirled on instinct, gun up, and saw black-clad Institute foot soldiers. Row after row, all bottle-necked together, armored shoulder pads clacking together as they fought to get through the narrow doorway.  
 
    For a terrible, slow-motion moment, she saw light glinting off the helmets of the ones farther back, and farther behind that. They were hopelessly, helplessly outmatched in every way, all armed, two gun muzzles pointed right at her, and all she had was one nine-millimeter with silver fucking bullets in it.  
 
    She had a split second to wish she’d taken the time to get some sort of last I-love-you to her parents; that she’d kissed Lanny more ferociously back at the hotel.  
 
    And then one of the wheeled chairs flew threw the air and crashed into the first two soldiers coming in.  
 
    It didn’t slow them down much, but enough. 
 
    While Trina was gaping, a hand grabbed her arm, and dragged her backward. Someone stepped in front of her – Mia, it was Mia, Mia Talbot. Val’s mate. When the first shot fired, Mia angled her body, and took it in her shoulder. She let out a soft grunt, an expulsion of breath, too shocked and pained to scream – Trina had seen that a lot, in her line of work. People didn’t scream when they were shot; instead, they deflated, like the bullet had put a hole in them and the life had started rushing out, the ability to scream and panic along with it.  
 
    The shot turned into a volley. 
 
    For a split-second, one she wasn’t proud of, Trina whited out. Her mind went totally blank with panic. She’d gone through a range of exercises, shuffling as part of a team through abandoned buildings, wearing flak vests, shooting at paper targets that sprang up on hydraulics. Fake drug raids; simulated active shooter situations.  
 
    She’d never gone through a simulation like this: a dozen armed soldiers bearing down on her. 
 
    A friend’s girlfriend standing in front of her, taking bullets for her.  
 
    Shit. Shit, shit, shit.  
 
    But the Baskin in her finally took hold, and she scrambled back, motioning to the others, shoving rolling chairs out of the way.  
 
    She saw that Much had dropped his bow and produced a gun, was returning fire, using a turned-around chair as a shield. 
 
    She caught Kolya’s gaze. “We have to flip the table.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Jamie.” When he glanced her way, she slid him her gun under the table. He caught it with another nod, and joined Much in firing back. They were drawing attention away from Mia, keeping the soldiers logjammed in the doorway. But they would push through, soon; bull their way in, despite taking fire. And Mia… 
 
    She couldn’t think about that yet. One thing at a time.  
 
    The table was the kind composed of two segments, connected and locked in the middle. By the time she had it unlocked – gunshots crack-crack-cracked in the background, the incoming breeze doing nothing to alleviate the ear-piercing echo of them – Kolya was beside her. They separated the two halves, and then together heaved it over onto its side.  
 
    Much and Jamie joined them; Trina had the absurd thought that they were in a trench, in the midst of a battlefield.  
 
    Well, they were.  
 
    Much passed her his gun. “Here.” Pulled something else from his pocket, a canister. One with a pin, that he pulled, and then lobbed toward the door.  
 
    Trina got off one shot – right through the thigh of a soldier as they started to swarm in – before thick, green smoke billowed up from the cannister. It curled, and writhed, and gave just enough cover for Much to vault over the table and go after Mia – who lay in a heap, blood pooling out around her on the industrial grade carpet.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Severin heard the door lock behind him, and whirled. Through the window, he saw Dante and Alexei sink down to their knees, and topple over, facing one another, hands touching. Like lovers – he knew that word, and that they were. But it struck him as a terribly vulnerable position here, now, as Gustav and two of his lackies strode toward them.  
 
    Severin reached inside himself for fire. It didn’t matter that the doors were metal – some part of them would melt.  
 
    But–  
 
    “LC-7!” someone cried in a glad voice.  
 
    He turned his head, fingertips crackling, sparking, and saw one of his handlers, Dr. Hastings, approaching, lab coat flaring out behind her as she hurried, two orderlies in scrubs tagging along with obvious reluctance.  
 
    Handler – that’s what Dante had called them earlier this morning, at the apartment, his lip curling in distaste. And that’s what they were: not teachers, not mentors, not friends. Handlers. People put in charge of making him do what they wanted him to do.  
 
    He could burn them. Dr. Hastings would go up like Dr. Severin had: clothes and hair first, catching with bright, leaping orange flames; and the skin would roast red, blistering, blackening, bursting and peeling, until their bodies bent double and wilted, black all over and crumbling like used matchsticks.  
 
    She said, “Seven, there you are! Oh, we’re so glad you’ve come home! We were worried!” Her voice too bright, too loud; her eyes too wide, and too wild. She was terrified. 
 
    She was a distraction. 
 
    He wiggled his fingers, and the sparks leapt from tip-to-tip, ready.  
 
    Her smile was a demented rictus; it looked like it pained her. “Your brothers are so worried, too!”  
 
    His brothers.  
 
    The flames receded, drawing back down into his bones, where they slept.  
 
    A glance through the window revealed that Gustav’s lackies had cuffed both unconscious vampires with silver and were lifting them up beneath the armpits, dragging them away while their heads lolled. Gustav lifted his head, and met Severin’s gaze, briefly; smiled tightly – smugly.  
 
    Severin could get to him – to them – but it would take a moment for his fire to get through the door, and at that point he’d be weaker. Shaking, in need of a rest. And his brothers would still be trapped inside; he’d have to go hunting for them when he wasn’t at his strongest.  
 
    He watched Alexei’s boots disappear back through the swinging doors into the kitchen, and his stomach cramped so badly he thought he might he sick. But he swallowed a few times, and turned to Dr. Hastings just as she reached him. Tried to make his voice appropriately pathetic. “Dr. Hastings, I’m afraid.” He’d never been a liar, and technically, he wasn’t lying now: he was afraid, for his friends, for his siblings. “I want to see my brothers.” 
 
    Relief eased her awful smile a fraction. “Yes, of course. We’ve moved them to a secure location. Come with me.” 
 
    He went. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They were moving too easily through the building. The thought pounded like a second pulse in Nikita’s temples. 
 
    Too easy, too easy, too easy… 
 
    They’d encountered a few more groups, some human, some vampire, and they’d cut them down. Not all were left for dead – at least not the vampires; they would recover eventually, if someone didn’t happen along and relieve them of their hearts.  
 
    His own thrill had worn off – his adrenaline dropping back to a sustainable level.  
 
    But Val… 
 
    The prince was enjoying this. Perhaps a little too much.  
 
    He was in the lead now, and brought his sword up before they rounded the next corner; brought it down just as a vampire stepped into view, and cleaved him from the join of his neck nearly to his navel with an ugly sequence of sounds and blood spray. He had to put a foot on the vampire’s twitching body and lean back to pull the sword free, while the rest of them dealt with the vampire’s two cohorts. A quick, messy, but effective fight, and then it was onward again.  
 
    They reached the central office, the hub of the whole building, with only a few scratches between them. Unsurprisingly, at this point, they found the room empty. All the monitors and screens were lit up, though.  
 
    Will went straight for one of the computers, while Nikita shut and locked the door; it never hurt to be careful, even if this felt more and more like either a trap, or like a waste of time.  
 
    When the lock had clicked into place, Sasha shifted back to two legs. He swayed a moment, and Nikita reached for him – but he could feel that Sasha was fine, only a bit dizzy from the shift in forms. He shook himself all over, tossed his hair back, and then grinned at Nik. “I’m okay,” he said, unnecessarily. The words were nice, though.  
 
    His lips, and chin, and cheeks were smeared with drying blood that cracked when he smiled; blood between his teeth, a smudge on the end of his nose. 
 
    Nikita wanted badly, suddenly, to kiss him, bloody teeth and all. Knew a hot urge to lick inside his mouth and taste all that blood, the violence his mate had wrought.  
 
    His face heated, because this wasn’t the time, and also because it was a strange urge.  
 
    But Sasha huffed a laugh like knew exactly what he was thinking, and swiped his nose with his sleeve. 
 
    “Come on.” Nik cupped the back of his mate’s neck as they joined the others peering at the monitors, the need to touch too strong to ignore. Sasha made a low, glad little chuffing sound of contentment.  
 
    “Shit,” Will swore, quietly. “That’s Severin.”  
 
    It was. On the screen, footage showed the mage walking alongside a woman in a white coat, followed at a hesitant distance by two men in surgical scrubs.  
 
    “Where’s Alexei?” Nikita asked, voice coming out rougher than intended. Shit, if that damned tsarevich had gotten himself–  
 
    “There.” Will pointed to the neighboring screen, where two limp figures on gurneys were being wheeled down another hall. They passed directly under the camera, Alexei’s face unmistakable.  
 
    “Fuck,” Lanny said, a bit numbly. “Now what? Now we’ve gotta go rescue the kids?” He cast a look across them. “Do we gotta even rescue the kids?” he asked, in an undertone. 
 
    If had just been Nikita, he would have said no. What was a little more guilt on top of what he’d carried his whole life? And they were, after all, mage kids, and not regular humans.  
 
    But Will said, “Yes,” in an unusually firm tone. “They’re Red’s brothers. I won’t leave them here, not after this.” 
 
    Val had produced a cloth from his pocket and was wiping his sword down, whistling a tuneless scrap of song. “It shouldn’t be too difficult.” 
 
    Yeah, way too much fun. 
 
    “Can you find the other children?” Nik asked.  
 
    “I’ll look.” He put his fingers to the keyboard and began clicking through camera feeds, revealing hall, after hall, after hall, after lab space, after office, after exam room. Privacy hadn’t been spared, even in the big multi-stall restrooms – though at least it was only a view of the sinks.  
 
    Two things became apparent. 
 
    One: the building was even larger and more complex than they’d anticipated, halls and rooms appearing that hadn’t been on the original blueprints from the building’s previous life.  
 
    Two: the place was a ghost town.  
 
    “Where is everybody?” Lanny asked. 
 
    Will clicked past the bodies they’d dropped, limp and lifeless, save a few of the vampires, who twitched and tried feebly to roll over – those who hadn’t fallen into healing comas.  
 
    But nothing living moved through the halls, save the people moving Alexei and Dante, and the people moving Severin.  
 
    “Here we are,” Will said, and pulled up a feed that showed a room as white and sterile as every other in his hellscape, only this one held three metal-framed single beds with white linens. One was empty. Two held boys, younger than Severin, both of them sitting up and looking toward the door, like they could hear someone coming.  
 
    As they watched the door swung open, and Severin and the woman in the lab coat entered.  
 
    The smallest boy got up on his knees, and reached out toward Severin.  
 
    “They’ve evacuated,” Val said, walking down the long bank of monitors, gaze flicking from screen to screen. “Or hidden.” He glanced over his shoulder at Nikita, a strange gleam in his eyes. No longer the high of a fight, but something darker, edged with a fear that struck Nik as old, and maybe not even related to this moment. “In my experience,” his voice tightened, “an army only pulls back for two reasons.” 
 
    Nikita lifted his brows, too wired, suddenly, to be impatient with the theatrics.  
 
    “Because you’ve lost, and the city’s been taken,” Val said, a shiver in his voice, now, “or because you’re scattering your shock troops to make way to–” 
 
    “Guys,” Lanny said. 
 
    “–give your artillery a go at the enemy.” 
 
    Nikita went to Lanny’s side, where he stood staring goggle-eyed at a monitor.  
 
    “What in the ever-loving fuck are those?” 
 
    Everyone crowded around to get a look.  
 
    It was a cell. An unpainted concrete rectangle with a drain in the center, and a heavy door with a small, barred window that could be nothing else. And inside… 
 
    There were five of them. Men. Dressed in rotting rags that had once been clothes, rather than the sterile white scrubs the mages wore. Their hair was wild, and snarled, and they had patchy, unkept beards. They looked like people dressed up for Halloween; like the paid frighteners in a haunted house. No one went around looking like that, mortal nor immortal.  
 
    Two stood at the door of the cell, beating at it with their fists, scrabbling with dirty nails at the edges. One slammed his shoulder against it again, and again, and again. 
 
    A face popped up, right in front of the camera, startling all of them. A gaunt, dirt-streaked face with eyes that burned. No sign of intelligence, no consciousness, just this awful glow. The mouth opened, its lips chapped and cracked, and revealed a set of long, vampiric fangs. 
 
    “Vampire,” Nikita said, his pulse thudding like the low, distant thump of cannon fire. “They look insane.” 
 
    “That’s because they are,” Will said. “They aren’t thinking creatures, anymore. There’s no soul, and no intelligence – beyond the instincts to feed, and sleep, and fight, and kill.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lanny breathed. “How’d they get like that?” 
 
    “Romulus. So far as we can tell, every mortal he turns eventually becomes one of those, some more quickly than others.” 
 
    “Mehmet,” Val said. His voice had changed; no excitement or bloodlust now, no humor or drama – only an awful, chilling flatness.  
 
    Nikita tore his gaze from the screen and looked at him.  
 
    The prince breathed in shallow little open-mouthed pants, lower lip quivering as the air rushed over it. He stared at the monitor, eyes huge, pupils nothing but pinpricks.  
 
    “Val,” Nik prompted.  
 
    “His Imperial Majesty, Sultan of the Ottomans, Mehmet, Son of Murat. The Conqueror.” He swallowed, gaze never wavering. “Romulus turned him. It took…it took a very long time. But his body was failing; he was not resilient, like a regular vampire. Strong, yes, but…deteriorating.” Another swallow, and his whole body trembled, now, his hair rustling against his shoulders. “I killed him before he was…that.” 
 
    “Val,” Nikita snapped. 
 
    Val blinked, and dropped his gaze. Sucked in a deep breath. “They’ll die like regular vampires?” he asked, like he hadn’t just gone wandering back through his own memories, and been terrified by them.  
 
    “Yes,” Will said. “Though they don’t seem to feel pain – or, if they do, it doesn’t slow them down. They’re relentless; there’s no strategy, no attempt at self-preservation. They just…keep coming.” 
 
    “That’s some real Walking Dead shit, man,” Lanny muttered.  
 
    “Oh,” Will said. He clicked the mouse, and the feed shifted: there were other cells, five more, six, seven, all full of more of the strange vampires – until he reached a feed that showed a wide, square concrete room studded with cell doors.  
 
    “My brother calls it the Absence,” Val said, sounding like he was sliding back into his own head again. Nikita took a grip on his shoulder and squeezed tight, fingertips digging in. Val covered it with his own and squeezed back: I’m alright. “That’s what happens, when Romulus turns someone,” he continued, a little stronger. “Something in his blood creates a void. An absence. The soul is gone.” 
 
    “They can go to hell, then,” Lanny said. “Or rot in those fucking cages until they turn on each other.” 
 
    “I doubt that will be their fate,” Will said. 
 
    On the screen, the shot of the center of the cell block, a light on the wall started to flash; a revolving red one, its beam panning out across the floor. And all the cell doors slowly began to swing open: activated by a remote of some kind. 
 
    “Artillery,” Val said, grimly.  
 
    “They’re siccing them on us,” Sasha said, already growling in the back of his throat.  
 
    “They’re in the subbasement,” Will said, checking the bottom of the screen. “Which means they’ve got several flights of stairs to come up.” 
 
    The cell doors were halfway open, and tainted vampires were already spilling out. They crashed into each other, squabbling amongst themselves.  
 
    “The children are in a room partway between here and where they’re taking Alexei.” Will pulled out a flash drive and jammed it into the nearest monitor. All the screens went to static. “We’ve got to hurry,” he said. “If any of those things get outside the building…” 
 
    They’d be loose in Queens. 
 
    “Right.” Nik ejected his empty magazine and slid in one of the extras loaded with silver. He touched the hilt of his borrowed sword, briefly. Something told him he’d be drawing it before this was through. 
 
    “Five, four, three, two,” Will said. The flash drive’s light went out, and he pulled it out and pocketed it. “Alright. Shall we?” 
 
    Sasha went back to all fours, and led the way down the hall, howling.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mia was conscious, at least. “I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay,” she chanted, teeth chattering, like she was trying to convince herself of the fact, or like the words were a lifeline she gripped desperately to stay awake.  
 
    From what Trina could tell, she’d taken rounds on the forearm, shoulder, both thighs, and her hip, if the blood was anything to go by. There was so much blood. A human would have been unconscious at best right now, and probably dead.  
 
    “She’ll recover,” Much said, voice tight, “but she needs to feed. Where are her damn wolves? Hey,” he said to Mia, touching her face with surprising gentleness and righting her head when it tried to tilt to the side. She was sitting upright against the underside of the propped-up table. “Stay awake. Here.” He tugged up the sleeve of his shirt, exposing one boy-slender wrist. “You need to–” 
 
    A gunshot thudded into the other side of the table. Thank God they were only using AKs, Trina thought a little hysterically; a shotgun or a deer rifle would have punched right through the wood.  
 
    “Damn it,” Much hissed.  
 
    Trina risked poking her head over the table, and fired off a shot of her own. Through the haze of blue smoke, she saw a figure go down on one knee. But there were more; there was an endless supply.  
 
    Behind her she heard Dr. Fowler say, “Oh, no, please–” She didn’t know what Kolya was doing to him, but she hoped it hurt like hell.  
 
    We’re going to die, Trina thought. She wasn’t normally given over to pessimism, but she didn’t see a way out of this. Eventually, the soldiers would get through the smoke and their pitiful return fire, and overtake them. And then… 
 
    And then she heard a gorgeous sound. The high, clear, echoing howl of a wolf.  
 
    She couldn’t see, but could hear a sudden scuffle at the door. Soldiers shouted, cursed, and she heard more than one body hit the floor before two figures all but fell into the room, light glinting off bloodied steel, the blades flashing amidst the thinning smoke.  
 
    Flash – flash – a snarl, and three more soldiers toppled. The breeze from the window had dispersed the smoke down to green tatters, and she saw Fulk and Anna, a little bloodied and rumpled, but whole. 
 
    Anna cut down one last soldier with a slender, faintly curved saber.  
 
    Fulk thrust the point of his own sword through a throat, kicked the soldier backward out of the room, and then slammed the door shut. He thumbed the lock, and scrambled to drag a chair over and jam it beneath the lever. “That won’t hold,” he said, turning to face them. 
 
    Trina stood, relief making her lightheaded.  
 
    Anna surveyed the room, her stance ready. A long, red cut marred one of her cheeks; blood spray that clearly wasn’t her own dotted her throat. “Y’all okay?” 
 
    “Mostly. Mia was hit.” 
 
    Both wolves leapt over the table. “Secure that other door,” Fulk barked, and Much went to do so.  
 
    Trina stepped back, giving them room. 
 
    Anna and Fulk knelt down on either side of Mia. “Oh no,” Anna said, softly, pained.  
 
    “She’s alright,” Fulk said, but Trina heard the nip of panic in his voice. “She’s alright. Here, darling.” He laid his sword down, caught her jaw gently in one hand, and turned her face toward him. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Mia swallowed, and blinked groggily. “Fulk–” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. Here.” He let go of her – Anna leaned in and put supporting hands on her shoulder and the back of her neck – long enough to bite his own wrist and then pressed it to Mia’s mouth. “Drink.” It was a command.  
 
    Mia tried to turn her head, but Anna cupped her nape and pressed her in until Mia out her mouth on the bleeding punctures, and, after a limp moment, latched on and began to feed.  
 
    Anna let out an explosive breath. “Shit.” 
 
    Fulk frowned at his charge a moment, then turned to Trina. “How did this happen?” 
 
    Trina resisted the urge to back away another step in the face of his glare. “They came in behind us, an ambush. She jumped in front of me.” 
 
    “She saved your life,” he said, frostily.  
 
    “Where were you guys?” she bit back. “We’ve been pinned down for ten minutes!”  
 
    “They were doing a sweep of the stairwells,” Anna said. “We had to fight out way here.” 
 
    “And they’ve brought significant backup,” Fulk said, baring his teeth at no one in particular. Mia was drawing more earnestly at his arm, now; the muscles in his forearm flexed beneath the pull of her mouth.  
 
    “Vampires,” Much said, rejoining them.  
 
    Fulk looked at him, expression going strange. “Not regular vampires.” 
 
    Much’s brows jumped up and down. “The afflicted ones? Christ, I didn’t think they had any of those in America.”  
 
    “They do now, somehow, because they’re in the building, and coming this way.” 
 
    As if to prove his point, another roar sounded, this time closer, louder.  
 
    Fulk gave a little hiss. His face looked paler, Trina thought. “Here, darling, that’s enough.” He got his wrist loose, and lifted it to suck at it himself a moment, laving the marks with his tongue until they stopped bleeding.  
 
    Trina wondered if that was ever going to look normal to her.  
 
    Mia tipped her head back and breathed through her mouth a moment, gasping. Licked the blood off her lips and teeth. Amazingly, the gunshots had stopped bleeding. New color bloomed in her cheeks. “Shit,” she said, on a deep exhale. She blinked, righted her head, and was lucid again. Pain etched her face, but she was herself, and very much not dead. “God, that hurts like a bitch.” 
 
    “We’ll need to have someone have a look at you later,” Fulk said, tugging his sleeve back down. “An X-ray to be sure there’s no bullets still inside. But you should be able to walk.” 
 
    “Can you?” Anna asked her, hand still on her shoulder.  
 
    Mia wiggled her feet. “I think so.” 
 
    More gunshots echoed beyond the door Fulk and Anna had come through; several thumped into the wood of the door itself.  
 
    “They’ll have that down, soon,” Fulk said. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    Anna stood, and helped Mia up. 
 
    “Those other vampires,” Trina said. “Even if we get out” – which she really doubted they’d be able to do – “what will they do?” 
 
    Fulk made a grim face, and didn’t answer.  
 
    Trina wished she’d told Miguel to evacuate the building before all of this started.  
 
    She turned, and saw Kolya standing over a slumped Dr. Fowler. Fowler held a hand to his face, over one eye, where Kolya had obviously decked him. Fucking bastard, she thought savagely, and took a step toward him. 
 
    She didn’t reach him, though.  
 
    Mia strode past her, shaking, but not limping. She reached Fowler in a few long strides – Fulk and Anna protesting loudly – leaned down, and gripped the front of his shirt in one hand. She dragged him up – up, up, until his toes dangled, only the tips scraping the carpet. He reached for her hand, scrabbling at it, trying to pry it loose, but it didn’t matter. He was a human, and she was a vampire, and, streaked with blood, probably carrying more than one bullet, Mia carried him over, and slammed his back against the wall. Brought her other hand up, and gripped his jaw with white-knuckled force, until he cried out in pain.  
 
    “What’s coming after us?” she snarled, her voice more growl than girl.  
 
    When he didn’t speak right away, she tightened her hand. He yelped, and, jaw nearly crushed between her fingers, said, “Devils. They’re awful. They’ll kill you.” 
 
    She shook him. “Why would you side with them instead of us? Why would you support Romulus?” 
 
    And that’s what he was doing, wasn’t he? That was the whole point of the New York branch. Not to fight in the coming war, the way the Virginia branch claimed. Dr. Fowler and those who worked under him were trying to prove themselves valuable enough to keep alive. They’d already decided Romulus would win the coming war, and they wanted to prove their worth to him, so they might serve him.  
 
    “Because,” he choked out, “I want to live.” 
 
    With the hand at his jaw, Mia pulled his head toward her, snarling, her teeth bared – and slammed the back of his head against the wall.  
 
    “Whoa,” Jamie said, reaching out. 
 
    Much stayed him with a hand.  
 
    Mia pounded his head against the wall once, twice, three times…again and again. Until the sheetrock cracked and caved in. Until blood spattered, and ran down the back of his neck.  
 
    At the last, she pulled him forward, limp and dangling, and with both hands snapped his neck in one easy movement, for good measure. When she dropped him, he fell in an unnatural pile of wrong angles.  
 
    She stood breathing hard, still growling, chest heaving.  
 
    Something slammed into the far door, the one Much had locked. Again. Again. There was snarling, and scratching, and all the immortals went instantly taut. Those were vampires out there – wrong ones. Devils.  
 
    “There’s not enough line to rappel down to the street,” Kolya said, his voice as flat and informative as ever.  
 
    “We’ll have to fight out way out,” Fulk said, surveying them. “Humans, or vampires?” 
 
    “Humans,” they all said together.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    45 
 
      
 
    Sedatives didn’t work very long on vampires, even the strong ones. As hazy gray consciousness returned, and Alexei blinked open gummy eyes, he decided, based on his nausea and the way the lights burned his eyes, he’d been hit with enough to drop an elephant.  
 
    A few attempts to move revealed that he was strapped down at the arms and legs. He blew out a breath and blinked some more, working on getting his vision clear. A terrible wave of dizziness came, and then passed. He thought he might be sick, bile building at the back of his throat, but he swallowed, and that passed, too.  
 
    “Hello, Your Majesty,” Gustav said, pleasantly.  
 
    Alexei lifted his head up as best he could, and searched for the bastard.  
 
    As if waiting for such a cue, he paced into view, hands clasped behind his back, casual and unbothered. 
 
    A second glance, though, proved that his face was too pale, his eyes too wild. He was trying to play the wily villain, in control of this situation, but he wasn’t.  
 
    Pathetic a thought as it was, being strapped to a table, Alexei saw that weakness as something that could work in his favor. “Where’s Dante?” 
 
    Gustav’s brows knitted a moment before understanding dawned. “Ah.” He walked up to the table Alexei was strapped to, and looked down at him. “Norrie, you mean.” 
 
    “He prefers Dante.” 
 
    “And I prefer it when my friends cooperate, but we’re past that now.” 
 
    “We were never friends.” 
 
    “No, but we could have been.” Gustav tilted his head, and looked apologetic. “It’s a shame, really.” 
 
    Someone approached from Alexei’s other side. A vampire, though one dressed in scrubs, wearing gloves…carrying a hypodermic needle. 
 
    Fear lanced through him, sharp and painful, clearing the last of the drug’s aftereffects. “If you want revenge, just cut my heart out and get it over with. What the fuck’s with the mad scientist routine?” He struggled against his bonds, but he knew they were silver without being able to see them, and he couldn’t do more than rattle them. A cool, gloved hand touched his arm, and Alexei snarled up at the vampire dressed as a doctor. 
 
    It did no good. The vampire didn’t respond, only pressed in with the needle, and it bit into the vein on the inside of his elbow with a sharp pinch. When it was in place, the vampire attached a tube…attached to a blood bag. They weren’t simply drawing a vial.  
 
    Alexei’s mouth filled with saliva, and nausea returned.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he growled.  
 
    Gustav answered. “Had you been more cooperative – if you hadn’t fallen back onto the bad habit of trusting those sentimental idiots you call friends – we could have taken this sample under different circumstances.” 
 
    The bag began to fill, ounce by ounce. Alexei could feel his strength ebbing; swore he could feel the blood rushing down toward the needle, always so quick to leave him. “What are you talking about?” It felt important to keep talking, for some reason; to stay awake.  
 
    “It would have still been unpleasant – giving blood always is. Especially for you, I’d imagine, given your chronic condition. But we have to have a large sample, you see. We’ll pack it in ice, and get it transported as quickly as possible, but we need enough. It would be easier to take you with us, but if watching mortals conduct their little experiments has taught me one thing, it’s that an unwilling prisoner is just a hassle. A liability. And you, poor thing, just can’t help but be unwilling, can you? They’ve crawled inside your brain.” 
 
    “What the fuck does that even mean? Why do you need my blood? You’re a vampire. You don’t need a goddamn miracle drug.” 
 
    The bag filled, filled, filled. His stomach lurched, and his pulse tripped and stuttered. The room seemed to tilt.  
 
    “Is this–” He struggled to think. “Is this still about World War I? About revenge? Or…That was my father! I was only a kid!” 
 
    Gustav looked down at him – for a moment, there were two of him, blurring out, stretching into a two-headed monster, and then blurring together again – and clucked, like he was so, so stupid. “Leaving you for dead – for them – will be revenge. Personal revenge. The last of your fucking terrible family gone.  
 
    “But the blood isn’t personal. That’s for my master. For his own experiments.” 
 
    Alexei swallowed with difficulty. His vision fuzzed at the edges. He heard a faint, high whining, like a pitiful dog. Was that him? He didn’t know. 
 
    “Ex – experiments?” 
 
    The bag filled, filled, was full. The vampire sealed it off, pulled it away – blood sprayed down on the tile, red and wet – and then attached a second, so that it could fill, fill, fill.  
 
    Gustav’s voice seemed to come from a long way off. “For all that he was a fool, it was Philippe’s idea, originally, to let the humans do some of the work for us. Let them figure it out: humans, despite their shortcomings, are so dissatisfied with life they can’t help but tinker and experiment. 
 
    “The problem with the Absent Ones is that Romulus’s blood is tainted; he can’t create an heir – not one that’s whole, and lasting, and intelligent. There must be something wrong with the blood. But if we take the blood of especially gifted vampires…” 
 
    Whatever he said next was lost as Alexei was hit with another wave of dizziness. His eyes closed, and he nearly lost hold. 
 
    When he blinked again, Gustav was saying, “Rasputin would have been a prize, but we have the next best thing, in you. You were my idea, but you didn’t cooperate…” 
 
    Black spots crowded his vision. When it cleared, he’d turned his head. The vampire doctor was pulling out the needle, but he didn’t put a bandage over the leaking vein. Blood ran hot down his arm, dripped off his wrist, while the vampire dropped both bags into a cooler and snapped a lid on; picked it up and walked around behind Alexei’s head, out of sight.  
 
    “Goodbye, Your Majesty,” Gustav said. 
 
    It took an age to roll his head the other way, and Gustav was giving him a little salute, his wolves – Hannah and Carey – flanking him. “Perhaps you’ll already be asleep before they tear you to pieces.” Then he was gone. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hastings herded Severin into the room with a sigh much too deep and explosive to have been simple relief. The orderlies crowded in after them, and one pulled the door firmly shut and locked it.  
 
    He hadn’t expected for anyone to want to lock themselves in with him, not when they were this scared. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    He wasn’t the thing they were afraid of.  
 
    He kept thinking about Alexei’s boots going around the corner. The way he and Dante had looked curled together on the floor, exposed, unprotected.  
 
    “Seven!” a small, excited voice shouted, and he looked at his brothers.  
 
    Eighteen sat up in the bed, his red hair – straight and very fine – sticking up in wild tufts. He bounced up and down, grinning, unable to contain his excitement, a display that would earn a sharp reprimand. “Seven, you came back!” 
 
    Twelve was fifteen-years-old, and had begun to shun such childish displays; Seven – Severin – suspected it had something to do with the recreational films they’d tentatively been allowed to watch, Twelve mimicking the teenagers he saw there: aloof, unbothered, and admired by those around them. 
 
    Both boys would need names, Severin thought. Proper names instead of numbers. 
 
    Your sister’s name is Red. 
 
    “Where were you?” Twelve asked. “They said you were kidnapped.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Severin said. “I left on my own. Because I wanted to.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly,” Dr. Hastings said with a very obviously forced laugh. She crossed the room and sat down on the room’s one stool, a wheeled one that sat in front of the blank white desk that the three of them only ever used to break up the monotony of sitting or lying on one of the beds. They had no paper, no pens, no books here. No way to work or study. Here in their prison. “Those bad vampires lured your brother away,” she told the younger two. “But he’s back now, and the vampires are going to be taken care of.” 
 
    He snapped a glare at her that caused her to recoil. A hand went to her throat, and he wondered if she knew she’d done so. “What does that mean? Taken care of?” 
 
    She breathed out another fake laugh. This one shivered. “Nothing for you to worry about, Seven–” 
 
    “Severin. My name’s Severin.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, quietly, on a gasp.  
 
    He turned to his brothers. “I left because I wanted to, and I made friends. It’s different out there, on the outside. It’s better.” 
 
    Twelve frowned, all skepticism – save his eyes, which sparked with wild curiosity. “It’s not safe on the outside.” 
 
    He thought about Gustav and Alexei facing off from one another in an empty lot, about wolves rushing at him, attacking. No, it wasn’t safe. But nowhere was. He would try to explain the distinction later, when they were gone.  
 
    Eighteen had few reservations, being only six. “What’s it like?” He was still bouncing on his knees.  
 
    “It’s…loud. And bright. So many colors. And everyone wears so many different kinds of clothes. And there are so many smells. And…” He couldn’t do it justice. “It’s alive,” he finished, feeling like even that was insufficient.  
 
    But Twelve’s eyes popped wide.  
 
    “I’m going back out. For good. And I want you two to come with me. With me and my friends. They’ll help us.” 
 
    Dr. Hastings stood up, pretend smile falling away. Behind him, he heard the orderlies’ shoes scuff on the tile. “Seven, this isn’t anything you should be talking about. Get in your bed, and get some sleep.” 
 
    He ignored her. Moved his gaze instead between his two brothers. “There’s a man named Rob – a wolf – who knows our sister. Do you remember Five? She’s Red, now, just like I’m Severin. He can introduce us, he said. We can all be together.” 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    “Would you like that?” he asked them. 
 
    “Yes!” Eighteen said, immediately.  
 
    Twelve was slower to agree, staring hard at Severin.  
 
    You’ve never doubted me, Severin thought, and tipped his head, imploring. Trust me now. 
 
    They couldn’t communicate like that, telepathically, but something in his gaze got through to Twelve. He nodded. “Yes,” he said, just a whisper. 
 
    “Seven!” Hastings barked. 
 
    He lifted a hand toward her. “My name is Severin.” And threw fire.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They went down an empty stairwell, and through a series of empty halls, footsteps echoing hollowly off the concrete walls. 
 
    “Creepy as shit,” Lanny said. 
 
    Especially when you considered that, at some point, they’d run into a horde of ravenous, senseless monsters who’d probably try to eat them.  
 
    “Should be getting near–” Will said. 
 
    And a door banged open in front of them. Thick gray smoke boiled out.  
 
    Sasha skidded to a halt, growling, ruff up. 
 
    Nikita stopped beside him, and raised his gun. 
 
    Severin stepped out into the hall, wreathed in smoke, towing two other boys with him. One looked mid-teens, gangly and awkward, and the other was just a little thing, not even ten. Severin had them both by the hands, one on either side. 
 
    The smoke was thick with the scent of charred meat.  
 
    “Your brothers?” Nikita asked, as if there was any mistaking the red hair and freckles.  
 
    “Twelve and Eighteen, for now,” Severin said, calmly, like he hadn’t just burned someone – which he obviously had, given the smell. 
 
    The little one, Eighteen, was crying.  
 
    Will peeked into the room, waving the smoke from his face, grimaced, and shook his head.  
 
    “We’ve gotta move,” Nikita said. “They’ve all pulled back to secure locales and are turning something nasty loose on us.” 
 
    “What about Alexei?” 
 
    “We’ll find him. But we need to get you three outside first.” One disaster at a time. 
 
    “I know where they’ll have taken him. We’ll come with you. We’ll help.” 
 
    “No offense, kid,” Lanny said. “But–” 
 
    “Do any of you have a flame thrower?” Severin asked. 
 
    Val said, “He does make an excellent point.” 
 
    Sasha sneezed, and Nik knew it was an urging. Let’s hurry! 
 
    “Lead the way, then,” Nik said with a sigh.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Alexei was going to bleed to death. He understood that now. And what a joke: a vampire bleeding to death. The thing that had tried to kill him all his mortal life would finally succeed, more than a century too late.  
 
    This time, it did not hurt as it had when he was a boy; the blood wasn’t trapped beneath his skin, swelling, pressing, pinching. He’d asked his mother once, he remembered distantly, his head all a gray fog, if the pain would stop when he was dead. He’d wanted to be dead, a few times, like at Spała, when the pain was boundless and vicious.  
 
    Here now, he was only cold. He shivered uncontrollably, and his vision swam in and out, and he heard Mama’s voice, that tender voice from his boyhood sickbed. She was singing to him, soft and sweet, her hand reaching now and again to press to his forehead, checking for fever, though he couldn’t feel her touch.  
 
    And someone was whining, still. An ugly sound, like one of the dogs when they’d been stepped on. His spaniel Joy, or Mama’s old Scottish Terrier – what was his name again? Ah, Eira. Someone needed to pick the dog up, to soothe it and tell it to hush. It just kept whining… 
 
    Another sound intruded on his sluggish drifting – a loud sound.  
 
    He heard shouts, and a rush like a hard wind, and then a scream. And then footsteps.  
 
    Danger some rapidly fading part of his hindbrain yelled at him. Get up, get up, danger.  
 
    But he couldn’t get up. Could only lift his head, weakly, his eyesight blurred and dim. 
 
    Someone hurried toward him. Mama? But no, Mama had been right here beside him a moment ago. Papa? The long coat…but, no, Papa didn’t have red hair, or a boy’s freckled face, or… 
 
    “Alexei.” A hand touched his shoulder, and it was real, real enough that he knew Mama’s hand had only been a dying hallucination. “Alexei, can you hear me?” 
 
    He thought he mumbled something, but it was very hard to move his mouth.  
 
    Severin, he thought, finally, putting a face to the mop of red curls, and the big, worried green eyes. His little mage boy. The rushing sound had been his fire.  
 
    Another voice spoke up, somewhere off to his right, weak and threaded with pain and wooziness. “He’s a hemophiliac,” this person – Dante, his brain screamed, that’s Dante! – said, slurring a little. “You have to stop the bleeding, and then he needs to feed, or he’ll go into a coma.” 
 
    A coma? Yes, that was right. Vampires didn’t die – not unless you took the heart out.  
 
    That was how Rasputin had died: Sasha had ripped out his throat and then clawed the still-beating heart out of him. Had fed it to Nikita, because he loved him, and wanted him to live.  
 
    Why had he ever hated them for that? For what they’d done to Grisha?  
 
    Why was he thinking of this now?  
 
    He scraped together what voice he could. “Dante?” 
 
    “I’m here,” he answered. And cleared his throat. Chains clinked together. “I’m right here. Sev, put pressure on the bleed.” 
 
    “Right, right.” The boy’s face stood out stark white above Alexei, the veins visible in his eyelids, and at his temples.  
 
    Alexei’s arm lifted; he could barely feel it. Pressure came down on the inside of his elbow. Severin breathed raggedly through his mouth, he smelled of acrid panic, but his hands didn’t fumble. He stacked up gauze pads, and then wound surgical tape over it. “The key,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Let me…” 
 
    He went away – Alexei closed his eyes a moment, just to rest, so tired – and returned. The cuffs opened, clink, clink, clink, clink. Severin tried to haul him upright.  
 
    A very bad idea.  
 
    “Oh,” Severin said, on a gasp, and after a whole lot of swaying and choking down of bile on Alexei’s part, he was back flat on the table. “You need to feed. Right.” When Alexei slitted his eyes, he saw Severin pushing up one sleeve.  
 
    “Wait,” Dante said. “Sev, if he feeds from you, will it dampen your magic?” 
 
    “I don’t – I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alexei tried to say. Mages expended a great deal of energy wielding fire. Once they’d expended too much, they were capable only of sparks, and in need of a lie-down.  
 
    He blacked out, a little, then. When he came to, a body lay across his chest, ribs pressing against his own as the creature breathed. He – and it was a he – smelled of sweat, and dirt, and unwashed skin, and of wolf.  
 
    Alexei’s fangs descended. His mouth filled with saliva.  
 
    “Here, love.” Dante’s voice. Dante’s hand at the back of his head, helping to lift him. The other hand held greasy hair away from a throat, one right in front of his face. A wolf throat.  
 
    Alexei bit.  
 
    He drank for what felt an eternity. Drank until he felt the tingling of warmth and circulation in his feet again. Until his belly felt full and hot. Until his vision cleared – and sharpened. Until his head stopped swimming, and his hands were strong enough to reach up and hold the wolf himself, by the hair and the back of his dirty shirt.  
 
    Until the wolf stopped whimpering.  
 
    He finally disengaged, gasping for air, blood running down his chin. He was sitting upright, now, and Dante was rubbing soothing circles between his shoulder blades. Dante himself looked wretched; as Alexei glanced at him, he reached up to swipe a finger beneath his nose, and it came away bloody. His nose continued to bleed, another drop sliding down toward his upper lip.  
 
    “Don’t mind me, just having a little aneurysm.” He smiled, his teeth bloody. 
 
    “Shit.” Alexei licked his lips clean, cleared his throat. Wiped his chin with his sleeve. “That should be healed. Sev healed you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.”  
 
    “Here, have some…” He glanced down toward the wolf he’d fed from.  
 
    It was the feral, the other half of the pair that had attacked Trina.  
 
    He was dead.  
 
    “I don’t think there’s any left, sweetheart,” Dante said, softly.  
 
    “Oh.” He’d drained him totally. His stomach squirmed, and he thought he might bring some of it back up.  
 
    “He was mad,” Dante said, consolingly. “I had a look in his mind when I compelled him over here, and there was nothing left to salvage of the man he once was. They had him locked up here, left for dead. He’s at peace, now.” 
 
    Severin stood on Alexei’s other side. “We have to go.” 
 
    Alexei heard shooting.  
 
    “Gustav–” 
 
    “Gone,” Dante said, jaw clenching. He wiped more blood from under his nose. “And we should be, too.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Of course, Lanny thought. Of course the scary fucking monsters caught up to them when they were standing at a dead end.  
 
    They weren’t quiet. You could hear them coming for a ways, their snarling, growling, haphazard, slapping footsteps echoing off the walls. 
 
    “Severin!” Nikita shouted back over his shoulder. “Get him up!” 
 
    Lanny reloaded the AK-47 he’d picked off a dead man and wished like hell it was something with more kick. The vampires they’d fought so far had felt pain, had reeled back, had fought more like humans – albeit wildly strong ones. But this… 
 
    He’d played his fair share of first-person shooter zombie games, and he wasn’t relishing doing it in real life.  
 
    “Okay, I gotta ask,” he said, as the sounds got louder, came closer. Christ, what was so hard about getting a prince off a table? “If one of these things bites us, are we gonna start craving brains or something? Will we go rabid, too?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Will said tightly. He was nocking an arrow; they had silver heads, he’d explained. “They can’t make you what they are without the proper exchanging of blood, just like with any vampire. And a vampire can’t turn another vampire – or any immortal, for that matter. They’ll really just be able to tear you to pieces.” 
 
    “Oh, well, so long as it’s just that.”  
 
    The two kids were huddled in their midst, right in the center, the older one holding on to the younger one.  
 
    “Either of you know how to do the fire trick like your brother?” Lanny asked.  
 
    “They’re children,” Will reprimanded.  
 
    “Yeah, they’re about to be dead children if we don’t get out of here.” 
 
    “We’re coming,” Dante called from the room behind them, but it was too late, wasn’t it? Of course it was.  
 
    Val shifted his weight, ready and coiling with energy. Gave his sword a twirl; the blade parted the air audibly. “When the gunfire doesn’t stop them, be ready to draw your sword, Captain.” 
 
    Nikita grunted in response.  
 
    The sounds swelled, and the monsters came around the corner, straight toward them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The important thing, Nikita thought, clinging to scraps of rationality, was that they not shoot or stab one another. There wouldn’t be time to bind up a wound and feed in the midst of the melee. And it would be a melee, he saw, as the dirty, ragged, uncooperating horde rolled down the hall toward them, a seething mass of tattered clothes, grimy skin, glowing eyes, and bared fangs.  
 
    He holstered his gun, and drew the sword Fulk had given him. It didn’t feel too heavy and awkward now, when he needed it. “See that corner they came around? We have to get past it. There’s another hallway after that one that leads down to the parking garage. That’s our goal. Kill as many of them as you can. Keep the kids in the center. Alexei, you back there?” 
 
    “Yes,” he called. “We’re here.”  
 
    “Does compulsion work on these things?” Nik asked. 
 
    Will said, “Not that we’ve seen.” 
 
    “Alright. Cut them down, then.” 
 
    And they were upon them. 
 
    Sasha was in the lead. He took off, running low and fast to the ground, leapt – and shifted in mid-air, the magic of the transformation shivering across his body, a sparkling distraction for one split-second as the lead vampire paused, his fellows bumping into him from behind. When he was human-shaped, Sasha hooked an arm around that vamp’s neck, and let his momentum carry them forward, down to the ground, amidst all the others.  
 
    Nikita’s heart leapt.  
 
    The vamp’s neck broke with an audible crack, and Sasha was on four legs again when he hit the ground, and turned to hamstring another with his fangs.  
 
    Nikita could only send up a quick prayer, and lift his sword to meet the vampire that rushed toward him.  
 
    The thing didn’t even try to shield itself. He reached out for Nik with both arms, hissing, dirty, chipped fingernails like claws. Nikita swung hard, and the sword carved a furrow through its face. A deep wound; he glimpsed bone and the gleaming pink of sinus cavities. Blood spurted, up the sword, across his hands, down the thing’s own body, unheeded. It staggered, his balance badly affected, but it didn’t stop trying to come for him. Its claws scrabbled at his jacket.  
 
    He swung again, at the neck. Arterial spray this time, a stark line of it up the white wall. And he must have severed the spinal cord, because it dropped, boneless, and growled wetly convulsing.  
 
    He didn’t have time to wish for time to kill it properly. Another was right behind it, tripping over its fallen kin, and this one did get a hold of Nikita’s jacket, scratching at his face with its other hand.  
 
    Hot, thin lines of pain bloomed down his cheek. He took a grip on oily hair, yanked the thing’s head back, and did an ugly job of slitting its throat with the edge of the sword.  
 
    The blood spray went into his face this time, blinding him a moment, getting in his mouth. The taste was awful, the usual copper-chocolate of blood tainted by rot. He spat, and pushed the vampire away. When it hit the ground, he hamstrung it, to keep it down, and it twitched and flopped in a puddle of its own blood.  
 
    He wiped his eyes with his sleeve, and when he blinked them mostly clear, it was in time to see another one lunging for him. It hit him before he could get his sword ready, slamming him back into the wall. Mouth wide and fangs dripping saliva; breath foul and stinking of past meals and rotted teeth. It ducked its head, too fast for Nik to even respond, going for his throat–  
 
    And threw its head back, howling – not with pain, but with rage. Val had run it through from the side, through its whole rib cage, through its lungs.  
 
    Blood bubbled out from between its lips. 
 
    Val withdrew his sword, and Nikita kicked the thing away. It staggered back a step, and Val took its head off with one powerful stroke.  
 
    The head went sailing back into the crowd of vampires, and the body fell like a tree.  
 
    “Thanks,” Nikita panted, and turned to face the next one.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Now was not the time to remember a parapet atop a Theodosian wall. Not the time to remember banners snapping in the wind, the clatter of spears on shields, the twang of bowstrings as arrows were loosed. To remember the stink of gunpowder, and the deafening, wavelike crash of humanity down below. Not the time to remember a white stallion, and the man sitting astride it, looking down at the endless devastation that battered their walls again, and again, and again.  
 
    Now was not the time to remember it, but Val remembered it anyway.  
 
    Numbers mattered in warfare. Numbers had mattered at the fall of Constantinople. Sometimes, he thought, as he took the arm from one of the Absent Ones, and sent it staggering into his fellows, it wasn’t about who was the superior warrior, but about the way nothing could stand up forever, when the enemy was endless, and kept coming, and coming, and coming. 
 
    They weren’t there yet. But. He thought of Constantine, and his fallen city, all the same.  
 
    He stabbed one in the chest, and chopped halfway through a neck on the next. One got under his guard on his side, and put a hand around his throat. He threw out an elbow, couldn’t dislodge it, and had to swing all the way around with his sword. It took out an eye on the way, and then the blade cleaved his attacker’s skull.  
 
    Val was only distantly aware of the burn of exertion in all his muscles; of the way his breath heaved and snagged; of the need to feed, growing greater all the time. One of the things on the ground, one of its legs gone, bit him in the thigh, and blood ran hot from the wound. He stabbed that one through the eye, and another was on top of him, bearing him back to the wall. He got his sword up in time, gripped its blade with his other hand – the steel bit into his palm and fingers, the bleeding was bad – and shoved the sword into the creature’s mouth…and back and back until the whole top of his head was gone, and he fell amongst the growing pile of bodies on the floor.  
 
    There were too many of them, and he was out of practice.  
 
    Blood was on his face, and he tasted his uncle’s awful taint every time he wet his lips. Every limb he severed, every neck he notched – all of it was one more strike against Romulus.  
 
    Against the uncle who’d facilitated the stealing of his childhood, of his father, of his brother, of his virginity and his innocence.  
 
    How about that, Uncle, as he drove his sword through a ribcage. How about that, as he spilled a belly to the tile.  
 
    He didn’t think of Mia, or of his freedom, or of the dazzling glitter of New York City.  
 
    Only of blood. Of killing.  
 
    Of being Valerian Dracula. Vlad’s brother who’d slain a dragon.  
 
    And who’d set designs on more.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Lanny shoved the muzzle of his AK into the mouth of the vampire in front of him and pulled the trigger. He’d hit the brain stem, and the thing fell backward, spasming violently, but no longer able to stand.  
 
    Even that had been a risk. He couldn’t afford to use the gun in tight quarters like this, with Sasha up ahead, and Val just over there, and all of them tangled up like dancers in a mosh pit.  
 
    With most of those dancers on PCP and trying to tear his throat out.  
 
    He had a knife, but no sword. Still, he pulled the knife, and held it in his left hand. The right he balled up, and when the next one came at him – because the fuckers never stopped – he punched it.  
 
    He was used to opponents dodged and blocking, shielding their faces. This thing didn’t do that. It dove for him, grabbing for his throat, and his punch, a strong right hook, connected with the vampire’s nose square-on. He’d broken noses before, but this hit, with all his vampiric strength behind it, shoved the nose up, into the creature’s brain. Its arms dropped, and it stood there, stunned, head tilting side-to-side unnaturally, growling, drooling.  
 
    He slit its throat with the knife, and shoved it over against the wall, where it slid slowly down, leaving a smear of blood behind.  
 
    He heard a scream to his left – the high scream of a child –and turned on instinct. The vamps had broken through their line, there were just too many of them to hold back, and two were bearing down on the mages. It was the little one who’d screamed, clutching his older brother’s hand.  
 
    Lanny headed that way. 
 
    But as he did, the older one – he’d said his name was Twelve – lifted a hand, palm facing the vampires, and, brow furrowed with concentration, sent a swell of fire at them.  
 
    It wasn’t anything like the giant plumes of fire that Severin had dealt at the warehouse, but it was enough. There was so much grease on the vamp’s hair and clothes that they caught instantly, and the hall filled with the stink of burning hair.  
 
    The vampire recoiled. In pain? Will said they didn’t feel that.  
 
    The fire spread fast, licking at skin, burning hair and clothes to cinders.  
 
    No, it was frightened, because the vampire beside it reeled back, too, screeching.  
 
    Lanny reached the kids – and an idea. “Can you keep doing that?” he asked Twelve. “Setting them on fire?” 
 
    He was white-faced with terror, but nodded. “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Stick close, then, and try not to set me on fire, okay?” He swapped the knife to his right hand, and scooped up the little one so he was perched on his left hip, held in the crook of his left arm. “Okay, kiddo, hold on tight. Can you do that, too?” 
 
    “I – I don’t know.”  
 
    “It’s okay, let’s just go.” 
 
    Twelve was right in front of him as they started forward; Lanny’s knee brushed his back with every step. “They’re afraid of it. See if you can make like a torch, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Twelve lifted both hands, and fire sprouted in his palms, crackling and bright.  
 
    The vampires shrank back away from it.  
 
    “Nik!” Lanny called.  
 
    “Yeah, I see.”  
 
    He felt the others fall in behind him, and they started their slow way down the hall, Twelve’s flames clearing a path amidst startling, hissing vampire things.  
 
    It didn’t deter them completely, though.  
 
    One came in on Lanny’s right. He brought the knife up, quick, and stabbed it through the soft underside of its chin. It gargled and choked on its own blood as he pulled the blade free.  
 
    Eighteen shouted in alarm, and Lanny turned his head to see one crowding on that side, too. 
 
    The boy held up a tiny hand, though, and a little jet of yellow flame shot into the thing’s face. 
 
    Lanny barked a laugh. “Good job, short stuff.”  
 
    Ahead of them, Sasha was ducked low, spinning in tight circles, snapping at hands and hips and whatever he could reach. One of the monsters got a grip on his tail, and another grabbed at his thick ruff.  
 
    “See if you can get them off Sasha,” Lanny told Twelve. Behind him, Nik growled, “Sashka.” “Carefully,” he added.  
 
    Twelve shot fire. Greasy-haired vamps went up like matchsticks. They immediately let go of Sasha and panicked, instead, crashing into each other, squealing, yelping like dogs.  
 
    If their lives continued to be a violent shitshow, Lanny was thinking he really needed to get himself a fire-throwing Familiar. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Now was a terrible time for Alexei to remember that he’d never been much of a fighter. And that he was weaponless.  
 
    Severin shoved a ball of fire into a vampire’s face and it recoiled hissing, its hair alight, its skin blistering.  
 
    Dante was struggling. His nose kept bleeding; he’d stopped trying to wipe it, and thick lines of blood ran down over his lips, and dripped off his chin. The skin of his face looked waxy, and his gaze was growing more and more detached. Why wasn’t his body healing itself? Why was this happening at all, after Severin had healed him back at the apartment? Clearly, he was healing some – or else he would have been unconscious by now – but not enough. Alexei didn’t know how long they had before he became dead weight.  
 
    Just as that morbid thought struck, so did one of the vampires. It came lunging in on Dante’s far side. Alexei saw bared fangs, and a seemingly cavernous mouth, and he didn’t think, only reacted.  
 
    He dragged Dante into his chest, and then shoved him around behind his back, getting his hands up just in time to catch the attacking vamp by both wrists.  
 
    He thought of the time Lanny had attacked him, and how he’d been useless, pinned down and pummeled. Not the time.  
 
    That had been different; that had been his own offspring, trusted and loved as any sire loved his creation, and he hadn’t expected violence. I’m strong, he thought, and tried to will it so. Braced his feet, tensed all the muscles of his core, and strained against the monster bearing down on him, knuckles popping as he gripped tight.  
 
    The vamp dropped his head and leaned in anyway, fetid breath hot on Alexei’s face, saliva spraying against his cheeks. Teeth snapped together, fangs flashing, as the thing tried to bite at him, neck not long enough to allow it. 
 
    “Duck,” Severin said behind him. 
 
    Alexei ducked, and heat poured over him as Severin threw fire into the vampire’s face.  
 
    It tried to pull back, then, wanting to get away.  
 
    Alexei let go of one of its wrists, reached beneath the melting ruin of its face, and tore its throat out with his bare hand. 
 
    It was messy, ugly work; he felt skin and sinew get caught under his nails. But he was strong, and he did it quickly, efficiently. The body dropped, spitting blood and flames.  
 
    “Sev.” Alexei turned to the mage, an idea sparking. “I need you to do your flamethrower trick.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes widened, but he nodded. Dante leaned against him, looking half-asleep. 
 
    Alexei gathered him into his own arms, one of Dante’s arms pulled across his shoulders. “Get down!” he shouted ahead, at the others. “Get to the floor, now! Incoming!”  
 
    They dropped.  
 
    Val took a head off, first, swinging like a Major League ballplayer, and then went to his belly with the others.  
 
    Severin lifted both hands, took a huge breath, and the fire roared out.  
 
    The backdraft swept Alexei’s hair back, and stung his eyes. The flames looked breathed by a dragon, red, and orange, and yellow, flickering tongues. It didn’t merely set the vampires alight; it melted them. Alexei smelled scorched flesh, and the charcoal stink of blackened bone.  
 
    The fire seemed to pour from the skin of Severin’s hands, rippling, ceaseless, shocking.  
 
    But, finally, it ended, and the second the flames winked out with a sucking sound, Severin swayed and nearly collapsed. Alexei twisted at the last second, and got his other arm around his waist. “Go!” he shouted to the others. “Move!”  
 
    He didn’t look at the charred, screaming, melting, burning vampires around them. Only hoped they had enough of a chance, and ran, dragging his two stumbling dependents with him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The vast sea of cubicles was dark, which would have been a mark in their favor, but the soldiers had lights attached to their guns.  
 
    “Targets for us,” Much said at her shoulder, as they clambered over the pile of bodies Fulk and Anna had dropped just outside the door to the conference room.  
 
    She fumbled around with the neck strap, and finally managed to pilfer an AK-47 from one of the corpses. It was set to semi-auto, and the first time she fired, straight at one of the approaching lights, squinting against its brightness, she had to squeeze the trigger three times before the light fell back.  
 
    She took aim at another–  
 
    Only for it to turn, for all of them to. The soldiers were retreating, finally.  
 
    She gave chase, firing at what she could see of their backs. One went down. The others headed for the elevators.  
 
    “Keep moving!” Fulk shouted behind her. “Don’t stop, don’t look back!”  
 
    Don’t look back.  
 
    Why? she wondered.  
 
    Then she heard a snarl, and something crashed into her.  
 
    Trina went sprawling. Her hand tightened on the gun, on instinct; she pulled it into her chest and gripped it tight. Her shoulder hit first, and the impact knocked the breath from her. She rolled twice – she’d been hit hard. When she landed on her back, she scrambled for the gun. 
 
    And something pounced on her.  
 
    Hands slapped the ground on either side of her head. In the glow of the exit sign, and she saw long, tangled hair hanging down on either side of a face; saw the glint of gleaming eyes, and the points of bare fangs. Something hot dripped onto her face – saliva. One of the vampires. 
 
    Devils, Dr. Fowler had said. 
 
    Yes, yes it was that.  
 
    It dove for her. 
 
    She lifted the gun just in time – she wasn’t breathing, or thinking, her heart wasn’t even beating, but muscle memory brought the gun up. The muzzle caught it in the throat, and it made a sound as the pressure choked it. She pulled the trigger – and kept pulling it.  
 
    The hot, wet stuff on her, getting in her eyes, stinging, was blood this time. She lost track of how many times she shot, but finally the vampire collapsed on top of her, boneless, hot blood pouring across her neck, down into the collar of her shirt, down her chest.  
 
    It wasn’t dead; she felt its ribs move as it breathed; it made terrible gurgling sounds in the open ruin of its throat, the skin sticking and sucking as the shredded trachea tried to draw air. But she must have hit the spinal cord, because it didn’t move otherwise.  
 
    Above her, around her, in the gloaming, there were more shots, and the sound of swords doing nasty work. Shouts, curses, grunts, growls; someone breathing high and fast through an open mouth, struggling.  
 
    Another sound, too. Distant, but getting closer; a sound she could feel shuddering through the floor at her back.  
 
    The chop of helicopter blades. A steady whump-whump-whump.  
 
    She didn’t want to think about what that meant.  
 
    She gritted her teeth and tried to shove the body off of her. It was dense, and heavy, and it stank of unwashed human, and now blood. Her arms were shaking, and it took three tries; more than anything, she clawed across the carpet and dragged herself out from under it.  
 
    She sucked in a deep breath, and prepared to sit up–  
 
    And a hand latched onto her ankle, and dragged her.  
 
    She didn’t scream. Ekaterina Baskin was not a screamer.  
 
    But she shouted. A shout that burst out of her before she could react properly. Something strong had her, and dragged her across the carpet, toward one of the cubicles. She tried to sit up, tried to point her gun at it – she had only an impression of fangs, and snarling, and something human-shaped that moved in a hunched-over, animalistic way. She fired, but it went wild, she knew. She was being dragged too fast.  
 
    Something clipped her in the back of the head, and she saw stars.  
 
    If that thing got her into the cubicle… 
 
    No, no, no… 
 
    A light came in through the wide windows along the far wall. Not a flashlight beam, not the glow of city lights, but a blinding spotlight. Its fat beam cut through the dark like the sun. She slammed her eyes closed, just a second, against the onslaught. Still being dragged, still heading for that cubicle.  
 
    And then the windows shattered.  
 
    Wind roared into the openings, tossing bits of forgotten paper, buffeting her skin, making her want to duck and shield her face. The whump-whump-whump of the helicopter was right there. That was the source of the wind: its blades beating right outside the windows.  
 
    Someone howled. A wild, high wolf howl.  
 
    The thing dragging her had let go. She squinted, and, silhouetted by the light, she saw Much, his slender frame bowed backward, head flung up; he was the one howling, loudly – joyously.  
 
    Figures on ropes swung in through the window. Four, five, six. One was smaller and slighter than the others; it lifted one hand, and Trina saw a bright curl of flame fill its palm.  
 
    A man’s voice shouted: “Everybody who’s got a thinking brain in their head, hit the deck! It’s about to get real hot in here.” 
 
    “Much, you okay?” another voice asked.  
 
    “Yes! Burn the fuckers!” he called back, and dropped. 
 
    Trina lay down flat, covered her face with her hands, and fire exploded overhead. She could see it through the gaps in her fingers, orange-red, its heat bearing down on her, its wind more ferocious than that generated by the helo hovering outside.  
 
    Snarls and growls filled the air, and the stink of burned hair, and scorched flesh.  
 
    The fire receded, and she heard the crack of gunshots, the rat-a-tat-tat of full auto.  
 
    She rolled onto her side, and saw them coming in, guns up, firing at the burning, smoking vampires left standing: their saviors.  
 
    Someone knelt down in front of her, teeth bright white in his dark face. “Trina? You alright?” 
 
    She blinked. “Deshawn?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Cavalry’s here. You good to get up?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She took the offered hand, though, and let him tow her up to her feet. She cast a glance around the office, and saw the bodies, so many bodies, human and vampire. The vampires were sad things, dressed in ragged clothes, dirty and grimy and looking less than human – in a matter of speaking. The troops who’d come in the window wore urban environment camo, and flak vests, helmets.  
 
    One man knelt and drove a silver spike through the heart of a vampire flopping across the floor like a landed fish. When it stilled, he pulled out a knife, and began the grisly task of killing it for good. 
 
    She spotted fire, still; a preparatory curl of it in the palm of the small figure who’d wielded it. Red, she realized with a start. Severin’s sister, her bright hair braided and tucked up into her helmet.  
 
    It was Lionheart. Lionheart had come for them. 
 
    “How…” she started, dazed-feeling. “How did you know…?” 
 
    Deshawn chuckled, not unkindly. “Much called us days ago. You guys did good, but he wasn’t gonna leave it to chance, and neither were we.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, numbly.  
 
    Around them, troops were killing vampires. A pile of hearts was growing in the center of the office. 
 
    One of them called out, “Marian says she can’t hold off PD much longer. We’ve got birds inbound.” 
 
    “That’s our cue to go, then,” Deshawn said. “Roo, is that all of ‘em?” 
 
    A tall man with broad shoulders added another heart to the pile, wiped his palms on his tac pants, and said, “Yeah, that’s it. Light it up, kiddo.” 
 
    Red flicked her wrist, threw a ball of flame, and set it alight.  
 
    Deshawn took hold of Trina’s arm. “Ready to get out of here?” 
 
    “God, yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    46 
 
      
 
    “It’s spell work,” the old man – who was Friar Tuck, Alexei reminded himself, numbly – said, hands held to either side of Dante’s head. He was laid out on a makeshift table made of plywood and a few sawhorses, cotton swabbing from a med kit stuffed up his nostrils to stop the bleeding, and he’d been unconscious for a while now. “The brain bleed – it’s being generated faster than his body can heal it by a spell.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Alexei asked, and, despite the exhausted numbness of his face, felt his brows go up. 
 
    “Oh yes, quite.”  
 
    “Can you remove it?” 
 
    “Yes. It will take a moment, though.” 
 
    Not reassuring. 
 
    “Red,” Tuck called, “will you come and help me a moment, dear?” 
 
    “Yes.” She’d taken her helmet off, but still wore her modern soldier gear. Her hair, braided into a crown around her head, gleamed under the cage lights overhead, the same red as Severin’s.  
 
    Severin who stood beside Alexei now, watching his older sister with rapt, almost fearful attentiveness. He shivered, a little movement Alexei felt where their shoulders touched.  
 
    Fleeing the Institute was all a big blur. They’d gotten down the hall, and out to the parking garage. There were vehicles there. There had been an argument, low, fast, and heated, between Nikita and Will. Will wanted to double back and make sure there weren’t anymore of those awful vampires left; Nikita rightly pointed out that they didn’t have enough strength – of limb nor numbers – to do that now. Lanny had smashed the window of a Hummer, and been trying fruitlessly to hotwire it… 
 
    When a different Hummer had pulled in. Two had. Nikita had cracked off a shot at the first’s windshield before a hand waved out the window and a British-accented voice called, “Don’t shoot, we’re friends.” 
 
    It had been Rob. Robin of Locksley.  
 
    Alexei had dragged his charges gratefully into one of the vehicles and promptly spaced out for the extent of the drive. His last coherent thought, as they peeled out onto the street and shot the gap between two approaching patrol cars, was that the Institute was on fire, and that he was glad.  
 
    He thought, based on the length of their drive, that they must be in Jersey somewhere, now, in this empty warehouse conveniently staged with first-aid gear, lights, and enough coffee and blankets to service a small army after a skirmish.  
 
    He needed to feed again, probably, and eat some real food, and his stomach grumbled over the sharp scent of black coffee, but his central worry now was for Dante, too pale and lifeless on his makeshift hospital bed.  
 
    “That’s her?” Severin asked, dragging him from his worried thoughts.  
 
    “Who? Oh.” He followed the boy’s line of sight. “Yeah, that’s Red. Only ever saw her once.” In Virginia. “But you guys have the same nose.” 
 
    Severin stared at her, lips parted. 
 
    “You should say hi. After,” he amended quickly. “After she helps fix Dante’s brain.” 
 
    “Yes,” Severin said faintly. “After.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trina thought she was doing a pretty good job of nodding, saying she was okay, and holding it mostly together until they walked into the warehouse, its golden light more than welcome, and saw the rest of her pack, all on their feet, all more or less whole. She had a thought that Sasha looked a little scratched-up, and leaned too heavily against Nik’s side, and then Lanny was coming at her, and she let herself fall into his arms – and fall apart a little.  
 
    He was covered in blood, and smelled like blood, but so was she. 
 
    “I don’t think any of that’s yours,” he said into the top of her head, squeezing her tight, hand landing on the sticky patch above her ribs. “But ease my mind, will you?” 
 
    “It’s not,” she said, sniffling, and pressed her face tighter into his filthy shirt.  
 
    She didn’t protest when someone eased her down into a chair, and a blanket was draped across her shoulders. She drank the hot coffee a man in fatigues brought her. The heat and the caffeine loaned her a little energy, and after half the cup was gone, she found that she was taking proper note of her surroundings again.  
 
    Dante had been laid out on a table of plywood and sawhorses, an older, balding man and Red attending to him, hovering near his head, hands cupping the air around it. Alexei and Severin watched, shoulders touching. Severin leaned in a fraction, saying something she couldn’t hear, and Alexei put an arm around him.  
 
    She didn’t see Val, or Mia, but she could glimpse feet moving behind a curtain that had been hastily erected, and thought one pair of black boots gummed with dried blood were Val’s.  
 
    She must have asked aloud, because Jamie – standing so far unseen just to her left – said, “They’re going to see if there are any bullets left, and go ahead and dig them out.” He made a face, and lifted his bandaged arm. “Mine was a through-and-through.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, lips trembling on her next sip of coffee.  
 
    Lanny was on her other side, sitting beside her on the bench, touching her at shoulders, and hips, and calves; he was leaning into her, providing pressure, shoring her up. She felt stupid and terrible: despite some bruises, scrapes, and general exhaustion, she was uninjured. They were digging bullets out of Mia, and trying to figure out why Dante’s nose wouldn’t stop bleeding, and here she was behaving like a trauma victim.  
 
    She tried to twitch the blanket off her shoulders, and Lanny put it back in place.  
 
    “Nuh-uh. You’re in shock.” 
 
    “Am not,” she muttered, but drank more coffee. It was helping immensely, and not just because of the caffeine – she had seen the signs of emotional shock enough to know she was exhibiting the symptoms. It was an unhappy realization.  
 
    She spotted Nikita and Sasha. They stood just a few steps away, watching the controlled chaos around them, an island unto themselves. Nikita’s long black coat gleamed faintly where blood had spattered it; with one arm, he held Sasha, his hand threaded through Sasha’s wildly tangled hair, Sasha’s head down on Nik’s shoulder. Sasha had smudges of blood on his nose, lips, chin, and throat, and all down the front of his once-white shirt. His hoodie was more or less shredded. His eyelids flagged, and his knees kept threatening to buckle – but his expression was peaceful. Almost content. He was with his mate, and they were okay, and Trina guessed that was all any of them could hope for, after what they’d just been through.  
 
    Nikita’s head turned, and he caught her gaze. He murmured something to Sasha, and both of them walked over, still touching.  
 
    Nikita’s expression, when he stood in front of her, was so raw she nearly looked away from it. His surliness had become so commonplace, a part of his natural state, that the worry and weariness that would have been unremarkable on someone else were shocking on him. One hand still on Sasha’s head, he reached out with the other and laid it on the top of Trina’s head. And was silent, but she knew what he was thinking; what he would have said if he could: My family.  
 
    She blinked back the sudden burn of tears, and managed a wobbly smile. “I’m glad you guys are okay.” 
 
    Lanny’s hand tightened on her shoulder, where it still touched the blanket there, and she had to blink some more.  
 
    “You too, Jamie,” she said, without looking, and he sat down beside her, crowding in close. “And Kolya.” 
 
    Dr. Fowler had mocked her for saying pack. When she was a human, when she didn’t belong in that kind of family.  
 
    But they were her pack, and she loved them dearly. And whatever happened now, they were together. That was all she could bring herself to care about.  
 
    “Excuse me,” a polite, accented voice said.  
 
    Nik and Sasha stepped back, and a man joined their gathering, hands clasped, hanging back one step far enough so that it didn’t feel like he was intruding. He smiled at them – an instantly charming, disarming, but almost mischievous smile.  
 
    As tired as she was, it took her a moment, noting his artfully tousled hair – red as a fox’s pelt – and his lean build, his Lincoln-green tunic under his light body armor; the leather straps of the quiver he wore on his back, and the big, gold lion brooch pinned to his breast, before she placed him. But when she did, she wondered how she hadn’t seen it at once: this was Robin Hood.  
 
    He confirmed it with a quick bow. “Robin of Locksley, Detective Baskin. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, formally.” She’d only glimpsed him in Virginia, a bright head disappearing through the door of a helicopter.  
 
    “A pleasure,” she echoed. “But, it’s not ‘detective’ anymore. Not after tonight.” 
 
    “Yes. Will tells me there’s been a rather great sacrifice on both your parts.” He included Lanny with an elegant gesture. “That in exposing Dr. Fowler’s machinations to the city, you’ve jeopardized your careers.”  
 
    Lanny snorted. “More like murdered them. There’s not a judge alive who could keep us out of jail at this point.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  
 
    “We knew what we were getting into,” Trina assured. “We know we’ve got to go into hiding, and that’s fine – we’re just worried about our families.” 
 
    He bounced a glance between them, measuring them, then nodded. “That I think I can take care of. A moment, if you will.” He stepped away and pulled out a cellphone.  
 
    “Is…” Lanny started. “Is Robin Hood gonna get us pardoned?”  
 
    “At this point,” Jamie said, “I figure anything’s possible.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    You didn’t ride horses for a living without having some understanding of physical pain. 
 
    You damn sure didn’t survive a brain tumor without having it, either.  
 
    Mia knew pain, all its ugly faces, all its pathways through the body. 
 
    Or, she’d thought so.  
 
    She didn’t know how many times she’d been shot, only that it hurt. That it had been like fire, then, and the ugly throbbing of an abscess, now, a pain in her bones.  
 
    She wanted to blame what she’d done on pain; that it had left her reeling and senseless. But, if anything, the pain had sharpened her senses; she’d felt every grain of stubble in Dr. Fowler’s jaw where she’d gripped him. Had felt the weight of his body when she’d lifted him; felt how terribly fragile his skull was…before she’d bashed it again and again against the wall. She’d felt it crack like an egg. Had felt herself break him.  
 
    And the worst part: her only regret was that she hadn’t thought to feed from him first, when she was injured and in need of blood.  
 
    Now, when her adrenaline had ebbed, she was left only with pain, and a dull, empty, aching place inside her where regret for what she’d done should have resided.  
 
    She’d seen Val across the warmly-lit warehouse when they’d first arrived. He’d been blood-streaked, hair falling down out of his braids, his face pale and thin, his expression one of rattled exhaustion. He’d made a sound when he’d seen her – an involuntary one, she thought, somewhere between a sigh of relief and a whimper – and run to her. The pain had been manageable when he’d held her; the reassuring heat and scent of him, her mate, had let her shove the hurts down to a level where they didn’t threaten to overpower her. 
 
    He’d run hands all over her, finding still-healing wounds. “You’re hurt.” A broken sound in his throat. “Darling, they hurt you.” 
 
    He hadn’t let go of her since; held her hand, now, as she lay on a table and looked up at the two people who, with brisk efficiency and genuine warmth, had promised to “set her to rights.”  
 
    One was a human, Dr. Leeds, former Army, he said, and used to “much worse.” He wore glasses with small, round lenses, a sour expression she expected was perpetual, and was smoking a cigarette.  
 
    The other was a wolf, a woman with a tidy dark braid, wearing the dark green camo that the wolves of the Lionheart pack wore, and she’d said her name was Marian. 
 
    Maid Marian, Mia thought a little wildly, and realized her breathing had gone ragged and tight when Val squeezed her hand.  
 
    All her time in hospitals had inured her to the indignities; she didn’t care that they’d cut her clothes off, and draped her with blue paper gowns, and were prodding the now-sealed entrance wounds with gloved fingers.  
 
    “Be better if I had an X-ray,” Leeds muttered.  
 
    For some reason, his grumpiness soothed her. She’d rather have that than Dr. Fowler’s obsequious ego.  
 
    “Don’t need one,” Marian said cheerfully. “I’m sorry, ducky, but this is a bit too forward, I’m afraid.” He leaned down and sniffed. “There’s one here, in the hip,” she said, moving down the length of Mia’s body. “And here, in her leg. Both hit bone.” She grimaced as she straightened. “Deep.” She turned to Mia. “We’ll sedate you, of course. But it’d be best to get them out, so they don’t cause you problems down the line.” 
 
    Mia nodded. “Whatever you think is best.” It wouldn’t be the worst surgery she’d undergone.  
 
    But Val’s hand tightened painfully on hers. He sucked in a quick breath, and said, voice shaking, “Are you sure you need to – but it will be – will it be painful?” When she glanced at him again, his face had gone so white she thought he might pass out.  
 
    Marian saw it, too. “Someone needs a chair.” She gestured, and one of Dr. Leeds’s assistants appeared behind Val, setting a folding chair down just in time for Val to fall down into it. He didn’t even seem to know it had happened, gaze still on Marian.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s necessary?” 
 
    “Val,” Mia said. When he looked at her – eyes too wide, pupils too tiny – “It’s okay. It’s just an operation. And I’m a vampire now, so we don’t have to worry about infection or healing, right?” She smiled, for his benefit; no part of her was smiling on the inside. “I’m worried about you. You need to feed.” 
 
    “No, I’m–”  
 
    His eyes rolled back, his hand went limp on hers, and he slid to the floor, unconscious.  
 
    Marian tsked. “Men. Always insisting they’re fine.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    I’m fine, Val thought, and found himself in the astral plane, his physical form very much passed out.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    His astral projection materialized in Vlad’s study at Blackmere. It was raining, here; he heard the drops pattering against the glass, and a jagged tongue of lightning illuminated the abandoned gardens, briefly, through the velvet-draped windows across from the desk where Vlad sat, poring over yet more maps. A small ginger cat sat beside one of the lamps, and Vlad petted it absently.  
 
    “Poppy!” Val blurted.  
 
    Vampire and cat both lifted their heads.  
 
    Vlad – his face sagging a little with fatigue – said, “What?” 
 
    “That’s my cat. Poppy.” He didn’t know if he wanted to laugh or cry, incredibly touched. “You kept her.” 
 
    Vlad ran careful fingertips down her back and frowned. “I wasn’t going to let her starve.” He sounded appalled by the idea.  
 
    Val did laugh then…until he found himself sniffing back a few tears.  
 
    “You’re covered in blood,” Vlad said, stern tone threaded with worry.  
 
    “Oh, brother.” Val sat his projection down in a tufted leather chair. “We stormed the facility here in New York tonight. How very you of us.” 
 
    “You did what?” Vlad came half out of his chair, sending Poppy scrambling for cover.  
 
    Val told him of it, laughing and then wiping his eyes in turn. You’re hysterical, he thought to himself. The stress has finally cracked you. But he sobered when he got to their uncle’s progeny.  
 
    “I know Mehmet was of Uncle’s turning, and that he was…wrong, inside. But he was never like this.” His voice trailed off to a faint whisper. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    “They’re terrible,” Vlad said, without any great feeling, his frowning gaze still fixed on Val. “Which is why I’d hoped you would run far, far in the opposite direction from them.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Val raised an index finger; ignored the way it quivered, the way his hand shook. “But apparently, your heroic streak is a shared family trait.” 
 
    Vlad did stand, then, hands planted on the desktop, scowl going murderous. “It isn’t heroic. It has never been heroic. Ugly things must be done to preserve the innocent.” 
 
    Val let his words ring between them a moment. “Is that not the very definition of heroism, Vlad.” 
 
    Vlad sat back down, the chair groaning beneath the force of the movement.  
 
    “You would have done the same,” Val said, as gently as he could. “If you’d been here to see how corrupt it was, to witness what they’d done, you’d have done just as we did.” 
 
    Vlad huffed an angry breath, but didn’t disagree. “You got your mate hurt,” he said, but it didn’t sound like a barb, not meant to wound. 
 
    “She wouldn’t sit aside.” He swallowed. “Just as I won’t. This is indeed a war, brother, and we’ve both got blood in it. There’ll be no sitting on the sidelines for us. Nor…for the people we love.” 
 
    Silence descended between them. Rain struck the window; the fire crackled.  
 
    “I leave for Bucharest in a few days,” Vlad said. “I will end this.” 
 
    “Will you let me come?” 
 
    “No.” But then: “Your friends need you. And I – I need you to be the strong point in the New World.” He lifted his brows, conveying silent meaning: I need you to be the backup, in case I fail.  
 
    Val nodded, throat tight.  
 
    When he returned to his body, he was sitting on the dirt floor of the warehouse, leaning against a stack of wood, a foam cup pressed to his lips. Anna touched his face and said, “Drink up.” It was her blood beneath his nose. “Mia’s doing great. They got the bullets out, and she’s already healing. Should be awake soon.” 
 
    He reached up a shaking hand, and let her help him drink.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We removed the spell,” Red said, wiping her hands together and making a face, like she’d touched something foul, though her palms were clean.  
 
    “Nasty piece of work,” Tuck said, folding a blanket up over Dante’s chest. Another rested beneath his head, a makeshift pillow. “Whoever cast it was quite strong. One of you boys?” he asked, looking toward Severin.  
 
    It took Severin a moment to understand the question, and then he wanted to take a step back, appalled. “No. None of us.” 
 
    But it could have been him. One of his handlers could have come to him, and explained the process to him, and told him how important it was that he weave his power into a new shape, and plant it between the fold’s of someone’s brain. Dante wouldn’t have been Dante then – his friend – but another subject in the lab. Someone his handlers owned.  
 
    He shuddered at the idea.  
 
    “Could it have been done remotely?” Alexei asked beside him. “We were dream-walking, and someone – a mage, he said – appeared. That was when the pain first started.” 
 
    Tuck and Red exchanged a look.  
 
    “It could have,” Tuck said, slowly. “Just when I think I’ve lived long enough to know the limitations of things, I’m usually proven wrong.”  
 
    “He’ll be okay?” Alexei asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Red smiled at him. “A little rest, and some blood, and he’ll be fine.” 
 
    Alexei let out a deep breath, shoulder sagging against Severin’s.  
 
    “Thank you, dear.” Tuck touched Red’s shoulder. “I’m off to find a bottle.” 
 
    “Oh, Tuck, no!” she called after him, chuckling.  
 
    But she didn’t walk away.  
 
    She stood there, tidying a loose piece of hair. Turning her gaze on Severin, finally. Meeting his gaze, really looking at him. “Hello, Seven,” she said, almost shyly. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    He had to clear his throat. “I go by Severin, now,” he said.  
 
    Her brows quirked – a brief show of surprise. She would remember Dr. Severin, maybe. But then she smiled, wide and sweet. “That’s wonderful.” 
 
    He had so many things he wanted to ask her. Too many – so he asked none of them, and stared at her stupidly, Alexei’s arm still around him, warm and grounding.  
 
    Red’s gaze went to it, just a moment, but her face betrayed no sign of what she thought of it. “Did Will get the note to you? The one from Rob?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A beat passed, another silence that Severin sensed wasn’t natural, but didn’t know how to fill. He’d never been taught how to speak normally, back and forth. Small talk, he remembered it was called.  
 
    Red said, “That’s great.” Another smile. “Rob and everyone have been so good to us. Marian, Will, John – even Much, though he would never admit that,” she added with a little laugh that sounded like wind chimes. “There’s plenty of room at the base. When you and the boys come…I’m sure you’ll like it. There’s horses, and a riding ring, and archery practice. There’s even TVs in the bedrooms, and somehow we’ve got a satellite rigged up that gets HBO–” 
 
    “I’m not going,” Severin said, and realized, when he said it – and when his sister’s brows went up – that he’d only just now decided that. But he knew it was true, and knew that he wouldn’t be swayed on it.  
 
    “You’re not?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re not?” Alexei echoed her.  
 
    Severin had to take a deep breath, his chest suddenly tight. “You should take Twelve and Eighteen. They need somewhere safe to go. But I – my place is here right now. With – with the tsarevich.”  
 
    Red’s brows went a notch higher. “Are you–” Her gaze shifted to Alexei. “Did you bind him?” 
 
    “No,” Alexei said; Severin could feel his gaze on the side of his face. “No, not unless that’s something he wants. Later. When he’s had time to decide.” 
 
    “Okay…wow,” Red said. She shook her head. “Okay. Um. Is that something you want? Either of you?” 
 
    Severin opened his mouth – and didn’t have the words. How did he explain it to her? The way he felt…felt…attached. The way he felt like, if Alexei pulled away, and sneered at him, and told him he wasn’t welcome, that he would want to howl and scream like he never had.  
 
    He didn’t have to explain, though, it turned out. 
 
    Alexei’s arm tightened and he said, “I think maybe we all need each other, right now. Sev can go with you if he wants – but he can stay if he wants, too. Pack sticks together.” 
 
    Her gaze moved between them a moment – and then she smiled, softer this time, a light in her eyes Severin didn’t understand. “You’re right: pack sticks together.” 
 
    Pack. Severin liked the sound of that.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Captain, might I have a word?” 
 
    Nikita and Sasha had just been handed coffee, and Sasha had all but fallen into a folding chair next to Lanny, eyes nearly shut he was so tired. He’d fought like a wild thing, passionately reckless, and now he was as tuckered out as a baby who’d played too long.  
 
    Nikita was tired, too; but he’d stowed the symptoms of it in an old, well-traveled place. The part of him that was the captain.  
 
    Still, he smirked at Robin when he turned to face him, and said, “I haven’t been a captain for a long time.” 
 
    Rob – that’s what he’d said to call him, earlier – inclined his head, and said, “Still. I believe in titles.” The lion on his breast caught the light, and seemed to wink.  
 
    Titles, Nik thought with an inner snort. Obviously.  
 
    “We won’t go far,” Rob said, smile turning understanding. “Still within range.” 
 
    Without turning his head, Nikita slanted a look over at Sasha. 
 
    His mate waved him off, and put his head down on Lanny’s substantial shoulder. “Go. I’m fine.” 
 
    Nikita frowned – he wasn’t that overprotective…he didn’t think…okay, he was – and went with the other wolf.  
 
    They went only a short distance, to the door of the building, beside which a wide window offered a view of an empty gravel parking lot where the weeds danced and bent double in the wind.  
 
    “Thank you,” Nikita began, stiffly, “for showing up and–” 
 
    “Oh, no need for that,” Rob said cheerfully. “This is what we do: we’ve been hunting down those mindless bastards for over a year now. We still take paid work: putting down coups and lending support to the right sorts of rebellions. Helped topple a few dictators who had it coming. But lately, it’s just those things.” He mentioned them like someone regarding unfortunate relatives at a family reunion. “Will called last night, and told us he had it well in-hand. And then an hour later Much called, and said you were all going to get yourselves killed.” 
 
    When he smiled at Nik, he flashed teeth just crooked enough on top to be charming. “You did do a bang-up job, though, all told.” 
 
    Nik sighed. “Look, Will already gave us the join-up speech.” 
 
    “Good. He’s our best recruiter – has the best hair, you know. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. 
 
    “I’ve been on the phone with your Trina’s captain. Once I explained who I was–” 
 
    “He believed he was talking to the real Robin Hood?” 
 
    “He believed he was talking to Captain Locksley of Lionheart Security, working under special permission from the CIA, FBI, and Homeland – which I am. He seemed quite impressed when I offered to get the Secretary of Defense on the line.  
 
    “He was quite impressed with his detectives, too, managing to go undercover within his precinct in order to expose and take down the Institute.” 
 
    Nikita felt his brows go up. “You convinced him of that.” 
 
    “I’m very convincing, when I want to be.” He chuckled. “Trina and Lanny won’t solve cases for the NYPD ever again, I’m afraid. But the footage Trina took is on its way to the right channels, no charges against the two of them have been filed, and their families will not only be left well alone, but be personally protected by the FBI.” 
 
    Nik let the words settle. Took a deep breath. “You did that?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Relief washed through him. The good, cleansing kind of relief that left a person weak-kneed and giddy.  
 
    “And before you go thinking I’m only trying to buy your good will,” Rob continued, “rest assured that isn’t the case at all.” 
 
    “You just like doing good deeds?” 
 
    “I’d offer justification – but I have a feeling my reputation precedes me.” His eyes actually twinkled.  
 
    Nikita snorted. “I don’t like being beholden to people.” 
 
    “And you aren’t. The Institute – this branch of it, especially – has gone too far. We’ve been lax in examining it. What happened tonight needed to happen, and I thank you for taking the initiative that we should have long ago.” 
 
    He held out a hand. 
 
    And after a moment, Nikita shook it.  
 
    “I don’t know where you’ll go,” Rob said, “but you’re welcome to come to Lionheart. Under no obligation to fight and serve, obviously. But. If you need a safe place, our door is always open.” 
 
    Nikita glanced over toward his pack, all of them huddled together. As he watched, Alexei and Severin joined them, supporting a limping, unsteady Dante between them.  
 
    “I think…thanks, but I think I know where we need to go. For right now.”  
 
    “I thought so. I’ll leave you coordinates, and a contact number. Call any time, day or night, and we’ll pick up.” 
 
    Nikita regarded him again, this mythic figure of legend. Of history. Of pop culture. The inimitable Robin of Locksley, in his Lincoln green – a hero in the flesh, and not just in theory. As honorable and as fierce as the movies had always made him out to be. Maybe more so. 
 
    “Why was it me you wanted to talk to?” Nik wondered aloud.  
 
    “Because this is your pack,” Rob said, like it was obvious. “Yours to love and keep safe. You’re their leader.” 
 
    He rocked back on his heels. “I’m only a Soviet dog.” 
 
    “And I’m only a nobody woodsman, who happened to help the right king. It’s all in where your heart lies, my dear Captain. The world has plenty of kings. Sometimes, it’s the dogs that get the hard jobs done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    47 
 
      
 
    Lanny stared up at the house he’d grown up in. A simple brick two-story in Queens, with more boys than bedrooms. His mother’s herb garden still persisted, in the planter boxes off the porch, but would go dormant, soon. She’d take the best sprigs out at the roots and pot them to sit in the kitchen window. The rosemary, sage, oregano, and basil that she used in her cooking. A little lemon balm for the smell; she used to run her fingers along the leaves and then stroke them through Lanny’s hair, when he was only waist-high, so he’d “smell sweet as lemons.”  
 
    “I’m nervous,” he said aloud.  
 
    Beside him, Trina squeezed his hand. “Rob said they won’t be bothered by anybody.” 
 
    He snorted. That wasn’t what he’d meant, and they both knew it – but he appreciated her trying to deflect his real anxiety.  
 
    They went up the steps, and he used his key, calling “Ma!” as they went into the cramped entryway.  
 
    It looked so much smaller than it had when he was younger: the wallpaper, and the hook for coats, the rack for shoes; the glimpse of the living room, where he and his brothers had watched so many football games. The stairs that he’d slid down each Christmas morning, the banister prickly with garland, seemed narrower. The floorboards were shiny down the middle, from the passage of feet.  
 
    It smelled the same, though: like fresh-made bread, and pasta sauce simmering for later. A hint of the cigars his dad wasn’t supposed to smoke in his study, but always did.  
 
    “Ma!” he called again, heart pounding, towing Trina down the foyer.  
 
    His mother stepped out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel, and he felt a sharp, swift pain up under his ribs when he saw her.  
 
    She wore a long, airy skirt, paisley print that would have looked ridiculous on someone else, but which suited her perfectly; matched her layered blue top, and the bangles rattling on her wrists. Her hair, more silver than black now, lay in waves down her back, her makeup only the subtlest touch to bring out her natural olive skin tone.  
 
    “Roland!” she shouted, and dropped the towel.  
 
    “Hi, Ma–” She barreled into him, and he caught her, returning the tight squeeze she gave him – but gently, oh so gently. He’d thought she felt fragile, by comparison, when he started fighting. But, now, as a vampire, she felt like twigs and bird bones. He knew he was stronger than Trina, and was careful, even though she was all muscle and sinew and tenacity; but when had his mother become breakable?   
 
    As quick as she’d flown to him, she pulled back, and swatted his chest. “Where the hell have you been?” she demanded. “I’ve called, and I’ve called – and poor Trina’s had to deal with me! Hello, Trina,” she said in an aside, “thank you for dragging my delinquent son home.” She hit Lanny again. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “That doesn’t hurt, tough guy! Where have you been?” 
 
    “Ma – Mom.” He caught her wrists. Didn’t squeeze, only held her. But the strength of his grip caught her attention. Her head lifted, and her tirade stopped.  
 
    “Lanny,” she said, gaze searching his face. “Lanny. What?” She exhaled. “You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “I need to tell you something, Mom,” he said, softly, and her face showed surprise that would quickly turn to panic. “I have to go away for a while, and I need to explain it to you, first. It’s going to sound crazy…” His chest tightened, and he swallowed it down. “But, see, the thing is, I was sick…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    48 
 
      
 
    Occasionally, it snowed at Halloween in Buffalo. This was one of those years.  
 
    Trina rolled over in the circle of Lanny’s arm – it tightened, briefly, on reflex – and cracked her eyes open to see gray dawn turned ethereal white by the reflection of the snow that lay over the hills of the farm like cotton batting. A thick, fluffy, sticky snow, pretty as a Thomas Kincade painting.  
 
    Condensation beaded the window, drops rolling down as she watched, leaving lines of clear glass behind. She could see the sun hunkered down at the horizon, amidst the evergreen boughs, Christmas gold.  
 
    Lanny pressed his face into the back of her neck and groaned. “Time is it?” 
 
    “Early.” She sat up, and leaned down to press a kiss to his temple. He hummed in response, eyes still closed. “Go back to sleep. I’ll come get you when it’s time to set up.” 
 
    “Sure…” he murmured, already drifting off again.  
 
    She slipped out of bed, stepped into a soft pair of her mom’s old slippers, and cinched one of her dad’s soft flannel robes around her waist. Skipping the squeaky floorboards from deeply ingrained memory, she padded down the hall, past the living room, where Jamie slept on the fold-out sofa, and into the kitchen, where it already smelled like coffee and, if her nose wasn’t mistaken, coffee cake baking in the oven.  
 
    Her mom, in a terry cloth robe printed all over with little white rabbits, sat at the long plank table, in the seat with the best view out the big picture window, and turned with a smile ready when Trina walked in. “Morning, honey. Get you a cup and come sit down.” 
 
    Trina did just that, both hands cupped around the warm mug. Outside the window, cardinals, blue birds, and gold finches swarmed the feeders, spilling sunflower seed down onto the snow that the waddling doves no doubt appreciated. A woodpecker hung by his talons from the suet feeder. And, despite her father’s insistence that he was going to “shoot all those damn squirrels,” three sat plucking kernels from the ears of corn left out especially for them. All the food was freshly laid over the new snow, one pair of size eleven bootprints marking where her dad, in robe and ear-flapped hat, had trudged out to make sure the wildlife had enough to eat after Mother Nature had dumped what looked like at least a foot of snow on them.  
 
    She glimpsed a flash of silver, distantly. Val and Kolya sparred with blades down by the guest house where Val, Mia, and the le Stranges had been housed for the past week.  
 
    A week that had been odd, to say the least – but necessary. Healing.  
 
    She wondered now why she’d ever questioned their welcome. She’d brought two princes, a baron and baroness, a revenant, a mage, and two former detectives to her parent’s doorstep, and all they’d done was smile, and ask who was hungry, and start calculating the number of beds and air mattresses that could be spared.  
 
    When Rachel learned who Val was – “A prince! And Dracula’s brother at that!” – she’d insisted he and his take the one guest house. It had been dusty, and cobwebbed in the corners, but Val had proclaimed it lovely, and Mia had sank down gratefully into an ugly plaid chair like it was the best thing she’d ever seen.  
 
    Up the hill, Trina’s grandparents had put up Alexei, Dante, and Severin. Trina didn’t know what the sleeping arrangements were in that whole situation, and didn’t care. Dante had proved himself enough for her peace of mind – Severin, too. They were good as pack, now, unless Alexei decided tsars needed to strike off on their own – which he’d given no indication he thought, so far. He’d deferred to Nik’s judgement in everything, so far.  
 
    Sasha had been Trina’s one worry, not because her family bore any prejudices – but because her grandfather was Nikita’s son. And surely they’d all understood that Nik’s love for Sasha wasn’t purely platonic, surely…but she’d doubted. A moment. And judging by the look that had crossed Nik’s face, he had, too. 
 
    But Steve had smiled, and fished a key out of his pocket. “Nik, there’s a little cabin up by the tree line. You two are welcome to anyone’s couch you’d like, but if you want a little privacy, it’s not bad. Just big enough for two.”  
 
    Nikita’s hand had closed around the key, and he’d swallowed like he had a lump in his throat, his words just a whisper. “Thank you.” 
 
    Here they all were. But Trina knew they couldn’t stay forever.  
 
    “You know,” her mother mused quietly beside her, drawing her from her thoughts, “I didn’t think the whole long hair look did it for me, but that Val’s something else, isn’t he?” 
 
    Trina nearly choked on her next swallow of coffee. “Mom,” she laughed into her mug.  
 
    “He’s just so pretty.” 
 
    “I’m telling Dad you said that.” 
 
    “Don’t. He’d get terribly jealous.” 
 
    Trina doubted that, but nodded.  
 
    In their circle of trampled snow, Kolya parried an overhand strike with his crossed knives, and Val’s mouth opened on a shout of laughter they couldn’t hear.  
 
    “He’s restless, though, isn’t he?” Rachel said, growing serious. “Twitchy as a cat.”   
 
    “His brother’s off to war. I think he feels like he should be with him.” And even if he’d denied that he wanted to fight, personally, Trina thought that he didn’t understand how real his more violent urges were. He was Vlad’s brother, after all.  
 
    “Well. You gotta do what you gotta do, I guess. I get being there for your family.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No reason you and Lanny and Nik have to go with him, though.” She phrased it like a question; curious, probing a little, her voice tightening. 
 
    When Trina turned her head, Rachel was looking at her with a gaze that was prepared for anything. Guarded, careful. It surprised her. “No,” she agreed. “No reason.” 
 
    “But you will go, won’t you? You want to.” 
 
    Trina set her mug down on the table. “I never said that.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to.” Her mother’s expression broke, then, a slow, almost wistful smile touching her mouth. “You’re restless, too.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Trina protested, but it tasted like a lie. She sighed. “I don’t want to be restless,” she amended. “There’s nothing left for me in the city. I should just – be happy to be here. With you, and Dad. Quality family time.” 
 
    “Those boys are your family too, though, aren’t they? Pack?” 
 
    Her throat felt tight, suddenly, and she nodded.  
 
    Rachel glanced out the window again, and breathed a one-note laugh. “How many times has your father threatened to shoot those squirrels? But he’s the one who bought the corn at the nursery for them, and he was up in his long-johns putting it out earlier, too. Because life is precious, he always says, and if he can help something, even the squirrels who chew holes in the bird seed bags, he will. 
 
    “That’s you, too, Trina.” She turned back, smile wider, fond and sad all at once. “It scared me to death when you said you wanted to be a detective, but I’d been expecting it. I always knew you’d want to be in a position to help people, even if it was dangerous. 
 
    “I won’t pretend I know what’s going on with this ‘war.’ Honestly, until real recently, I thought Dracula was just a guy with bad hair and a cape in movies.” 
 
    They both snorted.  
 
    “But I don’t see you sitting around here taking up knitting when there’s something you feel like you ought to do.” 
 
    Trina let out a shaky breath. “I’d love to say you’re wrong, but…” 
 
    “But I know my baby.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mom.” 
 
    Rachel covered the back of her hand with her own. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Nothing.” She patted her hand. “Just…maybe let the pretty, bulletproof prince be the first one to charge in, okay?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah, okay. Sounds fair.” 
 
    “Good.” Rachel pushed to her feet. “Now go wake up Lanny and Jamie. They can help me get the big tables out of storage.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Hail, good gentlewoman! ‘Tis a delightful seasonal morning in this fair kingdom,” Val called in a really good – but really overdone – British accent as Trina skirted the trampled ring of snow where he’d been sparring with Kolya.  
 
    Fulk made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. 
 
    But Trina smiled, and Val smiled back, all dazzling sharp fangs and steaming breath in the chill.  
 
    Kolya gave her a small nod of greeting, which wasn’t unfriendly, and felt very him.  
 
    “Morning, boys,” she said, dodging a pile of snow in her mom’s Wellies and pulling her coat more tightly shut. “Don’t mind me. I’m actually looking for your better half,” she told Val.  
 
    “She means Mia,” Fulk explained. 
 
    “Yes, I know.” Val’s smile flickered, his former joy warring with an obvious concern, his brows knitting at mention of his mate. “She and Annabel are inside. Having coffee, I believe.” He said it in the voice of someone only recently learning about things like morning routines with coffee. “You’ve come for a visit?” he asked, still concerned, and, though subtle about it, protective now, too.  
 
    Trina halted, and sent him her most sincere smile, hoping her good intentions were something he could read – doubtless he could, if what she’d learned about vampires was anything to go by. 
 
    His tension eased a fraction, as she’d hoped. 
 
    “I wanted to thank her,” she said, softly. “For what she did the night of the raid.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said softly back, brows quirking. “That. She’s terribly humble about it, you know.” And he was still worried about her reaction to it, if his face was anything to go by. 
 
    “I would be, too,” she assured him.  
 
    He studied her a moment, expression softening, and said, voice threaded with emotion, “I’d be grateful for anything you might say to her.” 
 
    She nodded, and picked her way to the door of the guest house.  
 
    From above, the house was shaped like a cross, with a bedroom off to the right, and the bathroom across from it to the left. The rest was all one long open-plan kitchen/living area. Kitchen in the front, living in the back…with a wide picture window that over looked the pond, frozen at the edges now, early sunlight reflecting off its surface and giving the room a pale glow that, on hushed snowy mornings, almost seemed holy.  
 
    Annabel and Mia sat bundled into the wide chairs that bookended the window, a fire snapping in the stone fireplace. Anna wore an oversized hoodie with the hood up, obscuring all but the tip of her nose and chin.  
 
    Mia had a blanket tucked over her legs, and held her mug in both hands, steam curling beneath her chin as she stared out at the water.  
 
    Both turned to her when she entered. Mia looked haunted.  
 
    Anna spoke first. “It’s frickin’ freezing up here. God, I miss Georgia.” She sighed deeply, and made a move to get up. “Time to start setting up?” 
 
    “Soon. But, actually…I was hoping I could talk to Mia for a minute.” 
 
    “Oh.” Anna pushed her hood back, and gave Trina an unselfconsciously assessing look. Seemingly satisfied, she said, “Alright,” and hopped lightly to her feet. “I better go check on the boys, anyway. Make sure Fulk is doing a good job playing teacher.”  
 
    She pulled on a truly massive jacket, stepped into boots, grabbed her coffee, and was gone.  
 
    Trina hesitated a moment, feeling the weight of Mia’s gaze. A silent question, expression all but blank.  
 
    Trina wondered how she’d ever thought her to be out of her depth with Val.  
 
    Stupid prejudice on Trina’s part. Looking at Mia now, touched by silvery light, the lines of brow, and cheek, and jaw carved alabaster, her blue eyes ageless in a terrifying way, Trina could have been looking at a Roman senator’s wife; at a queen. She was a princess, now, Trina supposed. Fitting, though not nearly all-encompassing.  
 
    Slowly, Trina eased down into the chair Anna had abandoned. “Hi.” 
 
    Mia’s throat moved as she swallowed, a very human, comforting habit to witness, in this moment. “Hi.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Something like a smile touched Mia’s mouth. “Good as new. See?” She pushed up one sleeve to reveal an unblemished arm that Trina remembered pulpy and red with blood. Not only had the wounds closed, but there weren’t even any scars. “Val says only the really bad stuff scars,” she said, as if reading Trina’s thoughts, her gaze on her arm as she turned it slowly one way and then the other. She looked at the smooth, unbroken skin in abject horror, her voice flat. “I guess I got lucky, there.” 
 
    Trina had seen an expression like hers before, on the face of a witness. A woman who’d had plans to go to a concert with her best friend, but who’d had to cancel last minute. The friend had gone anyway, alone…and her body had been found lying next to a dumpster the next morning, robbed and killed. “I should have been with her,” the witness kept saying, numb, devastated.  
 
    Survivor’s guilt. 
 
    Instinct and long habit kicked in. Trina sat forward. “Mia.” It was a long moment before the other woman lifted her gaze, the ageless quality replaced by guilt, and fear. “I wanted to thank you.” The words had seemed cheesy when she rehearsed them in her head, but they felt necessary, now. “It was really brave what you did the night we stood up to the Institute. You jumped in front of me, and you didn’t have to. Thank you.” Her pulse gave a few hard throbs as she remembered how close it had been; how it had almost been her fragile human body riddled with bullets.  
 
    Mia breathed a humorless laugh. “Yeah, well, I’m the one who’s invincible. What kind of asshole would I be if I didn’t take the hit?” Her gaze was hectic, restless over Trina, and the window, and her own, still-bared arm. She swallowed again, and it looked painful. “What was I gonna do? Tell Val I let one of his friends get killed?” 
 
    “Mia,” Trina said firmly. “Look at me.” When she did, she said, “You’re a civilian. I’m a cop; if anybody was obliged to take a bullet in that situation, it was me. Hanging back wouldn’t have made you an asshole, or a coward, or anything bad. You’ve never done this kind of thing before, and what we went through was fucking terrifying. You were really brave when you didn’t have to be.” 
 
    “I’m a vampire,” Mia said, faintly: explanation, confession, admission.  
 
    “Like I keep telling Lanny: that just means you have different nutritional needs, nothing else.” She wished her smile could be wider, more reassuring.  
 
    “I picked Dr. Fowler up with one hand.” Mia’s hand opened, as if gripping a phantom face. “I felt his jaw crack. I…”  
 
    “Do you regret it?” 
 
    It wasn’t a delicate question. The kind of question that could push someone to a breaking point; that could shatter the fragile remains of composure. Trina winced inwardly the moment it left her mouth.  
 
    But Mia didn’t break. She studied her hand a long moment, then took a deep breath and let it out slowly. When she lifted her gaze again, it had hardened – no, it had settled. No longer searching and frightened. Resolved. “No.” Without hesitation. “I keep thinking that I will – maybe hoping. I didn’t ever expect to – to kill anyone. Not ever. That’s not something people do. But.” She sighed. “No. I don’t regret it. Hell, if he was right in front of me, I’d do it again.  
 
    “The thing I wonder, though: is that the vampire part of me? Or just me?” 
 
    “Extreme circumstances bring out extreme emotions. Most people don’t find themselves in situations like the one we were in. They have no idea what they’re capable of until they do.” 
 
    “So I’m a killer, then.” 
 
    “We all are.” 
 
    After a moment, Mia nodded, and her brow furrowed. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell any of you about my dad. I was afraid you’d all think I was some sort of Institute agent.” 
 
    “I figured you weren’t when you smashed Dr. Fowler’s head through the wall.” 
 
    They studied one another a moment – and then burst into startled, ugly giggles.  
 
    “Damn,” Mia said, shaking her head. “Life’s going to get a lot weirder, and lot a more difficult, isn’t it?” 
 
    “’Fraid so.” She swallowed the last of her laughter, throat aching faintly. “But if you want to tell me about your dad…I’ll listen.” 
 
    Mia’s brows went up, pleasantly surprised.  
 
    “I think if we’re gonna be pack, we might as well be friends, too.” 
 
    Slowly, Mia smiled. “Yeah. Might as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a glass-walled sunroom off the back of Trina’s grandparents’ house, and, given the way the house was perched on a slope, it offered a breathtaking view of the property; down across the glittering pond, and the guest house, the other homes, the hills and dips of the property, the cabin where Nikita and Sasha were staying, all of it quilted with fluffy white snow, glittering diamond-bright beneath the early sun. Alexei sat on a wide, squishy round ottoman in front of one of the windows, glancing every so often toward the small, sparring figures in front of the guest house – but mostly studying the bundled, redheaded boy sitting just down the hill on a bench, throwing seed out for the doves. Sev’s hair gleamed bright as flame in the light.  
 
    Shuffling footfalls and a familiar scent heralded Dante’s arrival, just before he settled cross-legged on the ottoman beside Alexei, a quilt from the bed wrapped around his shoulders. He still looked tired and too-pale, his posture stooped, protective, arms drawn in close to his sides. Having a continuous stroke for hours would do that, vampire or not.  
 
    He lifted the near end of the quilt in offering, and Alexei drew it across his own shoulders so they could share body heat.  
 
    They sat in companionable silence for a while. Alexei could feel the pressure of a dozen building thoughts…all of them blanketed in a screen of white, like snow, for the moment. A bit of rest. A second of peace before he took hold of his life with both hands, the way he was meant to.  
 
    After a bit, Dante set his head down on Alexei’s shoulder; Alexei could feel the faint tremors moving through him, and didn’t know if it was the cold, or a lingering weakness. Just because vampires could heal didn’t mean it was easy, or painless.  
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” Dante asked, playing at conversational.  
 
    Alexei could play, too. It was always easier than heavier things. “He didn’t want to go with his sister. Keep him, I suppose.” 
 
    “Hmm.” A beat passed. “And what will you do, Your Majesty?” Voice going soft, and uncertain.  
 
    Alexei laid what he hoped was a reassuring hand on his knee. “Figure out how to be a better Romanov than all the ones who came before me. Probably see if the Brothers Dracula need help saving the world.” 
 
    He could feel Dante’s smile. “Is that all? That sounds lovely.” 
 
    “It kinda does, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Outside, Sev held out a hand, and a cardinal even brighter than the boy’s hair alighted on his wrist, and pecked the seed straight from his hand.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The only heat source in the cabin was an electrical faux fireplace that rattled and hissed enough that Nikita didn’t trust leaving it running overnight. When he opened his eyes and exhaled, he saw his breath steam overhead, a swirling white plume.  
 
    It was warm under their pile of blankets, though, Sasha better than any furnace where he lay half-across Nik’s chest, his own hair caught in his mouth as he snored. Not wanting to wake him, Nikita watched the ceiling lighten by slow degrees, until it was that pearly time of morning just after dawn, before breakfast, but after the birds had started their daily chorus. It had snowed during the night; he could smell it; could see it when he turned his head a fraction, drifted up in the mullions of the window.  
 
    Sasha drew in a deep breath. “You’re thinking very loudly,” he said, without opening his eyes, words distorted because his mouth was all smushed up against Nik’s chest.  
 
    “So you like to remind me.” He ruffled a hand through Sasha’s hair and said, “Ready to get up?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It snowed.” 
 
    “Noooo.” He wriggled around, shoved his face into Nik’s armpit, and made a dramatically pitiful sound.  
 
    Nikita laughed. “Well, I’m getting up.” Sasha clung to him playfully, but finally gave up with a huff and curled himself up tight beneath the blankets, burrowing into the warm spot on Nik’s pillow. “I don’t like this early-rising version of you,” he said, one blue eye slitted open.  
 
    But he did, and Nikita knew it. Apparently, being happily mated and bound eased so much of Nikita’s anxiety that he could sleep through the night, and woke energized in the mornings. A not-small miracle he was still getting used to.  
 
    Out from under the blankets, the cabin was cold. Nik hurriedly tugged on clothes, slipped on his jacket, stepped into his boots, and cast one look back at the bed. Sasha’s halo of bright hair on the pillow was the only thing visible above the heaped-up quilts, and his breathing had already evened out into the slow rhythms of sleep again. He could feel Nik in the back of his mind, just like Nik could feel him, and it was nearly as soothing as a physical presence.  
 
    Nikita smiled to himself, and slipped silently outside.  
 
    The cabin sat at the top of a low rise, at the edge of the tree line, and offered a view of all the tumbling, folded hills of the property. Virgin snow lay in every direction, untouched save the light indentations of squirrel and what he thought might be possum tracks. The forest behind him was full of the hush of fresh snowfall. Ahead, he heard the trilling calls of birds – and the strike of steel on steel. Val’s laugh floating along on the breeze.  
 
    Nikita lit a cigarette and headed that way, wading through the snow.  
 
    He was pleasantly warm from the exercise when he drew up to the scene, a little ridge overlooking the yard of the guest house by the pond, a perfect stretch of split-rail fence to lean against and observe Kolya and Val spar – like the other Kolya was doing.  
 
    Nikita’s son.  
 
    On the drive up to Buffalo, Nikita had been caught between an unfamiliar sort of excitement, and an all-too-familiar sort of worry. Excitement that he could finally introduce the boy who’d been his family longer than anyone to the blood family he’d only recently met. He’d thought of Sasha shaking hands with Steve, and Raymond, and Kolya, and his chest had filled with warmth. He’d wondered if Sasha would like the farm, if he’d be as proud of them all as he himself was, creating this safe, beautiful place for themselves to live. If he’d be as proud of Katya and Pyotr, making the most of what they’d been handed. 
 
    But thought of Katya and Pyotr had left him doubting. He’d loved Katya, yes, but he’d left her. It was Pyotr, and not Nik in the framed photos on the wall; Pyotr who’d raised Kolya, done all the things that fathers did. And not because Nikita had died in the war, but because he’d fled – fled with Sasha. Whom he loved above all things, and who he was bringing now to the compound where his son, and his grandsons lived with their families.  
 
    He’d nearly asked Trina, when they’d stopped for gas. Had met her gaze at the neighboring pump and nearly blurted, “Will they be offended?” 
 
    But he hadn’t. 
 
    And his worry, it seemed, had been for naught. There hadn’t been handshakes, but hugs for Sasha, warm, and sincere. Exclamations, and expressions of gratitude that he’d come safely home from Virginia.  
 
    Raymond had said he wanted to see the “wolf trick,” and his wife, Valerie, had elbowed him sharply, but Sasha had laughed, and obliged.  
 
    And Sasha had turned to Nik, that first night, when they were finally alone in the cold cabin, his eyes gleaming, his cheeks pink, and said, “That’s your family.” 
 
    “Yes…Do you like them?” 
 
    “Oh, I do. I love them.” And he’d kissed Nik, and Nik hadn’t asked any more questions that night. 
 
    Nikita shouldn’t hesitate now, seeing Kolya’s slightly stoop-shouldered back before him, but he did, just a moment – long enough that Kolya turned his head a fraction and said, conversationally, “Guess you’ve seen this before. It’s wild, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nikita moved to stand beside him, elbows leaned on a dusted-off portion of the top rail.  
 
    Down below, Fulk had joined the sparring partners, and was frowning at them. “You’re getting sloppy with your free hand,” he told Val.  
 
    “Ha! Sloppy!” Val called, dancing into the next sequence of strikes and parries. “This is how I was taught.” 
 
    “Well, it’s sloppy.” 
 
    “You’re doubting the skill of Janissary swordsmanship, my dear?” 
 
    “I’m suggesting you’ve been lying around in cells too long, and you’ve gone to pot.” 
 
    Val laughed, and beamed, and pushed Kolya back three steps on his next attack.  
 
    “They tried to teach me,” Nikita said to the other Kolya – his Kolya, he supposed. “It’s not an easy thing to pick up.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” Kolya agreed.  
 
    Silence descended.  
 
    Other-Kolya got in some good feints with his knives, and Val overbalanced on his next step, nearly going down in a snowbank. 
 
    Nikita knew what he needed to say, though he felt terribly awkward about it. He was gathering breath when the Kolya beside him said, “So that’s my namesake, huh?” 
 
    Nikita blinked, surprised, and turned to him. It was one of things that hadn’t been discussed yet: Trina had explained about necromancy, which had left everyone but her grandmother – nodding sagely – more than a little goggle-eyed. But everyone had seemed to know not to approach Kolya. To give him space. He was staying in a spare bedroom at Trina’s parents’ house, sparring with anyone who was willing. Being his general quiet self. Hopefully regaining memories by the dozens…and not suffering too badly for it. 
 
    Nikita felt instantly guilty that he wasn’t making more of an effort to look after his old friend.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “That’s him. I always knew she had a soft spot for him – when I found out what your name was, that confirmed it.” 
 
    “Hm. Does it bother you?” 
 
    “Does what bother me?” 
 
    “That I’m named after him, and not you?” His face was lined and creased with age, but the sharp blue eyes missed nothing, Nik knew, looking into them. His eyes. Same as Steve and Trina. The color of winter, cold and inscrutable most of the time. Openly curious, now.  
 
    He shrugged. “No.” That was the truth. “There’s nothing special about my name. And after I…left. I didn’t deserve the honor.” He nodded down to the Kolya he’d grown up with. “He did, though.” 
 
    They watched the action a moment.  
 
    Val disarmed Kolya, who conceded the match with a quick duck of his head. Val bowed in return.  
 
    “I asked her once,” Kolya Baskin said. “Why him and not you to be named after.” 
 
    That surprised Nik. “Really?” 
 
    “She said, ‘You carry forward the names of the dead, so you don’t forget them. The living don’t need to be memorialized yet.’” 
 
    “Also, she probably hated me.” 
 
    “No, no,” Kolya said, without hesitation. When Nik glanced his way, he was smiling. “She knew. She never said it out bold as you please: it was the fifties, you know. But whenever I asked if she was worried about you, out there, somewhere, she always got this look, an inward smile, sort of, and she said you were okay, because you had Sasha. She said you two were ‘supposed to be together.’ She was glad, Nik.” 
 
    Nikita had a lump in his throat, suddenly. “It wasn’t fair, what I did to her.” 
 
    “Nothing that happened that winter was fair – not to anyone. She understood. She loved, and was loved. She was happy. She just wanted you to be happy, too.” 
 
    Nikita’s cigarette had burned down to nothing, and was scorching his fingertips. He dropped it into the snow and knotted his fingers together, trying to swallow. “Thank you.” It was an effort to make eye contact, but he did it. He owed this man – this boy, his boy – that much, at the very least. “For saying that. And for – and for being kind. To Sasha. He – he means a great deal to me.” If he said it any less formally, he’d break down. He knew it. He bit his lip until he tasted blood, and tried to take small breaths in through his nose. “I don’t know if – what I’d do if–” 
 
    “Nik.” Kolya smiled at him, a smile full of such understanding it was nearly Nik’s final undoing. All he said was, “Of course.” And that was more than enough.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Sasha dozed a little, but lingering in bed after sunrise alone was far less enjoyable than lingering in bed with one’s mate. He finally gritted his teeth, flung the blankets off, and all but ran to the tiny bathroom. The shower stall was barely big enough to turn around in, but the water was blessedly hot. When he was pink and prune-fingered, he dressed in warm things, combed his hair, and tied it back in a bun. He’d thought of cutting it recently, but Nik liked running his fingers through it – and the drag of blunt nails on his scalp was delicious, so he figured he’d let it grow and see how long it got before he couldn’t stand it anymore.  
 
    Nikita returned, bearing breakfast in a hamper: bacon and eggs and hot coffee in a thermos.  
 
    “I was going to walk down to the house,” Sasha protested, mouth already watering.  
 
    “Rachel fixed us a basket, though.”  
 
    They sat on the made-up bed, cross-legged, and ate while they watched the morning news. Boring local stories about tonight’s Halloween parade in town, and a special segment on trick-or-treating safety. In their first few days here, there had been stories about the fire in Queens, the one barely contained in time to save the neighboring buildings. Sasha had felt guilty for endangering innocent civilians – but seeing the Institute ablaze had been deeply satisfying.  
 
    Outside their windows, he could hear birds calling, and someone operating a chainsaw somewhere deep in the forest; the occasional thump of snow that had slid off a branch. No cars, no traffic, no horns nor sirens nor blasting radios.  
 
    It reminded him of home. The home he’d known, and left, so many decades ago. 
 
    “I like it here,” he said, licking bacon grease off his fingers.  
 
    Nikita smiled at him. “Maybe we can stay for a while.” 
 
    But something about Nik was…off. He was a little unsettled. Prickling with dormant nerves.  
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I’m fine, baby.” 
 
    Sasha squinted at him. “You’re all squirmy.” 
 
    “I don’t squirm.” 
 
    “But you are. A little.” 
 
    “Your imagination.”  
 
    They cleaned the dishes, and packed them back in the hamper. Watched TV for a little while, until Sasha got drowsy again.  
 
    It was midday, the sun bright on the snow outside, when Nikita kissed the top of his head, stood, and went to put on his boots.  
 
    “Are you taking the basket back?” Sasha asked, pushing up on an elbow. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Sasha froze. 
 
    Nikita’s face colored; his expression was strange – nervous, almost. “Wait here. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Please, Sashka.” And, oh, he couldn’t say no to that pleading tone. “It won’t be long. Wait here for me. It’s important.”  
 
    “What’s going on.” 
 
    “Nothing – nothing bad. A surprise. A good one. Just wait here. Please.” 
 
    Sasha subsided with a huff. “Fine.” 
 
    Nikita grinned at him, and ducked out.  
 
    But he wasn’t back. And it was long. Long enough that the noon news ended and Sasha watched two episodes of Seinfeld on the local station. Long enough that he got up, and started pacing, and, had he been in wolf form, would have been swishing his tail back and forth viciously as he did so.  
 
    Finally, he laced up his boots, tugged on his jacket, and went out.  
 
    Val was coming up the hill toward him, halfway there, walking in the tracks Nikita had left.  
 
    “Ah, I was just coming to get you,” he said, his smile bright.  
 
    Sasha paused just outside the door, struck with a wave of déjà vu. Val was dressed in jeans and a long, black puffer jacket with a bit of fake fur on the hood, his hair worn loose down his shoulders, but tied back at the crown. Sunk up to his calves in the snow… 
 
    Just like the very first time Sasha had seen him, as a boy. 
 
    “Are you a prince?” he asked, a little dazed, because that was what he’d asked, then.  
 
    Val’s brows went up a moment, and then he laughed. “I am, yes. And who might you be?” 
 
    For a moment, just a moment, Sasha reflected that it had been that moment, back then, when a chained-up vampire prince had been dragged across the astral plane to him, that the entire course of the rest of his life had been determined.  
 
    He wouldn’t trade it, no matter how dark some of it had been. 
 
    Then he walked down to meet his friend.  
 
    “Where’s Nik? He told me to wait here and said he was coming back, which he obviously isn’t.” Sue him if he sounded a bit petulant.  
 
    “He wanted to surprise you – he’s dearly sentimental at moments, your darling Nikita – and I’d say he’s succeeded.” He turned and offered his elbow. “Come, my dear, and I’ll take you to him.” 
 
    Sasha looped his arm through Val’s, and they started down the hill. “What kind of surprise?” His heart thumped.  
 
    “The good kind,” Val sang, his smile sly.  
 
    “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “Darling, I’m too much fun, most of the time. Trust me: you’ll like it.” 
 
    They went down the hill, and hit the path – which had been shoveled, the snow-packed gravel easier walking than the knee-high snow had been. A fresh bank of clouds had rolled in, though the sun still shone in patches, and fresh, fat flakes began to sift down onto their heads.  
 
    The path went around the guest house, and opened up to a view of the iced-over pond, and the clear stretch of open field beside it… 
 
    Where everyone waited for them.  
 
    Everyone.  
 
    Val paused a moment, to let Sasha take it in.  
 
    There was Trina, and Lanny, and Jamie, and Kolya. Alexei, Dante, Severin. Mia, Fulk, Anna – and Steve, and Rachel, and Raymond, and Valerie, and Kolya Baskin, and Trina’s grandmother, and… 
 
    And there was Nikita. Waiting. In his black coat that Sasha had always liked so much, beneath the naked, twisting branches of the lone apple tree that stood at the center of the clearing. He held something, both hands cupped around it, and his eyes seemed very bright and blue-gray against the white backdrop of the snow.  
 
    There were snowflakes in his hair, Sasha noted, a bit numbly. Like there had been the day they met, in his mother’s kitchen.  
 
    Val leaned in close to whisper in his ear: “Sentimental, but also rather graceless.” He chuckled. “I told him to ask first, and not simply spring this upon you. Just like I told him there ought to be fairy lights, and garlands, and decorations. But he didn’t want to wait. And he wanted it to be simple, he said. Just the pack, and the snow. That was right, he said. And supper after, which, thankfully, the rest of us have managed to make quite grand, to make up for all his oversimplified tastes.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Sasha whispered back, but his gaze never left Nikita.  
 
    Because he thought…he hoped…that he knew.  
 
    Val patted his hand. “Come along, then.”  
 
    He towed Sasha through the two lines of their people, all gathered together, smiling hugely. Sasha wasn’t aware of moving his feet, but, somehow, he went the distance, and then Val was pulling his arm free, and Sasha was standing in front of Nik.  
 
    Nikita’s face had gone white with nerves, and the sight of it, the faint trembling in him, his snowflake-laden hair shivering against his forehead, propelled Sasha out of his own disbelieving fog.  
 
    “Hi,” he said, and reached for Nik’s hands.  
 
    “Hi,” Nik said back. He put a velvet box in Sasha’s palms, and then supported his hands with his own, his skin warm despite the way he was shaking. “If you don’t like them – or if you think it’s stupid – and Fulk said maybe you ought to wear yours on a chain around your neck, for when you shift…” 
 
    Sasha opened the box, and there were two rings inside, silver in color, white gold to touch, because they didn’t carry the spiritual heaviness he felt whenever he touched real silver.  
 
    “Oh.” The word left him on a punched-out breath.  
 
    “You let me bind you,” Nikita said, his voice rough. “And now I want to bind myself to you. This way. Will you marry me?” 
 
    Sasha tore his gaze from the rings, lifted his head, and locked gazes with him. Stark terror showed on Nik’s face. Doubt, fear of rejection.  
 
    Sasha tightened one hand on the box, and with the other reached up to touch Nik’s face, his jaw tight beneath his fingers. In Russian, he said, “I wanted you in my mother’s kitchen. And I’ve loved you since I looked up at you from the table where I was given the strength to save your life. You don’t even have to ask.” 
 
    Nikita leaned into his touch, eyes closing; tears slid down his cheeks, and Sasha brushed them away with careful fingers.  
 
    Val cleared his throat, quietly. He’d moved to stand beside them, directly under the tree. “The rings, please.” 
 
    Sasha threw him a surprised look. “You’re marrying us?” 
 
    He looked affronted. “Darling, I’m royalty. Who else is fit to perform such a ceremony?” Then he winked. “Also, Uncle Raymond helped me get ordained online. It’s amazing the things one can do with computers.” 
 
    Sasha snorted, and so did Nik, helplessly.  
 
    “Now.” Val accepted the rings. “Join hands. Stare soulfully into one another’s eyes – yes, that’s right. And repeat after me. I, Aleksander Ivanovich Kashnikov…”  
 
    Sasha was aware that his lips formed the words, and that Nikita said them back to him. Felt the smoothness of body-warmed gold as the ring slipped onto his finger, and as he put the other on Nikita. Nikita’s mouth was warm, when he kissed him, a soft press that he wanted to fall into; heard the cheering of their guests – of their pack. 
 
    Nikita rested their foreheads together, after, snowflakes drifting at the edges of his vision. His breath warm, when he whispered, “My whole heart.” 
 
    “My whole heart,” Sasha echoed.  
 
    And wherever they were going now, whatever adventures and dangers awaited, they were going, and would face them, together.  
 
    The snow fell gently, silently, and Sasha knew that, from now on, snow-filled clearings would no longer bring memories of fire, and blood, and death.  
 
    But of this.  
 
    Of quiet, perfect joy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    The packs will return in the next Sons of Rome adventure, 
 
    Lionheart  
 
    Coming Soon. 
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