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    For my brother, Thomas.  
 
    I may be taller now, but I will never stop looking up to you.

  

 
   
    Chapter 1: Deserved 
 
      
 
    “If you can’t be honest with yourself about this, then when will the lies end?” Taya asked. 
 
    “You’re judging me? You let ’im inject ink into ya fackin’ eyes?” Quinn gestured toward his own baby blues. Jagged nails complemented by an array of gold and silver rings flashed in the soft light of the lift. “You give me shit for getting some knuckle glow. Meanwhile, yer out here lighting up ya eyes?” 
 
    “I’m just saying.” Taya’s grin slipped through her feigned scorn. Poking the older off-duty officer had proved particularly fruitful—and joyful—today. “We get a couple decent gigs and you toss your cash for a glorified manicure instead of actual wear.” 
 
    “What, ya want me to be able to bend bars? You wanna take on some military contracts, huh?” Quinn mockingly slapped at his own biceps. The black leather jacket he wore didn’t even strain at the motion, but that didn’t stop Taya’s partner from grinning his crooked-tooth smile at her, pale skin stretching over old acne scars. He was quite animated when he spoke, and Taya found herself focusing more on his hands than his rolling drawl when he continued. “I’m flash, yer fire. We’re synergizin’. B’sides, I know you’re aching to use ya new wear.” 
 
    The cybernetic implants within Taya did make her faster and stronger than her body would typically allow, but none of the wear available within her pay grade would result in erupting heads. Though if the prices kept dropping and Taya was able to get her enforcer license, perhaps she would be able to shatter a skull with a perfect punch. The thought made her lips twitch. 
 
    Not that I would ever want to do that. Unless… Well, some people deserved far worse. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m chomping for some punk popping off at me again.” She ignored the flash of concern on the older man’s wrinkled face, and willed the lift to climb faster. It soared through the megastructure, through microcity after microcity, as the floors blurred by. 
 
    Taya watched through the gate as a sea of ramshackle buildings spreading across Floor Ninety-Eight came into view, sprawling out toward the horizon. The ceiling on this floor was well over thirty meters high—a feature that would normally come with projected holomodels looming over the buildings, but legislation had been passed banning that particular style of intrusive adverts. The districts before her were still blanketed in billboards, neon signage illuminating everything in sight, but the lack of models did agree with her. Their dead, colorful eyes always bothered her. 
 
    “They don’t sparkle. The ad said somethin’ about ‘bloom,’” Quinn said, but Taya was already shaking her head, a smirk on her face. 
 
    “I saw ’em turn on, Quinn. But don’t worry—guys’ll love it.” 
 
    For a moment, Quinn seemed torn on how to react. He settled on letting out a deep sigh and ran a hand through his hair, saying, “New rule. No more talkin’ personal shit on duty,” he chided. “Deal?” 
 
    “Ah, right. It’s all about stayin’ respectable in the beatdown business.” 
 
    The hand moved from his hair to the bridge of his nose. “Fackin’ hell—we do a whole lot more than hit people.” 
 
    “I mean, that’s fair,” Taya agreed. “You did bite that bartender.” 
 
    The lift beneath them shook as the box snagged on some flaw in the rail system. The ad display on the back wall flickered, its audio distorting for a moment before returning to a jingle about unisex birth control tablets. It clashed horribly with the cool, soothing tones of the elevator’s interior. The steel of the lift had been worked until it had taken on a soft, blue tinge—one of Taya’s favorite colors as it had been utilized in almost every corner of the megastructure. 
 
    When the megastructures had first been built to escape the haze, centuries ago, there had been no time for aesthetic pleasantries. Each floor had been erected out of bare steel. Over the generations, however, the people surviving within the structures had done what they could to improve upon the minimalist design by tempering the steel that surrounded them and, on the wealthier floors, carving liquid-looking designs into the walls. Within many of the residential districts, painting a home any color other than the natural hues of tempered steel was seen as gaudy and attention-seeking. Steel was the barrier between humanity and death. The warm-to-cool spectrum it provided was, in Taya’s opinion, more than enough. Even the black exterior of the buildings, tainted by the haze that had engulfed the world, held a dark beauty. 
 
    For a few moments, the lift darkened as they entered the space between floors. The sounds of city life were cut off, as if by a razor, leaving only the audio from the small display behind Taya and Quinn to fill the compartment. No reception could penetrate between floors, meaning even the audio feed for the products being pitched in the back of her mind was silenced. Taya never noticed the jingles until they were gone, whispering to her even in her sleep. 
 
    A few blissful moments of peace followed with only the small screen showing a relatively unobtrusive ad for adult diapers. Taya exhaled heavily, imagining herself floating in the black void of space. She tuned her auditory systems to block out the elevator’s pitch, something her personalized—though not necessarily legal—police-grade internal system allowed. The cold of the steel gate against her shoulders helped Taya ignore the heat steadily increasing inside the lift. 
 
    I’m here. I am floating in the abyss. 
 
    Taya opened her imagined eyes, taking in the splendor of an ocean of stars beneath her. She’d long dreamed of exploring space, a childlike desire set aside in favor of focusing on recovering the Earth from the haze. 
 
    A hitch in the lift system rail shattered her illusion of weightlessness. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    As quickly as it had left Ninety-Eight, the lift tore into Floor Ninety-Nine, home to the structure’s most notorious entertainment district, where life blended into one continuous wave of stimulation. Buildings reached toward the high ceiling, most coated in ads for drinks, games, clubs, sex, escape—promises of better all blurring before her eyes. Voices crashed into her ears from the massive holomodels that stood atop several of the buildings. The formulaically perfect humans were displaying, enjoying, consuming every pleasure money could buy, the overall lighting kept dim enough in the evening to make the ads’ presence constant. Tunnels on high floors connecting the printed buildings within the floor were more often than not completely covered in the looming commercial-use displays. 
 
    Buy, fuck, gamble, numb. 
 
    A grotesque hack from Quinn pulled Taya from her thoughts. She opened her eyes and looked over at Quinn. His own were glazed over, likely focusing on some model’s feed. Taya owed her life to him. He’d never taken a bullet for her, but when she’d fallen to pieces, he’d put aside his own grief and set her up in this career. Without him, Taya had no idea what she’d be doing. Still, Quinn could never fully overcome his low upbringing in the structure. Not that Taya had started much higher, but Quinn had had it rough. His general aura was that of a man who’d grown up too fast while never fully maturing. A weight heavy on his shoulders slouched him low. If he noticed you watching, his perpetual scowl would be quickly hidden with a tight smile and verbal jab. Only on rare occasions had Quinn let her in, talking drunkenly about his younger years in the HazeCore. She watched as he picked at something on his chin—a scab—before flicking the bit of flesh to the floor. 
 
    “Quinn… you have this flaw about you.” 
 
    His eyes refocused, a chuckle in his throat. “What’s that?” 
 
    Taya rolled her shoulder, trying to relieve her headache. “Your presence is, I don’t know, somehow it’s antithetical to peace.” 
 
    “I think that’s more the Job but, a’ight.” Quinn’s large form joined her at the gate, curling fingers into the gridiron. “Appreciate the insight.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not you,” Taya relented. “Sometimes I need places without things happening all the time. Peaceful.” 
 
    “Yeah, ya lost me at ‘peaceful.’” Quinn sucked on his teeth, pressing his forehead to the gate next to her, looking out at the only world she’d ever known. One contained within steel walls, filled with printed buildings and streets. Generations of 3D printers slowly reprinting the new world into more and more realistic re-creations of the world that once was. “Not sure what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “‘Not sure’?—use context,” Taya said. 
 
    Quinn’s glow flicked on, his new, blue-webbed hands sparkling to life against the gate’s grid. “Gah, you’re just jealous of my glow. It’s basically a work expense, right? The more I glow, the more people assume we got good wear—at least when we’re together. You go purple, I go blue. It’s intimidating.” 
 
    “Violet,” she stated for the hundredth time. 
 
    “Same thing.” Quinn flared his own light as he patted his ludicrously large revolver, a sapphire ring with twisted metal admittedly looking pretty damn good with the glow. “Ya could learn a lesson or two about the importance of letting the little things go. Ya don’t gotta fight everyone on everything.” 
 
    Taya let him sit in his own words for several moments, staring at him without blinking. 
 
    Quinn finally broke the silence. “Look, you won’t have to put up with being my ‘apprentice’ much longer. A’ight?” 
 
    “Oh, it hasn’t been that bad. But are ya sure it’s for intimidation and not because—?” Taya stepped away and gestured out toward the level spilling into view before them. “‘Everyone is adding their own light’?” She said the words in her best impression of the overly excited holomodel dancing on the lift’s ad screen, now encouraging everyone to spend their money on her custom-designed line of glow. Taya had seen the ad roughly a thousand times before and had damn near perfected the animated impression. 
 
    “Oh, fack off.” Quinn pushed off the gate and kicked the printed faux gridiron. Made of printIron, a recently popularized naming convention for printer-made objects Taya found horrifically grating. “You’re trying to get people to call ya ‘Ghost.’” 
 
    “One, I was drunk when I said that, and two, I still think it’s a good fit. The unknown. That’s intimidating,” Taya said. “If you actually picked up a book, you’d know that vengeful spirits are the baddest around. There have been ghost stories as long as there’s been recorded history. We’re a haunted species.” 
 
    “A’ight, T. That’ll be perfect when I send ya off. That’s solid branding. Seriously, you’re nearly ready. God help anyone who hires you.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, boss.” 
 
    Quinn scowled exactly as he always did when she referred to him that way. 
 
    The lift darkened as it, once again, entered the space between floors. Thick layers of concrete and steel blurred together as they rocketed away from the entertainment district of the microcity. Broadcast music options and discussion feeds disappeared from within Taya’s hud as they rose, reducing the overall clutter in her vision. Everyone learned not to focus on their huds early in life, but Taya still kept hers slightly less packed than most. One headline readout, a minimal GPS showing her location on whatever floor she was in, her latest notifications, sometimes a live connection to her friend Juno, and a drop-down menu for quick transitions into other important widgets like her banking info. Simple and clean, compared to some anyway. 
 
    “What you don’t understand,” Quinn flickered his glow, playing with his new light in the darkness, “is that visual presentation is everything. Screw the name, go for a look.” 
 
    “Quinn, you’re an idiot.” Taya flicked on her own glow, eyes blazing to life. The three rings burned into her back blared through her shirt and jacket, the brilliant violet fire scorching over the lift. “I’ve already nailed the look.” 
 
    “Sweet Mother of the Virgin Mary,” Quinn exclaimed. “I still can’t believe you let them put that shit in your eye. Like really in.” 
 
    The mother of the Virgin Mary? His colorful phrases always required an internal squint. 
 
    Taya dimmed her glow, allowing Quinn’s blue to return to the space. “It’s not the same as the stuff they put under your skin. Adding the dye was worse than the incision.” 
 
    “But I’m the one who’s bad with money.” Quinn mumbled. 
 
    “You’re the one with the second job. How are all those cop benefits not enough?” She stomped out the temptation to add ‘dirty’ before ‘cop.’ 
 
    “This job’s a cakewalk compared to who and what I gotta deal with during the day, a’ight? Might as well be taking a break,” Quinn’s said. “Oh, screw the ghost thing. Imitate what’s real. Get some vampire red in that glow! The vampire enforcer. Hell, I know a guy that can get you a safe ’n clean bite.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Hey, remember when you had to bite a guy? What happens with a badge worse than that?” 
 
    “Your mistake is thinking the scums are the worst thing we deal with.” Quinn spoke from deep in his throat, years of smoking lending a slight rasp to his words. “Worst things I’ve seen in this structure ’ave been in apartments with views of beautiful, white, puffy clouds above the haze.” 
 
    “Can we get back to making fun of your spider jizz glow?” The lift dinged, and Taya tapped the gate with her foot before it opened. 
 
    Sighing, Quinn ran hands through graying brown hair. “Did you make sure and read over the casefile I forwarded ya?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” She’d read every casefile during her apprenticeship. “Total creep, we’re going in hard.” 
 
    “And you’re taking the lead. Let’s get ya one step closer to the full badge, yeah?” Quinn shouldered past her into the microcity within Floor One Hundred and One. 
 
    The lift opened onto a busy street, narrow by old city standards but quite wide for most market districts within any microcity. The pavement was clean and the ceiling tall, speaking volumes of the floor’s wealth. The shops offered everything from rapid 3D printing services to the latest in-home floating displays. Less prevalent were the sex, drugs, and cheap escapes of the lower levels. Taya and Quinn were high enough in the structure that the dull screens common down below had been replaced with a mostly vibrant neon palette. Vendors, normally eager to nab an extra customer, weren’t even hollering at passersby. Instead, they were relaxing within their stores. This high up, money flowed aplenty. 
 
    How the upper-middle makes us all envious. 
 
    Still, the ceiling’s illumination was kept dim throughout the districts here. Their lift would have to take them far higher, almost to the full extent of the publicly available levels, before more natural sunlight was provided for the residents. Each face drifting past reflected the neon around them. Pinks, greens, blues, and reds were the most common, encouraging the fashion trends meant to utilize the harsh lights with highlights of reflective material. A free, lighter version of injected glow had been rapidly rising in popularity. Taya’s physician had informed her that human skin was changing due to life within the megastructures. Underexposed to the sun, faces were cleaner in appearance while a sickly lack of color—at least compared to the past—was the norm. She’d stopped paying attention to the rambling when the doctor had begun linking the absence of what he called ‘solar damage,’ or something like that, to the recent infatuation with adding neon designs to skin, or, as it was better known, glow. 
 
    They passed under a neon sign bearing the Crusaders’ golden crucifix logo, which cast a yellowing tinge over Quinn. 
 
    She found herself wondering if Quinn’s near-white skin would be considered freakish back when the world was alive. He was paler than most of the biters common on the lower floors of the megastructure. Contradicting previous popular belief, becoming a vampire didn’t actually make anyone paler; instead, it altered the texture of skin, which resulted in a diminished coloration—due to some blood-related issue, Taya assumed—and the myth of flawless beauty. Turns out the undead actually possessed pretty perfect skin. 
 
    Taya and Quinn had to walk several blocks before reaching their target’s apartment complex. The residential building acted as both a support for the floor above and a living space, a setup that had become quite popular decades prior. An ostentatious entryway displayed the mandatory signage for such a building, warning any and all who entered that damage to such a vital structure would result in prison time. The interior had been renovated recently enough to have an ad-line that ran through the middle of the foyer. In these higher levels, allowing ads within their complex meant lower prices for renters. A relatively recent trend, as far as Taya knew, and a bothersome one. 
 
    Who the hell wants neighbors voting on their living space? 
 
    Taya’s own apartment many levels down was in a lower, printed stackpile-style structure. Each home in the pile exiting directly onto the street, eliminating communal worries almost altogether. 
 
    “Ya remember the number?” Quinn asked. 
 
    “Eight-fourteen,” Taya answered, her voice sounding too-loud in her ears as her system adjusted. 
 
    Taya paid a market fee within her hud to block ad audio being broadcast to her system. The screens littering the steel building blipped into silence, filtered out by her temporary premium purchase. Quinn’s breathing became annoyingly noticeable, dragging in and out of the man’s wide nose. His pulls of air were undercut by the dense, low hum of the structure droning all around them. A slight vibration of the immense power pulsing through all floors within all megastructure. She found the noise deeply relaxing yet rarely had the pleasure of listening to it. Taya’s standard ad filter had been downgraded repeatedly over the years, and the sound of the world around her was usually polluted with a soft jingle or pitch. 
 
    “That’s the complex number, Taya,” Quinn said. 
 
    “It’s the apartment too, Quinn. So did you read or skim-read that casefile before forwarding it?” 
 
    Quinn gave her a shrug and a grin. “For jobs like this? Little of column a, a lotta more of column b. B’sides, why wouldn’t I let my apprentice do the reading?” 
 
    “Down here.” Taya pointed them down a hall past a display reading [800/850]. 
 
    They reached a door matching the rest in view, aside from the dully shimmering [814]. Quinn pressed the buzzer. “No licensed wear and one registered pistol. No make listed. Should be easy. I’ll keep the neighbors out if ya can handle ’im.” 
 
    “Read that on the walk down the hall?” Taya cranked her wear, shaking her shoulders before rolling her wrists, adrenaline finally dulling the pain of her often-present headache. 
 
    “You ready to take the lead, Shorty?” Quinn asked. 
 
    “Long time comin’,” she responded. “And fuck you. I’m only two inches below average.” 
 
    The latch clicked within the metal frame. A balding man named Gerald Twint pulled the door open. He offered them a faint smile, “May I help y—” 
 
    Taya’s fist collided with the man’s solar plexus. Gerald let out a winded cry as he fell back into his home. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Enforcer Taya Mint, and you fucked up, Gerry.” Taya crossed the threshold as Quinn closed the door behind her, leaving the two in privacy. 
 
    “Guh—” The man raised his hands, weakly gesturing in surrender. “Wh—” 
 
    Taya’s wear-powered kick sent the pervert back into the kitchen. Gerald clutched broken ribs. “Let’s practice listening, okay?” 
 
    She watched as the pathetic predator tried to crawl to cover behind a kitchen island made of metal with dark, marble highlights. 
 
    “I was hired by some concerned parents, Gerry.” Walking over, Taya stomped on the back of the man’s knee, resulting in a full-throated scream from the pedophile. “They paid me good money to come pay you a visit. Do you happen to know why, Ger-bear?” 
 
    “Stop!” Gerald screamed “Something’s brok—” 
 
    Taya dropped her own knee onto the man’s hip, pinning him, resulting in another cry of pain from the man. “They were so worried, Gerry. Now, why would they be worried?” 
 
    “Ah! God! I don’t know! Please!” The man writhed as he begged. “I just take stock footage!” 
 
    “See, how did you know it was about the footage, Gerald?” Taya grabbed the man by the back of the neck, lifting his torso off the tile before slamming him back down. “You were filming children on the playground, WEREN’T YOU?” Her voice was amplified by her system with the final words. 
 
    “No!” he bleated. “I was paid by the school. I was just tak—” 
 
    “Really?” Taya sent her police-grade A.I.—illegally gifted to her by Quinn—to obliterate the man’s security. Within a second, she had his internal drive cloned and sent off to her mentor. “While my partner reviews your life, do you wanna watch a touch of cinema? You’re the lead. I mean, I had to watch it before coming here, so it seems fair.” 
 
    Gerald’s eyes popped open, desperate to look at anything other than the video forced into his vision. He couldn’t avoid it, though. Taya had full control of his internal system now. The footage would be visible wherever he looked as long as she had his hud. 
 
    Unfortunately, overriding Gerald’s hud with her own forced Taya to watch too. A semi-transparent screen consumed her vision, displaying a three-dimensional Gerald as he was followed by unnoticed security drones. 
 
    The drones followed their mark all the way to the head of an alley across from District Three of Floor One Hundred and One’s primary school. Well-dressed children played in a square coated in re-created sunlight. Swings were pushed, and children giggled with glee. The drone’s vision encircled Gerald as the man deployed a pin-sized drone of his own. The unseen security drones seized its feed the moment it activated, adding its view to their own recordings. Gerald pushed the white cylinder, causing it to glide silently toward the playground. Unnoticed, the tiny device, enslaved to the security drones but still obeying Gerald’s system, began circling the children at low angles. 
 
    “NNnnnO!” Gerald thrashed, making noises like a wounded animal. Taya began to wonder if he might be having some kind of seizure. He managed to get onto his side. “Stop! Don’t show me that!” 
 
    Taya maxed the wear along her chest, back, and spine. Muscles corded with the implants contracted powerfully as her violet flared, and light coated the man beneath her. 
 
    The Gerald within the video moved one hand to his belt. Observing drones shifted to reveal— 
 
    “STOP!” Gerald’s scream tore at the room, spittle flying from his mouth. “STOP NOW! I DIDN’T! IT’S FAKE! STOP!” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” Taya said the words softly, reaching for her Taser. 
 
    Gerald spat thick saliva directly into her eye. Without thinking, Taya brought both hands up to wipe away the slimy spit. A fat hand slammed into her chin, sending her sprawling. The physical pain was dulled almost instantly by her system, but a pang of embarrassment shot through her. 
 
    Gerald desperately clawed to his hands and knees, trying for a kitchen drawer. 
 
    Stupid bastard. 
 
    Wear vibrating, she launched herself, knee raised. 
 
    Gerald whirled, pistol in hand. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Something impacted Taya’s chest. Air fled from her. 
 
    Momentum carried her forward, and she crashed into Gerald as Quinn threw the door open. 
 
    Taya slapped Gerald’s pistol from his sweaty hand. He clumsily groped at her face, trying to stop her attack, but her fist cracked his jaw. Gerald’s arms went limp as his head lulled in a daze. She followed up with a series of powered hooks that sent blood spraying across the white cabinets. The fight left Gerald, fear and pain seizing his limbs. Taya grabbed him by the collar and lifted the man off the ground, earning a guttural squeak. 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to regret that.” 
 
    Taya noted the dishes on the counter. It seemed Gerald had been washing them manually in a full sink. She rammed the man down onto the printMarble with every ounce of force her wear provided. Sliding him along the counter, Taya forced the man’s head into the soapy, brown water. He fought her once again, blindly groping for any form of leverage, clawing at her jacket and face. His fingers found purchase on her arm, nails dragging across her, but Taya pulled the man from the water and began slamming him into the counter. “Fucking! Prick!” 
 
    “Enough!” Quinn’s arm looped her own, ripping Taya away. “We were paid for a warning. We delivered.” 
 
    Gerald came up retching; a recent meal mixed with dirty dishwater splashed to the floor. Taya shook the wetness from her jacket and hands. 
 
    “If I—you shit—if you go near a school again, I’ll rip your fucking heart out.” Taya’s voice shook with desire, a desire to put her hands back on the man. To punish him further. She landed one last kick, cracking Gerald’s head into a cabinet. 
 
    Quinn shoved her back, stepping between her and the beaten husk on the floor. 
 
    Taya moved for the door back into the hall, shoving a collection of printed priestess statues off a decorative shelf in the process. The sound of them shattering undercut her. “Creepy fuck shot me!” 
 
    “You hear that?” Quinn knelt down beside Gerald, pistol in hand. His accent was hidden by a tone blacker than death. “They won’t have to pay us next time, my friend. I’m going to make sure your neighbors find out why we came here today. No one will be here to help you. Show me you understand. Give a li’l nod for me.” 
 
    The sound of Gerald whimpering followed Taya into the hall. 
 
    “Wait to call that med drone till after we leave, yeah? I’m Officer Tuhplet. And you already met my partner here. I’m going to have you sign some papers.” Quinn’s instructions were cut off as Taya entered the hall, slamming the door behind her. A neighbor down the hall watched her with bulging eyes. Taya took two steps toward the nosy fuck and screamed. He backed into his apartment and slammed the door shut, the heavy metal lock clicking into place. 
 
    She bent down, placing her hands on her knees as ragged breaths rattled her ribs. 
 
    Quinn would be out soon after promising to break this or shatter that if they had to come back. Either it would work or Quinn would have to pass on the inevitable follow-up contract to someone willing to take it. He never asked Taya to execute a kill contract, and, as far as she knew, Quinn had never taken one. 
 
    The image of Gerald’s terrified face made her open her eyes. 
 
    What I did was fine. That was fine. It’s okay. I did what I was supposed to. That was fine. I am fine. 
 
    It felt like her heart was shaking in her chest. Anxiety violently twisted her stomach. A constant tingling, numbing sensation from her system made Taya look down. 
 
    Pain blossomed in her chest before she could get her system to mute it. 
 
    Clawing at a crack in her armored skin, Taya dug around until she pulled a bullet free, allowing a thin stream of blood to trickle from the wound. Fuck. 
 
    Her system had done its job perfectly, replacing pain with a sensation similar to a limb falling asleep, but her armor had failed. 
 
    Taya had paid handsomely for better woven netting just a couple of weeks prior. While it had blended in brilliantly with her existing skin, the promise of it holding off anything but a high-caliber round had clearly been bull. Gerald’s pistol hadn’t looked like something she’d see every day, but it certainly wasn’t a high-caliber. She would be sore for days as her body reintegrated with the net and her skin regrew into the sealant already beginning to accumulate. 
 
    Stubbs, you’re giving me a refund. 
 
    She got her breathing under control. 
 
    “You okay?” Quinn joined her in the hall, examining her bleeding chest. “Just a crack. Bullet didn’t get through the netting, though. This pistol is old school.” Quinn waved the confiscated weapon in the air before her. “He popped you with gunpowder. I’ll charge ’im tomorrow at the station.” 
 
    Taya coughed painfully. “Go cuff him now!” 
 
    “No can do.” Quinn pocketed the gun. “Not allowed to make arrests while acting as an enforcer.” 
 
    “He fucking shot me!” The adrenaline flooding through Taya made her want to vomit. Standing up helped a little with the nausea, forcing her stomach to unclench. 
 
    “Taya, they’re—” 
 
    She cut him off with a long retch, her morning meal staining a neighbor’s welcome mat. 
 
    Quinn rubbed her back gingerly. “It’s okay. This isn’t an easy job. But I gave ya that system for a reason, yeah? Put myself at risk getting you that police-grade A.I. Gerald tried to get a recording going. I had to shut it down while ya were slappin’ ’im up. If you’re going to strike physically, follow it up digitally.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Taya panted. “I thought when I—never mind. I’ll do better. Any other notes?” 
 
    “I know you weren’t gonna kill ’im, but I can get shit from my end if you escalate to a kill contract, a’ight?” 
 
    Wiping her lips, Taya weighed whether or not she would have stopped before executing the man. Straightening, she met her partner’s blue gaze. “I kn—I understand.” 
 
    “It’s all right, we all lose our cool. You also identified yourself, but not me. Laws are clear on that one.” Quinn’s hand squeezed her shoulder. “Aside from that, you did exactly as I showed you. And none of that’s a biggie. Even a child with a gun is a threat. You were in control and took the safety measure of immediate action. But sometimes, shit still goes wrong. Even on the easiest jobs and even for the very best.” 
 
    “Buttering me up?” Taya rubbed the sealant forming around her wound; the yellowish goo was already hardening, like a reinforced scab. “Let me guess, another watchdog job you don’t want to bother with, yeah? Quinn, Tier-One solo shit isn’t worth my time anymore. You just had me lead a Tier Two, and you’re sending me off to a One again?” 
 
    “Taya, this is T-Three. Solo investigation from a client you already know.” Quinn wrapped an arm around her shoulder, guiding Taya away from Gerald’s apartment. “Leading today means you get to check off those last requirements all in one go. Means ya clear for T-Three, my girl. Tomorrow, you’re taking on a fully sanctioned investigation, solo. Cops already got called, so I can’t legally do nothin’ even if I wanted to. After getting a solo Three, I’d basically be breaking the rules not to submit you for a license.” 
 
    “God, I love conflicts of interest.” A bubble of excitement began to overwhelm her anxiety. It was tradition for an apprentice to graduate after they completed a solo Tier Two. While she’d done that, Quinn had expressed reservations for admittedly good reason. Taya had known Quinn would have to let her go soon, but tomorrow? “What’s the job?” 
 
    “Remember ol’ Mrs. Carlson?” Quinn summoned the elevator. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ll pop ya the brief tonight. I’ve messaged my sergeant, and he’s sending an officer to take care of the rest of this shit here. You go rest. I’ll make sure Gerry doesn’t run.” 
 
    “You kidding? I’m going to the aid station.” She flicked the sealant hardening on her chest, hoping her face didn’t betray the butterflies in her stomach. 
 
    The elevator arrived, resulting in a resounding ding, and Quinn gave her a big grin as she entered the lift. “It’s got a last test, though.” 
 
    Taya reached out an arm and stopped the doors from closing. “Being?” 
 
    “Carlson doesn’t know you’re comin’. You gotta learn to sell your services, Taya. Investigation on the police end is always slow.” 
 
    “Quinn, no. C’mon, don’t make me pitch.” 
 
    “It’ll be easy. She likes you.” He forced her arm from the elevator, saying as the doors closed, “You can promise faster results.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: Can You Afford It? 
 
      
 
    “NEED CASH NOW? THE ANSWER COULD BE INSIDE YOU.” 
 
    The voice caused Taya to start in bed. The lingering pain from the day before zinged through her torso, eliciting a pained grunt. 
 
    The ad drone at her window buzzed in excitement at seeing her wake, then continued, “UNFORTUNATELY, RENT COSTS ARE ON THE RISE YET AGAIN. YOUR PROFILE INDICATES YOU HAVEN’T—” 
 
    “Go away.” She threw a pillow at the open window. It didn’t lead into the outside world, of course. Instead, it opened out onto one of the sprawling districts of the floor she lived on, Ninety-Four. 
 
    “ARE YOU SURE? MARROW IS IN SHORT SUPPLY! PAY IS—” 
 
    “I said leave!” The yell resulted in a throb of pain within her chest. She finally heard the jingle that had been playing in her ears as she slept, souring her already bitter mood. 
 
    “I MUST REMIND YOU THAT AN OPEN WINDOW OUT ONTO THE FLOOR IS UNDERSTOOD TO BE PERMISSION FOR OPPORTUNITY DRONES SUCH AS M—” 
 
    Grabbing her skull-emblazoned pistol, Taya lazily rolled over and aimed at the bulbus machine currently shoving a speaker into her apartment. The moment her barrel leveled with the drone, it zipped away, alarm buzzing. The drone would report the transgression immediately to the local police department, where it would be filed away to be handled later. Luckily for Taya, during the day, Quinn was indeed a cop, and he was happy to take care of such incidents free of charge as long as she was his apprentice. Though, now that she thought about it, Taya wasn’t sure Quinn would keep it up after she took off on her own. He had helped her get started in the industry and was fiercely protective, but maybe that was only because of her position under him. While getting jobs seemed very doable without Quinn, having to obey laws or risk endless fines would curb her actions. 
 
    In the face of the police and military’s ongoing war to maintain order and the resulting record amounts of violence, Structure Seven Zero Three was beginning to rely heavily on those in her profession. Once Quinn concluded her apprenticeship and Taya managed to get a few clients willing to recommend her services, she imagined the financial strain of the last year would become much more manageable. With a smile she breathed a sigh of anticipation and relief. 
 
    Getting up, Taya walked across her studio apartment and closed the window, begrudging whatever movie studio had paid to advertise their upcoming horror movie into her demographic’s dreams. She leaned against the cool glass, watching as life bustled within the district she called home, wishing she could afford a better default ad filter. It was a fine floor to live on. High enough that a majority of the buildings were real metal instead of the dull, reinforced printCrete. Far from the best, but safe and reliable. The trains arrived on time, and the neighbors minded themselves. Most of the ads weren’t even that intrusive or stimulation-oriented. Instead, her floor’s branding focused far more on commercial tech in nearly all of its districts. The result was a consistently crisp and cool light filtering through her window—the preferred tones of tech marketing. 
 
    For someone situated near the middle of this floor, Taya had what she considered to be a damn decent view. From her apartment, the train wasn’t too loud, and the surrounding buildings weren’t too brightly lit. If she craned her neck, she could even see the megastructure’s polished steel reflecting light back at the district. Two blocks over was a support-designated building, close enough to be considered good luck. Floor-to-ceiling the structures were built for strength and were a much more pleasant sight than many of the others. Still, she envied those who could afford to live on the megastructure’s edge. This high up, those who had windows close to the edge could see past the haze on good days, to the real sunlight beyond. 
 
    Shower. 
 
    The thought came as the glass stopped cooling her body. 
 
    A cool, blessed shower. 
 
    After grabbing a pack of sour gummies, Taya stripped off her tank top and shorts, waved on her corner shower, and stepped behind its tempered glass. A few strands of white hair streaked the metal walls and drain. Blood stained the corner where she had sat the night before. Taya scrubbed it away with her foot before taking several long gulps of the water. It tasted of purifying chemicals, and, while Taya would never admit it, she liked the taste, sweet with a tinge of citrus. She’d once expressed this opinion to her closest friend, Juno, who had gagged in response. Bad luck for her, in Taya’s mind. She just drank tap, avoiding the expense of the ‘spring purified’ water so many clamored for. 
 
    Examining herself, Taya poked at the white cracks sealing the wound in her chest. The netting was supposed to limit small-caliber rounds to just surface wounds. It was some of the best available within her price range that didn’t sacrifice her skin’s natural texture. At least the netting had done its job after the impact and released its sealant. 
 
    Wiping away condensation from the mirror above her sink, Taya examined her face. The bruises were already fading away, little patches of blue and purple that interrupted the high cheekbones and medium-dark complexion. A bloody slit cut through the low brow. Another bruise sat at the near tip of her squared chin, her most prominent remaining resemblance to her father. Just days prior, she had his brown eyes too, but a recent trip to a highly respected glow artist had provided Taya with her now violet gaze. The color felt right to her, another step away from what had been. 
 
    Smearing off more condensation, Taya checked the damage to her body. The crack in her chest was already closing, sealant seeping from the web woven invisibly into her skin. Bruises littered her arms and chest, but nothing severe—aside from the sealed bullet hole. She sighed at the sight of the purpling. Physically, she was stronger than ever due to the wear she’d put in, but late nights out and long hours on cases had prevented her from hitting the gym as frequently as she used to. Still, she was in better shape than most, and the new stress lines on her face went with the bags under her eyes. 
 
    “Console.” The display next to her front door lit up. The square screen was all but invisible when turned off. “Order A.P.R. Highest strength.” 
 
    The screen flashed green before displaying a countdown starting at twenty-seven minutes. 
 
    Her account balance flashed behind her eyes, displaying [$34,787] before rapidly flashing down to [$34,677]. 
 
    Why haven’t I been paid? 
 
    She stepped out of the shower and began to towel off, swallowing her last gummy before beginning to brush her teeth. 
 
    Opening the contacts in her hud, Taya rang Quinn. 
 
    A female A.I. interrupted on the first ring, invading her vision. “Quinn is asleep and on his day off. Would—” 
 
    She hung up, her vision returning to her standard hud screen. 
 
    Taya went about preparing herself for the day. Throwing her bloodied clothes into a wash, Taya pulled on cargo pants and a blue top before deciding to just clean her bloodied white jacket—her favorite—with some cleansing wipes. It didn’t really need dry cleaning. Breakfast consisted of an energy shake and reheated chicken. The meat was real—a treat, but one she bought too often. The news blaring in the background spoke of the latest high-level construction accidents, flooding in some of the underground levels, and the latest trends in the glow market. Apparently, a hologram model was now the most followed influencer on blah blah blah… 
 
    The front door chimed as she finished tying her boots. 
 
    “Show me,” Taya commanded. 
 
    The front door screen displayed the feed from her doorbell. Juno smiled up at the camera with sparkling brown eyes, proffering two cups of coffee. “Morning, morning, morning! Figured you might need this after your gig yesterday.” She gestured with the cups. 
 
    “Open.” The light around Taya’s door switched from a dull yellow to a bright green. 
 
    Juno bounced into Taya’s home, radiating waves of positivity like only she could. Her curled hair bobbed frantically from side to side. “Morning, morning, morning!” 
 
    “It is indeed.” Taya leaned back in her chair, weaving her hair away from her face into a loose braid. 
 
    “How does helping me study for an exam sound?” Juno’s excited stride carried her across the apartment. The woman bore her ever-present grin, the kind that tugged upward at one corner and caused her to speak from the right side of her mouth. “Tomorrow, I was thinking we could head up to Ninety-Nine. This one district re-created Bourbon Street from pre-haze New Orleans. All week there’s gonna be masks and Cajun food. Oh! And maybe tomorrow—” 
 
    “Can’t. Got a gig.” Taya took one of the coffee cups from its printed plastic carrier, smiling in return. “Quinn put me on it solo. And I just don’t think my head will allow me a night out tonight.” 
 
    “Well…” Juno considered. “Can I come? Stakeouts are long, quiet, and boring. Perfect for studying.” 
 
    “Jun, I love ya, and by god it’s more fun for me to have you along, but unless that degree turns into something with a badge, we should avoid getting you shot at.” Taya took a sip and froze. “Holy shit, that’s good. It tastes real.” 
 
    “It is.” Juno flared her flowery pink glow in delight. Neon petals caressed her face and neck, complementing her umber skin well. “I know. I’m great!” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon. How? This is real coffee.” Taya gestured. “Like grown-in-shit-soaked-dirt real.” 
 
    “Appetizing.” The smirk Juno adopted let Taya know she wouldn’t hand over the secret. “I know a girl who knows a guy.” 
 
    The sound of a small package drone’s arrival outside made Taya get up and open the window again. 
 
    “RIGHT NOW WE HAVE A LIMITED TIME OFFER F—” 
 
    Taya grabbed the package and slammed the window shut. 
 
    “The fascinating and scandalous life of a college student.” Taya opened the container, removed the plastic packaging, and twisted open the bottle of painkillers she’d ordered. They were stronger than what she’d had on hand. “But I really have a meeting with a client. Remember Mrs. Carlson from the protection thing?” 
 
    “My god, you got a repeat customer?” Juno blurted. “Have we checked the temperature of hell? Did the haze suddenly float back off into space?” 
 
    Taya patiently watched her friend. “Ya done?” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” Juno relented. “How could I forget the cinnamon buns? Sublime.” 
 
    “Seems Mrs. Carlson thought I was a downright charming enforcer.” Taya put a few pills in her mouth and began walking to the door, snatching up her coffee and the faux-leather, white jacket. She took a swig before continuing. “Gave me a good review and everything.” 
 
    Juno stood as well and followed her out, waiting patiently as Taya sent a signal to her home to lock the door and arm the security system. As they stepped out onto the street, Juno kicked at a pebble of concrete, sending the gray printStone skittering off Taya’s sidewalk and into the road. A large-scale shipment drone resting at her neighbor’s door blew it, almost immediately, into the gutter. The gust of wind vanished as soon as the drone dropped its load and peeled upward toward the ceiling. Juno waited for the buzzing sound to disappear before replying. “So, you’re watching for her ex-hubby again? The guy has to be as ancient as she is. Is he really a threat?” 
 
    “Nope, missing persons. I’ve still gotta read the file, but Quinn grabbed it for me. Probably an easy job if he wants me on it. I doubt Carlson’ll have me taking on the Crusaders.” Taya eagerly swallowed more coffee, knowing she would regret drinking it so fast. “Turns out her ex wasn’t even really after her last time. Just dead.” 
 
    “What? Wait, so you’re hoping a paranoid old woman will hire you for another job you’re not actually needed for?” The judgment in Juno’s voice wasn’t light. “And Quinn gave this to you?” 
 
    Taya forced her tone to stay mild. “I gotta pay bills, and if I don’t take it, then someone else will. Not all of us have a secret coffee-shooting dick to help out, Jun.” 
 
    Juno choked on her sip. “Good hell. It isn’t like that.” 
 
    “Be more interesting if it was.” 
 
    “No.” Juno’s head tilted. “And your approach to the morality of enforcer work is truly nuanced. Very impressive.” 
 
    Walking to the rail line took only a few moments, a luxury offered by her condo that Taya took great pleasure in. It was always a pleasant walk for her, even as Juno rambled about the goings-on in her impossible-to-keep-track-of family. 
 
    As they stepped onto a railcar, Juno finished with, “But she still doesn’t want me to make the switch.” 
 
    “You’re half a lawyer already, Jun.” The rail payment system scanned both of them, and [$34,677] became [$34,627]. Taya pushed her money worries from her mind. “Why toss all that work?” 
 
    “’Cause my career hasn’t even started, and I’m already exhausted,” Juno answered. “You agree with my mom?” 
 
    “Who the fuck wants to be a mortician?” Taya asked. 
 
    “It seems like I’d be doing a lot of good.” There was a beat as Juno considered. “I’d be a part of a long tradition of helping people grieve and deal with death.” 
 
    “From wanting to be a prosecutor to embalming dead bodies. Give it a month or two. Could just be cold feet.” 
 
    “I will.” Juno looked at one of her many nature-inspired tattoos before looking back to Taya. “Life seems slightly less bunk for the both of us recently.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Taya lifted her cup. “I strive for ‘slightly less bunk.’” 
 
    “As do we all.” Juno lifted her own. “You seem to be settling into the enforcer life.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I just didn’t think it would be a life to settle into for you. A pit stop for cash, then on to other things,” Juno explained. “A lot of that wear will be terribly expensive to pull out.” 
 
    “Why would I pull it out?” Taya asked. “Even if I don’t get my solo license, they can’t legally remove it. I’ll be super till my last pump.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. You still happy Quinn got you into all this?” 
 
    Taya leaned forward, pushing hairs already escaping from her loose braid back behind her ear. “You’re about to try to tempt me with another high tower security gig from your dad, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No, Taya, I’m not,” Juno rebuked. “You’re the one who told me the plan. You know, a firm could even hire you out of this before you officially get the license. Happens all the time.” 
 
    “Mhm, who told you that?” 
 
    Juno’s eyes glazed as she sent a message before returning to Taya. “You know, if you went back to university, lotta opportunities for someone with a little combat experience and a degree.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “C’mon, Taya. You gotta give me something here.” Juno refrained from addressing just what exactly had pushed Taya out of grad school. They’d had that conversation before. 
 
    “Here’s how I think of it.” Taya inhaled. “Licensed enforcers get scouted for high-paying military contracts. In another year, I’ll have the reputation and wear to negotiate for a nice offer. Then it’s just getting paid to hold a gun in a hazmat suit out in the haze or watching some politician go about their day-to-day. I’ll make more than you pumping the dead full of preservatives.” 
 
    Juno eyed her with suspicion. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I’d rather blow my brains out than join some boot crew. 
 
    “All right,” Juno relented. “I know you can deal with this all now, but, what you’re doing, it still takes a toll. The body remembers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look how tense you’ve become—the fidgeting.” Jun looked pointedly at Taya’s tapping foot. “You’re only still after you go to the gym.” 
 
    “I just haven’t smoked today.” 
 
    “That’s not a good answer.” Juno turned to glance out the window of the city train. “My stop. Guess I gotta go study alone, then? You sure you don’t want to pass this one up and take me to your escape? It’s the best study spot ever programmed.” 
 
    “Gotta take the train to a lift so I can go up to Carlson’s floor.” Taya paused and threw a wicked grin. “Hold on, is coffee person really not important? Does Jun got a potential boo?” 
 
    The train came to a slow stop. 
 
    “Ew,” Juno scoffed. “It’s a guy and no. Don’t put that image in my head.” 
 
    The doors pinged open. 
 
    “Who is it?” Taya followed Juno as she headed for the door. “Quinn better not have a lead I don’t.” 
 
    “Why would I tell him before you? I’m going to bug you about all this more later. Don’t think I didn’t notice the sealant. I’ll be calling Quinn.” 
 
    Watching her friend disappear into the crowd, Taya shouted over the milling heads, “Is coffee guy the reason you’re suddenly into dead bodies?” 
 
    The only response she got was a raised middle finger poking out above the mass of people. 
 
    Please be that and not because you… enjoyed helping me grieve. Jesus. 
 
    Sucking down the last few drops of coffee, Taya tossed the cup through the closing train door, sat, and pulled out her notebook. 
 
    As she doodled, a voice from a nearby display caught her ear. The sickly smooth tones belonged to Martel Mancini, a public figure within the biter community praised by millions as a ‘humanitarian,’ a label sensible people found painfully ironic. The first and only vampire to host a show broadcasted on the inter-structure network, his program had become wildly contentious, meaning The Discussion was always on the trending feeds. 
 
    Within the screen, the dark-haired vampire sat at a table across from a popular holomodel Taya had seen in several ads recently. The tension between the two was obvious from their body language alone. Studio lighting made the holomodel a bit more translucent under its projections, her blue lipstick coming into a teardrop shape underneath ample lips. Across the table, the creature’s pale complexion contrasted rather handsomely against the warm lighting. 
 
    Curiosity took hold, and Taya tuned her audio to pick up the broadcast. 
 
    “—trying to blame one for the crimes of the many?” Martel leaned forward, his expensive suit perfectly formed to a remarkably muscled body. “Should we talk about the sins of the living? Do we really need to try to compare historical body counts?” 
 
    The holomodel scoffed, leaning back in a pink pantsuit proudly displaying sponsor badges woven into its fabric, her straight, blue hair falling gracefully past her shoulders. “You’re a literal corpse driven by a parasite—or virus. Whatever you’re calling it now. Just because some of your kind have become pacified doesn’t mean humanity is required to welcome you with open arms.” 
 
    Taya had heard nearly the exact same line spoken by another model sponsored by several of the same brands. The lobby groups behind the model were pushing the argument hard. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to personally trust anyone.” Martel’s tone remained slow and deliberate, in stark contrast to the holomodel’s programmed vibrant tones. “I’m asking for laws that acknowledge every vampire is only responsible for their own actions. We are asking to maintain our basic right to privacy.” 
 
    “So you want to influence the laws of the living? Why? What gives you the right?” The holomodel was developing talking points through a combination of algorithms digging through millions of comments left by her followers and an unknown collection of directors to add in a personal touch. Combined with the programming behind the model’s physical appearance, the end result was an incredibly human effect. 
 
    “Your own elected officials,” Martel answered. “Every single one of my kind is already under enhanced levels of scrutiny. Thankfully—” 
 
    “And you think that’s unfair?” 
 
    “—Thankfully,” Martel continued, “we’ve seen more and more people within our nation’s structures agree that all people deserve the same principal protections established in the very founding of the nation.” 
 
    “People? Hell.” Blue smiled at the camera before continuing. “You’re an advocate for the rebirth hypothesis, no? That when one of your kind is… made—birthed—it should be registered as a new citizen. Yet you want to be treated as if you’re the same person you were the day before. Do you not see the contradiction? So tell me, are you even the same consciousness that you were before being… infected? How are we not all talking about that?” 
 
    “Ms. Blue, I would be happy to answer questions about the state of undead consciousness right after you can explain to me the basics of how consciousness works in the first place.” 
 
    The holomodel laughed while it processed live responses posted about the interview. “Martel, I think, therefore I am. Consciousness is as simple as that.” 
 
    “Right. While I allow our viewers a moment to process that insight, let me ask you this.” Martel used his systems to bring reports into the broadcast. Taya received an alert asking if she would like them downloaded to her drive. She ignored it. “Crimes from the Returned have plummeted since packblood became available. We are a class working to get clean. Yet right now at this crucial moment, our right to encryption is under threat. Why ignore positive trends in favor of fearful laws steeped in half-truths?” 
 
    “Because you’re forced to get clean.” The holomodel beamed in a soft, pink glow, similar in hue to Juno’s petals. “Active Feeders are nothing more than serial killers. We as people know each of you is afflicted by the exact same compulsion even if you happen to be clean feeding at the moment. You’re equating resisting these urges to those very urges not existing. Law enforcement needs greater access to the dead’s communications to keep us safe. You should be in favor of this. It’s not like your text will be made public. Only law enforcement will be looking over your shoulder.” 
 
    “Let’s say the law passes, and every vampire within this structure faces being sent down for simply being in possession of encrypted data. That means all of us would be entirely reliant on the known-to-be-weak security systems available to us within our lenses—not even able to use the higher-end built-in systems available to the living. What then stops extremist groups like the Crusaders from monitoring every single move a vampire within this structure makes?” 
 
    The holomodel’s name finally came on the screen. Ari Blue responded with a twisted grin cracking through her sculpted cheeks. “I assure you, Mr. Mancini, I understand your concerns, but my convictions are representative of the people who support me—the living. People who are afraid for their lives and their children’s lives.” 
 
    “Ms. Blue, ” Martel’s voice grew cold, dropping the professional tone of a talk show host, “I don’t appreciate the implication.” 
 
    Ari leaned forward, tapping glow-filled nails on the table between the two. “Did you respect the humans you consumed, Mr. Mancini? Do you really think your struggle for ‘equality’ is the same as the living have fought?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Only a fool would. This is not a struggle based on class, race, or sexual orientation. This is in no way an inter-human struggle.” The vampire leaned back, inhaling deeply as he bit his lower lip. Fangs glinted in the studio lights. “But I’ve spent nearly a century now working to undo the harm done by my hands. Do you not believe redemption is possible?” 
 
    “Justice, as it should be, is up to the victims. I represent simply the opinions of the majority.” 
 
    “Majority of your followers, Ms. Blue.” 
 
    The hologram turned to the camera, pouting green eyes opening wide. “Money is the voice of the people. I’m proud to say we’ve raised enough money to help rebuild Structure One Nine’s partial collapse and pay for the recovery of several bitten children who—thank God—didn’t turn.” Ari’s projection added a floating display next to her head, showing children not old enough to have graduated from high school. “The dead are all aghast at the idea of consequences for their actions. They don’t want amplified scrutiny despite what we are watching happen right before our very eyes. It’s as simple as that.” She turned back to the vampiric host. “Militant undead make threats across the structures, and we’re not supposed to retaliate?” 
 
    “The actions of the extreme are not reflective of the many. What the Twenty-One Faces have been accused of are terrible crimes, but those are radicals.” Martel had regained control of the passion in his voice. “We are simply calling for each individual to be regarded for the choices they have made. Not—” 
 
    “Post-packblood,” the holomodel scoffed, readjusting in her seat as she glanced at the camera. “Everything before then, call it a wash, right?” 
 
    “Have you ever felt starvation?” Martel gave a cold stare before continuing. “Not hunger. Not just feeling weak from a lack of sustenance, but your body beginning to consume itself. Your stomach begins to contract. Pain, it amplifies it all. You can’t even feel hunger, so let me explain. There is no room for anything else. Rational thought dwindles as survival instincts become roaring fires in the mind. Before resorting to consuming humans, I’ve seen people resort to trying animal blood, engorging themselves on water, anything to try to cure the need. The creature resorting to killing for its next meal isn’t the same as a man murdering his neighbor over personal disputes.” 
 
    Ari matched the man’s flat tone. “Flirting with the supernatural rhetoric, I see. Your hunger is somehow so much worse than our own. Tell me, are there really demons in your heads, or is it more likely this virus simply makes you insane?” 
 
    Martel smirked. “Funny, in my life, I’ve never personally seen a vampire feed on a child. Yet the claims of—” 
 
    Ari interrupted. “Your life? Exactly how old are you Mr. Mancini? I believe photos have recently surfaced of you as early as 2025. So, at least three hundred years, no?” 
 
    “Old enough to have witnessed and come to understand many of humanity’s greatest mistakes.” Martel leaned forward, fangs glinting as he spoke. “But my son just turned three.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Ari acknowledged. “Sorry to hear of your divorce.” 
 
    Martel nodded, unsure at what seemed like a sincere apology. “Like many of my kind, he was born after packblood became available. He’s never harmed a soul in his life—aside from when he told me he loved his mother more.” 
 
    A virtual studio audience laughed at the remark. 
 
    Martel continued. “Because of what we are, his mother and I can experience a hundred lifetimes loving him. Because of the sins I committed before he was born—before packblood existed—should he grow up without a father?” 
 
    “Was he even really born?” The hologram model flickered as she half rose from her seat. “Does he even have a pulse?” 
 
    “Well, I am certain you don’t.” 
 
    Taya changed the channel, picking up an ad from the latest company claiming to have a working replicator prototype—technology that would finally make printers obsolete, or so these ‘visionary companies’ claimed. Every few years, for as long as Taya could remember, investor-hungry entrepreneurs spouted the same campaign promises of solving whatever engineering problems had ruined previous attempts at creating the prototype. 
 
    Not this time, though! We super-duper promise we’re different and found a loophole of fucking physics. 
 
    Taya snorted at the thought, feeling much less interested in finding a feed to watch. It all felt endlessly repetitive to her. Public broadcasts were all vampire-obsessed, politics, sex, or tech. 
 
    With a grunt, she paid to mute all input to her hud. Her account balance updated, and the low hum of the train beneath her began providing a beautiful barrier to the ruckus of the other passengers. With a sigh, Taya cracked open her notebook again, doodling an idea for a leaf glow pattern for her ribs—something still easily coverable. Taya liked the rings on her back well enough but enjoyed having her eyes be the only glow most saw. She felt it left a special kind of impact. 
 
    Hundreds of generations of screens. Still, none feel as good as printPaper. 
 
      
 
    “Nita is a good girl.” Mrs. Carlson moved to refill Taya’s cup of tea, stopping to blink at the still-full cup. “She does her schoolwork, comes home on time, and rarely talks back.” 
 
    Though the elderly woman’s voice shook, she never failed to enunciate her words, a trait of the well educated. It was the tonal opposite of Quinn’s rolling city accent. 
 
    Taya closed her notebook, refocusing on her client. “And Nita is in what grade?” 
 
    “Second. Chattiest of her class.” Carlson smiled fondly. 
 
    Taya reopened her notebook and resumed writing. “So, she is popular?” 
 
    “Never had many friends around, if that’s what you mean. Just a talker. Storyteller. Developed an imaginary friend, but the lady from the adoption agency said that was normal for girls Nita’s age.” 
 
    Taya took a moment to examine the photo of the child Mrs. Carlson had given her. Nita was wide-eyed, bearing a toothy grin. She had a lighter complexion than Mrs. Carlson, with full curls swinging well past her chin. From what Taya understood, Nita had endured a tough situation before being adopted by an elderly stranger, but her smile wouldn’t suggest that. 
 
    “Ever catch her lying or keeping secrets?” Taya prodded. “Surprised to see anything out of place or things you didn’t buy in her possession?” 
 
    “No, never,” Carlson said too quickly. “Nita wouldn’t put a foot out of line in that way.” 
 
    But you didn’t say toe. 
 
    “She just went between school and here? Mrs. Carlson, you’re not giving me too much to work with. Keeping things from me makes this harder.” 
 
    A twist of worry added to the countless wrinkles lining the woman, and Taya wished she could take the words back. Hunching even deeper into herself, Mrs. Carlson rested her head on her hand. A long breath spoke of elevated levels of stress. 
 
    Taya tried to recover. “Mrs. Carlson, I promise I will tear this city apart to find Nita. I won’t stop until we have answers. But I need you to be honest with me here. Dig deep.” 
 
    The older woman took a moment to calm herself before responding. “Nita… runs off sometimes. I try my best to keep an eye on her, to keep her entertained, but she should have her parents. I’m tired—sore—always. I nod off. She’d always come back, though. Always before the lights begin to dim.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Taya encouraged. “Do you have any idea where she went? Whom she might’ve seen?” 
 
    The air between them felt still, the silence filled by the sound of a servant drone humming patiently in the corner of the old woman’s two-story apartment. Carlson had wealth—more than Taya ever would—but she was isolated from the world. Not the standard ‘everyone around me is dead ’cause I’m halfway to dust’ kind of lonely, but rather the kind that came from social resentment. Taya knew Carlson had tried to leave with thousands of other wealthy, successful STEM explorers—their hopeful, gleaming eyes looking to Mars for a new start. Giant domes had been built. An attempt at planting crops had been made. Schools had been built in an elaborate style fit for the times, all of which now appeared tacky and aged to Taya. 
 
    During the great crash of 2188, every off-planet investor had pulled their funds. Underprepared emergency evacuations resulted in destitute scientists, doctors, and engineers flooding an already barren job market. Salaries plunged, and the seeds of spite bloomed into choking weeds. 
 
    Mrs. Carlson had been lucky. She had enough left in her accounts to retire semi-comfortably even after a messy divorce. The old woman had found some form of happiness while many of those she had worked with to achieve a dream had died of either starvation or suicide on the distant planet. Others who had managed to get back were left with nothing and bore the additional burden of a general sense of resentment from the rest of the population. 
 
    God, please don’t still be crying into your pillow. 
 
    She’d never forget watching over Mrs. Carlson at night, making sure the husband didn’t show—a husband who, Taya had found out through a routine background check, had been dead for over a year. Even with Taya there, Mrs. Carlson would patrol the house, checking the locks again and again. A woman as well off as she was still couldn’t shake the pain of what had been, a pain Taya understood. 
 
    No, don’t think about him. 
 
    Letting out a shaky breath, Carlson finally answered. “No. I’m sorry, Taya. I should have worked harder to help her get some friends. I’ve just been tired. Nita called them her magical adventures. Embellished about how she was guided to the highest and lowest floors. God, maybe she really was going low. You must think me a terrible guardian. She’s not even my blood, but when the call for helping house orphans came, I thought with enough money I could—” 
 
    “I think you’re doing the best you can.” Taya reached across the small table between them and squeezed Carlson’s hand. “So, she’s been gone a week, and the police haven’t made any progress at all? You haven’t gotten a single update?” 
 
    “No. The detective I spoke to, she’s given me nothing. Tells me to be patient. Other cases have taken priority. But, Taya, I feel it. My sense is—” She faltered. “There is something wrong. She needs to be found now. Nita can’t wait for the police.” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me. I know all about that feeling.” Taya scribbled in her notebook, careful not to come anywhere near a sketch of a drone she’d been distracted by on the way over. “I’m surprised the police haven’t just pinged Nita’s system remotely.” 
 
    “They did. It’s offline.” Mrs. Carlson stood with a slight wobble in her arms. A message from Carlson came through to Taya’s system. “That is the last location it registered.” 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    Nita had last been seen inside a bar several floors below. Dánkoma was a massive building entirely devoted to pleasures of every kind. Brothels up top and dance floors down below. The bar nearly touched the ceiling and sparkled with the broad display boards that coated all four sides of the structure, advertising the sin within. It was a sin even Taya herself had enjoyed on repeat occasions. A couple weeks back, she’d held Quinn up as he puked his guts out in one of the high tunnels connecting Dánk to a hotel across the street. Quinn had been staying there while apparently moving apartments, not that Taya was ever invited over by the man. Quinn had laughed as they’d felt the train passing by Dánkoma directly underneath the tunnel. Her partner had drunkenly declared ‘Science!’ before passing out and forcing Jun and Taya to carry him to his room. 
 
    Taya had hoped this would be as simple as having Quinn utilize the powerful network accessible only to law enforcement, which could ping anyone anywhere anytime. “How’d she end up there?” 
 
    “I thought—I don’t know, I thought it had to be a mistake,” Mrs. Carlson confessed. “She can’t have gotten so far. I mean, floors away? Ridiculous. Lifts won’t let unattended children on. She’s never been below Floor Eighty at the lowest.” 
 
    “Understood.” Taya closed her notebook. “Before I go, anything else you’d like to tell me?” 
 
    “She loves to watch the drones fly.” Mrs. Carlson walked Taya to the door, the unsteadiness of age marking each step. “I thought that’s where she ran off to—to watch them fly by on some rooftop. She loved the fast and small ones.” 
 
    Pulling on one boot, Taya smiled at her client. “You make Nita take off her shoes too?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” That disapproving tone only people over seventy could manage seeped into Carlson’s voice. It always made Taya smile. 
 
    “Well, then.” Taya took in the apartment again. It screamed of the elderly. “Have you ever been down to the Fifty-Seventh, Mrs. Carlson?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes bulged. “That’s over thirty floors down!” 
 
    “It’s a fun time.” Taya pulled her jacket back over her shoulders. “I have friends on that floor. See ’em more often than you’d think. Not everyone down th—” 
 
    “Nita isn’t down there, Taya. She’s up, if anything. Girl dreamed of going to university. Was obsessed with wanting to get into astronomy. Didn’t understand that didn’t mean she’d become an astronaut. Wouldn’t be surprised if she’s lost on campus. I’d start at the college floor.” Mrs. Carlson leaned over and unlocked her front door with a firm finger against the display panel. Watching Taya pull on her other boot, Carlson let a sliver of curiosity slip through her tension. “Is it fun, visiting down below?” 
 
    “I’d say.” A memory tickled Taya. “Can’t have any real fun above Sixty.” 
 
    “That’s an exaggeration, Taya.” Mrs. Carlson took a beat. “Hell, who am I to judge? I’ve done my share of regrettable things.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. I spent days with you, Mrs. Carlson, and you only left this house for a ‘morning constitutional.’” 
 
    “Please, I never called it a ‘constitutional.’” The older woman paused, giving Taya a once-over. “Young people never think the previous generation ever had their phases. Heck, I slept with the captain of our evacuation ship off Mars.” 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson!” Taya gave a wide grin, happy to see that worry hadn’t completely consumed the woman. “Knocked boots on your way off Dead Red? Zero-gravity hanky-panky?” 
 
    “All that time just drifting in the stars, floating away from our failure… We got stir-crazy, I guess.” The older woman’s face twisted, and her eyes clouded. “God, I miss them. Good people who were never allowed to escape the shadow of abandoned hope. The controversies we were all dragged into for daring to hope. Trying to explore the universe and we were punished for it. ‘Waste of resources,’ I mean, really?” 
 
    Taya felt the old scientist’s sudden pain but was unsure how to lift the woman’s spirits. “Incredible how quickly people in the right circumstances can become family.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Carlson agreed. “All those memories. Just mine now.” 
 
    Taya softly smiled. “I’d be happy to hear more of ’em.” 
 
    Mrs. Carlson smiled back and shook her head. “Not the same, dear. You can never really share a memory. Once I go, those moments go.” 
 
    “I see.” Taya wasn’t sure she did. 
 
    Mrs. Carlson gave the first grin that reached her eyes since Taya had arrived. “Once I’m gone, so are all of them—forever. At least, how they truly were in that time—during that monumental effort we were stupid enough to—” Carlson eyed Taya’s outfit. “What I wouldn’t give to set off in my thirties again.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean twenties?” Taya pointed at her face. She was well aware of the bags under her eyes, but she was still three years off from thirty. She didn’t often value the voices of the elderly, some of whom had grown up while the megastructures were still being built. Haze scars mottled their throats, burns worn by those unfortunate enough to have breathed the early mists before the ventilation was completed. But Mrs. Carlson didn’t have any of those burns; she was a couple decades shy of that era. In her prime, it had been the perfect time to attempt to flee to Mars, when hope still made people dream of leaving the structures. 
 
    “I’m aware of your age, Taya, but that’s not what I want. Taya, your thirties are your peak, I promise.” The woman not-so-subtly pushed Taya out the door and onto the silver-and-neon street. “Now, please, make the money I’m giving you worth it. Fostering Nita, I—I do love her. I heard her story and, taking her in, it—Taya, I did the best I could to give her a home.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “…Mrs. Carlson.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Taya turned to look the woman in the eye through the still-open doorway. Carlson had basically hired Taya before she’d even walked through the door. “You’ll pay me when I find her. Not a moment before.” 
 
    Mrs. Carlson put trust in her words. “And that will help me sleep.” 
 
    The words stung. Taya wanted to hug the frail woman. “Thank you.” 
 
    Mrs. Carlson didn’t respond, offering only a smile before closing the door. Taya stood there for several moments, pondering the case that had been handed to her. 
 
    A’ight, Nita. Ten years old and lost in a city of millions… It’s been a week since you were last seen… and a little old lady’s heart depends on it. Fuck. 
 
    Another voice, not her own, jostled to the forefront of her thoughts. 
 
    You’ll see his face everywhere you look on campus. Are you ready for that? His ghost will haunt you even more there. 
 
    Her mind recoiled at the memory of her mother’s voice mocking her. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Taya began walking back toward the train station. She felt like her whole world had begun to revolve around lifts and trains. Before becoming an enforcer, she’d rarely been outside her birth floor, the entertainment districts on higher floors, and the university level. Now she buzzed about the megastructure every day like a bee. 
 
    Taya flicked open her account balance. [$184,001]. 
 
    She rang Quinn without thinking. An A.I. re-creation of him appeared in the lower-left corner of her vision. His avatar was wearing a Seven Zero Three S.P.D. uniform. Golden shield with a red stripe emblazoned on the right shoulder of the black military-style shirt. 
 
    “’Sup, Squirt?” 
 
    Taya nearly gagged. “Nope. Absolutely not. Why would you even think calling me that is okay?” 
 
    Quinn sighed before mumbling, “’Sfine. Good morning, Taya the super-spooky ghost. Ya happy with the bonus?” 
 
    She repressed a chuckle. “Yeah. Why so much?” 
 
    “Creepy fuck hung himself after we left. The P.T.A. gave us a fat tip. Paid nearly as much as a kill job.” Quinn flashed that broken-tooth grin surrounded by his five o’clock shadow. If his words hadn’t already put a nauseous fist in her stomach, Taya would have been annoyed by how ugly-attractive the man could be at times. “Also, after your… conversation with ’im, I may have hinted that that recording was going to end up on some very public pages. Coward couldn’t—” 
 
    “Stop.” Taya’s stomach twisted. 
 
    Quinn’s avatar snapped to a serious expression, his accent almost completely disappearing. “Taya, the guy was a creep. If he hadn’t hurt kids yet, he would’ve.” 
 
    Quinn’s willingness to limbo under the rules was often taken too far for her taste, but he would do anything to help kids. Quinn had nearly lost his enforcer license for refusing to return an abused child to her parents. He’d finally given in when his cop buddies had broken down his door. She’d caught him checking up on the little girl’s well-being every few months ever since. 
 
    “Yeah.” She felt no remorse at the beating she had given the fucker, but the mental image of the pathetic man hanging still twisted her gut. “You just need to shut up sometimes.” 
 
    “Ya wanna grab a bite?” A branded McDonald’s cup appeared in Quinn’s hand—their conversation had become sponsored, the work of an A.I. scanning their words without context. Every virtual conversation could become sponsored without fear of a privacy breach. “Ya seem so amped when we’re on the job. It makes me think ya might be ready. Then you clam right up whenever I try to pick your brain. Get all cold.” 
 
    “You and Juno both. Quinn, I’m all right. I promise.” Taya minimized Quinn’s avatar, automatically removing hers from his vision as a result. “We’re friends, right? That means I don’t gotta put on a front. I got shot. Just feeling pissy today.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I’m here if you need an ear.” Quinn seemed to mess with something on his end of the call before saying, “I saw it’s about a missing girl named Nita. Did you see Carlson? That old bag really adopt a kid?” 
 
    “Look who’s actually learned how to read.” 
 
    “Fuck you ’n yada yada. Get to it!” Quinn snapped his fingers in rapid succession, sapphire rings clacking together. “What do you think of the case? This is big for you, T. Got any ideas?” 
 
    Quinn requested to bring back up his avatar. Taya allowed it, knowing he preferred to see her face when they talked. 
 
    “Well, Q, I appreciate you putting me on this, I really do, but damn. The girl’s been gone for days, and your people haven’t done jack shit about it. Her system can’t get a ping, and all I got in terms of a lead is an iffy register at Dánkoma on Fifty-Seven.” 
 
    The scar on Quinn’s forehead scrunched. “Dánkoma. Shady place for a kid. False registers aren’t real, though, Taya. That’s just what cheating husbands spout.” 
 
    “I know. Carlson wants me to head up to the university level. She wants to believe the kid is a genius lost in the library or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, ’cause missing kids are always heading to academic buildings. Of course.” Quinn’s brow furrowed. “So… where are you going?” 
 
    “Dánkoma.” 
 
    “Smart. Carlson’s just another idiot with money. Good on ya.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Mrs. Carlson is a genius and smarter than the both of us. Christ, I wish she was my grandma. The woman radiates sweetness and life. Plus, her baking…” Taya’s mouth began to water, remembering a particular golden apple cinnamon roll fresh from the oven, positively dripping in homemade glaze. “I’ll work this, but I don’t expect much.” 
 
    “Hey, if it doesn’t go anywhere, you’ll just take on another. No one gets a demerit for their first T-Three flub.” Quinn seemed oddly at ease. She was grateful he didn’t have any of those mood filters that were rising in popularity, designed to make anyone more pleasant to talk with. “I also didn’t know you liked her that much. Wasn’t it just, I dunno, babysitting last time? You said it was annoying.” 
 
    “It was. But we bonded. I mouthed off, and she got tired of me. It was great.” Taya’s stomach begged for a piece of fresh-baked bread of any kind, the nausea from before long gone. “Put two people in a room and they bond, bud. That’s why we became so close. Took longer, but you did grow on me. Like a wart.” 
 
    Quinn’s avatar ran hands through his hair. “Taya, ya don’t get close to clients. Especially for something like this. You gotta stay ob-jec-tive.” 
 
    “Yeah, Quinn, ’cause Mrs. Carlson killed her foster daughter and hired me to play an epic game of cat and mouse. She’s a serial killer who gets off on the chase. Have you had one of her meat pies? Oh my god! I ate one when I was over there. Do you think that was Nita? We’ll need to analyze the contents of my stomach. I’ll swing by tonight, and you can slice me open. Look for fingernails. Those don’t cook down.” 
 
    After a moment, Quinn seemed to register she had stopped talking. “That was a fun little adventure ya went on there.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Let me know what you find at the bar, a’ight?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Taya ended the call. 
 
    A message came through immediately. 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Seriously, I’m here if you need advice. It’s not a bad thing to get help on a difficult case. You can ramble about shit and make jokes I don’t understand to your heart’s content. 
 
      
 
    Taya: I’m good. 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Consider me your support on this one. 
 
      
 
    Taya: It’s better than having you as the lead. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until she was back on the train that Taya realized Quinn might take that as a reference to his failure as her mentor and partner to keep her from getting shot the day before. Being her mentor, her safety was technically his responsibility. 
 
    I should just quit texting altogether. 
 
    She thought back on the entire conversation. 
 
    Shit, I’m an asshole. 
 
    GET YOUR WEAR THE EXTRA PUSH IT NEEDS. 
 
    The voice came over the train as an opaque ad flickered across the windows. It showed a ridiculously muscular A.I. model lifting two vamps into the air by their bleeding throats—something even the greatest wearheads would never be able to do. 
 
    DID YOU KNOW THAT PRICES ARE AT AN ALL-TIME LOW? 
 
    Taya thought of her bonus. 
 
    I bet Stubbs has some time for me and my refund. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: Can You Afford Not To? 
 
      
 
    Stubbs’ workshop was equal parts medical facility and nerd heaven. An operating table was nestled away in what Stubbs referred to as ‘the Butcher’s Block.’ Outside of the B.B.—the seat where Taya had received most of her wear—the space was littered with ancient arcade machines; holograms of nude models dancing to a beat only audible to those who tuned in to the shop; and opaque, tentacled wear thrown over tables, ready to be recycled or installed. 
 
    The holograms lacked any A.I. or sentience. They were merely representations of the being that dominated the feeds, a way for fans to bring their idol into their homes or, in Stubbs’ case, place of work. 
 
    “Hey, Tech.” The door slid shut behind Taya as she entered the room, her system automatically connecting to the internal music before lowering the volume to allow the sound of her voice to funnel directly into Stubbs’ ear. 
 
    “She comes again! For a responsible checkup? Nay! Taya wants more wear.” Stubbs’ head popped up from behind one of the arcade cabinets, his eyes shifting to a dull orange as they widened at the sight of her. The technician’s wirelike hair jutted out at odd angles from amid a maze of braids. The more the week progressed, the less hinged Stubbs tended to appear. “And I, her loyal technician, shall tell her nay. It’s too soon.” 
 
    Taya grabbed an old, wheeled fabric chair, plopped down, and rolled straight through one of the mindless holograms that was dancing about the space. “Couldn’t I just be saying hola to a friend?” 
 
    Rolling up the tools he used to keep the cabinets running, Stubbs shot her a broad, friendly smile. “It’s too soon, Taya.” 
 
    Taya did a spin. “Are you saying I’m not a friend?” 
 
    “Don’t try to butter me up. You’re too clever to pull it off.” Stubbs walked to his desk and flicked on his console screen, his high boots clunking noisily with each step. “Stock is kinda low, anyway. It’s either premium stuff or the things you never bother to work on.” 
 
    “Too clever? Wh—I don’t care. Durability.” Taya unconsciously pulled at her forearm skin, able to feel more than see the slight micro netting within. “You’ve wanted me to focus on durability, right? Last week you talked me into this chest piece. Let’s build it out.” 
 
    “Sure, let’s just roll it out inch by inch.” Stubbs looked at her with a raised brow. “We could go for it all at once and put you on a payment plan, but I’m guessing you still find debt repugnant?” 
 
    Taya blew out her cheeks with a long breath. “You know me so well.” 
 
    Stubbs’ jagged glowlines smoothly shifted into a pretty blue before fading into a deep red. “Taya, these tiny tweaks ’n upgrades—it’s not a good way to get this done. Save up for something big.” 
 
    Taya took a snap of her account balance and forwarded it to Stubbs. The man’s voice cut abruptly. She respected Stubbs’ concern. It was part of his allure, a quieter part, often sidelined by the strong forearms and exuberant demeanor that had elicited a primal crush in Taya years back. He was tall, dark, tattooed, and enhanced in ways that she was sure would be a blast to take a tumble with. But she’d never worked up the courage, and they’d since moved past that point. She and Stubbs were friends—nothing more. He’d even helped her on a few easy, off-the-record gigs related to wear theft. The man had access to all kinds of interesting databases. 
 
    Breaking the silence, Stubbs popped his lips. “Did you take a kill job, Taya?” 
 
    “God, no.” Taya spun once in the chair, stopping abruptly with a drop of her boots after assuring herself Gerald’s death wasn’t her fault. He was a monster, besides. “Just been utilizing the great work of Dr. Stubbs. Feeling like I could crush concrete.” 
 
    “I’m a technician, not a doctor.” Stubbs walked from his console, opening a cabinet where he kept much of his higher-end product. “You do need more armor. I could be talked into padding you up.” 
 
    “Well, last time you said you wanted to crack open my heart.” Taya rolled to the side, placing herself in the center of a hologram man flinging his wang around within a sheer fabric thong. “Can’t think of why I didn’t like the idea at the time. It’s on the tip of… something.” 
 
    “The paradox of you coming to me, seeking me out as the best weartech on the floor, and yet you still won’t take my advice.” Stubbs turned, holding two cubes. Lines of red glow danced across one while the other pulsed orange, indicating levels of quality. “Not a soul has died under my knife.” 
 
    “You don’t use a knife.” 
 
    Stubbs scoffed. “It’s an expression.” 
 
    “And they’re called scalpels.” 
 
    “Your job freaks me out, and I see what you’re trying to hide under that jacket.” Stubbs pointed. “Someone shot you with something big.” 
 
    “No, it was small, and this cracked. You said it would be able to take serious hits.” Taya felt a flair of annoyance. She pulled her jacket zipper the rest of the way down and pulled up her shirt. A thick crack of white sealant had grown across her chest. “A pistol shredded this, Stubbs.” 
 
    Stubbs’ eyes widened. “Wait, a pistol did that? Impossible.” 
 
    She dropped her shirt and pointed accusingly. “And you promised it would take anything short of a rifle round.” 
 
    “Seriously, that is impossible,” Stubbs said. “I have the same armor on my chest. Look.” 
 
    Taya rose from the chair as Stubbs drew a pistol from a desk drawer. “Whoa, don’t—” 
 
    He leveled the pistol at his own chest and fired. The weapon was illegally silenced but still made a startling clack-hiss. 
 
    Taya’s hands left her ears. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Putting the pistol back, Stubbs raised his own shirt. “See? No air-powered round could puncture your chest. Arms? Sure. But that’s ’cause you don’t listen to me.” 
 
    His skin was marred but would heal. Corded muscle interwoven with wear to the point of visibility made focusing on where the bullet had hit difficult, but, by her best guess, it would take two or three more shots from a pistol to seriously crack Stubbs’ chest in the way hers had. He would be completely healed in a little over an hour. 
 
    “I don’t sell bunk product, Taya.” Stubbs lowered his shirt. “You got hit with something dirty.” 
 
    “Well, it was gunpowder.” Taya finally sat back down. “C02 spits, while powder rounds bang. So—” 
 
    “You got hit with a powder round?” Stubbs scoffed. “Well, no duh you got cracked. You’re lucky it didn’t punch through. Jesus. Was the guy worried about vamps? Lotta people think you need powder rounds to take ’em down.” 
 
    “No clue. Does that work?” Taya went over the few clear images of Gerald’s apartment in her mind, searching for anything hinting at a life close to the undead crowd. “You said I need my heart and arms bumped, right? Let’s do the arms.” 
 
    “Hands,” he recommended. “You can’t afford reinforcing your entire arms with what you need. I’ll do the hands, and we’ll install more netting higher when you get another totally non-kill payday.” 
 
    Taya frowned. “I don’t get the friend discount?” 
 
    “I think of you more like an annoying sister.” Stubbs examined a smudge on one of his tools before scrubbing it with a disinfectant wipe. “It’s either the payment plan or full price.” 
 
    “Stuuuubbs.” Taya stood and began walking to the Butcher’s Block. “Oh, if I catch you reading my journal again while I’m under, I’ll test the hands out on your throat.” 
 
    “I don’t read it.” Stubbs procured the cable that would put Taya under, sending her to her escape. “I just enjoy the drawings.” 
 
    She took it and lay back in the chair, sliding the end of the cable into a port behind her ear. 
 
    “Still creepy.” Her words came out muddled as the jack began to take effect. 
 
    Taya entered her escape. 
 
      
 
    Crystal-blue waves crashed onto white sand. Trees swayed as the ocean wind tickled Taya’s skin, raising goosebumps. Despite the sun beating down from above, the heat was never anything but pleasant. She lifted a tropical drink to her lips and sipped. The flavor wasn’t right, but the citrus, rum, and crushed ice still provided a soothing, cooling effect. 
 
    Taya put the drink back down and continued reading the latest fantasy smut novel from the legendary Edina Winter recommended to her by Juno. Her patio-style couch molded against her body perfectly as she snuggled down into a particularly spicy scene. Just as the characters began tearing at each other’s clothes, Juno appeared. 
 
    “Ohhhh, have you gotten to the part where they bang on top of a dragon?” Juno sat up from a suddenly visible beach chair and crossed her legs, summoning her own tropical drink. 
 
    “Christ!” Taya jumped, knocking her drink to the side. The drink vanished before hitting the ground, then reappeared at her side. “Dammit, spoiler, Jun.” 
 
    “Yeah, ’cause you can spoil porn.” 
 
    Taya closed the book and lowered her sunglasses. “You absolutely can. But, more worthy of scolding, why aren’t you in class?” 
 
    “Professor is rambling about how ‘social media forced traditional media to reinvent itself’—blah blah blah. All shit we learned in grade school. So I may have drifted off. My escape pulls me into yours if it fires up.” Juno lay back, soaking up the re-created sunshine. “Got pulled from a nice dream too. Kinda annoying.” 
 
    “So undo the setting.” Taya scrolled through the list of escape DLCs she had collected over the years before summoning a dragon to circle lazily in the sky, providing the occasional shade as it passed under the sun. The creature didn’t look right, but it had been cheap. 
 
    “Nah, I cherish even dream time with you too much. Ya know, if you spent as much money here as you do on wear in the real world, you could have a nicer situation.” 
 
    Taya spawned a plate of delicious Carolina barbecue ribs. “You don’t enjoy hanging here?” 
 
    “Well, visitors don’t get the ‘sensations package’ so,” Juno lifted a martini, “I don’t taste this. I’m happy to pay for us to do another deluxe escape experience.” 
 
    “No, Jun.” Exhaling, Taya continued. “Just be happy you don’t have nightmares.” 
 
    “Filter them out, dummy. Seriously, why don’t you?” 
 
    “’Cause that would mean more ads. Trading a sleeping nightmare for a waking. Plus they don’t always work. I don’t need the monsters chasing me wearing Rumu sweaters.” 
 
    “Wait, didn’t you meet with a client? Shouldn’t you be protecting an old lady right now from some imagined threat?” 
 
    “Actually, the threat is real.” Taya grabbed a new drink from the air and tore into a perfectly tender rib. “Her foster grand—no, daughter—is missing. Has been for a while.” 
 
    “Since when do you investigate missing kids?” Juno asked. “Need a Watson?” 
 
    “If Watson agrees to stay in class.” Taya wondered if it was possible to give herself brain freeze in here. She had never tested it before. “First order of business, Watson, could you tell me where every missing kid in the Seven Zero Three is? Oh, and get Quinn to hand me my license today and stop hanging with us off the job.” 
 
    Juno rubbed her chin, her ever-expressive face furrowing in thought. “Equally difficult tasks.” 
 
    “I can never tell if Quinn cares about me or just feels bad. I just—ugh.” Taya shifted her drink from iced to blended and took a big swallow. “God, the kid’s probably dead. Carlson’s worried sick. She tried to hide it, but she was shaking more than usual.” 
 
    “So, you’re just relaxing here? Doing some thinking?” Juno’s foot swirled lazily, her pink-painted toes moved effortlessly through the white sand. 
 
    Taya pressed her free hand to her temple, attempting to will away the stabbing pain. After resting her tongue against the roof of her mouth for a moment, the cold pain went away. “No. I’m on the table at Stubbs’.” 
 
    “Taya!” Juno lectured. “Quinn told me you got shot last night, and you’re doubling down?” 
 
    “Quinn needs to learn how to keep work at work.” Taya despawned her meal. 
 
    “Funny, we talked just hours ago, yet you,” Juno’s voice jumped in intensity, “somehow omitted the ‘being shot in the fucking chest’ part!” 
 
    Taya tried to take the intensity for what it was—a genuine display of love and concern. “I’m just getting the damaged armor fixed,” she lied. “Want me unprotected?” 
 
    “Mmm, nice try but actual logic dictates that you don’t get shot at in the first place. Is this an acceptable week at the office to you?” 
 
    Yup. 
 
    “Jun, it’s just another year, tops.” Taya pushed down a spike of frustration. “Look, you know I’m safe now, right? Hell, you have access to my system. Track me on this gig if you want.” 
 
    Juno stood. “And you know that’s pointless.” 
 
    “I’m sorry my life makes you uncomfortable.” Taya remained sitting and let her voice grow distant. “I’m just getting by.” 
 
    “You’re just getting an adrenaline fix,” Juno snapped. 
 
    “You can change professions, but I can’t?” 
 
    “I’m struggling to comprehend just how many ballparks away from the point you are.” Juno seemed annoyed at Taya’s lack of anger. “Stop this lazy-ass deflecting.” 
 
    “Guess that’s hard to understand when your biggest concern is a passing grade.” 
 
    A pang of hurt bled across Juno’s face. She turned from Taya, cursing under her breath. It had been a cheap shot. Juno hadn’t told Taya about her wealthy upbringing until months into their friendship. 
 
    A pang of guilt forced Taya to break the silence. “Jun, I’m sorry. I mean, I’m waiting on a grade from Quinn. Who am I to talk?” 
 
    Juno turned back to her, tilting her face to meet Taya’s gaze. “I work harder than you, Taya. I certainly don’t struggle as much, but I put in the hours.” 
 
    Taya didn’t respond. 
 
    “I get your job can suck, but you chose it. You can’t then diminish what I have to do. That isn’t fair. And look, I know Quinn annoys you, he annoys me too.” It was clear these emotions had been bubbling in Juno for a while, and her voice rang with a firmness that implied hours of contemplation. Juno considered Taya for a long moment before softening her tone. “But he stepped up. He put aside his own grief and helped me get you out of the gutter.” 
 
    Despite Taya and Quinn openly despising each other before Syd passed—mostly due to Quinn trying to get Syd to enlist in the police academy—he was largely responsible for her not spiraling further in her depression. They had grieved together, and Quinn transitioned from encouraging Syd to pursue his interest in law enforcement to providing Taya with a job after her scholarships were pulled. Taya hadn’t been able to leave her home for months, and Quinn had supported her both financially and emotionally despite having known Syd longer than either Juno or Taya. Quinn was a piece of shit, but Taya owed him her current life—depression or not. 
 
    Taya unconsciously rolled her shoulders, burying the memories clawing at her from beyond the grave she’d put them in. The feel of Syd’s stained hospital bed. Syd, so thin, trying to hide his tears as they both realized he had become too weak to walk, too weak to make love. Taking him home when the doctors said they’d done all they could and needed the room. The final night, carrying his emaciated form to the bathroom, not realizing he’d been dead for hours. 
 
    He had been so still. Why didn’t I feel how cold he was? He was so angry. The shock—I failed him. I could have called an ambulance. I just cradled him—useless. I still haven’t returned his mother’s calls. I missed his fucking f— 
 
    Taya felt the first tear fall from her chin as Juno hugged her fiercely. “I didn’t mean to—you just froze and—God, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Time, Jun.” Taya didn’t return the hug. Anger burned hot at every memory. “Just give me time. I promise, I’ll get—ah. I promise I’ll keep working at it.” 
 
    After a beat, Juno released her and wiped the pain from her own face. “You still seeing Dr. Doax?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taya lied. “I can’t seem to stop being an ass today.” 
 
    “I mean, you got shot yesterday.” Juno smiled and tugged Taya’s hair as they separated. “Seems like a pretty reasonable excuse to me.” 
 
    The two of them finished making up long before Taya received the ping from Stubbs letting her know the procedure was done and she could wake up. After sending Juno back off to her own dreams, her personal paradise evaporated into the digital void, leaving Taya with nothing but a memory as the real world materialized around her. 
 
    There was a loud clang as Stubbs dropped something into the sink, followed by a muffled curse. A pale vampire glared down at Taya, cradling a limp woman bearing fresh bite marks in its arms. The words ‘Bite By Night’ stamped in a bloody font dominated the lower third of the poster. 
 
    Stubbs’ head appeared in Taya’s fuzzy field of vision, forcing her eyes to refocus. He pulled a cord from the round port behind her ear. “Wakey wakey, Teri.” 
 
    Taya blinked, pushing herself up in the Butcher’s Block as her system rebooted. “God, you and Quinn both with the nicknames… Wait, did I cry?” 
 
    “Yup. Watching a movie in there?” Stubbs was like the rest of the people in her new life. Aside from Quinn, none of them knew. Taya could sit with Stubbs without any ghosts cropping up in the conversation. Her former student life came with baggage, and the enforcer crowd didn’t give two shits about her dead fiancé. Half of them would probably mock her for it. Not Stubbs. 
 
    After giving her a strange look for her silence, Stubbs continued, “Anyway, I fixed your chest for free, just in case. You’re back up at one hundo. Your hands now tie into the same power rings on your back. I recharged your power bank, too. Isn’t this neat?” 
 
    Taya looked over to see Stubbs holding up the bloody nano mesh he had removed from her palms with a still-gloved hand. It dangled from his loose fingers, red stains seeping from the muscle wire into a metal sink. She rolled her eyes and flexed her fingers, feeling the minor enhancement. 
 
    Stubbs was frowning. “‘Quinn.’ You’re still working with Officer Asshole?” 
 
    “Duh.” Taya stretched her fingers back, trying to feel any difference. The only thing she felt now, though, was sluggish. It always took a couple of minutes for wear to restart properly. Taya usually kept hers on low, flaring it when needed. Having to rely only on her muscles made her feel like an uncoordinated child. “Having a cop to watch my back is priceless. Every mistake is taken care of. I’ve got it easier than any other apprentice I’ve met. Not a ding on my record.” 
 
    Stubbs sucked his teeth. “That’s the problem. He’s as dirty as they come and is dragging you in the mud. The guy’s a pig in every sense.” 
 
    “And you’re squeaky clean.” Taya dropped her legs from the operating chair and stood slowly. 
 
    “It’s different.” Stubbs began putting away his tools. “Look, we do what we need to do to pay the bills. He’s already got a salaried job with a pension. Quinn doesn’t need to be beating down people for money or whatever else he gets up to. The officer does it ’cause he likes it.” 
 
    “Stubbs, he’s fine. Quinn’s useful and loyal.” Taya swore her hands felt slightly stiffer than before. “He’s an idiot and, yeah, a pig, but I owe him.” 
 
    Stubbs tilted his head, that strange look returning. “Why? Is that why you hate debt?” 
 
    “God, no. He got me into the enforcer business, Stubbs. Couldn’t have done it without him.” 
 
    “Not exactly a favor people are grateful for most of the time. Why the hell are you an enforcer anyway?” Stubbs tossed the remnants of her procedure into a red medical bin, letting the lid slam shut. “You’ve let enough slip for me to know you didn’t dream of this life as a kid.” 
 
    Stubbs, stay in your box. 
 
    Burying the thought, Taya answered, “Am I in good enough shape to hit Dánkoma?” 
 
    Sighing, Stubbs turned to her. “Taya, partying right aft—” 
 
    “It’s for a job, Stubbs. I just want to make sure I won’t pass out if someone asks me to drink with them.” Taya pulled her jacket on before testing how her pistol felt with her new hands. “My hands feel powerful. Stiff, but strong.” 
 
    She checked her account balance. [$54,787]. The generous bastard had given her a hefty discount, and he would hate it if she brought it up. 
 
    “New price range comes with perks. As I said, it’s hooked into the power bank in your back. No crushing concrete, but… well, maybe. Weak concrete. The non-Roman kind.” Stubbs came over and scanned her eye, registering the upgrades. “You should be fine. Just don’t overdo it—and take sips. You need to stay aware in case something feels weird. Know what I mean? Don’t want any pins not to take.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taya agreed, examining her hands once more. “Sips.” 
 
      
 
    The daiquiri tasted magnificent as Taya slurped heavily enough to induce a brain freeze. Groaning, she pressed her free hand to her temple as her system muted the pain. Swallowing the last of her mouthful, Taya showed her tongue to the twink she’d spent the last half hour with. “Is it blue?” 
 
    “Mmm.” Robby, at least she thought that was his name, cocked his chin to the side, considering her agape mouth. “More purple actually.” 
 
    “Hey! That’s on brand.” She dimly flashed her eyes violet light. “See?” 
 
    “Mhm.” Robby made eye contact with someone behind her. “Look, my friends are here. It was really nice meeting you, though!” He patted her hand as he stood from the stool. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.” 
 
    “Oh.” Taya reflexively put her drink down. “Let me ping you my contact.” 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” Robby said with a smile Taya recognized as forced. He pulled his arm slowly from her grip. “Yeah, I’ll see you around.” 
 
    Taya turned off the wear she didn’t remember turning on. Blinking, she tried to realize how hard she’d grabbed the man’s arm. Embarrassed, she turned back to the bar, wondering just how long she’d bothered him with her chatter. 
 
    I was just using him to take time to survey the crowd. Right. 
 
    Taya ordered another drink. A rather pretty bartender with glow tattooed in a smeared style across her face added an extra splash of liquor at Taya’s request. Before Taya could request another lime wedge, the woman became distracted by something within her own hud and excused herself, ignoring Taya’s raised hand. 
 
    Despite the relatively early hour, Dánkoma was already teeming with patrons. The dance floor was packed with bodies as citizens from every floor of the megastructure writhed together, sweat-soaked fabrics clinging to their frames. It was the kind of place where people could come to feast on the pleasures of living. Unlike tamer clubs, Dánkoma still used real speakers to pound away at the air. It was intoxicating. From the stage, an artist Taya was unfamiliar with roared the lyrics, “TAKE YOUR MILLIGRAMS! TWENTY A DAY! TAKE YOUR MILLIGRAMS ’R THE CHILDREN PAY! TAKE YOUR MILLIGRAMS OR THEY’RE TAKEN AWAY!” 
 
    Taya knew if she took the glass elevator up to the second floor, the current mix of rock and rap would be replaced by a steady synth, and everything from the outfits worn to the drugs taken would shift entirely. The stairs, for those too impatient to wait for the lift, spiraled overhead and disappeared into the transparent pane of plexiglass above. Taya always appreciated that Dánkoma had chosen the more risqué route of installing a transparent ceiling. The flashing strobe lights made it almost impossible to see, but every so often, she caught a glimpse of a mass of shuffling feet, briefly illuminated beneath the pulse of neon lights before disappearing once more into darkness. That was the magic of the club. Dánk took full advantage of its massive size and reputation, a celebration of humanity’s lust for life. Despite its height, Dánkoma’s original owner had made sure the roof of the club did not touch the ceiling that served as the base to the adjacent floor, stopping just a few feet short. 
 
    Taya ached to enjoy the club’s pleasures, and the dancing couple making eyes at her made the temptation all the greater, but she was on the clock. No matter how badly she wished to party beneath the projections of dancing holomodels draped in sheer fabrics, it wouldn’t be appropriate. Taya had allowed herself another drink in addition to some other relaxants, but she had to remain sharp enough to focus on the objective. Nina—no, dammit—Nita. 
 
    “Hey!” She flagged down the replacement bartender. “Have you—hang on—I’m looking for a girl.” Taya pulled out the pocket display she always kept handy “Nita.” Taya extended the display, showing the photo Mrs. Carlson had provided. 
 
    The bartender, a lean man with aggressively hunched shoulders, shook his head and said, “No kids allowed here,” then walked over to another woman leaning provocatively over the bar. 
 
    Turning back to the bartender, she shouted, “Have you seen her, though?” Too loud to be ignored, the bartender shot her an annoyed look before shaking his head and focusing on the other customer. The woman began rattling off what seemed to be an entire party’s orders. 
 
    Taya raised her voice over the music. “Are you sure?” Now it was the woman’s turn to shoot Taya an annoyed look, but she ignored this and pushed on. “The police are looking for her.” 
 
    At this, the customer leaned back and away from Taya, despite the distance already between them. Not wanting to miss out on a tip, the bartender gestured at the woman to wait and walked back over to Taya, the lines between his brows deepening. 
 
    “The police?” His deep city accent was near Quinn’s own. 
 
    “So, judging by the look of recognition I caught before, I think it’s safe to say you saw her.” Taya took a long sip of her drink after pocketing her display, pinging the man’s system for his contact info. “Not a very good way to start a professional relationship, Paul.” 
 
    Paul pinged her system in return and took a photo of her—or at least she assumed the flash in his eye wasn’t just a chance reflection. “Why should I tell an enforcer? If the cops are on this, why’re ya here?” 
 
    “I’m just doing what my client asks.” Taya nearly gulped down the rest of her drink. It was damn delicious. If it were any other night, Taya might have given Juno a ring and talked her out of whatever book her nose was buried in. But Carlson was a client, dammit, and that demanded true discipline. “Did you see her, or are you not going to help find a lost kid?” 
 
    “Not ta be a fackin’ ass but, again, why tell you?” Paul asked, his eyes unfocused—a telltale sign of a message popping up to read in his hud. 
 
    She paused for a moment, waiting for him to refocus, and used the time to assess the man in front of her. Gaining sympathy from strangers wasn’t exactly in her wheelhouse, but low-level people usually had an inclination to be wary of strangers. Part of how they survived. “Like I said, I’m here on behalf of a client. A family member, one who’s not wanting to rely on overworked pigs to solve her case. My client said Nita was last pinged here.” 
 
    Paul waved away the women who had been impatiently waiting at the end of the bar and was attempting to flag him down once more. She huffed at the dismissal before moving on to another bartender. Paul bit his cheek before repeating, “We don’t let kids in.” 
 
    “Yeah, you mentioned, yet you know just as well as I do that false pings aren’t a thing. So maybe you can help me find the girl, yeah? You didn’t see her, did you? But you heard something. This is the kinda stuff the feeds eat up. Local bartender helps rescue kid.” 
 
    “Ya, I heard something.” Paul’s smirk made his face squish in a distinctly unpleasant way. “But I usually don’t help people who half-ass their job.” 
 
    Taya looked down to where he gestured and saw her vape sticking out of her pocket. 
 
    “Just taking the edge off.” Taya leaned in close, trying to regain control. The rhythmic light that moved across the space was hypnotic, begging her mind to glaze over and simply feel. She muffled the club’s music with her system, trying to focus. “What did you hear, Paul?” 
 
    “You’re working a missing persons case with red eyes and a drink,” Paul said, waving off another patron with growing frustration, “and I’m supposed to take you seriously? You’re taking money from someone with a missing kid, and you’re high on the facking job.” 
 
    Taya pocketed her vape. “I’m blending in.” 
 
    “Ha! Blending in by yelling at me in my bar? What if the responsible party was here? You blew your cover, yeah? Could be that guy right there.” Paul gestured to a man no older than nineteen trying to get the bartender’s attention from a few seats down. The kid was scrawny, all sharp elbows and collarbones. He smiled obliviously when he met Taya’s gaze. 
 
    Paul’s eyes glazed over once more as he received another message. 
 
    “I think we’re safe.” Taya pushed her drink away. She began to rise, considering whether to wait outside the club for Paul’s shift to end. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Wait,” Paul said with a sigh. “Yeah, there was a girl. Appears on one cam or another for a moment for a few days, but she’s always gone before security can find her. You said her name’s Nita?” 
 
    “She was on camera?” 
 
    Grabbing a new glass from below the bar, Paul began fixing Taya another drink. She watched him pour with a heavy hand, catching his eye when he pushed the drink forward. “A couple of the others think she’s a ghost. Moved about like Satan himself was guiding her.” 
 
    “Any chance you’ll let me at those recordings?” Taya nearly forgot the drink that was already halfway to her lips. 
 
    Paul sighed. “Kinda sad to know it was a real girl, ya know?” 
 
    Taya stared at him. “Yeah, Paul. It’s sad.” 
 
    Paul looked at a new group of patrons trying to wave him down. Taya noted their fangs with surprise; the three vampires showed no concern over the mass of people around them. 
 
    Heading in their direction, Paul called back over his shoulder, “I’ll let security know you’re coming.” 
 
    Taya blinked twice, capturing a shot of Paul’s face before sending it over to Quinn with the message: 
 
      
 
    Taya: Get info on this guy. First name’s Paul. This case might actually have an end. See what the oinker system’s got on him. I’ll pay you back. Promise. 
 
      
 
    Taya had a terrible feeling about the combination of Dánkoma serving vampires and Nita, who’d apparently been using it as her own personal hideaway. If she had been taken by a biter, Nita would be long dead. Off-pack vamps never took children to be turned. They were an easy meal, nothing more. 
 
    The idea of going after an actively hunting biter positively terrified her, but if circumstances allowed, she might be able to properly test her wear on one of the nasty parasites. Fresh off the bag or not, if this creature had switched from packblood to human, it would already possess a formidable amount of strength. The bounty on feeding vampires was tremendous, enough to make Taya’s mouth water. It would certainly dwarf the pay Carlson was giving her. All she needed was proof. 
 
    It was an exciting opportunity, to say the least. 
 
    The thought wilted as quickly as it had bloomed. Proof would come in the form of finding Nita, dead and discarded, in one of the lower floors. Guilt slammed into her like a train, causing her hands to ball into fists. It wasn’t until she felt a warm hand on her elbow that she was jerked from her reverie. 
 
    Her eyes focused on the tall form of a security guard in front of her who had been gesturing in the direction of the far wall and a door labeled ‘Office.’ 
 
    Her chaperone, no doubt. 
 
    Ignoring a response from Quinn, probably scolding her to some degree, Taya nodded to show she understood and began to trail in his wake, using her system to glance at his contact information in the process. 
 
    Once inside the main office, the door sealed behind her with a soft hush, muffling the volume of the music beating against the walls. The guard, whose name she had learned was Jeremy, spun to face her. “No searching about willy-nilly.” Jeremy was positively adorable in his attempt to appear threatening. “Our clients like their privacy. Keep that date filter on.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Taya replied absently as her eyes slipped out of focus, her system automatically recording everything her eyes saw as she scrolled through hundreds of pings from the night of Nita’s disappearance. Laws required every system to blink with small lights within the lens when actively recording. Taya had balked at that, so Quinn had supplied her with an unregistered police system to run within her implants and hud. It provided Taya with an incredible list of features well outside the limits and was invaluable in moments like these. 
 
    If the vamp is getting into clubs, it’s at least trying to maintain a registered life. 
 
    As she let her system run, she turned her attention to the guard beside her. “I’ve got a tough question for ya.” 
 
    Jeremy blinked at her, and the glow around his eyes pulsed. “What?” 
 
    “You hear about the ghost that lives here?” Taya debated planting a bug in the club’s system but thought better. They probably cleaned it regularly, and, with digital fingerprints becoming easier and easier to follow these days, it would probably be more of a hassle than it was worth. 
 
    “Yeah, what about it?” 
 
    Kid’s stealing my brand. 
 
    Ignoring the guard’s stare and suspicious tone, Taya set her system to work, severing the club from the main network and allowing her a window of time before any alarms could be raised. Working quickly, Taya copied the recordings into her own drive, took the picture Mrs. Carlson had provided of Nita, and ran a local scan against the photo. Two recordings came back from the night of Nita’s final ping. Taya downloaded them both before opening them within the display. 
 
    “Have you seen her?” Taya played both recordings side by side. 
 
    “No. But she ain’t real. Those recordings are doctored. Gotta be a prank.” 
 
    The first recording was of a hall connecting a series of admin offices on a middle floor separating the two types of entertainment Dánkoma offered. It seemed unlikely Nita would have found herself in a sterile environment such as this. But then the image of a child flashed across the screen, entering beneath a glowing red exit sign and disappearing through another door before Taya had a chance to blink. She had half expected it to be a false positive, but the flash of blue jeans and a purple shirt were the same clothes Carlson had described. As soon as the girl disappeared from the first recording, she reappeared on the second. The timestamp in the bottom corner indicated this had taken place many hours later. Nita sprinted from a stairwell, crashing into the wall opposite the door she’d exploded from before ducking into an employee bathroom. 
 
    “Mmm, don’t think so.” The recording ended after Nita’s disappearance from the frame, but Taya needed to see what happened after. Heartbeats passed as she watched. Nothing. “Looks like a real little girl to me.” 
 
    “What?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    Taya stared at the screen, willing her system to have missed some shot of Nita leaving the toilet. Just as Taya was about to give up, a tall man walked into frame. He paused to glance in both directions before making his way down the hall. As his eyes met the camera, the red within them was unmistakable. 
 
    Vampire. 
 
    “No, no, no…” 
 
    The creature skulked toward the same restroom door. Taya watched in horror as it pushed its way into the room the girl had just entered. 
 
    Taya reached out and grabbed the display, pulling it closer on its hinge. 
 
    “Hey!” Jeremy grabbed Taya by the collar and tore her from the display. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Smacking his hands away, she opened the recording within her own system, backed it up on her home server, and jumped to the timecode. The vampire exited the restroom just over a minute later, casually throwing a paper towel to the floor by his feet. 
 
    Taya closed the recording. “I have to see the night before. He could have been stalking her. I’ll run the vampire’s face too.” 
 
    “What? I mean, no.” While Jeremy struggled to find his tongue, he gripped her arm, forcing her toward the exit. “Seriously, don’t try anything. I’m watching, a’ight?” 
 
    “The cops had to have come by and seen this. They aren’t that dim.” Taya didn’t get a reply, just a blank stare from Jeremy. “The cops got this, right?” 
 
    The guard picked up his pace, pushing open the door and practically shoving her toward the dance floor. “Time for ya to go. I don’t want nothin’ to do with cops.” 
 
    The man’s eyes glossed over as he responded to some message, and Taya struggled to stifle her frustration. “No cops have been by? None?” 
 
    How did I beat the cops here? Wait, where would the body have gone? 
 
    Rumors of vampires able to put a trance on the weak-minded haunted Taya’s thoughts. This monster could have made the girl meet him somewhere else or ordered her to hide in the bathroom until he came back for her. It all added up, except there had been no more pings for either individual in the system that night. 
 
    “Cops come by here all the time. Keep resisting and I’ll ’ave ’em here again putting a knee in your back!” 
 
    “I need to see the pings for the rest of the week,” Taya commanded. “C’mon, man, a girl’s life is on the line.” 
 
    “Piss off.” Ignoring her halfhearted attempts to resist, Jeremy gave her one last push toward the mass of gyrating bodies at the center of the room. He had to shout to make his voice heard. “Get lost, enforcer. If I’d have known—” He cut himself off with a shake of his head. “Paul’s done me dirty.” 
 
    I can compare the creep’s face to the Public Vampire Record. 
 
    “Fine. Just—if you’ve seen this guy, let me know. A’ight?” Taya pulled out her display pad and brought up an image of the vampire she’d kept paused in her hud. 
 
    His gaze bounced from the picture of the creature back to her face, clearly annoyed, then answered. “You think the kid’s in real danger?” 
 
    Taya motioned pointedly at the display. 
 
    Jeremy’s eyes lingered on the screen taking in the biter, his brows furrowing almost imperceptibly as he wrestled with some decision. Finally, he closed his eyes, and his shoulders loosened as he released a long breath. “You’re just accusing random biters to solve a case. This is a restricted—” 
 
    Taya didn’t need to hear any more. Turning back toward the intoxicating chaos of Dánkoma, she called over her shoulder, “Thanks for the incompetence!” 
 
    Taya stood on the third dance floor of Dánkoma, considering what to do. 
 
    Well, go search the bathroom. 
 
    Making her way through Dánkoma took her only a few minutes. A small elevator took her to a floor near the room where the public schematic of Dánkoma had the restroom listed. Taya exited the box, leaving two men going at it more than even Dánk would likely allow. 
 
    “Security here can suck, and the rooms up top are expensive. Recommend the hotel across the str—all right, never mind.” She turned away as the doors closed and took in the hall before her. It matched the recording she’d seen. Walking forward, Taya entered what the camera had been able to see. A stairway was to her left and, further than the lens could see, an exit into a connecting tunnel. 
 
    First, she went to the door. It wasn’t locked, but as she entered she noticed a lock on the hotel side of the tunnel. It required a guest’s keycard. Checking it with her A.I., Taya encountered a surprising level of security. It would take her several seconds to break, though it was still on the connected network. Supposedly, everything on the public network was tracked and traced, meaning people who didn’t know what they were doing couldn’t breach shit without their system being tagged immediately. Taya knew what she was doing, and Quinn’s gifted police-grade system made her borderline untraceable. He claimed it was his way of letting her explore the freedom that came with being an enforcer, whatever that meant. 
 
    Heading back into the club, Taya felt the train passing below the tunnel connecting the two buildings. It would go by every few minutes like clockwork, also hooked into the public network so all could see exactly when their trains would arrive. 
 
    Looking back down the hall, she watched a server holding a tray of empty drinks enter the elevator she’d come from. By the time she reached the bathroom, two more people had entered and exited the hall. It seemed to be a central place used largely by staff to get around. Still, she was walking around without eliciting unwanted attention, which meant the predator could have as well. 
 
    Reaching the bathroom, she pushed open the door and found a reasonably clean restroom—by Dánk’s standards. It was completely vacant. The trash was empty, and upon giving the stall a look, nothing seemed out of place. Taya wasn’t sure what she’d expected—claw marks, bloodstains, or a note stating, ‘Hey, I killed the kid!’ would have all been nice, but she was forced to leave frustrated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: No Problem 
 
      
 
    Outside on the street, Taya strolled beneath a parade of advertisements as bright flashes of neon bathed the entertainment district in a rainbow glow. Floor Fifty-Seven still maintained a decent balance of everyday life, at least for a lower-mid level, but that had begun to shift more and more over the past few years as the floor began to cater to more nightlife. A fairly common occurrence, from what Taya understood. As each generation grew more and more accepting of their life within the megastructures, the world around them grew smaller, and life began to focus more on the simple pleasures. One of the social evolutions everyone knew probably wasn’t good for the human condition overall, but no action was ever taken to counteract it. Too much money to be made in shrinking the world down to the display in front of your face and hud within your eye. 
 
    Taya stepped onto a grated merchants’ walk, feeling the low, ever-present hum of the megastructure beneath her feet. A fragrance seller pumped artificial air in front of her face. 
 
    “It only costs—” 
 
    “No.” Taya pushed past the small man. The artificially produced perfumes were meant to smell of the outdoor world long ago, before the haze had settled and humanity had been forced indoors. Ads were bad enough, but the social discomfort of having someone try to sell something directly to her put a simmer of anger in Taya’s mood. It was not helped by the horridly earthy smell the merchant had made her walk through. Attempts at re-creating ‘natural’ smells often resulted in what Taya considered to be something far worse than the haze—a malodorous mix of grit and rot that set her teeth on edge. Shit, now it’s on my fucking clothes. 
 
    Doing her best to ignore the pungent smell filling her nostrils, Taya rang Quinn. Within seconds, his avatar popped into her lower-right field of view. 
 
    “Still working on it, T.” Annoyance laced his words. “Why am I checking on a random bartender? I’ve had Paul serve me, I think. He’s fine.” 
 
    “Hey, you wanted me to handle this. I’m handling. For all you know, he might be my current lead. You saying I should care that you like him?” Taya pulled a vape pen from her pocket, inhaling a drag. “Shouldn’t be surprised. Turns out the cops haven’t even been to Dánkoma yet. Can you pull up the report? I want to see what Carlson gave them. Might’ve forgotten something with me. Has to be a reason why they haven’t been here yet.” 
 
    Quinn’s avatar bit its lower lip for a brief moment as, Taya assumed, he searched through the police files within his own hud. Even his avatar had been fitted with glow to match his real-life counterpart, allowing the blue of his knuckles to reflect off the platinum chain around his neck. “Can’t find the report.” 
 
    “What?” Taya stopped in her tracks. “Mrs. Carlson isn’t a liar. She spoke to the police.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.” The avatar shrugged in her vision. “There’s nothin’ here, boo. Only the enforcer summons. Didn’t go through our system. And Paul has no record. Clean.” 
 
    Paul Flayer, the good-boy bartender? 
 
    “I’ve got a vamp for you to look into. Profile is in your inbox.” Taya took one last drag of her pen before putting it away. “How does a report go missing?” 
 
    “Honestly, not a clue. I’ve overlooked a lot of shady shit in my career, but—” 
 
    “Overlooked?” Taya scoffed, setting off for the train station once more. “Quinn, no offense, but I’ve watched you plant evidence. Carlson wouldn’t lie, and she called the police directly. This hit your system, and someone pulled it.” 
 
    “Only when I knew they were guilty. Gut stuff—I got a great gut. It’s why they keep me on the beat. It’s possible the responding officer just facked it up. I’ll check on it.” Quinn’s avatar had a display pad appear in his hand. “Got the vamp. It’s in the P.V.R. I’m going over his profile. Skinny bastard.” 
 
    “Packblooded ones tend to be.” Taya pulled out her pen for a super-quick, definitely-the-last drag. “Sweet-talked my way into security footage.” 
 
    Quinn tensed. “How’d ya manage that?” 
 
    “Dropped your name and claimed to be your deputy, said if they had a problem or anything went wrong to contact you.” 
 
    Pinching his temple, Quinn seemed stuck between frustration and amusement. “Kidding?” 
 
    “Fucking duh. Can you get me the address? We might’ve caught a bloodsucker slipping into bad habits.” 
 
    “There’s good money in that,” Quinn encouraged. 
 
    Taya sent Quinn a cut-down segment of the recording showing the vampire following Nita in with one cut and leaving with another. A simple edit to make in a near instant through her A.I. 
 
    “Only question left is, where is the body? Could… the trance thing be real? Vampire couldn’t eat the whole-ass kid.” Taya felt a pang of revulsion. “Ew. Sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t…” Quinn hesitated. “Kinda dangerous. Carlson would certainly pay in full for taking out the biter with this amount of evidence. I can make sure the follow-up by us boots rapidly rules in yer favor.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” Taya exhaled. Carlson would be obligated to pay, but if Taya couldn’t even secure a body, she doubted the woman would have closure. 
 
    Quinn’s avatar took on a forced cheer. “I’ll report this biter to the hunters. It’ll be added to the hit list with this footage. I’m sure they’ll deploy some kamikaze drones. Not even an old-fashioned door kicking. Just a bot with facial recognition and some boom powder attached to it. No class. No tact. Super efficient.” 
 
    Trying to not roll her eyes, Taya’s mind flashed to a memory of overhearing Mrs. Carlson crying in the bathroom. She had been so alone even when Taya had lived with her. The loneliness had filled the apartment like a bad smell. 
 
    “Hey, Quinn…” 
 
    He looked up from the display in his avatar’s hand. “Yeah?” 
 
    “How long is that list?” Taya asked. “Of biters to look into.” 
 
    “Grows faster than they can shrink it, so…” Quinn ticked off fingers. “What’s more than infinite? ’Cause it’s growing beyond infinity. Hunting ain’t the profession it used to be, and more vamps are poppin’ up than ever before.” 
 
    “One infinite can be greater than another.” Taya imagined trying to console Mrs. Carlson, telling her a drone would eventually kill the biter responsible and to check some feed for updates daily. 
 
    Knowing Carlson, she’d check every hour until it was done—if she lived long enough to see it done. Taya had already wanted the bounty for herself—splitting a purse made her want to spit—but this conclusion just felt soulless to her. 
 
    “They can?” Quinn was staring at her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Get me the file on that biter. I’m going after him. Don’t pass this to the hunters. The money is mine—no split.” 
 
    “We’ll get paid no matter what, T. Fat cut off the bounty too.” The display disappeared from the image of Quinn’s hand. He thought for a moment before continuing, “Wait, hold on, whoa, hold up… you wanting a solo biter bounty?” 
 
    Taya turned the corner in the direction of the nearest train stop. “Yeah, or take him in.” 
 
    Quinn shook his head. “Let me come along, T. This ain’t some creep or thug. He’ll be strong.” 
 
    “Stubbs got me patched. I’ll be fine.” Taya’s eyes caught on the bruises littering her knuckles. Purple and blue splotches that stung to the touch, broken by cuts too shallow to scar. Taya liked the pain in a way; it was a sign of power—progress. “I need to do this alone. It’s my big test, right?” 
 
    Quinn’s avatar bit its lip again as Taya passed a glow parlor. The woman visible through the window, a bright tiger being added down her spine, looked as if she was just about done with the pain of the process. The artist laid the glow torch onto the tiger-patterned skin, flaring light throughout the entire design in waves as he brushed his way down the tail. The colors pulsed as the torch hissed over the specialized ink. 
 
    Quinn’s tone softened. “Taya, I know what you’re ready for, and—” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Hearing a chime toll the arrival of the next train, Taya watched as a flood of people entered the train station. It was possible she’d be able to catch it before it left in a hurry. Reluctantly, she turned from the glow parlor. “Quinn, I promise you, I’ll handle this.” 
 
    A passing drone rose above the tracks and twisted sharply toward the ceiling. A tiny pathway, only available to small delivery drones, would open up far above and allow the machine to reach distant levels far faster than any lift. 
 
    Quinn’s tone had stiffened back up. “They get strong after feeding on us. This could get straight nightmarish. I should come.” 
 
    “No, Quinn. I’m gonna have to take the lift low, and you reek of cop. I’d rather not get jumped on the way to his front door, a’ight?” Taya put her pen away, only to pull it out once more for another drag. “Plus, I doubt Nita was turned. Just a meal for the beast… I hope,” she finished under her breath. 
 
    Frenzied, freshly turned vampires, created when a victim drank vampiric blood, could overpower with ease even the highest-grade wear an enforcer could access. Taya had seen videos to prove it. The military was often forced to deploy swarms of suicide drones to take them down. No one was sure how long the craze lasted. When asked, biters always replied with essentially an unhelpful ‘depends.’ Whenever it did end, the vampire was required to feed on fresh human blood in order to maintain even half their former strength. 
 
    “The idea of a frenzied child… terrifying—oh!” Quinn read something before saying, “‘Oscar’ is what the profile says. Address is in the Public Vampire Registry. Sent your way.” 
 
    She blinked. “Oscar? Really? Doesn’t sound like what the dead typically choose when they turn.” 
 
    “I dunno what to tell you.” Quinn shrugged, avatar fastening the top buttons on his slightly uniform. “Guess it chose ‘Oscar.’” 
 
    “I guess so.” Taya rounded a corner, nearly bumping into a vendorbot offering printMeat. Juices dribbled down identical cuts onto the metal cart. The smell of fresh prints tickled her nostrils. If her stomach weren’t twisted into a nervous knot, she might have snatched a bite. 
 
    Quinn’s tension seemed to grow. “Just stay… I don’t know. It’s just important ya stay focused. Earn the title of enforcer. You kill this murderer, babe, and people will talk. I couldn’t keep you as an apprentice if I tried. This is your chance to get off on ya own. I believe you can do this. If he fed just this once, one bullet to the head will do the trick.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me handle it,” Taya said. “And before you go…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Call me ‘babe’ or ‘boo’ again and I’ll put this thing’s severed head in your fucking bed.” 
 
    “Now, that will get them talking!” Her partner chuckled before ending the call, his avatar blipping from her vision. 
 
    Nerves put a hesitation into Taya’s step. When she finally did get home, two small packages greeted her, resting outside her door. 
 
    Extra ammunition for her revolver and a better speaker that she had been saving for. 
 
    Kicking the door shut with her heel and entering her home, Taya hooked up the speaker to the rest of her system and began blaring her favorite playlist. Drums began to reverberate in her apartment. Most people were satisfied with their internal system playing audio so as to avoid the possibility of bothering others. Taya wanted to feel it in her chest. The bass thumped against her rib cage as Taya washed her face in the sink, singing along with the few lyrics. 
 
    She opened her messages to Quinn. 
 
      
 
    Taya: zzz any day now zzz 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Floor 9, N Crown Apartment 1316. Mr. Oscar Ferrer has no illegal bites on file. I don’t buy it. Hiding this low in the structure? BE CAREFUL! 
 
      
 
    Taya: Floor 9? 
 
    Taya: That low? 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Scum likes to be close to the dirt. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Nice, Officer. Aren’t you supposed to view every citizen equally? 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Vamps weren’t citizens when I took that oath. 
 
      
 
    She checked the time. The structure would have dimmed its lights for late evening, limiting the ad light as well. Only storefronts were allowed to remain at their preferred brightness. It was Taya’s favorite time of day, the time when the noise settled a bit before the energy of the night began to pollute even the snootiest of levels. Yes, every microcity had its orientations, but that didn’t mean each didn’t possess some salacious streets—resulting in every level having areas she wanted to avoid once the lights went all the way down. 
 
    If Oscar was going out tonight, Taya would have to move now if she planned to have any hope of catching him. Its type liked the cloak of darkness provided by the designated sleeping hours within the megastructures. It was the only time when seeing vampires became somewhat commonplace. 
 
    Do I even want to? Maybe I could search this Oscar’s nest for evidence while it’s out. 
 
    The thought worsened Taya’s mood. Was it wrong to not want to devote all of her efforts into capturing the creature? The evidence had seemed mildly damning, but what if it was innocent? She was heading out to kill something, and that rang of a kill job. Something Taya had sworn she’d never do for money. 
 
    What are the odds I can take a feeding biter in alive? 
 
    Given what was said on the news, the thought rang sour in her mind. On top of that, if she took it in alive, the burden of proof to keep him locked up and close the case rose drastically. The vampire could dispute the charges, and some activist group could even get Oscar a lawyer. It was part of the reason Taya detested kill jobs. It was a path for lazy or corrupt enforcers to get bags without worrying about any pushback. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    But if it was feeding on the living, every hour she let the thing live meant another child could die. Feeling a confusing mixture of nerves Taya didn’t entirely understand, she began to get ready. She splashed water from the sink on her face and swallowed several gulps from the water-stained faucet, hoping to sober up as best as she could before coming face-to-face with the biter. Cracking a stick of stims, Taya swallowed the powder within, feeling her mind clear while her heart rate rose. 
 
    Taya changed into a black shirt, one that she had come to consider quite lucky. It had survived dozens of jobs without suffering a single snag. Stains? Sure. But no rips, yet. Pulling on her white jacket, Taya checked the mirror. Aside from appearing tired, she looked fine. Her clothing was clean and fit well, if a little loose. Her boots, on the other hand, appeared to have been literally run ragged. 
 
    Next paycheck. 
 
    After snatching up her backpack, Taya holstered her pistol. She had bought the weapon her first day as an enforcer, and her initial love of the matte-white gun had only grown since. The unpainted, underside metal—not printed, completely genuine steel—contrasted sharply with the creamy color of the grip. It was a little front-heavy for her taste, but at the right moments, that made every movement with the weapon feel purposeful. 
 
    Moral obligation. That bloodsucker’s not been feeding long, so it will only get stronger. Not to mention you have new wear to test. Taya looked at her hands and forearms as she flexed them. Now is the time to do this. Fight a… member of the undead with stronger… hands. Cool. 
 
    Heading for the door, Taya half zipped her jacket and tightened the straps on her loaded-up pack. The weight of extra ammo and meds made her feel a bit ridiculous, but she’d rather be overprepared than caught out of bullets on a low level. 
 
    Once more into the breach, dumbass. 
 
    The click of her apartment locking behind her felt oddly final. Her paranoia rose every time she went into the lowest levels. On the lift down, Taya chambered a round into her weapon. It was illegal to do so within the structure without an immediate threat, but who would know? Taya did keep the safety on—she wasn’t insane. The printed air-pressure-filled rounds were far less penetrating than the slug that had split her chest, but they were still designed to kill. Cartridges depending on air pressure instead of powder had become law within the megastructures decades prior, making reinforced printer material enough to stop just about every legal round. Bullets no longer went bang; instead, every shot made a snap, followed by a trailing hiss. 
 
    She zoned out within the crowded lift, not bothering to watch the floors of life drifting by. Much easier to do without Quinn bothering her. Closing her eyes, Taya let herself drift. 
 
    Taya imagined kicking down this vampire’s front door, catching him feeding on a somehow still-alive Nita. She’d blow the creep’s head off with a single, perfectly placed round and bring the lost child back to a cheering Mrs. Carlson. Quinn would sign off on her full license, and Taya would have one hell of a reputation if her first solo gig was taking down an active feeder. 
 
    Realizing she’d been continually puffing away at her pen, Taya pulled the black tube loaded with a mostly empty cartridge from her lips. Her attempt at dulling her nerves slipped far into numbness, battling the stims still in her system. Cursing herself silently, Taya pocketed her vape as the lift sounded its arrival, ding. The gate pulled back, and Taya stepped onto Floor Nine—the lowest she had ever been. Steadily, the crowd within the lift had shrunk until it was just her. 
 
    The haze filters had to work double-time down here for half the result. A sludgelike green tinted the world around her. Muted neon colors struggled with the half-seen pollution. The streets were narrow; barely twenty feet separated the lines of shops, bars, brothels, and apartments. This low in the structure, apartment complexes often extended well into the roof and beyond, sometimes even continuing into the spaces between floors and out onto the next. Street gangs utilized such alternative routes to move between floors without being scanned by the lifts. Everything was low and dense. A necessity to keep the structure strong enough to support its twenty-kilometer height. 
 
    Dark figures moved about the fog, often shrouded by hoods or full haze-gear. Masks of a thousand different styles covered some faces, glow trailing behind in an effect only seen from within the haze. As Taya stepped onto the street, she donned her own mask, a jagged thing with the rubber seal stopping just above her eyes. Taking a long drag, Taya grimaced at the filtered taste. The sound of her own loud breathing was muted by her system’s A.I., allowing her to fully experience the odd stillness of the low floor. 
 
    God, even the ads are hard to see. 
 
    The whispering that floated in the back of Taya’s mind, a constant presence, suddenly pressed forward. She found herself being pitched the cheapest kind of cybernetic enhancements as if they were blessings from the gods above. The pieces were visible and clunky, the kind of attachments and add-ons that had long since disappeared from the higher floors in favor of much more reliable and subtle wear. 
 
    They still market like this here? 
 
    Within her hud, Taya opened a map of the floor. The complex she sought was only a few blocks away. The pulsing red dot of her location on the map slowly tracked with her as she began to make her way down the street. Faces blended within the mist, often turning to follow Taya’s progress as she moved through the microcity. Neon, disturbingly dull compared to that above, shimmered from a thousand different angles. The printed buildings didn’t reflect the colors, matte material causing the entire city to appear far darker than she was accustomed to. 
 
    A wave of nausea slammed into Taya, her breath coming more rapidly. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Cranking her wear, Taya fought to calm the building panic within her. Paranoia painted every curious glance her way in a terrifying light. The densely packed population moved like a body of water, the disorienting momentum of which carried Taya until the red dot within her hud overlapped with her target’s at the very edge of the megastructure. An area some considered bad luck. She stood outside an alley adorned with a sign declaring, ‘Luxury Apartments Available Today!’ 
 
    Breaking from the busy street, Taya stepped off into the mouth of an alley, planting her hands heavily on her knees. Walking further from the shrouded crowd, Taya realized she’d been experiencing claustrophobia for the first time in her life. In the narrow alley, alone but for a man further down napping under a blanket, Taya began to feel some relief. The mist stopped swimming before her eyes. Closing them made it worse. Taya grunted as she nearly upheaved in her own mask. 
 
    “Damn,” Taya said as she got her breath under control. While much of her panic had come from the strange environment around her, the haze within her own mind caused her to further curse her own lack of self-control. 
 
    Losing track of how many slow breaths she took, Taya finally stood up straight. 
 
    “Enforcer Taya Mint,” a voice called. “I come with a message.” 
 
    Taya froze, turning her head slowly. 
 
    A man with dwarfism called to her from across the street. He was inked with a thin, white glow around his eyes and chin, and he did not bother with a mask. At her hesitation, he pulled a messenger badge from his pocket, proffering it as she approached. Impersonating a member of the Messenger Service would result in an immediate sentencing down to One—the prison for those considered too dangerous for standard holding facilities. Those in power had done all they could to protect the guild that supplied the only truly untraceable form of communication. In a world where listening devices could be the size of a pinhead, true privacy became a scarce resource. 
 
    In return for taking on the responsibility, the Messenger Service was granted complete access to location data within the structure. Not only did they know where you were, powerful A.I.’s helped them predict where you might go. The Messenger Service was one of the few societies not even the most powerful dared to cross. Those who attempted to violate the rules often ended up dead, regardless of social or economic status. 
 
    Taya approached the man leaning against a suit shop, trying to remember the formal greeting used for messengers. His glow was impressive enough to make her almost forget the ceremonial opening for messengers. Streaks of intentionally faded brushstrokes paralleled up both of his cheeks all the way to a receding hairline, letting off a soft white light. “Umm… I heard you bring word.” 
 
    “Untrue. Word brings me.” The man finished the ceremony with a joyous tone. He pinged her system, confirming her identity. He didn’t wear a mask, so Taya slipped off her own, accepting the slight burn in her throat from the mild haze. 
 
    Taya sent over a generous tip. “Having a good day?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t typically come this low. Not many can afford my service down here.” His grin became strained, the lines of his face growing deeper, yet his voice kept its happy lilt. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I enjoy the change of scenery.” 
 
    Taya looked about as a group of women in cheap, flashing, multicolored glow walked by. Two of them eyed Taya with open suspicion. “How long were you paid to wait?” 
 
    “My employer paid for true anonymity.” The messenger pulled a piece of burn paper from his coat pocket and handed it over with a gray, cybernetic hand, a feature every messenger adopted once they began their service. “Aside from that, I can give no other information. Sorry.” 
 
    She took the paper with a nod. “Thank you. The guilds remain true.” 
 
    “The guild remains true.” The messenger turned sharply and walked off, his business complete. He would have no memory of Taya. No messenger was able to pick out any of their clients from a lineup. The implants of the guild were wired in ways no one outside of their organization could replicate. Rumors ran wild, from technology found in alien ships to dark magics. Most were just grateful the technology had remained behind those walls. The possibility of what the markets within superstructures could do with memory-altering technology scared all, with the exception of those at the top. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Did you send me a messenger? 
 
      
 
    Quinn: No. 
 
    Quinn: Wait, you got one? 
 
      
 
    Taya cracked the seal of the burn paper. Black ink scrawled into the paper was embossed in a simple font. It read: ‘j15rj19e00.’ 
 
      
 
    Taya: Yup. It’s a disposable channel. 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Most are these days. Going to call it? 
 
      
 
    Taya: How would anyone know I’m on this or that I happened to be on the ninth floor? The messenger was waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    A vendor propositioned Taya with a bracelet from their cart as she passed by, heading back across the street. Taya gestured a soft no as she considered the message. Pre-established channels could be set up for calls of two or more to jump into without ever having to contact each other’s system. 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Want me to escalate this to Tier Three? Proof someone is hiring outside help can justify that. It means it will get pulled from you without penalty. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Nah. Now I’m curious. 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Sure you don’t want backup? You haven’t seen the biter, have you? 
 
      
 
    Taya: Nope and nope. I’ll hit you up after. 
 
      
 
    Quinn: Deal. Keep that pistol loaded. 
 
      
 
    Taya rang the number, staying on the public sidewalk. 
 
    A tattooed, slim woman with a pallid complexion answered Taya’s call. Her face was mildly gaunt with a mousy nose. Her visible body glow consisted of venomous emerald lips; tracks of poison, half dried and mimicking tear tracks, dripped down her chin and trailed onto her neck. The woman’s hands displayed a remarkably complex lime-colored pattern of overlaid neon, keeping with the green theme. To top it all off, matching dyed fangs poked out as she smiled, capturing Taya’s attention. 
 
    She glowed her teeth. Who does that? 
 
    But it was those ruby-red eyes that kept Taya’s attention. The woman had been generous with her eye shadow, carefully crafting two fangs to hang from the clouds beneath her eyes. The vicious-looking design emphasized the vampiric color of her irises while somewhat effectively hiding the exhaustion clear even in the avatar’s face. Whether it was an attempt at a convincing fake or the woman’s real appearance, Taya couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Ya know, most of the dead stick with a more black-on-black color palette.” Taya’s hand unconsciously twitched toward her hip holster. The creature could be floors away, and that still wouldn’t have lessened the fear tingling up her spine. Having the undead’s attention was always a threat. “The green is a nice touch.” 
 
    “I’ve found what works for me.” Her voice slithered in the way only vampires had. Even through her hud, Taya felt her body loosen at the hypnotic speech. “Helga.” 
 
    “Had it long?” 
 
    Helga cracked a confused grin. “What?” 
 
    Taya couldn’t stop her hand from unconsciously twitching for the pistol once again. “I just—uh, cause—never mind.” 
 
    “My god, you really do work high, don’t you?” Helga tilted her head, clearly examining Taya’s avatar. “You didn’t even come in here with a false face.” 
 
    “You hired a messenger to find me,” Taya rebuked. “Doesn’t take a genius to realize you’d know my face.” 
 
    “Of course, consider me embarrassed.” The woman raised an eyebrow. There was a slight edge to Helga’s voice Taya couldn’t place. It went beyond the undead’s unnatural tones. “Let’s just get to it. There is nothing to be gained with what you’re doing. This doesn’t need to get worse. Stop, please.” 
 
    “Why?” Taya asked plainly. It felt like less from her end would be a smart choice for this type of conversation. Let Helga do the talking. 
 
    Helga laughed, glowing fangs flaring. “Or… things will get very bad for you.” The vampire was speaking carefully. “Seriously, the players involved are more dangerous than you could possibly understand. You’re a child about to step off the ledge and into the deep end of the abyss.” 
 
    “So, what’s your connection to all of this?” Taya sent her A.I. into the call data, gathering what little it could. “You feed on kids too?” 
 
    “What? No. And neither has this Oscar, as far as I know.” 
 
    “‘This Oscar’? So you don’t know him. Helping a stranger out of altruism,” Taya observed. Watching Helga blink in surprise was quite satisfying. “If you’re interested in protecting people, why not help me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to stop people from getting hurt on my—I’m just trying to stop more bad things from happening.” Helga’s avatar leaned forward slightly, a common indicator that the person on the other end of the call was sitting in the real world. “Everything that’s happened here is personal. You’re stepping into family business. This won’t end with an arrest, it can’t. Only blood.” 
 
    Taya felt a twitch of frustration. “Fine. So this family of vampires is protecting Oscar? Why shouldn’t I just kill ’im for the money and turn you all in? And, ya know, seems like I’d be making a powerful family happy. That doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Family of vampires? Good luck with that.” Helga’s eyes narrowed, weighing Taya. ”Also, there are no confirmed kills on your record.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Taya’s shoulders slouched. Taking a deep breath, she tried a new approach. “The report is missing. No one is even looking for Nita right now but me. You want me to just let her go?” 
 
    She assumed Quinn would refile the report, but Taya had no idea what the police would do with their original interview with Carlson missing. Boots tended to avoid any situation that could lead to bad press, and Carlson going to the press to drum up interest in Nita’s disappearance would become very easy if it became a story about police incompetence. 
 
    Taya was happy to see a pang of concern cross Helga’s face. The look seemed genuine. She hadn’t known the report had vanished. 
 
    “I understand you’re an enforcer looking for a paycheck, but you haven’t asked me to pay you off.” To Taya’s surprise, the woman’s words held anxiety. Helga’s eyes narrowed. She leaned back, pointing a finger at Taya. “I can’t, can I? You care.” 
 
    Taya shrugged in response but then froze, noticing Helga’s sleeve slip up her arm to expose a small, sketched tattoo of the Cheshire Cat. The lack of glow within the ink was uncommon, especially for such colorful work. Having non-package glow on a burner avatar profile would be like painting a rental drone. Some simple green glow aesthetic to distract would take seconds to put on. Many did it to leave a confusing impression. More difficult to see the details through a lot of flash. An old-school tattoo, though? That had to be manually scanned in. Taya squinted at the feline figure. “Alice in Wonderland?” 
 
    Helga jerked at the comment, moving to cover the ink. “Consider me a fan.” 
 
    Taya began to weigh the odds of this being Helga’s true face. If Helga had been in a hurry, she may have just layered her existing avatar with layers of glow and other smaller physical tweaks to her face. The tattoo, though, that could be easily overlooked. 
 
    She is bad at this. 
 
    Helga tried to recover her aura of mystique, looking to end the conversation before another slip could be caught. “I promise you, Taya, you aren’t ready for this rabbit hole.” 
 
    “Rabbit hole?” Taya cocked a grin, meeting Helga’s crimson gaze. “You seem nervous. Last chance to just help me. I tend to bull my way through things. Friends say I’m relentless.” 
 
    “I’m not too worried about an apprentice enforcer dumb enough to go around shouting names.” Helga’s voice returned to spiced honey. It pleaded with Taya to concede, to give in to whatever Helga wanted. “You’re volunteering to be a pawn in a game you don’t even know how to play. Quit while you can.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” Taya’s mind raced, trying to think of a disarming question that wouldn’t scare Helga off. “Vamps can’t have ports or huds due to all that fancy healing, so you’re using lenses. Those are expensive and a bitch to set up.” Taya tried to appear at ease. “We’ve both made mistakes, all right? I just want to help a lost kid. Please, seriously, cut the crap and help me. You cared enough to set this up. Maybe if we work together, we can stop the ‘bad things’ you mentioned.” 
 
    Helga minimized her avatar. 
 
    Taya pinged the woman to bring her avatar back, spamming her with a volley of requests. “Goddammit! I bet you’re just covering your own ass.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    Taya pushed off the wall she had been leaning against. 
 
    The whole conversation put her on her back foot. She’d come down here with intent to kill, and ‘Helga’ had just added several layers of shit. If any of it was true. There was a good chance none of it was. It could have just been a diversion tactic from… the vampire Taya was coming to kill. 
 
    Could he have heard of her asking after Nita and gotten one of his biter friends to try to scare her off? It would explain the lack of tact in Helga’s approach. But it didn’t explain how the hell some biter on the ninth floor would be able to afford a private messenger. The security guard, Jeremy, had seemed tense; maybe he knew Oscar and had phoned? 
 
    Taya cursed under her breath, a fist of worry building in her stomach. The odds of this Oscar knowing she was coming had just gotten way higher. Each of her suspicions was as flimsy as the last. 
 
    It didn’t change what she needed to do, none of it. No vampire was going to distract her from resolving this for Mrs. Carlson, so she headed back across the street toward the complex. 
 
    Noticing a message had come in, Taya clicked on the notification and smiled at Juno’s contact photo floating in her hud. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Late dinner tonight? I know you haven’t eaten. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Sure. 9 at yours? Weird day. Green female biter warned me off this case. Alice in Wonderland fan. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Bring wine. Sketchy green vamp with excellent taste, got it. I’ll order extra garlic. Are you safe? 
 
      
 
    Taya: Yup. Just still at Dánk, doing some investigating. 
 
      
 
    Juno: So you know I still have access to your location, right? 
 
      
 
    Minimizing her messages, Taya shoved open the front door to the apartments. It seemed absurd, in her opinion, to have the entrance to the residence within the alley. It wasn’t until she was halfway down the hall that Taya realized why the entrance had been so hidden. The complex, a halfheartedly renovated office space, wasn’t up to even the most outdated codes for a living space. The housing crisis had made that type of risk necessary for the less fortunate. 
 
    Finding the stairs took a frustratingly long time as none of the doors stood out from the rest. Cheap printWood doors only differentiated themselves with degrees of scuffing. It wasn’t until she blindly tried one slightly wider than the rest that Taya was able to ascend to the second level and onto the third, a level that was even darker than the hall she had entered from. Only a single bulb far down the hall flickered in the darkness. 
 
    A door opened and closed around a nearby corner. 
 
    The oppressive atmosphere of it all sent a shiver tickling slowly down Taya’s spine. 
 
    Taya pulled a flashlight from her pack’s side pocket and snapped it to her pistol. 
 
    I’m the hunter here. I’m in control. 
 
    She pressed the button on the flashlight, and blinding light burned away the shadows before her. Apartment thirty-two was directly to the right of the stairs. 
 
    Taya’s heart began to pound, her hands suddenly feeling slippery on the weapon. 
 
    Taking a final moment to dig out the silencer from her pack’s side pocket, Taya snapped the cylinder onto her weapon. 
 
    He’s already dead. You’re not even really killing someone if it comes to that. 
 
    Taya knocked before stepping back. 
 
    I won’t start with violence. This isn’t like breaking into some creep’s place. He will be dangerous, and I want answers. If I’m forced to kill him, I may never get answers. 
 
    No sound came from within. 
 
    After several moments, Taya let out a breath as her wear powered down. “Thank god.” 
 
    As Taya finished lowering her weapon, the sound of a latch being pulled gave her barely enough of a warning to raise the pistol right back up, wear whirring to life as her glow flared to peak brightness. Three rings on her back blazed to life, causing light to spill from beneath Taya’s jacket. The entire hall was consumed in violet as Taya’s very gaze became a torrent of violet light. 
 
    The door paused on its squeaky hinges before being pulled the rest of the way inward, revealing an imposingly tall figure. Taya raised her gaze, revealing a gaunt face squinting at the beam of light tinged by her own glow. He was lean—black hair, an angular face, and dark skin. His lack of shirt allowed Taya to see lean, wired muscle highlighted by black glow flowing in a thick, angled, woven pattern along his collarbone and chest. The distinctive color only enhanced the aura of the vampiric man. 
 
    “So the wild card arrives, and—” Oscar raised a hand with black glow nails, looking down at her. Recognizing what was being shoved in his face, the vampire flinched before resuming a cooler air, slowly raising his other hand in surrender. “I think there has been a miscommunication.” 
 
    “Back up,” Taya commanded, careful to keep her pistol out of his reach. 
 
    The creature obeyed, keeping his eyes trained on Taya’s weapon—no, her trigger finger—as she backed him into his apartment. 
 
    It was cramped. The abundance of furniture resulted in an overstuffed feel to the one-bedroom living space. A massive display screen almost completely consumed the wall to Taya’s left. It hung adjacent to a mismatched wooden desk, comically overflowing with monitors. An open door showed wrinkled sheets on an unmade bed and framed posters of several popular holomodels. 
 
    “Oscar,” Taya said as she kicked the door closed behind her. 
 
    “She said you’d come.” Oscar’s words slithered into her ears, gnawing deep at her subconsciousness the way only an undead voice could. Taya noted the difference between Helga’s and Oscar’s tones. They were both tempting in the darkest way, but where Helga’s held seduction, Oscar’s pulled into darkness. 
 
    Bullshit virus. 
 
    “Helga isn’t that smooth a talker.” Taya worked to ignore the calming sensation in her mind, keeping her tone as harsh as she could. “Where’s Nita?” 
 
    The vampire froze, taking her in anew. “Nita? Wait, Helga? Uhh, I don’t—” 
 
    “I know you were at Dánkoma,” Taya interjected. “Five.” 
 
    Oscar blinked at her. “Wait—yeah. You’re an enforcer right? You can’t shoot me. I’m legal. Registered with the P.V.R.” 
 
    Taya said. “That doesn’t matter with the recording I got. Four.” 
 
    “Recording? Of what exactly? I feel it’s fair I get context before being murdered.” His eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry, I got it. Three.” 
 
    Taya’s index finger moved from the guard onto the trigger itself. “I saw you hunt her into a bathroom. If she’s dead, tell me where the body is. My employer deserves that much. Two.” 
 
    “You don’t even want to see my side of things?” Oscar’s voice draped over Taya like silk. She had a sneaking suspicion he was doing it on purpose. “I can play you—” 
 
    “One.” Taya jerked her weapon to the side, firing a round into the massive display just behind the vampire’s shoulder. Despite her silencer muffling much of the round’s hiss from the gas-filled cartridge, the weapon still made a loud snap, causing Oscar to jump. A spiderweb break split the display, running from one corner to the other. “Holy hell! Are you insane?” Oscar’s tone instantly rose into something much less alluring. “That was a gift! I have neighbors!” 
 
    Taya aimed the pistol back at the vampire. “She was just a girl. Zer—” 
 
    “I can prove it!” Oscar shouted with a slight shake of fear. “I can prove I haven’t drunk human blood.” 
 
    “I saw the footage.” 
 
    Oscar dropped his hands, frustration winning out over his fear. “I. Can. Prove. It.” He pointed over Taya’s shoulder. “Enforcer, you’re on camera. Shooting an unarmed civilian—even a vampire—in their own home won’t make your life easy. Your murder will be recorded on an outside system. You made an accusation, and I denied it. Despite whatever you may try to report, I have not made any threat toward you or your,” Oscar glared at the gun still pointed at him before looking back at her, “property.” 
 
    She’d heard it all before. Not from a corpse, but the words were all the same. With him being one of the dead, she did find herself asking an off-the-book question. “Would anyone bother to check for it, though?.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Oscar said, sinking back into a cool tone. “If you don’t trust me to drop my records to you, just breach the network and find it yourself.” 
 
    Unable to think of a reason not to give it a try, Taya brought up the home system, her police-grade A.I. easily smashing through his security. All at once, multiple cameras became available to her. Taya brought up a feed marked ‘Living Room’ where she could see herself standing in real time. The lower-quality footage looked terrible, even in the small portion of her vision Taya had relegated it to. She turned off the cameras—just in case. 
 
    “All right, I got it.” 
 
    Looking through the home database, she quickly found and opened a Guardians report. The volunteer-run Guardians checked on registered vampires and administered in-person testing for fresh human blood in their veins. The report was glowing, showing zero signs of human consumption or even drug use. Given Nita’s timeline, it would have been impossible for Oscar to have fed on her. Taya looked up the volunteer who’d signed the papers and sent the report pin to verify its validity. Unfortunately, everything checked out. “You still could have killed her.” 
 
    “So your accusation against me is now that I am a vampire willing to kill a child in a public bathroom but wouldn’t risk feeding on it?” Oscar picked up a gray shirt from the back of the couch and tugged it on. He did an impressive job of ignoring Taya’s barrel now as it followed him across the room. “Certainly never thought I’d be accused of being a serial killer.” 
 
    Skipping ahead in the saved recording from the club, Taya snagged the vampire’s contact without permission and sent him the footage. The man’s expression fell as he watched the girl run into the restroom moments before he approached. 
 
    “Most certainly didn’t happen like that,” Oscar said. “I believe you’ve been given doctored footage.” 
 
    Taya tightened the grip on her pistol. “How’s that?” 
 
    “I did go into that restroom, but—Helga? Nita? Okay, Nita—Nita wasn’t in there. Simple cut and edit,” he insisted. “I would have smelled any human in a room that small. But I don’t remember there being any windows or… no, not even a vent big enough for a kid.” 
 
    Taya’s intuition said Oscar was telling the truth, but it didn’t make sense. “What were you doing at Dánkoma?” 
 
    His hand pointed to a small fridge in the corner. “Making a living.” 
 
    Taya stepped over to the fridge and pulled it open with her free hand. Red bags of real human blood shone softly under fluorescents. 
 
    “You deal in human blood?” 
 
    “Call the police and have the boots pick me up. But put your weapon down, please. I’m not a feeder. I’m a dealer. The living donate for cash, I resell to those struggling with their burden. Understandably, the former don’t like to be in the room with the latter.” 
 
    “You don’t eat but you sell?” Taya’s mind whirled to make sense of how this all connected. “Why?” 
 
    “I might again someday, and I certainly have before.” Oscar walked over to his desk. He sat in a roller chair, the wheels not budging at his smooth movement. “Right now I don’t.” 
 
    Taya shuttered at the calm admittance of past crimes. “So you didn’t even see the girl?” 
 
    “I didn’t smell anything but dried urine, soap, and citrus freshener in that room. That room was empty.” 
 
    No bounty for a clean vampire. FUCK! 
 
    If she had killed Oscar, a basic feeding test would likely have never been done on the accused feeder if there hadn’t been a Guardian report that contradicted her. But the report’s existence meant the test would have been done and come back negative. Taya would have been just the latest in a long line of enforcers-in-training forced to restart their apprenticeships after a bad kill. She supposed it was good to be wrong. Being wrong meant the vampire in front of her was harmless. But the knot in her gut redoubled for a reason Taya couldn’t place. 
 
    Taya refocused, trying to figure out what the hell to do next. “So you weren’t struggling that night?” 
 
    “I’m not killing, and I don’t sell to active killers. Those in need come to me for doses. I reduce it over time. Always. My work saves human lives.” A tinge of pride slipped into the vampire’s now relaxed voice. “It’s the only way. If they go straight to packblood—like your government demands—it can become overwhelming. I make your solutions possible. The gun, please.” 
 
    Taya lowered her pistol and glow. “Who did you piss off enough to make them frame you for killing a kid?” 
 
    “Could I show you?” Oscar gently gestured toward his desk. “It doesn’t take much to prove footage is doctored. I got a friend who can run it for a small fee. Get it back to you this afternoon.” 
 
    Finally holstering her weapon, Taya waved him on. “Sure.” 
 
    Spend your money. See if I reimburse you. 
 
    Oscar’s eyes unfocused for a beat as he began to process the footage. Taya tensed as he picked up a display from his desk—currently showing an ad for several tiers of packblood of various colors, a large red bag bearing the slogan ‘Better Than Fresh!’—and began working on, she presumed, sending the file. After he finished, the vampire turned back to Taya, tilting his head. “If you ping me your contact, I’ll get it to you.” 
 
    Taya realized she was just openly staring at a man within his apartment after discharging a weapon and all but verbally threatening to kill him. To make it worse, she was sitting on the back of his dirty couch slouched in frustration. She might as well call in a pizza delivery and kick her feet up on the nonexistent coffee table. He may be a vampire, but if Oscar hadn’t hurt Nita, she had no reason to make his life any worse. 
 
    Why the fuck am I still here? 
 
    “Well, I think as of last week you can legally sue me over the display, so I’m gonna go.” She made for the door. 
 
    Oscar stood. “Don’t tell the police. Packblood only sustains us. It doesn’t entirely numb the actual cravings. It doesn’t even prevent us from going through withdrawal.” He gestured to a window shadowed by the thick wall of haze consuming the outside world. “Imagine breathing that air. It wouldn’t kill you, not quickly anyway, but you would still need something else. The kind of need that feels wrong to ignore.” 
 
    Taya took a breath, itching to leave the creature’s apartment. 
 
    Oscar continued what sounded like a practiced speech. “We are trying to bridge that gap. We don’t want anyone to get hurt, but we do need human blood. A lot of it. The way I make my living helps my kind every day.” 
 
    “I won’t turn you over to the police. Just tell me if you know who Helga is and what family this is all about.” 
 
    “I don’t know a Helga, but—” 
 
    Taya took a step for the door. “Green-glowed vampire. Beautiful in a nasty way. Something posh in her voice.” 
 
    Stupid smiling cat face on her wrist. 
 
    “No idea.” Oscar pointed to the shattered wall display. “Are you going to pay for that?” 
 
    Taya rested a hand on her pistol. 
 
    The vampire’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    She gave a thin smile. 
 
    “So, this kid is still missing?” Concern overcame Oscar. He stood up. Yup, tall. “That was the last she was seen?” 
 
    Turning for the exit, Taya exhaled. “Why do you think I came here, Sherlock?” 
 
    “Wait.” Oscar followed Taya. “Look, you can’t leave. I have—” 
 
    Taya flared her glowing eyes briefly as she pulled open the door, illuminating the hall almost as well as her flashlight. “Unless you’re willing to sell me something with a bit more kick than blood, yeah, I can.” 
 
    As they stepped out of the apartment, several concerned neighbors frantically closed their doors, undoubtedly looking to avoid any confrontation. 
 
    Silencer, my ass. 
 
    Oscar’s cold hand grasped her own as she reached for the stairwell door. “Look, you know I can’t call anyone about this. You win.” 
 
    “Whoa, back off.” Taya elbowed the man and turned threateningly. “We going to have a bigger problem?” 
 
    The biter’s fangs glinted under her dulled violet glow as he gave an angry smile that was quickly controlled. “You’re not good at listening.” 
 
    “Try something a bit more direct.” Taya raised the power on her wear, bathing the door in intense violet light before yanking it open. She didn’t need to fear a packfed. “Fucker, shithead, asshole. Maybe try a threat if you’re feeling tough. Or would you need to crack that fridge before you’d have balls to do that?” 
 
    Oscar backed away, raising his hands in a calming motion. “I’m not trying to insult you. I’m trying to help you.” 
 
    As he was about to speak, Taya raised a specific finger and hip-checked open the door into the stairwell. 
 
    Just before the door shut, a question slipped through: “You haven’t bothered the owners of Dánk, have you? Rather dangerous family.” 
 
    The loud clang of the door behind her punctuated the statement. 
 
    Taya froze, the echo of the door shutting seeming to hang in the air for longer than should be possible. Taking one breath, she turned and found Oscar smiling down at her as he pulled the door open. “What? Who are the owners of Dánkoma?” 
 
    “Mhm.” Oscar pulled the door the rest of the way open, meeting her frustration with his own. “Seems strange you received doctored footage. Assuming you trust the word of a blood-dealing vampire.” 
 
    Taya smirked. “Haven’t ruled you out. You’re also a litterbug.” 
 
    “Litterbug?” Oscar asked. “You said there was one of my kind named Helga? I can look into it for you, Enforcer. I know a lot of people with low body temperatures. Especially the ones who operate in darker corners. Not many undead I can’t find.” 
 
    “Suddenly feeling very invested in a lost child?” Taya crossed her arms and met the man’s cold, red eyes. “You sure do care a lot about your cattle.” 
 
    “Jesus. It’s a missing kid. I’m not a monster. I want to help.” Oscar’s red eyes narrowed. 
 
    Taya stepped even closer. “Excuse me? You just admitted to selling human blood.” 
 
    Oscar didn’t back down. “Do you have any other leads? Do you have any better options?” 
 
    “I could.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    …Fuck. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: The Fallacy of Innocence 
 
      
 
    “You made me come back to your place just to tell me to head back to Dánkoma?” 
 
    Taya considered just how strong Oscar was. Packblood kept vamps powerful, but not at full strength. He would probably heal just fine if she beat him around a little. A biter certainly couldn’t call the cops on her for use of excessive force. “Not buying you a new display simply ’cause you advised me to ‘check again.’” 
 
    “It’s about going back with a target.” Oscar walked toward his cluttered desk. “I saw him there that night. The owner.” Oscar picked up his display again, unlocking it. “Here.” 
 
    Taya took the display, meeting Oscar’s eyes. She didn’t look away until the vampire did. Finally, she lowered her gaze to the screen. “‘Discontinued’?” 
 
    “Not the worst band name.” Oscar leaned back in his desk chair. 
 
    “Not the best.” Two men and one woman dressed in a retro gothic style flipped Taya off from the display. A time and date matching the night Nita had last been seen flashed up at her from the ad. “You’re a fan?” 
 
    “No. Not my taste.” Oscar sat at his desk, a mixture of concern and eagerness battling on his face. “But they played that night. And the owner of Dánkoma just so happens to be their manager.” 
 
    “…So?” 
 
    The vampire blinked at her; it was hard to miss, given his bulging eyes. “Enforcer, please read the flyer. You’ll know the name.” 
 
    Her eyes drifted down to the smaller print at the bottom of the poster, which stated details about the show. “Doubt it. I don’t know much about the music industr—oh.” 
 
    Oscar crossed his legs. “You’re looking for Robert Labór. Youngest son of James Labór. Bishop of the Crusaders and well-known billionaire—or wait, no, yeah, they’re trillionaires.” 
 
    Her body went numb. Helga had been absolutely right. Taya wanted absolutely nothing to do with this. 
 
    The Labór family was in the energy business. For generations, they had helped build the infrastructure required to power the megastructures that housed New Yorkers away from the haze. Their net worth was speculated to sit comfortably in the high billions along with a hefty number of powerful connections, but with two headlines, they had gone from famous to infamous. The patriarch of the family, James, had completely disappeared from the anti-biter talking circuit after his oldest son, Stewart, had been found guilty of myriad financial crimes. Days after Stewart’s arrest, it was announced his stepmother had gone missing. Sarah, a woman closer to the sons in age than to the father she married, had disappeared without a trace. Gossip feeds ran wild with speculation after the Labór family’s team of lawyers released a statement saying neither James Labór or anyone else in the family knew anything about Sarah’s sudden disappearance. Gossip columns still ran wild, speculating where the missing wife of the religious radical could be. 
 
    The fire of scandal only grew larger when James became an avid supporter of the Crusader Party, a group whose platform dripped with revitalized spiritualist fearmongering aimed mostly at the infected community. ‘Demons from hell’ was a common phrase to hear from members of the organization. Taya being sent after a biter after asking too many questions at a Labór-owned property seemed to fit in a puzzle she hadn’t seen the full picture of. 
 
    “So why were you sent here, Enforcer?” Oscar prodded, reflecting her thoughts. 
 
    Taya met those red eyes again. “You think Nita was taken by Robert Labór?” 
 
    “I’d bet my soul on it, Ms. Enforcer.” Oscar leaned back, pushing dark curls from his face. 
 
    “Just call me Taya,” she said, terrified of the shit she had just stepped in. “I gotta go.” 
 
    “What?” Oscar said with just slightly too much interest for her taste. 
 
    Taya extended the handheld display back to him. “What do you mean, ‘what’?” 
 
    “That—” He stood, coolly indignant once again, pausing as her hand went to her pistol. “That is at least worth paying for the damage you caused.” 
 
    “If I solve it, you’ll get your money for a new display.” The words sounded stupid as they left her mouth. Taya didn’t want to set one more toe down this path. The Labórs had access to resources well outside her or Quinn’s depth. If she continued on, looking for Nita would churn from a simple missing persons case into a fight for survival she had absolutely no chance of winning. 
 
    “‘Solve this?’” Oscar’s fangs flashed as he smiled. The humor in his voice didn’t seem sincere, almost more a warning for her. “You think you can ‘solve’ all of this?” 
 
    Even if Robert had nothing to do with Nita’s disappearance, the family would squash any investigation as soon as they got wind of it. Powerful families came down with hammers to stop even the smallest controversies. The Labórs would already be on edge due to their tabloid-grabbing year. This had just exploded from a molehill into a mountain. Taya was dangerously close to several leagues out of her paygrade. 
 
    “The white-haired enforcer, taking vengeance on the rich ne’er-do-wells,” Oscar mocked. “I daresay, the revolutionary this megastructure needs.” 
 
    “Good luck with the cops.” Taya turned from his mocking tone and headed out of the apartment for the second time. 
 
    Maybe letting Quinn escalate this away from me is a good idea after all. 
 
    The problem was that escalating a case with the Labór name attached meant the case would get swept directly under the rug. She’d either need to omit the lead entirely or risk putting a powerful name on file that would result in a drone waiting silently under her bed one night. The Labór family might have to pay a large stack of cash, and nothing more would come of it. This wasn’t a large-scale financial crime of the sort that had done in Stewart. There were no victims with immense bank accounts here. This was a kid no one gave two shits about vanishing without even a body to point to. She would have to let it all go. 
 
    A realization hit Taya. She was supposed to kill this vampire so this case would be resolved, for the Labórs. Without even knowing it, Taya might have already been working for them. Any enforcer that got this handed to them and ran in, overeager to collect a bag on a feeding vampire, would go home thinking they saved the day. She’d been aimed like a bullet at Oscar. Whichever Labór had done this hadn’t done their due diligence to see Oscar had just been cleared. If she had fallen for it… No. If she had killed Oscar and the vampire was cleared of wrongdoing after the fact, it would be easy to pay off the right lab tech or—well, fuck, a hundred other simple ways for someone with resources to bury things behind closed doors. That’s if they even bothered to. Taya didn’t think many cops would be eager to pick up a missing persons weeks or months out from the initial report. 
 
    What will they do when they realize their patsy is still alive? What if I am just believing a goddamn undead creep and I… 
 
    Taya stopped at the doorway and turned back to look at where Oscar sat in his chair, watching. He cocked his head again at her hesitation. She dismissed the idea of killing him. He was innocent. No matter what was sent after her as a result, Taya couldn’t murder in cold blood. Not even a vampire. 
 
    “Fuck,” she breathed. 
 
    Her alert box chimed, indicating he’d sent her his contact info. She was tempted to reject it, but instead sent her own. He could be useful. 
 
    While corpses couldn’t use wear but could glow—something to do with vampiric healing abilities—contact lenses allowed them to access simpler systems of their own without implants. They could order food at a restaurant or access the digital markets no problem. The interface was just far less smooth then the mental implants living people could have installed. 
 
    “I’ll ask around for you, how about that?” he offered. “About Helga.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, sure. Do that. Find her, and I’ll buy the biggest, latest display on the market.” 
 
    “Seems totally fair. I work for you, then you’ll replace what you broke,” Oscar said. 
 
    Taya asked, “You really care about humans?” 
 
    He quirked one of his thick brows. “Yeah, I care about my fellow chin-bearers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He seemed eager to inform, saying something about humans being the only animal to have chins, but Taya was tired of being in the cramped home. 
 
    The door squealed on its hinges as she pulled it shut behind her. Loosening the straps on her pack, Taya tucked her shaking hands into her armpits, wishing it was only the stems making her shake. 
 
    Hours later, as the lights from the ceiling began to dim for late evening, Taya stepped from the train platform onto the street to Juno’s. Trying to force down a spike of anxiety, she called Mrs. Carlson. 
 
    The woman answered on the first ring. “Taya. How are you? Did you manage to make it to the campus today?” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Carlson, I managed to get to Dánkoma. I talked my way into accessing some cameras. I’m happy to say I found footage of Nita.” The panicked relief of Carlson’s gasp had Taya worried she’d overexcited the woman. “I’ve gotten some information that makes me think someone tried to send me down a false trail.” 
 
    The anxiety in the elder woman’s voice reached a level Taya had never heard before, and she blinked rapidly. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I had a contact of mine check in on the open investigation into Nita. The files disappeared. No trace of it in the police database.” 
 
    To her credit, Mrs. Carlson sat and thought for a long while before responding. Taya had almost reached Juno’s complex, working her way through the grad student housing—far more faux greenery than she was used to—as the ceiling above projected near-perfect evening light. 
 
    “Taya, I want you to be careful. This is scaring me.” 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson, I need to know if you have any connection to the Labór family.” It was a long shot, but Taya was at the point of grasping at twigs. “Would they want to hurt you for any reason?” 
 
    Shaking her head slowly, Carlson seemed uncertain in her answer. “A lot of people hate what I was a part of, but I haven’t ever had an issue with Crusaders. Let alone James or—wait, isn’t he the one with the missing wife? Taya, could that be connected?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea. Though I’m looking harder at Robert, his son and owner of the club Nita was last seen at.” Taya’s determination sank, the hope of having a clear motive handed to her evaporating. Making an enemy of a family like the Labórs wasn’t something someone did without noticing. 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson… this is going to dark places, and I need you to be prepared for that.” Feeling the guilt solidify in her core, Taya fought through the next question. “Do you want me to continue on knowing where it might go?” 
 
    The older woman stiffened and her gaze narrowed. “I understand, Taya.” 
 
    She’d felt Taya’s own hesitation. Shame freezing into a desire to flee, Taya tried to regain her professional demeanor. “I’ll come by in the morning to talk over how we will move forward.” 
 
    “Thank you, Taya.” Carlson ended the call. 
 
    Taking a minute to calm her nerves with several drawn-out hits, Taya’s numb finger rang Juno’s door and shoved a red bottle toward the bell’s camera. “I bring the key to your heart.” 
 
    Juno’s voice over the speaker bore a grin. “You brought cheese?” 
 
    “I said key, not battering ram.” Taya lowered the wine and smiled too wide at the lens. “Open up.” 
 
    “Open up? I swear, some people. What happened to may I come—” 
 
    “Open the door, Jun!” A smile tugged at her lips at the sound of her friend’s lame cackle. 
 
    Juno’s apartment had the same layout as Taya’s studio but with far more lighting and modified pastel plant life. Juno had added LED strips along almost every inch of trim, the expensive, system-integrated kind. A decent-looking dining set divided the kitchen from a makeshift living room area, which also served as a bedroom. In the corner, a pane of tempered glass separated the bathroom from the rest of the apartment. It was extremely luxurious for a student, but Juno had earned it through grades and volunteer work. The university hadn’t even charged her for the upgrade. 
 
    Juno wore her typical attire—professional yet extremely flattering. Her pants were perfectly tailored printLinen to match her button-up blouse, all of which were dyed in soft shades of green and pink, complementing her bright, flamboyant glow. 
 
    “Smells great. What are you cooking?” Taya put the bottle on the counter, her eyes darting to the figure on the couch. Upon seeing Quinn, Taya felt a knot build in her gut. She had hoped to not have to deal with the case until morning. “Hey, Q.” 
 
    Quinn lifted his drink. “Hey, Squirt.” 
 
    He wore his uniform, black from head to toe, clashing with the apartment around him in an almost comical way. 
 
    Glancing at Quinn’s drink, Taya’s tongue froze in her mouth as the smell hit her nose. It was bold, with a hunt of sweet earthy tones. Coffee with sugar and cream steaming in a hot mug. Without missing a beat, Taya’s mouth began watering. She turned on her mentor. “Is that real coffee?” 
 
    Quinn shook his head. “Uhh, no. Printed. Just needed a pick-me-up. Long shift.” 
 
    “Juno… had…” Gears turned in Taya’s mind as her nose confirmed her suspicion. “That’s real. Quinn… are you hiding real coffee from me?” 
 
    Juno’s cackle cut through the air again. “Told you she’d be able to smell the difference.” 
 
    Quinn scowled. “You gave her some?! She’ll drink it all.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” Taya leapt over the coffee table that separated them—wear mildly surging—raining a series of slaps onto Quinn’s shoulders and arms. “Dozens of jobs! A hundred late nights! And you had coffee?!” 
 
    “I only got it last week, ya ass!” Quinn laughed, trying to grab Taya’s playful hits. “Ow!” 
 
    “A full week?!” Taya lightly slapped him on the ear. “How did you get it? Did you steal it? How’d you get Jun to keep it from me? Did you pay her?!” 
 
    “Uh—okay, really—ow.” Quinn looked to Juno for help. “God, Taya, you made my earring stab me. Jun, help me out!” 
 
    “Feed him those rings.” Juno picked up a roll of paper towels and tossed it to Taya. “Leave marks, T.” 
 
    “Cop trash!” Taya tried to catch the soft club, but Quinn snatched it first, throwing it back across the room. 
 
    “Fine! I’ll give you some!” Quinn rubbed viciously at his ear as Taya climbed off the laughing man. The age lines in his face always sank deeper when he smiled wide. “Facking hell.” 
 
    Taya marched up to Juno, flaring her glow. The colors of the apartment were bright enough to actually minimize her intended effect. “You’re only getting out of this ’cause you shared.” 
 
    Juno brought Taya in for a hug and kissed her cheek. “My way of telling without telling.” Her voice dropped too low for Quinn to hear. “He’s trying to bond. The better you’ve gotten, the less he and I have to talk about. Hence the invite.” 
 
    Taya sighed. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Quinn stopped rubbing his ear and kicked his feet back up on the coffee table. “Neither of ya can keep a facking secret.” 
 
    “It’s almost like we’re friends,” Taya retorted. “Trying to wedge secrets between us. Horrible.” 
 
    Quinn’s pitch rose several octaves. “I’m offended by the accusation.” 
 
    “You get off on it,” Juno teased, nose wrinkling in a way Taya adored anytime she talked trash. 
 
    Taya nodded. “He’s a drama hound. Old dogs always enjoy small fights.” 
 
    “I’m barely fifty!” Quinn said. 
 
    Juno nodded with Taya. “Gives him a sense of power.” 
 
    Looking between the two of them, Quinn’s eyes narrowed. “Like we don’t all enjoy a bit of the poke and prod here.” 
 
    Juno began walking back to the kitchen to tend to a noisily boiling pot. “To betray one’s friend is a social sin.” 
 
    Quinn smiled in return. “To sin is facking human.” 
 
    A little over an hour later, after wolfing down the meal prepared by Juno, Taya filled them in on the events of the day. She left out some of her own mistakes, of course, but under Quinn’s expressionless gaze, Taya found it difficult to lie. Juno nearly leapt out of her seat hearing how low within the megastructure Taya had ventured, but it wasn’t until she mentioned the family now positioned at the center of the investigation that Quinn reacted. 
 
    Taking up the dinner plates, Quinn blinked at her. “No shit, Robert Labór? Really? You think Bobby boy killed Nita?” 
 
    “Maybe, could’ve been Robert. All we know is that she disappeared in his club. Or was last seen there.” Taya rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck from side to side. Resting a satisfied hand on her stomach, Taya felt more grateful for Juno’s cooking than ever before. After hard days, Juno’s cooking went down like a soothing hug. “I looked into the band on the way over here. They’re a synth-punk style, that sort of heartache junk you hate to love.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I never looked into the family. I just know they’re rich and that their eldest son’s currently proudly behind bars.” Juno sipped a vodka tonic. “Why do we care about them?” 
 
    Taya inhaled slowly, accustomed to Juno’s aversion to staying up-to-date on current celebrity culture. The woman could recite entire fictionalized histories from obscure books, but structure-shaking business developments? Juno’s eyes would glaze over far longer than it took to send a message. “Vampire bashers and energy moguls. James—big daddy—used to go on the debate shows all the time, trashing the dead. Family has enough money to be all but untouchable. Stewart did shady business shit, no killings—well, no killings the public knows of. Anonymous hacker dumped a truckload of evidence to nearly every reporter over Floor Fifty.” 
 
    “Mhm,” Quinn agreed. “They got the best lawyers for Stew, and all they could do was try to argue incompetence. Didn’t work. Too much of a detailed record of how he did it all. Price he pays for being meticulous.” 
 
    Juno’s brow furrowed. “Sounds a bit out of the job description, Taya. Is this safe? Families like that hit back hard.” 
 
    “Top-tier dangerous,” Quinn said, switching on a dishbot. “You’ve officially been assigned the gig, but you could ditch this one without penalty, T. I could hand you another that would get you the badge by next week.” 
 
    Juno scowled. “Quinn, I asked Taya.” 
 
    Quinn rolled his eyes. “You didn’t even ask a question.” 
 
    “Yes I did!” Juno turned to Taya. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Taya met Juno’s eyes, wanting to avoid the question. “Coffee won’t taste as good knowing it’s coming from him.” 
 
    “But Quinn doesn’t want you drinking it. It’ll taste even better now.” 
 
    “Genius brain there, Jun.” Taya tapped her temple and got up to refill her drink. “But, yeah, the younger one—Robert—owns Dánk. Something to keep him busy. Gotta put forward the illusion of a productive life, I guess.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just kill the vamp, T?” Quinn’s eyes seemed unfocused, his fingers twining around the gold chain he always wore when off duty. He took the open seat next to Juno. “You’ve stepped in shit, and this could have all been tied up by now.” 
 
    Taya opened and then closed her mouth, in shock. 
 
    “What the fuck, Quinn?” Juno said. “The guy’s innocent.” 
 
    “C’mon. Girl’s surely dead by now,” he said. “Carlson would at least get closure with a lie. And—ya know—Taya’d already have the promotion. Doubt the old bag will get anything close to that now. Telling her Labórs are involved? How will that really help her?” 
 
    Taya’d lied claiming the undead dealt coke, not blood. Something Quinn wouldn’t care about. Oscar had seemed genuine in his belief that he was working for the greater good. Who was she to tell a cop? If Quinn found out, he’d throw Oscar into Floor One where he’d remain for years. Or he’d just execute him. Vampires had only recently been granted the right to due process, and to claim the justice system wasn’t adapting well to the change would be an understatement. 
 
    Why keep at this? ‘Helga’ was probably right, and Oscar can be left pissing in the wind for all I care. 
 
    “I already told her, Quinn.” She sighed. 
 
    “Idiot.” Quinn finished off the dishes. 
 
    Juno glared at the officer’s back. 
 
    Taya hid her hesitation by uncorking the tequila. “I don’t want my first solo solve to be willfully bogus, all right?” 
 
    Quinn took a long drag of his drink, finishing it before coming to join them at the table. 
 
    “So let’s say Robert’s involved. Somehow, a little girl gets hurt. He covers it up for someone, setting up some biter to take the fall.” Quinn’s worry seemed to dissipate a bit. “Ya shoulda blown the dead creep’s head off the moment you realized what was happenin’. You’re now a target of one of the most powerful families within the structure because some vampire doesn’t get taken off the street. Okay, what’s next? Going to break into Robby’s home and get killed by his security team? I can’t save you from that. Take the evidence to the press? This ain’t Stewart-solid. Flimsy and circumstantial. Trust me, I’m speaking from experience. Greater good can rest in a lie.” 
 
    Juno’s glare could freeze hardened men in place, Quinn included. “Wow, Quinn. Can you let off? You’re acting like you have this solved.” 
 
    Taya finished making another tonic, the tiny cart squeaking on poorly printed wheels. “No one said Nita is dead, Quinn. Even if there is a one percent chance she’s not.” 
 
    “There isn’t, Taya. This won’t have the happy ending you’re thinking.” Quinn pointed one of his beringed fingers at her. “Did you promise Carlson you’d get the girl back? Christ, did you tell her all of this?” 
 
    “N—a little. I only asked if she has any connection to the family.” Taya struggled to inject strength into her words. 
 
    “On the word of a corpse?” Quinn’s voice mellowed slightly under Juno’s judgmental stare. “Seriously, I’m not sorry. I’m pointing out the obvious. This is way out of line, Taya. You don’t tell clients shit until you have solid proof or the job is done. What’s going to stop her from hiring some other asshole who’ll get in your way?” 
 
    Juno crossed her arms, pointedly not looking at Quinn. “So, what’s next, Taya?” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Quinn sneered, tipping the front legs of his chair back off the ground. “She doesn’t have a choice.” 
 
    Nice to be reminded why I hated you before—GAH! 
 
    Quinn had deemed Taya unworthy of handling a case with such a high profile. The fact that Taya had come to agree made it sting in a way she hadn’t expected. With a long breath, Taya made her wounded ego accept what Quinn was saying as the truth. She hated it, but what could she possibly do against the Labórs and the Crusaders who acted as their lapdogs? 
 
    “Taya won’t quit.” Juno’s faith in Taya caused the pain to sharpen. “She’ll track down this Paul guy again, for one. He handed her dirty evidence. He’s gotta—” 
 
    “I’m out, Jun.” 
 
    Both of her friends’ gazes burned as they looked at her. Taya had spent hours mulling it over, but there was no safe way forward. The chance of finding anything close to justice wasn’t worth risking her life. It would have to be handed off. Maybe someone more qualified would have the resources to really find out where Nita was. Taya was disgusted with how badly she wanted to believe that lie. 
 
    “They’ll already know I didn’t off the biter if they arranged all this, which means I’m facing people out of my league.” Taya had to force the words from her throat. “If Oscar did kill her, he’ll have already disappeared, not risking me returning with Quinn and a couple of his buddies. I don’t have any advantage here, none. Mrs. Carlson will understand when I tell her, or she’ll hate me. I’ll help find someone who can help her, or—probably for the better—” The silence from her friends weighed on Taya’s shoulders. She had to stop tears of frustration from forming. “Talk her into letting it go. Quinn, I wasn’t ready for a T-Three. I’m sorry. I botched this.” 
 
    Juno stood, closed the gap between them, and wrapped her arms around Taya. “I’m proud of you. That couldn’t have been easy to say.” 
 
    Taya settled into her friend’s embrace just as Quinn broke the peace. “Smart woman.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Quinn.” Juno turned toward the man. “Can you just be decent for one evening?” 
 
    Blowing out his cheeks, Quinn stood and joined them by the bar cart. “A’ight, fine. Taya, you boned this.” 
 
    Juno shifted. Taya recognized the movement and snatched Juno’s arm as her friend prepared to throw a fist. 
 
    Quinn pretended not to see the threat. “And I am proud of ya. You may have even solved this thing—we’ll never know. The lead isn’t enough to move on with the level of pushback ya’d get, but it’s there. You found the right trail, and I’m impressed. More than a lot can say about their first cases. And, more important, you’ve realized it’s over your head. It’s the best survival skill an enforcer can ’ave. Realizing that takes,” he raised a hand and gestured to his own bobbing head, “brains. Better brains than I got most the time. You shouldn’t have told Carlson, it puts her in danger, but that’s out of yer hands now. What you need to realize is I woulda never given this to you if I’d known what you’d find. My biggest fear of letting you off the leash was you bitin’ off more than you could chew. That fear’s been put to rest. Blame me, okay?” 
 
    Taya let Juno’s arm go and slowly gave Quinn a hug, using the proximity to hide her grinding teeth. “That really, really sucked, but thank you for trying.” 
 
    He patted her back with his free hand, a fat ring thumping against her shoulder bone. “How do you still manage to sound mad while givin’ me a hug?” 
 
    Taya leaned back. “’Cause you’re worth being mad at and appreciating for now.” 
 
    Juno barked a laugh. “You sounded angry with me, too.” 
 
    Taya broke the hug and headed back to the kitchen. “And what’s that tell you?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: Next Stop 
 
      
 
    Taya internally blared her favorite playlist as she felt the train rock back and forth on the track. No matter how much she put the pen to her lips, it failed to numb the stone in her gut. She had certainly failed to close a job before with Quinn, but nothing like this. Dead ends and cold trails weren’t quitting. This was. Mrs. Carlson had sent her out in hopes of finding her foster child, and all Taya could report was that no one was looking, and Nita was most likely dead at the hands of an untouchable family. Cherry on top, she had to talk Carlson out of looking for Nita. 
 
    A sharp turn let her know the train was nearing her stop. Taya turned off her music and stood, leaning on a pole near the door. She looked off around the car, seeing a young couple canoodling near the back of the train car, two teenage boys tickling and teasing each other. Taya deeply envied them. She would go home to her bed and clutch her largest pillow tonight. Taya didn’t often wish for someone next to her in bed, but today was an exception. Reliable snugglers were hard to come by. 
 
    The doors opened, releasing Taya and one other commuter onto the platform in Carlson’s rather nice neighborhood. Residential districts within the megastructure were kept cooler in the morning, which resulted in a crispness Taya appreciated. She had felt slightly feverish all night, a common side effect of her anxiety. 
 
    As she walked the blocks to Mrs. Carlson’s place, she went over the words she was going to use. 
 
    It’s pointless? No, too harsh. Hopeless? Nah. Just stick with ‘dangerous.’ 
 
    The low hum of the community indicated many had already risen. Drones buzzed by, displaying a multitude of ads. Taya tried to distract herself by taking them in. A pair of joggers smiling at ‘vitamin-enhanced’ protein drinks. The arms of a father holding a sick child littered with ‘life-giving’ I.V.’s. Several models of artificial pets able to do everything from calling the authorities to simple chores. Apparently the pets came with a premium emergency response subscription, guaranteeing a patrol car would arrive within ten minutes of a call being made. 
 
    She won’t be mad. Stop being so nervous. 
 
    Taya passed by a transport drone offering to take her to her destination in exchange for letting the company download her full profile report. She ignored the open door, sidestepping an extended robotic arm that was trying to usher her in. 
 
    What’s most important is I’ll get another shot at something like this. It was just an unlucky gig. Just like Jun says, ‘This will pass.’ A painful bump is all it is. Every enforcer eventually gets a job they can’t complete. 
 
    As she turned onto Carlson’s street, Taya would have sworn she could already smell the older woman’s baking. Impossible, of course, but guilt was a powerful thing, and right now it made her mouth taste of delicious, tainted cinnamon rolls. 
 
    ‘I know you’ll do what you can.’ 
 
    The words from Carlson echoed in Taya’s mind. 
 
    Taya walked down the printStone path that led to the old lady’s door and pressed the buzzer. 
 
    Mrs. Carlson’s voice came over the speaker. “Taya, dear. It’s good to see you. Any update on Nita?” 
 
    Taya jumped as the A.I. within her hub blared a warning: “UNREGISTERED ARTIFICIAL VOICE DETECTED.” 
 
    Numbness swept through Taya as her hand reflexively went to her holster. Her A.I. tore through the re-creation of Mrs. Carlson’s voice, confirming its illegitimacy. Someone had planted a device in Mrs. Carlson’s home. Someone had been in her client’s home. 
 
    No. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Carlson. Would you please open the door?” Taya turned to hide her hand and the pistol from the camera. “Unfortunately, I have bad news.” 
 
    There was a slight pause before the voice responded. “I’m not feeling too well today, dear. Would you mind coming b—” 
 
    Taya sent her A.I. into the home’s system and forced open the door. She whispered a prayer to no one as her heart began to pound. 
 
    Pistol raised, Taya entered Mrs. Carlson’s apartment. 
 
    She was met with silence. The apartment was still. There was no sound, none at all. Normally Carlson had something boiling on the stove or a feed readout playing, but nothing warm welcomed Taya. Just a haunting stillness in the air. 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson!” Taya pushed herself through the hall, heart pounding hard enough to hurt. 
 
    The living room was empty except for a small drone placed over top of the home’s main hub. It snapped a glaring red lens on Taya as she came into view, no doubt sending off a live feed. 
 
    Mrs. Carlson’s mocking voice came from the device. “It’s time for you to leave, Taya.” There was another male voice audible under Carlson’s false one. “Time to take a w—” 
 
    Taya yelled a wordless cry and pulled the trigger. A crack-hiss filled the room as her round shattered the device. 
 
    No. Not another. No one else, please. 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson!” Taya continued past the living room and into the kitchen. Her sweaty palms shook weakly, causing the pistol to tremble. The pit in her stomach grew into a cavernous void, wanting to pull her in as she cleared her way toward the back bedroom. 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson, please!” Taya hollered. 
 
    The door to Carlson’s bedroom was closed. Taya stopped. She couldn’t do it. Her mind knew what lay beyond the door, and Taya couldn’t bear to face it. Frozen, Taya opened her contacts. 
 
    Her line only rang once before Quinn answered. 
 
    “Hey, Taya. How’d it—” 
 
    “Quinn,” she quavered. “Help.” 
 
    “Taya? What’s wrong? Taya? Are you—oh, shit. Talk to me!” Quinn’s avatar shifted slightly as the man stood. “Are you hurt?… I’m pinging your location. Give me access, now. Is there anyone with you?” 
 
    She tried to take a step forward again, but her body refused to move. “I think she’s dead, Quinn.” 
 
    Taya approved Quinn’s location request as she managed another step, gun still pointed toward the closed door, as if it could help. 
 
    This isn’t real. This can’t be real. 
 
    She placed one hand on the wall to keep herself up, her feet refusing to move. “I said her name, Quinn. I let people know. I didn’t kill the biter so they—” 
 
    Taya couldn’t finish the thought. 
 
    Quinn ignored her. “I’m only one floor away. Stay there. Don’t move. I alerted a patrol car. They’ll beat me there, okay? You’ll need to tell them who you are and why you’re there.” 
 
    ‘Failure.’ Her mother’s voice echoed between her ears, refusing to be silenced. ‘You came here to tell her of your failure only to discover just how much you fucked it all up!’ 
 
    The truth of the words ate at Taya as she forced another foot forward, then another. There was a chance Mrs. Carlson was still alive. A small, infinitesimal chance, but one Taya couldn’t ignore. She couldn’t wait for the police. Seconds mattered. 
 
    Sending her system to open the bedroom door, Taya closed her eyes. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “Please. No more dead bodies.” 
 
    She opened her eyes as the door came to rest. 
 
    Mrs. Carlson lay in bed, haloed by a spray of crimson. Her motionless form—still tucked beneath the floral sheets—was marred only by the single clean shot to her forehead, splitting the skin into a mess of shattered bone and gore. 
 
    Taya sank to her knees, a small cry escaping her lips before she vomited. 
 
    Quinn’s voice dissolved into a muffled buzz. Taya wanted to run. She wanted to get away from the sight—the smell. Instead, Taya stayed on her knees and hands, grinding her fists into the carpet until her wrists and knuckles ached. Her chest spasmed as she gasped for breath. 
 
    Another, my fault. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: Crunch Time 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Mint, can you hear me?” 
 
    “What?” Taya refocused on the officer in front of her. 
 
    “Ms. Mint, I need you to tell me why you destroyed the drone.” The nervous-looking woman kept glancing between Taya and a display in her hand. Taya wondered why the woman needed to take notes; she’d certainly be recording the conversation. “The clip of your weapon was missing a round. You shot the drone, correct?” 
 
    Quinn was coming out of the apartment, a deep frown creasing his face more than any smile could. His eyes unfocused as he rubbed his palms across his face. It seemed the sight of Carlson’s corpse had gotten to her partner as well. Pulling his hands away rather suddenly, Quinn noticed Taya standing with the uniformed officer and began walking their way. 
 
    Taya nodded at the officer without fully processing her question, eyes still trained on Quinn. 
 
    “Ms. Mint, I’m just trying to save the lab some work.” The officer licked her lips before continuing. “We found a spent cartridge. I would just like you to confirm verbally for me that—” 
 
    “Leave her for me, Abrams,” Quinn said as he gave Taya a once-over. 
 
    Officer Abrams stood at attention when she heard Quinn, though her voice remained casual. “As you say, sir.” 
 
    Quinn wrapped an arm around Taya, leading her toward his cruiser. “I’ll bring ’er to the station next week. Taya’s in no condition to recount this shit, a’ight?” 
 
    Abrams only nodded as Quinn opened the door to the back of his cruiser and sat Taya within. He closed the door on her before walking around the car and getting in behind the wheel. They sat in silence as he kept his eye on her through the visor. 
 
    The silence didn’t sit right with Taya. There was no escape from her thoughts in here, without even the drone of the megastructure to listen to. Emotions bubbled within her—anger, pain, loss, guilt, grief, that special raw hurt she’d only felt the night Syd died. The undeniable source of her pain, and Quinn knew it. His eyes drilled into her, a mixture of concern and anger within them. 
 
    “Taya—” 
 
    “Don’t,” she snapped. 
 
    “When we started this, you promised me.” Quinn didn’t blink as he let her sit with the unspoken accusation. 
 
    Anger began to burn away the grief within Taya, the concrete to rebuild her walls. The problem was, she had no words. All she could do was grind her teeth as any form of denial would be comically transparent. She just knew she’d been truly seen, and she hated it. She hated how vulnerable she felt. She hated the resentment that clouded her existence. She hated Quinn for not giving in to her returned glare. 
 
    “I looked into your student records a few months back,” Quinn continued. “Got ahold of some records I shouldn’t ’ave. You never spoke to that shrink, Taya. All those appointments, missed. You seemed to be much better, going out and ’aving fun with Jun again. I let it go.” 
 
    Taya broke the stare down, looking out of the cruiser toward Carlson’s apartment. A medic with a folded-up stretcher on their back was heading into the home. 
 
    “What were you doing Taya? All those hours alone.” 
 
    She didn’t answer him, already knowing what he’d say next. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I guess. What matters is what I saw in there.” One of Quinn’s ringed fingers lifted from the steering wheel. “You fell apart. On the job. You were as bad as the day we found you.” 
 
    Taya’s chest was tightening again; she couldn’t breathe. Quinn shouted something, but she couldn’t hear, panic seizing her mind. She clawed at the door, finding the handle and ripping it open as her wear surged. Spilling back out into the brightening day, Taya fell to the printPavement as she choked on a dry heave, her stomach long ago empty. The ceiling lights above now projected a perfect sunny day down onto the level, a horrid clash with Taya’s desire for oblivion. 
 
    Turning to put her back against Quinn’s narrow street cruiser, Taya tried frantically to regulate her rapid breaths. 
 
    I got her killed. I got high. I didn’t kill the fucking biter. The Labórs found out and killed the woman who hired me. Why didn’t I just pull the trigger? 
 
    Taya’s hand fumbled to get at the vape in her pocket. 
 
    The voice of her mother returned. ‘A woman is dead, and that’s what you do?’ 
 
    “Fuck off,” Taya growled under her breath. 
 
    “Ya a’ight?” Quinn asked, coming around the cruiser. He squatted down next to her, a much more forgiving demeanor now emanating from the man. 
 
    Taya just looked up at him in response, unable to hide her anger with him. 
 
    “Christ, Taya. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring…” He sighed, falling back on his ass. He leaned against his cruiser right next to Taya. Officer Abrams gave a strange look at the two of them before remembering to hide her judgment. “I know you’re better than ya were back then, but your reaction to a body, even a client ya know—fuck, Taya—it can’t be like that.” 
 
    Taya bowed her head, squeezing her eyes shut to block out the light. “Guess my badge is a while off.” 
 
    “It’s not safe.” Quinn looked defeated as he said the words. “What if someone had still been in there? It’s for yer protection.” 
 
    She nodded, finally able to draw in a deep breath. Her anger began to finally simmer down. “I got it.” 
 
    “Ya need to go home, T.” The man rested a thick hand on her shoulder, giving it a solid squeeze. “Yer off this one. I’ll be takin’ it.” 
 
    He’ll die too. Even the slightest trace of him taking over will result in— 
 
    “No.” Taya opened her eyes, turning on the man, squinting through the bright light. “You can’t. You know who—they’ll—” 
 
    “Keep that down.” Quinn looked around before continuing. “I know what you claim some biter said, but that’s all it is. This is murder of someone with an estate. Small one, but it’s there. It needs lookin’ into. I’ll do it while wearing the badge. No one can get away with hurting cops. No one. It ain’t even in the enforcer registries anymore. You’re off this. No penalty.” 
 
    “I don’t care about a penalty.” Taya struggled to keep her voice under control. “I don’t want you getting—” 
 
    “And I won’t.” He wiped something from her cheek before continuing. “Taya, I know how to navigate this. You asked me to trust you, yeah? Trust me.” 
 
    Something flashed by Taya’s hand. Startled, she looked down to see a small police drone taking a measurement. “Wha—” 
 
    “Fack off!” Quinn launched the drone with a solid kick, sending the whistling metal creature into a series of printed bushes along the neighbor’s property. “Abrams, no drones! Not now.” 
 
    “What was it looking for?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Residue from a cartridge.” Quinn sat up, pulling open the door to his cruiser. “I’ll take ya home.” 
 
    He really thinks he can help. 
 
    “With an estate this size, I’ll try to find a relative willing to spend it on priority investigation,” Quinn encouraged as he helped Taya back into the car. “I’ll keep ya posted on anything I find. I promise.” 
 
    She had planned on refusing the car, reassuring Quinn that she would be okay, then heading out to track down each and every member of the Labór family, but her body had other plans. As Taya tried to push Quinn off and duck away from his embrace, her walls crumbled, and her resolve shattered. Her grief and guilt cracked her mind, the memory of Mrs. Carlson’s closed eyes in that blood-soaked bed twisting until they were open and accusing. 
 
    The feeling of Syd’s cold body in her arms returned. The bones felt so close to the surface. Like if she simply dragged her nail along his skin, the carapace would slip back, revealing the sickness within the corpse. The feeling stayed with her—numbing her to the world around her. She was hardly aware of returning to her apartment, of anything that filled the hours that followed. Only after a night and a day passed in cycles of dazed stupor and fits of restless sleep did she recover enough to let go of the memory of her final night with Syd. 
 
    She sat on her bed in the open apartment, staring at a picture of her and Juno on the fridge, the two of them grinning into the lens, a cheap plastic restaurant booth as the only backdrop. Taya’s then-brown eyes softly complemented Jun’s pink petals. It had been one of the best days of Taya’s life. They’d celebrated their acceptances into university. Syd had treated them to a night out at their favorite restaurant, The Tug Boat. Endless printed crabmeat had been devoured by the three of them over cocktails and half-told stories, too drunk to complete the tales they’d each already known. It was the first night Taya and Syd had sex, both of them drunk off their asses, stumbling back to his place. They’d continued at it long enough to sober up and realize they shared a long-held crush. Juno’s reaction to the new relationship had been almost comical levels of jubilance. Syd hadn’t been able to contain his own laughter at Juno’s excited squeals. 
 
    I couldn’t take care of Syd. I got Carlson killed. 
 
    Taya let one last tear fall from her chin before standing, already knowing what had to come next. She didn’t know if what she was setting out to do was possible, but her mind had been made up. Someone had decided that murdering Mrs. Carlson was an acceptable way to end their cover-up. Taya disagreed. No matter who the trail led to, Taya was going to spill whatever amount of blood was required to find who’d given that order and feed them their own heart. She looked forward to it. The person she hunted and everyone around them were finally targets deserving of her anger. It would be a therapy Quinn would strongly disagree with. 
 
    But she had a lead. 
 
    The drone in Mrs. Carlson’s apartment had been left to buy time and record whoever discovered the body. Whoever was on the other end, they’d received a message from her she didn’t regret sending. Her reaction might not have been what they were expecting, but they hadn’t taken into account Taya’s personal relationship with their victim. Taya knew Mrs. Carlson was a kind woman who deserved a long, peaceful retirement. She was the kind of woman who’d decided to spend her retirement trying to help a child in need. Instead, Carlson had spent her last days alone and worrying. Carlson didn’t deserve to have lived her final week consumed with anxiety. 
 
    The image of Mrs. Carlson’s accusing stare flooded Taya’s mind once more. 
 
    Grieve later. Focus. 
 
    Taya didn’t know where this would take her, but she was no longer getting paid. Cash and weapons would be needed. She had ways to acquire both, but a deeper worry gnawed at Taya’s mind. She would need to be better, stronger. Even Oscar—a packblooded vamp—had intimidated her. 
 
    Stubbs, get that premium wear ready. I’m coming for all of it. 
 
    Taya allowed herself one hundred slow breaths before getting to her feet. She packed her bag, holstered her pistol, and checked how soon it would be before the next lift was available. At her signal, her front door swung open. A call from Juno popped up in her hud, and her friend’s beautiful face appeared in avatar form, waiting to be answered. 
 
    Taya let the call ring, activating her security system and beginning a slow walk toward the train station instead. Residents of the district milled about Taya, same as always. Ads blared in her ears, and lights of a thousand colors reflected off her skin. No one cared about a murder floors away. Drones whipped overhead, children kicked a glowing ball in the street, and a coffee shop lowered its gate for the night. The bright daylights were well into their dimming, letting the neon paint the metal world. 
 
    Her megastructure contained it all, the lives of millions well sheltered from the haze. Countless boxes within boxes, designed to keep humanity content and stimulated. An attempt at making a terrarium for the masses, quietly forced under the control of an unseen system. A system that needed no hand at the wheel; the nature of humanity itself kept it moving. It was a perfectly constructed environment to let the madness of humankind thrive and amplify. 
 
    And she was tired of existing only as its victim. 
 
    A message pinged, stabbing through Taya’s swirling thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Call me when you have the space for it. Quinn filled me in. I am so sorry, Taya. I love you and am here. 
 
      
 
    Taya: I love you too. Always. 
 
    Taya: How much cash do you have on hand? 
 
      
 
    Juno: Enough for rent and food. Do you need a loan? 
 
      
 
    Taya: Never mind. Don’t worry about it. I need to know if this is the Labór family. Don’t tell Q, but for my own safety, I’m gonna track whoever it is down. I need to know if they plan on coming for me. 
 
      
 
    She hoped that meeting Juno in the middle and giving her friend a warning of her next steps might buy the other woman’s support. She needed it. Taya needed her friend’s ear and to know someone was ready to help. Juno didn’t need to know exactly how far Taya was planning on going. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Secret is safe. What can I do? 
 
      
 
    Taya: No reason to think I’m in the clear. If they want this cleaned up, I’ll have a target on my back. If Quinn gets too close, he will too. That means you ONLY check in on me. You can still track me at any time, but steer clear. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Got it. After this lead? 
 
      
 
    Taya: I’ll see where it goes. If it’s the Labór family, and they’re not pursuing me, I’ll have to drop it. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Will you really? 
 
      
 
    Taya didn’t reply. The only answer she could give would be a lie. 
 
    She opened the recording she had taken in Dánkoma’s security room and attached it to the unfiltered list as it whirred by. The high refresh rate display showed hundreds of names buzzing by. She sent her A.I. after the names Robert, Nita, and Labór—the last was just to make sure no one else from the family had been there that night. Three pings came back, the first two corresponding with the recordings of Nita she already had. The third was of Robert entering the bar just after opening with a score of others registering alongside his entrance. Taya looked over the names, noting a Paul Flayer. 
 
    Paul, Paul, Paul. We have to talk. 
 
    Spending her travel time researching the Labór family, Taya didn’t find much that seemed relevant to the case. Much of it was common knowledge about anyone affiliated with the Crusaders. James Labór, the head of the family, preached the prosperity gospel. A philosophy far older than even the first structures, its practitioners believed financial success was a sign of God’s approval. Apparently the Heavenly Father dealt in luxury apartments above the clouds as well as salvation. The irony wasn’t lost on her, if James Labór was to be believed. Reading an excerpt from James’ book made Taya feel unclean. Even the portrait of the plastic-looking, graying man on the cover, dramatically lit with his piercing blue eyes obviously edited to a shade of blue no one could achieve without glow, made her feel tainted. 
 
    Jesus would hate you for getting glow, but my plastic surgery and hair plugs are fine! 
 
    Taya believed a higher power had to exist for this world to make any sense, but the idea that whatever that higher power might be gave a fuck about James Labór’s financial success was equal parts hilarious and disturbing to her. 
 
    Taya repressed a groan as she reached a passage in the book that framed the disappearance of Labór’s wife as a challenge from God for James to overcome. The complete dismissal of Sarah Labór’s own possible pain and/or death was the final nail in the narcissist’s coffin. She could kill this man and feel nothing but pleasure at removing a parasite from the world. 
 
    Pulling out the sour gummies she’d resisted the entire lift ride down, Taya stepped from the box and walked toward Paul’s townhome-style condo, listed as being on the level just above Dánkoma. Paul’s neighborhood was only a few blocks from a central lift station, a fact that would make her arrival and retreat easier. 
 
    Fifty-Eight was its usual bustling self. Largely under construction, the local government had successfully petitioned last year to have the floor reprinted. Heavy printFluid drones buffeted those beneath them as they floated their way to refill tanks with hoses leading to large cranes slowly pouring their load to form walls. Walls that would be set, carved, and painted to match Fifty-Eight’s stone-and-brick aesthetic. At higher levels, a similar remodeling would utilize materials that would look near identical to actual rock and mortar. Down here, it all just looked like carved plastic shining dully under the broad ad screen lights. 
 
    The walk itself went by in a blur, Taya only refocusing when she realized her location marker within her hud had entirely overlapped with the red mark of Paul’s address. 
 
    Nice place for a bartender. 
 
    The home had a small, real-stone yard leading up to the door—a rare luxury even on her own floor higher up. The door itself was beet-red, simple and free of any overly ornate details, typical for the upper middle class. 
 
    Approaching the printStone walkway, Taya pinged the home system and smiled at the camera within the door. She directed her system at breaking the home’s security, silently thanking Quinn for the illegal gift. 
 
    “Hello, Paul.” She cocked her head at the camera, tossing an empty gummy wrapper to the ground. “Remember me?” 
 
    After a pause, Paul’s voice crackled through a speaker. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Just got a couple follow-up questions.” 
 
    “Yeah? What?” Paul asked. 
 
    A warning from her system let Taya know Paul had initiated a security protocol of some kind. Taya couldn’t block any calls for help, and if it was already on the way, she’d have to smash her way in before it got here. “I believe we had a slight miscommunication at the bar, and I would like to clarify something you’ve said.” 
 
    After a pregnant pause, Paul said, “Could you leave your weapon in the mailbox? I’ll release it when you leave. Just don’t like guns in ma home.” 
 
    Your records indicate otherwise, Paul. 
 
    He could still use his personal system to contact the authorities, so Taya couldn’t hit the man’s system with confidence, yet. Always safer to get eyes on the person before digitally burning them. Dummy systems attached to networks could be held in something as small as a drive inserted into the user’s port. 
 
    Taya drew her pistol as the package dropbox snapped open. After she placed the gun inside, the metal mouth snapped shut, just catching her fingers in the process. She jerked her hand back, rubbing the tip until the stinging sensation began to fade. 
 
    Okay, asshole. 
 
    She slowly turned her head back to the camera. “All good?” 
 
    “I guess.” The door clicked open. 
 
    They always assume apprentices won’t have much wear. Stupid. 
 
    Either that or Taya just had a surprising amount for someone without an official badge. Many apprentices didn’t get any implants until graduating to a full badge. A stupid practice Taya rejected outright. She’d get to keep the work regardless. 
 
    Taya entered the residence, scanning the connected space for signs of the bartender and noting a decor she found generally repugnant. A stack of fancy liquor, in particular, rested atop a real wooden bar, a choice Taya couldn’t quite fathom as it clashed terribly with the overwhelming steel aesthetic. Chrome, white, and the occasional shock of blue were so dominant in the space, Taya began to wonder if Paul had modeled his home after the interior of a tech store. 
 
    Hesitating only a moment before remembering Quinn’s advice, she moved for the bar. Taking control was the most important first step an enforcer could make, especially when attempting to gather intel. 
 
    The homeowner himself entered the main living room across from Taya, descending from a metal staircase. “Sorry, I’ve forgotten yer name.” 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    Taking the cork out of a bottle of tequila, Taya used the liquor to gesture toward Paul. 
 
    He only shook his head. 
 
    As she began to pour, Taya said, “Well, I don’t believe that, but let’s just leave it at Ghost.” 
 
    “Ghost?” He moved to take a seat in the middle of a conversation pit adjacent to the bar. The sunken floor couches were so retro, Taya didn’t think she’d ever seen them in person, only in documentaries about the pre-haze past. The overly clean retro aesthetic was becoming painful to take in. 
 
    “Yup.” Taya took her glass and stepped pointedly onto the couch with her boot before dropping into a seat opposite the man. “And you’re Paul, the bartender with a clean record.” 
 
    “I keep m’nose clean.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taya exhaled, not looking at the man. “So, remember our missing Nita?” 
 
    Paul nodded, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “I assume your bein’ here ’n all means she hasn’t been found?” 
 
    “Nope, and from what I’m told, she’s probably dead.” 
 
    Paul blinked at the frankness of the statement. 
 
    Taya took her first sip of the drink. The tequila was fantastic. “Especially given that Mrs. Carlson—the foster mom—was murdered yesterday.” 
 
    The bartender’s eyes bulged. To Taya’s surprise, he seemed genuinely disturbed. “How?” 
 
    Her mind was clear, her focus on the man total. There was nothing to cloud her judgment of his reaction. Paul was almost certainly a bought man, but the idea of death made him uncomfortable. Taya wanted to feel a victory at the realization, but it came from acknowledging just how terribly she’d handled everything up until this moment. 
 
    “Stabbed to death in her sleep.” Leaning forward, Taya stared directly into his eyes, refusing to let him look away. “Killer left the knives in her. Partially skinned her, even. Terrible. Clearly meant to send a message. Brutalizing a frail old woman to warn off others.” 
 
    The lie was a long shot that paid off. Paul began to look vaguely queasy as blood drained from his face. The reaction didn’t seem fake. This man wasn’t accustomed to brutality, and he believed her. Taya concluded Paul might be a slimeball, but he wasn’t the killer. He was simply on a payroll and turned a blind eye to the shadier dealings happening under his nose. 
 
    “What does this have to do with me?” Breaking from her stare, Paul moved to get himself a drink after all. “Why are ya here?” 
 
    Taya’s eyes followed his every move, focusing on his hands. The bulge at his waistline in the center of his back was a poorly hidden pistol of a small caliber. She had a nasty virus prepared for his system in case things got out of hand; a standard civilian firewall like his shouldn’t be too much trouble for her. “Well, Paul, guess who I happened to talk with about Nita right before Carlson’s death? The man I showed a picture of Nita to.” 
 
    He froze, putting down an uncorked bottle of bourbon. “Wait, no. You—” 
 
    “Did you look her up, Paul?” Taya kept her tone soft as warm butter. 
 
    “I—didn’t—couldn’t. She—” 
 
    “See, I knew Mrs. Carlson, and as polite as she was to me, she wouldn’t go about telling people that she hired an enforcer.” Taya stood and walked toward the bar until she was right beside the wide-eyed man. “I doubt the vampire you sent me to kill would then go harm an old lady. He’s not a monster. Turns out he’s been strict with the packblood. I double-checked the records myself.” 
 
    Paul began backtracking toward the pit as she arrived at the bar. “Ya shout—” 
 
    Taya put a hand on his shoulder, pulling him back over with a touch of wear. “I’m not done, Paul. You see, I liked Mrs. Carlson, but I was actually going to drop the case. Found her on my way to try to talk her into letting the case go altogether. Be sure to mention that part to your employer if you can still talk when we’re done. Do ya undastand?” 
 
    The man remained still, staring at Taya for a long moment. She wasn’t fooled by his hunched posture; tension radiated from his every pore. The attack would come in the next breath—or not at all. 
 
    Paul began to shake as Taya added additional power to her grip on the man’s shoulder. 
 
    She nodded. “Good. So, what do you know, Paul? What happened to Nita?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about her.” 
 
    Smiling, Taya sent Paul screenshots of the recording pings, showing him arriving at Dánkoma alongside Robert. “I got a gut feeling you do. So was that sloppy edit done while I was at the bar? I certainly spent enough time drinking there for it to be done. Saw right through it, honestly. Childish stuff.” 
 
    Paul said nothing, slowly coming back to the bar and finishing his pour. 
 
    Taya slid her hand down onto Paul’s chest toward his waistline. His eyes bulged in confusion before he realized what she was doing. She changed the motion and pushed him against the bar, causing him to slosh bourbon onto the wood. He caught himself awkwardly on the bar, letting Taya easily snatch the pistol from his waistband. All of it only required a minimal amount of wear to accomplish. The man wasn’t in great shape, just big. 
 
    “Inexperience.” Taya chided as she tossed the gun across the room. “Certainly don’t think you carried out the murder. If I did, you’d be a lot more uncomfortable, Paul. Unfortunately, I do think you were taking orders from the man who did.” 
 
    Paul stood, trying to loom over her. “Fucking b—” 
 
    Taya’s flared violet froze his tongue. Eye glow being a rarity made the shock of it well worth the investment. No matter how exposed to glow people were, eyes shining back at you instilled instinctual fear. 
 
    Exhaling, he looked around at his home. “You’re not a killer. They all are.” 
 
    “The Labór family,” she prompted. 
 
    Paul’s features grew still. 
 
    Taya tried to access Paul’s system, only to find it no longer registered on her network. “This is awkward. I wanted to get into your head, but you’ve gone completely offline.” 
 
    “Don’t think I’d be safe from that system of yours.” Paul’s voice quivered as he picked up his glass. “Security measures. Do you understand? You’re stepping into family business, Ghost.” 
 
    How does he know what the hell my system’s packing? 
 
    Taya reached out and took one of his hands still resting on the bar. Paul tried to pull back, but Stubbs’ work was overwhelming. 
 
    “I’m just glad you aren’t denying it.” Taya picked up the still-open bottle and took a swig, off-hand still pinning Paul’s. She nodded at the spacious home. “Would be kinda ridiculous to try to play this place off as something a bartender could afford. Got that stench of dirty money.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Paul stared down at her hand, clutching the glass he’d spilled from. “Well, it wasn’t my choice, ya see? I didn’t even get to decorate it. Boss rents his places to employees when he’s done with ’em.” 
 
    “Not your style?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Not even a little.” Paul tried to pull away. “So, look, that’s all I kn—” 
 
    “Paul, I’m not someone who enjoys hurting others.” She pushed away the voice in her mind that quietly questioned that. Her wear flared as her grip moved from Paul’s wrist to both of his hands to clutch the glass under hers, tightly keeping his hand on the crystal. He tried to pull away yet again, but she ignored the resistance. “Funny, you didn’t drop the glass when I pushed you. People want to avoid breaking things, even when their gut tells them they’re in danger. Someone’s instincts could scream for them to run or fight, but if social norms aren’t being broken, they’ll keep that glass firmly in hand. Silly, right?” 
 
    Paul’s eyes were glued to the glass in his trembling hands, the pain of her grip no doubt causing the watering in his eyes. “Whoa, wait. No, wait. Seriously, this ain’t simple.” 
 
    “For me, it is.” Taya brightened her eyes, capturing the man’s focus. He couldn’t help but look between her eyes and the trembling glass, fluid sloshing over their hands. She kept her voice comforting. “Paul, Mrs. Carlson was murdered. That is simple.” Her gritted teeth betrayed her tone. “It’s not fair. But simple? Paul, it’s so painfully simple.” 
 
    “Please,” he begged. “Please, I had no idea what would happen. This ain’t fair. I don’t got wear.” 
 
    “You thought, at worst, they’d just kill me, right? Some jackass enforcer who beats on people for a living. Maybe some biter too, right? Didn’t give a thought for the girl. Did you know the biter helps his community? Seems like a decent guy. Eye-opening for me.” 
 
    “Oscar ain’t fucking clean either!” Sweat began to bead on the man’s temple. “He wanted to take out two thorns at once.” 
 
    “I’m tired of hearing ‘he,’ Paul,” Taya growled, taking pleasure at the fear in the eyes of the man who’d deceived her. “Say the name, Paul. James or Robert? Did they already know I was on the case before I came in?” 
 
    “Robert!” Paul tugged again at his hand, causing a split to grow in the glass. Taya was careful to slightly ease the pressure. “I think he has access to databases ’n shit. I was just told some scrub was coming. Without a proper license. Was told to make you work for it!” 
 
    The remaining liquid in the glass shook violently. She began stroking his hand with her thumbs, tracing lightly over his knuckles. “How did Robert know Oscar?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I didn’t even know what was on the footage!” She could tell he was considering ripping his hands away. The glass would explode if he tried. “That’s everything I know. Promise! We were just told by one of Rob’s boys to get you in the security room with Jeremy. Honest to god.” 
 
    The fear in Paul’s voice was soothing in a way that made Taya sick. Her mind drank in the adrenaline and the control it gave her. Paul could be broken further. Taya could get more. She could get anything she wanted from him. 
 
    “Where can I find Robert, Paul?” She took a moment to stare deeply into Paul’s eyes as tears finally trickled down his cheeks. “The rich aren’t as easily searched. You know that. I need an address.” 
 
    “I won’t—can’t do that.” Paul trembled. “He’ll have me k—” 
 
    Paul’s screams dwarfed the sound of the glass shattering in his hands. 
 
    Leaving the cold, sterile home, Taya took a moment to regain her breath, ragged as it was. She leaned against the closed front door, mind balancing somewhere between another panic attack and exhilaration. Grounding herself, Taya took several long breaths, counting how many red things she could see on the block outside of Paul’s apartment. She wiped her washed hands on her pants, making sure she’d gotten all the blood off. 
 
    I. can. do. this. 
 
    Straightening while pushing down the need to vomit, she rang Oscar. She felt the need to spit into the plastic bushes lining the townhomes. 
 
    Oscar picked up after three tones. 
 
    “Hello.” The vampire’s avatar looked shockingly human. Clearly, he had never bothered to update this version of himself. 
 
    “What do you got?” 
 
    “Footage was doctored. Actually just cut. Could call it sloppy if it wasn’t so effective with the consistent lighting of the hall.” 
 
    Taya took a moment to soak it in, noting that Oscar looked oddly better to her as he really was now—dead. His living form seemed inexplicably wrong to her. The color in his cheeks was off for his black hair, his old cheekbones less attractive than the pronounced bone structure biters grew, the brown within his eyes far less striking than the red. 
 
    Why was I sent after him? 
 
    “Uhh, Taya?” 
 
    “That’s good, Oscar.” A twist in Taya’s stomach made her nearly upchuck on some soft plastic, printed bushes by the stoop. Purple and red leaves rustled as Taya nearly fell into them. “Though, gah—things have changed a bit.” 
 
    “I heard about the Carlson woman’s murder on my morning brief. Did you know her well?” 
 
    “N—Yeah, I did. She was a good woman.” Regaining her footing, Taya smashed the dropbox with her wear, noisily crushing the thin metal frame. The lid popped open, freeing her pistol within. The sensation of destroying something gave Taya the momentum she needed to regain herself. “Anything on Helga?” 
 
    “What was that?” Oscar asked. 
 
    The weapon slid smoothly into its holster. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Okay, well, nothing yet. Just a couple people claiming to know the face. Which is weird.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Community, unless you’ve got money, is how we survive.” Oscar sent her security footage of the green-glowed biter walking through a lower-level market. “This was taken on Floor Four. Woman headed to a den.” 
 
    “Den?” 
 
    “Yeah. Clubs where weird people gather. The odd sorts most haven’t ever really met or won’t bother to meet.” 
 
    “More supernatural creeps?” One of Paul’s neighbor’s waved to Taya as she exited the man’s walkway. She redoubled her efforts to stifle the nausea building within her. “What the hell do you all do down there? Conjuring Lucifer like those church freaks claim?” 
 
    “Totally.” Oscar’s mouth twitched in a grin. “Corrupting the youth as well. That’s been our real focus recently.” 
 
    “I mean, that’s obviously the first step.” Taya adjusted her jacket; she felt a layer of sweat making her shirt uncomfortable. “With the whole corpse plan to take over the living government.” 
 
    The vampire grinned. “Corpse?’” 
 
    Taya couldn’t help but smile. “C’mon, you are.” 
 
    “Am I?” he challenged. 
 
    “Just look for Helga.” Wiping the sweat from her face, Taya admired the genuine trees under the community-funded lamps. Each seemed to be just barely clinging to life within the megastructure, provided with just enough to continue surviving. Ads claimed there were all kinds of health benefits from living near a real tree. The slogan ‘Proper Oxygen’ alongside a small seed mascot punched into her brain, the board playing in her system as she continued to stare at the green foliage. “Get something done.” 
 
    If Taya had expected to be at home with any regularity, she would’ve ordered the advertised ‘starter kit.’ Having real greenery in her home, no matter how small, seemed extremely pleasant. A new project to distract her was shamefully welcome. If she remembered correctly, an ad she’d seen a few weeks back claimed having even a fake plant in your home was good for mental health. 
 
    Oscar’s avatar dramatically folded its arms. “Friend of mine has a strong suspicion of who it could be, but they want to meet you.” 
 
    “Meet me?” 
 
    He nodded. “Thinks we’ll all be able to help each other.” 
 
    Alarm bells began sounding in Taya’s head. “Not really interested in community events.” 
 
    “Well,” Oscar said. “No progress on your end then?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy too. This is a Labór thing for sure. I worked one of their people—Paul, the one who gave me the lead on you actually.” 
 
    Oscar only looked at her, expecting her next question, Taya could feel it. 
 
    “Why did the Labórs point me at you? Why doctor footage to get you killed? Just picked your name out of their guest list and that’s it?” 
 
    “Shoots my display, has me look into the most dangerous family within the structure, and then accuses me of being untrustworthy.” Oscar shook his head. “Heck of a partnership, Ms. Mint.” 
 
    Her only response was to scowl at his beaming avatar. 
 
    “So, was it Robert, James, or the whole family?” 
 
    “None of your concern,” Taya insisted. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” 
 
    Perhaps they thought an enforcer would jump at the opportunity to kill a feeding vamp and collect the reward. Oscar dealt at Dánkoma, so he’d be someone that would look suspicious. All signs pointed to Oscar being a law-abiding-ish informant she could utilize for now. He was connected, and if he was responsible for the murder, keeping him close could result in him slipping. That didn’t make trusting the dead man any easier. “Robert. Just Robert if Paul knows what he’s talking about. That means even the junior Labór has access to files no one outside the enforcer’s guild should.” 
 
    Oscar’s brow rose. “Nothing on what happened to Nita? Or why?” 
 
    “No. Paul never saw her.” Taya exhaled at the memory of finally believing Paul. “There was a drone at Carlson’s when I found her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Oscar said with the proper amount of sincerity. 
 
    “Yeah. Connect the dots, and it’s easy to see Robert had Carlson killed in order to clean up the failed plan. Didn’t want some vengeful mother spending the rest of her retirement fund trying to drag his skeletons from the closet. I’m beginning to think Rob’s nervous. Everything on his end has been sloppy, like he’s not just hiding from the police ’n me. My gut tells me he’s hiding from daddy too.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Oscar asked. 
 
    Taya turned a corner into a far more populated street. It provided a feeling of safety she didn’t know she needed. “If it was covering for a friend, he’d bow out and not double down when things go wrong. He’s probably a shit, but I doubt he’s a hardened criminal. I’m guessing we’re dealing with a scared egomaniac with a lot of resources covering his own ass. My guess is Rob invested in a club, something happened to Nita in the club, and if that was discovered, it would ruin Robert’s business endeavor. Not a lot of people want to party in the same building where a kid died, recently anyway.” 
 
    “Interesting take.” Oscar paused, then cautioned, “He also could have killed the kid himself. In that case, he’ll go scorched earth to keep it hidden. I mean, he already sent a twitchy-fingered enforcer to commit additional murder.” 
 
    “‘Twitchy-fingered’?” 
 
    “I consider their father a criminal,” Oscar continued. “Children could be just as bad. Sounds like you could use some outside help.” 
 
    There was a long silence as Taya focused only on the cooling air. Her mind drifted, halfway into the void she wanted to flee into and never come back from. Finally her stomach began to settle, the dull roar of the city around her undercut by the hum of the structure providing a blanket to envelop herself in for just a moment, a breath. Then another. 
 
    To his credit, Oscar sensed she needed a moment. His avatar remained perfectly still as she continued to relax each of her muscles in turn. 
 
    He’s not wealthy, and you shot his display… after threatening him and invading his home. 
 
    “I don’t typically apologize to the dead.” Taya turned from the gargantuan vent at the end of the megastructure, wishing she could jump into it purely for the isolation she would find within. It was surprising more people didn’t off themselves that way. The spaces between the slats were large enough to drive a small car through. Glowing graffiti along the slats of the vent spoke of people daring enough to come close to the vent’s black maw, but the paint ended well before the drop-off. 
 
    “Is that as close as I’m going to get to an apology?” Oscar asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Letting out a sigh, Oscar minimized her avatar. “Can you stay safe? If you just hit one of their guys, you might want to avoid your apartment for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “Well…” Oscar paused, clearly thinking something over. “Can some of your enforcer buddies help you out with that?” 
 
    “Honestly? No. I’m only tight with one enforcer, and he’s kinda my partner as well as my mentor… guy. That relationship is in every enforcer database. And… I’ve pushed him off this one.” Taya’s stomach knotted all over again at the thought of putting Juno in danger. “I want to keep away from people I care about for a bit, ’cause—well, duh.” 
 
    If you have nowhere else to go,” Oscar hesitated, “you could crash here. No one knows we’re friendly. I don’t want to hear about you dead on the news. Plus, I can take a bullet or three before needing a hospital.” 
 
    “Uhh…” Taya wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t really know— 
 
    why do you want to help me so much?” 
 
    Oscar blinked before answering. “You were sent to kill me to help cover up a missing kid, and aiding you screws over those responsible. Pretty straightforward even before you add in me wanting to help find a missing kid. It’s not like I’d give you a key. Just crash here for your own safety. I really don’t think anyone would suspect you’re crashing with me.” 
 
    “I also don’t really care about your safety,” Taya said with a smile. 
 
    A chuckle came from deep within Oscar’s chest. 
 
    Am I going to bunk with a corpse? 
 
    Taya considered stopping for food as she passed a Curry Palace. Drones rolled between the restaurant booths within, painted in green and white stripes to match the color scheme of the building. She tried willing her stomach to open, ignoring the nervous acidic bile still resting within. 
 
    “Shit,” she swore “I’ve only got mid-range wear, Oscar. What am I supposed to do against rich punks who can hire the best bodyguards in the structure?” 
 
    “Again, if you need a hand, I’ve got an interested party.” 
 
    Ah, there it is. 
 
    “I can’t pay your friends, Oscar. This is off-list now.” Taya felt her face drain of color as she struggled to not think of that violated bedroom. Mrs. Carlson’s open eyes dug holes into her. 
 
    “And yet, you’re still plugging away,” Oscar said. “Can’t say I’d feel morally right turning my back due to a lack of profit if you don’t.” 
 
    Taya coughed once. “I just need better wear. Turns out Helga was to be believed. I’m batting way out of my league here. I need cash.” 
 
    “Can’t help there.” Oscar’s avatar popped back into view. He had apparently been tweaking it to reflect his actual vampiric self. “Vamp bodies reject wear, and I suffer from a chronic case of low-floor poverty.” 
 
    “A broke blood dealer,” Taya teased, kicking a piece of plastic litter from her path. “The people you meet down a rodent’s hole.” 
 
    Oscar blinked. “Did you just refer to my home—my level—as being equivalent to a rodent’s hole?” 
 
    “Rabbit hole, sorry.” It felt somehow more honest to look at Oscar’s remade avatar. The red eyes suited him. “Helga had an Alice in Wonderland tattoo that seemed to not just be something thrown on an avatar, so it’s been on my mind—and I’m just now realizing I didn’t tell you that.” 
 
    Oscar closed his eyes, briefly bringing a hand to his brow. “You didn’t tell me about a distinctive tattoo?” 
 
    “I—” Her retort died on her tongue. The stupidity of the omission crashed into her. “I’m new. Shit, fuck! It wasn’t glow work. Old-school ink.” 
 
    “It happens, I guess.” The vampire added more of the smoothing tones into its voice. “By the way, I looked into you a bit. While I may not have the Labórs’ unfettered access, you still have a public profile. You’re not even fully licensed. So, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but let’s walk this case slow together. Keep off the radar of the Crusader creeps and pigs, okay?” 
 
    “Whoa!” Taya stepped onto the train platform. “Now the corpse is throwing out hateful terms like ‘pig’?” 
 
    “We’re governed by a pay-to-protect police force,” Oscar said. “And they don’t accept payments from the dead.” 
 
    Taya didn’t entirely disagree, but poking Oscar seemed rather fruitful. “I wonder, do vampires down low even offer the option to buy your way out of being eaten? ‘Give me ten grand or I’ll make you drink my blood and come back as a walking corpse’ kinda shakedown. Is it true that if you turn someone into a biter, they have to obey you?” 
 
    “No one has to obey anyone, and if you’re hungry enough to hunt human, no amount of money could quench that thirst.” Oscar’s tone was annoyingly somber. “Feeding runs deep in instinct. Closer to drinking water. The hunger—you can’t escape it. It follows you into your dreams. The taste of the world turns to ash, and the light dims. All you hear is the pulsing hearts of those around you. The drum of life. Once you give in—the ecstasy you experience—the destruction. The consumption of the life of another is… incredible. You pull their heat—power and potential. If you believe in a soul—” 
 
    Taya wanted to stop paying attention, details of the case screaming to come to the front of her mind, but something in Oscar’s tone held her ear. He was being sincere, clearly caring about explaining this to her. He knew she’d heard this all before, but of course she had. This discussion had dominated the public sphere for as long as she could remember. Yet Oscar was doing his best to convince her. Realizing she’d still found a way to ignore Oscar, Taya refocused on what the man was saying. 
 
    “—it is pain that demands suffering.” 
 
    Taya tried to consider what it must be like to live constantly working against your will to eat the people around you. “Is it rude for me to ask what made you stop going after people?” 
 
    “Survival at first. As we were discovered, the need to avoid hunters drove us to find any replacement we could for human.” 
 
    “You ever kill a hunter?” Taya asked. 
 
    Oscar nodded. “Several. But as their funding got better and the freshly dead were hidden from those of us seeking blood, the breakthrough came. So that threat kinda vanished for many of us. The invention that spawned a thousand debates.” 
 
    “Packblood.” 
 
    “Indeed. It took me a year, but I weaned myself off human. Now I try to help others do the same.” 
 
    “Kill that dark desire.” 
 
    “No.” Oscar shook his head. “Kill our demons.” 
 
    “You should meet my partner.” She sat at the station, waiting for the next train. It was the first time in a while that the pain in her chest didn’t feel so all-consuming. “I won’t lie, Oscar, the undead make me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Reasonable. I just confessed to multiple murders.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taya smiled. “But Quinn, yeah, he was eager for me to blow your head off. Cops tend to be a bit more biter-murder-inclined.” 
 
    “Your partner the cop…” Taya could almost see Oscar’s walls coming back up as he asked. “Did you tell him what I do?” 
 
    “Do I look like a rat? What Quinn doesn’t need to know, he won’t know. You ever need an enforcer on a deal, I’m not above such work.” 
 
    “Huh. I’ll check your rates and give it a thought.” Oscar smiled. 
 
    “Pro bono. I owe you.” 
 
    What am I saying? 
 
    His smile broadened. “I’m going to hit up some of the few non-glow ink shops still around. See what I can find.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Taya didn’t want the conversation to end, her anxiety already beginning to rise again. 
 
    Oscar ended the call. 
 
    Though she was exhausted, Taya knew she wouldn’t be able to find sleep. She needed something to keep her occupied while she decided on her next steps, and she was already sweaty, so she headed to the nearest gym her fitness membership allowed her access to. If her luck was good, she’d be able to find someone to spar with. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Slaying 
 
      
 
    The railcar rocked slowly as Taya resisted the urge to fall asleep. Despite her workout, she’d been unwilling to take up Oscar’s offer to stay with him. Instead, after a shower in the locker room, she’d spent her night riding the train on Dánkoma’s level. The lights were beginning to rise now, and her mind latched onto random details of the enclosed city around her. At this mid-low level, there was money mixed with a healthy heaping of poverty. That meant the most amount of ads with the least regulation on them. The occasional overly bright neon caused her to squint. Booming holomodel voices not even over a broadcast, just blared out from a hidden speaker, would cause her to flinch. That was what she needed, though, a wave of stimulation to keep away what hid in peace. The steady rhythm of the train jostled her gently, passing into a relatively ad-free station, giving her eyes a break. 
 
    Trying to keep her mind occupied, Taya opened her missed messages. She had dozens, mostly from Juno and Quinn checking in on her. To Taya’s surprise, her father had called. 
 
    Juno, you better not have. 
 
    Taya’s father checked in on her a couple times a month, but the last was far too recent for this to be a regular check-in. Checking the date, Taya saw it was the anniversary of her mom’s death, a date she very purposefully tried to avoid. She was too tired to deal with her father’s attempts to gloss over everything the woman had done to the two of them. 
 
    Pulling tense fingers away from the bridge of her nose, Taya’s gaze landed on the screen at the back of the car she sat in as the display flicked over to an ad based on her search history. A wonderfully curvy holomodel sank her teeth into an apple, the skeleton of a snake wrapping around her bare body. The bones of the snake bore the slogan, ‘Public Pleasure Kept Private.’ 
 
    The hell did I search to get that? 
 
    She couldn’t even tell what the ad was for, but it still bothered her. It often felt like the entire world had been designed as one giant distraction. A constant push of stimulation to keep her—or, rather anyone—from having a moment of peace. Time to process or consider anything outside of gratification and consumption. The snake within the ad began to enter the woman. Grunting in annoyance, Taya closed her eyes and let her head loll back. 
 
    To her surprise the void was waiting for her. Between the crowd around her and the dull roar of the train, peace finally won over Taya’s tension. 
 
    “Ma’am. You can’t sleep here.” 
 
    A hand shook Taya’s shoulder. Her eyes popped open to a paper-white face staring down at her. Rail security consisted entirely of simple androids meant to provide a touch of humanity. Looking up into the flat, pupil-less silver eyes, Taya didn’t feel it. It was a detail the company behind the machines had neglected, she assumed for cost reasons. 
 
    “If you’ve had too much to drink, I could call you a car for a discounted rate to personally take—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Taya pushed herself back up and checked the time. Two hours had passed. “I’m not drunk. Just a long… week.” 
 
    The machine stepped away from her. “I understand. But you cannot stay here, ma’am. To what station may I assist you?” 
 
    Realizing the train wasn’t moving, Taya checked her map. She was only a few blocks from a diner she rather enjoyed. “Here’s fine.” 
 
    Taya groggily got off the train and rubbed at her eyes. No nightmares this time. Her only memory of something close to a dream was a pair of seductive eyes watching her while some disembodied voice offered her a home makeover curated by a professional designer. 
 
    The way to Sal’s Spot went by in a blur. The crowds were relaxed, and the buzz of the day’s work had already begun to die away. The steel of the building now reflected the reds and oranges of nighttime fun, having long lost the colder tones of the day. 
 
    Sal’s was relatively empty compared to the street. The red booths held a few couples on dates; the occasional lonesome diner; and one large, noisy party of teens. 
 
    Taya registered with the restaurant and found an empty booth far from the door. Wanting to clear her mind while she ate, Taya began doodling in her journal, waiting for her cup of coffee, artificial, of course. Despite drawing several of the drones buzzing by the window, her mind refused to clear. Paul’s terrified face came back stronger with the evening. 
 
    Will Robert pay some dirty enforcer to take me down? Will he do it with one of his weared-up security guys? 
 
    If Robert was on a cleanup crusade, Paul might be added to his execution list due to what she’d done. If Paul was smart, he would keep their encounter to himself. The man would heal, but there would be questions about the cuts and bruises. That meant Paul’s pleas had been— 
 
    A drone placed a cup in front of her, breaking her memory of Paul’s fearful face. The drone extended an arm in a universal gesture for a tip. 
 
    “No.” Taya waved it away. “Who actually tips your kind? Honestly?” 
 
    The machine made a low, disappointed whir as it floated away across the laminate floor. It was all programming. Programming meant to make customers feel bad for an artificial personality in hopes of guilting more money. While the coffee was good, Sal’s always had a secondary and tertiary way of extracting money. 
 
    Taya leaned over her plastic cup and forced her mind back to the topic at hand. 
 
    Maybe I’m barking up the wrong multibillion-dollar tree. Maybe Paul lied. All I know for sure is that I need to be stronger. I need money. 
 
    The only way to get that kind of money fast was through kill contracts. High-value kill contracts. Which meant vampires. Taya grimaced. She knew someone who dealt in kill contracts, just not someone she wanted to associate with, making it all the harder to make the moral compromise with herself to take a life, even a dead one. 
 
    Oh, ha ha. 
 
    A hand on her shoulder caused Taya to jump, sending coffee spilling from her cup. “Fuck!” 
 
    When Taya looked up, Juno’s soft eyes froze her in place. 
 
    “So, I took your advice and tracked you.” Juno slowly sat across from Taya, helping to pull napkins from the dispenser to wipe up the mess. “I got worried when I saw how long you’d been on the train. Circled for a couple hours, T. I’d nearly caught the damn thing when you finally got off.” 
 
    Feeling her tension simultaneously settle and slightly lessen, Taya considered her friend’s presence silently. Juno had no ulterior motive, she was there out of love. There was nothing in the world that would cause Juno to wish harm on her, but something in Taya screamed there was danger in Juno being here. 
 
    Juno looked up as the silence stretched, finishing with the mess. “Did you know I was tailing you? Is that why you came here?” 
 
    Taya blinked and looked around the diner again. “No.” 
 
    “Oh, well.” Juno scooped up the soggy napkins and placed them on the tray of a tall, yellow service drone rolling by. Her eyes glossed for a second as she sent it a tip. “It was a night out with you, me, and Syd. We had gone to a few bars and stumbled in here. We’d stayed until they kicked us out for making too much noise. You nearly got in a fight with a service drone.” 
 
    The night—and early morning—came back to Taya. Syd’s thick arms looped under her shoulders, preventing her from kicking the machine that had been ushering them to the door. Juno had laughed hysterically when Taya had managed to leverage Syd’s hold into a bicycle kick that sent the drone to the floor. 
 
    A grin split Taya’s face. “God, why was I so upset?” 
 
    Juno returned the look, a smile of her own lighting up her face along with a flutter of her glow. “They wouldn’t let you finish your fries after you yelled at, well, kinda everyone.” 
 
    “That’s right! They were fantastic fries.” Taya pinged the diner and ordered a plate. “Why wouldn’t they let me keep ’em?” 
 
    “As I kept telling you then, they were boxing them for you.” Juno’s grin grew wider. “You were just a bit too drunk to think beyond seeing a drone take your plate from you.” 
 
    Taya snorted. “Oops.” 
 
    A heavy silence settled between them. 
 
    Juno finally broke it. “How goes sniffing up the family money tree?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Family tree made of money,” Juno clarified. “Sorry, bad joke. Just popped in my mind. Anyway, how goes the, uh, case?” 
 
    “Fewer cash falls than you’d think.” Taya put her head down, feeling the sensation of safety from Juno’s company overcome her previous anxiety. Juno’s presence radiated positive energy and peace in a way only she could. “God, even seeing you sent my spine rigid for a moment, Jun. What is wrong with me?” 
 
    “Taya, you’re grieving and probably still in shock. I’m just here to make sure you don’t do anything you’ll regret and to try to talk you into coming home with me for some good ol’ processing. After what happened with Syd, ya know, loss is tricky. You need to step back. Walk away and clear your—” 
 
    Raising her head, Taya pulled her arm back from Juno’s touch. “I can’t do that. Staying with you would be dangerous, Jun. Even you being here is a risk. I don’t know if I’m still being watched. I don’t know if I’m still deemed a threat. Jesus, I don’t even know what this case is anymore.” 
 
    Juno raised her hands in a calming motion. “But you won’t leave it.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, simply an observation. 
 
    “No.” Pain speared Taya’s heart as Mrs. Carlson’s disappointed eyes flashed in her mind. Taya struggled to control her tone. “They can’t walk away from that. I won’t let them. What’s the rate for actually solving homicides these days? Nine, ten percent, if we believe those numbers? No. I’m doing this.” 
 
    “If we believe?” Juno let out a long breath. “Look, I’m not going to even try to talk you out of it, all right? But that doesn’t mean you oughta be stupid. I’d say it means you need to take the extra measure to make sure you keep yourself tip-top.” 
 
    How long it took Taya to realize what Juno was getting at was a testament to how right her friend was. She felt wired. But that wasn’t accurate. She was exhausted. 
 
    “You absolutely can do this. I believe in you.” Juno smiled warmly. “You just have to do it right. You have to keep your head on straight and be patient. I checked the address you went to today. You saw the bartender, right? Did you question him again? Is that safe? What did you learn?” 
 
    “I… umm… got confirmation Robert gave fake footage to ’em.” Taya was having trouble processing this side of Juno. It was calculated. It felt like the case was about to undergo an outside grading, which Taya supposed it was. It probably needed it. “What’s your consultation rate?” 
 
    “Someone with a clear mind looking at your case is a good thing, doofus. You’ll pay me back by not getting your head blown off.” Juno leaned forward. “Now, did you get the exact time Robert gave it to Paul? Was Robert at the bar when you were? What happened to Nita?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask. I think so. And not even Paul knew.” Taya felt foolish for how blunt her own questions had been. She had only worked to confirm her suspicions and dug no deeper. Didn’t even bother checking to know if Robert had been in the building and gave the commands directly. The thought sent a chill down her spine. “I just know Robert is responsible.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, Taya.” There was no accusation in Juno’s voice, only understanding. “Stop thinking like this has one path forward. All you know for sure is you’ve gathered pieces to a puzzle. You haven’t even connected anything solidly outside of glimpses here and there. Just because something could fit doesn’t mean the picture is completed. Until you have hard evidence, assume people are lying or not giving you the whole truth.” 
 
    Nodding, Taya said, “Nice use of the puzzle imagery. You’re better than Quinn.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Juno smiled. “You’re rushing, trying to bulldoze your way to a conclusion. That’s how you miss steps and get people hurt.” 
 
    “Jun, I appreciate this—and you’re right—but I can’t let you—” 
 
    “You don’t want me in this, and I don’t want in. But I can give perspective. Outside observer, that’s it.” The serving drone appeared, and Juno graciously took the plates. The stir-fry Taya had ordered looked fantastic, showing signs of a custom print job by the chef to guarantee distinction from the thousands of other diners in New York. The taste had the ever-present printer burn undertone, but the flavor was there. She just wished the texture maintained its shape a bit better before returning to mush. “I can also defend myself. Don’t think I’ve spent all this time around you and not picked up some tips.” 
 
    “You’re not such a bad sparring—what?” Taya leaned forward to look into the purse Juno held open and saw a rather sizable revolver. She felt an unexpected rush of pride toward Juno. “You sneaky son of a bitch. Did you see Naomi?” 
 
    Juno’s grin spread. “Mhm. They were everything you said they would be.” 
 
    “I could kiss you.” Taya meant it. Then, the sinking feeling returned. “You already feel the danger, don’t you? It’s in the air.” 
 
    Juno glared. “It just seemed like a good time to get some protection. Please, get some rest. You’ll get through this cleaner if you take care of yourself.” 
 
    The two of them enjoyed their meals and chatted about anything but the case. After they paid, Juno sent an access key to her on-campus apartment. “I still have the ‘fat man’ couch. No way they’re watching me, ya paranoid weirdo. Just sleep at mine tonight. Go after this in the morning… maybe after a workout. You’re always at your best after a good sweat. Plus, the campus gym got an upgrade. It’s better than you’d believe. Saunas and massage drones.” 
 
    “Nope.” Taya rejected the message, deleting its receipt from her system altogether. “Don’t be crazy. I’ll get a hotel room.” 
 
    Juno frowned but then nodded and said, “Promise you’ll sleep when you’re there?” She walked Taya back out into the street. “I don’t want you to be conscious until at least early afternoon tomorrow. And stop worrying about me. I’ll be in the campus district where people can’t even get in without registering themselves. Not even a Labór could touch me.” 
 
    “Jun, knock on some printWood or something. If God is as big a motherfucker as it seems, you’re testing ’em.” After hesitating, Taya added, “But thank you. I’ll crash, I promise.” 
 
    Taya meant it. With her reasonably full belly, her body had taken the note to enter hibernation. Exhaustion was beginning to set in despite the train nap. 
 
    After throwing her arms around her friend one last time, Taya let her go off into the megastructure. 
 
    But I’m not getting a hotel. Oscar, I hope you straightened up. 
 
      
 
    Taya knocked on the door, softer than the last time, just a quick two taps. One might describe them as downright gentle. It felt proper and respectful considering her last visit to Oscar’s home, but she received no answer as she stood in the dank hall of Oscar’s apartment building. 
 
    Son of a bitch, open! 
 
    Taya slapped the door with the palm of her hand. “C’mon, you don’t have to move like a corpse.” 
 
    The sound of the door opening sent Taya jumping back, hand landing on her holstered pistol, but the door swung to reveal only Oscar in sweats with no shirt again, his glow turned completely off. The vampire rubbed his eyes. “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    Oscar’s voice rolled over Taya in a way that only a vampire’s could. All silk, no edge; promising bliss if she would only let down her guard. Taya felt her body relax and her mind slow. 
 
    This feels… wrong. 
 
    Taya scoffed at the thought. Soon she’d be a full-on worshiper, if she kept it up. Worshipers were a disgusting lot who claimed the vampiric disease was actually demonic in nature. That wasn’t a negative talking point, according to the small cult. They all wanted to be turned into the immortal dead. 
 
    “Do your kind keep regular hours?” Taya almost pushed past him into the home before thinking better of it. Instead she proffered a bag of supplies she had hastily grabbed from her place with a neighbor she’d talked into escorting her, taking full advantage of a crush she knew he’d had on her for months. “I need to take you up on your offer.” 
 
    “My kind do whatever we please as individuals. We aren’t a hive mind. Some of us even keep a somewhat human sleep schedule. While our sleep isn’t exactly like yours, it helps keep the mind fresh.” Looking between her and the bag, Oscar was clearly trying to hide a grin. “This is one heck of a way to gain a roommate.” 
 
    “Hell, not—” Taya puffed air from her nose. “I doubt I’ll be here long. Just long enough to make sure there isn’t someone waiting in my closet with a shotgun.” 
 
    “Let’s go over the rules first.” The man had the audacity to cross his arms and lean against the doorframe. “One, no more anti-vampire crap. You’re welcome to ask questions, and I’ll provide answers.” 
 
    “A’ight.” 
 
    Easy enough. 
 
    “Two, no drawing your weapon unless we’re in active danger.” Oscar began counting the rules off on his fingers. 
 
    “No problem.” Taya began tapping her foot. 
 
    “Three, no opening the bedroom window. The haze stinks up the place for hours.” He gestured to the dark green air swirling outside a closed window, a morbid reminder of the dead Earth. 
 
    Taya blinked in surprise. “You have an openable window to the outside? Why?” 
 
    “Not worth much,” he agreed. “This low, the haze never goes away. Just get to see green swirls. No sunshine, which, ya know. Anyway, four, don’t mess with my customers. I’ll try to move any meetings out of here, but if I can’t, stay out of the way.” 
 
    Taya took in the space with a new eye. When she had been here before, the one-bedroom apartment had been just a simple corpse den. Now it struck her like many other bachelor pads she had been in. Clothes were tossed about, framed bad art and posters decorated the wall, plenty of displays illuminating the space with few other light sources, and, of course, a massive screen that took up far too much space on a wall. She ignored the spiderwebbing cracks from her bullet. 
 
    Taya glanced at the couch, wondering if that was where he drew blood from his volunteers. “Where do I sleep?” 
 
    Oscar passed her, picking up a discarded shirt and pulling it on. “You’ll take the bed. I’ll take the couch.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Taya walked to the small bedroom, pushing the flimsy plastic door fully open. The sheets were used but not terrible, and the pillows had cases. The mattress wasn’t on the floor, though the frame was barely an inch or two off the ground. “Not too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Oscar grabbed a few things from his room, including a small nighttime display, and nodded once as he left her to unpack. “Meet me out here when you’re ready.” 
 
    Taya got through roughly half of her belongings before a call from Quinn popped up in her hud. 
 
    She made it so her avatar would be minimized upon answering. “’Sup?” 
 
    “Why aren’t you home?” The man’s tone was softer than she had expected. 
 
    Taya wasn’t sure why she had been anticipating scorn. “Didn’t feel safe. I’m crashing at a hotel for a bit.” 
 
    Her partner scoffed. “Taya, they sent ya a pretty clear message. A message to all enforcers. Don’t touch this one. We all facking heard it. Loud and clear. I don’t think this is personal. You’re clear unless you… you didn’t, right?” 
 
    Taya remembered the feeling of crushing Paul’s hand within her grip. “Of course not. Can you just consider me on vacation?” 
 
    “I guess, sure. Ya deserve one. Actually, yeah! I think that’s a damn good idea, T.” Quinn sent her a ping to bring back her avatar. An action considered rude in nearly all circles. Really, it was a feature only used by parents on petulant children. “I’m just worried as ya friend. Not here as your partner.” 
 
    God, why can’t I just be left the fuck alone? 
 
    “Quinn, I need to not be reminded of all this. Please respect that.” 
 
    He frowned. “But even from Juno? She hasn’t heard from ya all day.” 
 
    Juno, you’re my favorite person ever. 
 
    Taya pulled a stack of shirts from her bag and stacked them atop a dresser. “She’s respecting my space.” 
 
    “But I can tell she’s scared. We all are.” Quinn sent her a gif of a concerned puppy. It flashed over his avatar, floating in her eye. Something about how the older man used messaging enhancements always felt off the mark. “Not of some hired hitman, but for ya mental. Please tell me you’re really taking time for you. Don’t run yourself into any avoidable trouble.” 
 
    Taya sat on the bed and felt something crinkle under the sheets. Pulling the empty packblood sack from the sheets nearly caused her to gag. 
 
    Christ! 
 
    She began stripping the sheets. 
 
    “I plan on hitting the gym and pool today, Q. Nothing more.” She felt zero guilt from lying to her partner. It was for his own safety, after all. “I promise with a big fat cherry on top, okay?” 
 
    “Pool? A’ight. Just call me if you need anything. Even someone to just check on your place.” 
 
    Taya froze. “Actually, could you? Just swing in once a day until I’m back.” 
 
    “What?” Quinn had clearly been about to end the call. “Why?” 
 
    “Just check on my place.” Taya finished pulling on her pants and buckled on her pistol. “My security says the place is fine, but if you could sweep it for bugs, I would appreciate it massively.” 
 
    “Taya.” Quinn’s tone took on the scorn she had first expected when the call started. “Yer paranoid. They know better than to go hitting enforcers. It’s why—uh—sorry. I didn’t—None of this is your fault.” 
 
    “Quinn, you’re the only person I know aside from me with combat wear. Unless you want me to crash at yours—a place you still haven’t even let me see, by the way—you better get your ass to mine.” Taya ordered new sheets to Oscar’s apartment to be delivered within the hour, realizing no amount of cycles in a cleaner, if Oscar even owned one, would be enough. “It will help kill the ‘paranoia.’ You’re the one person with access to the tech and who can protect themselves.” 
 
    “All right.” Quinn pinged her for her security code. “I’ll swing by after I’m off. Send the access code.” 
 
    Taya checked the time. 
 
    “I guess I appreciate you trusting me.” Quinn ended the call. 
 
    I need to talk with Oscar about that woman… uh… Helga… 
 
    Sleep consumed her. 
 
    Voices from the living room pulled Taya from her groggy sleep. Her eyes focused on the fan spinning above. Dehydration had brought on a painfully pounding headache. 
 
    When will my head be allowed some peace? 
 
    Rolling over, Taya felt moisture against her face. 
 
    I was crying in my sleep… and the fan’s now on. Definitely wasn’t before. Oscar saw. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “That just isn’t cool, man.” The voice was soft, hazy in its own way. A constant vape user, Taya decided. “Fake is fake.” 
 
    “I know, Beurs. I’m really sorry.” Oscar’s tone came across as mostly human. 
 
    Pulling herself up, Taya moved to the door and listened more closely. 
 
    The softer voice continued. “I don’t wanna have to boot ya, man. Having a blood-dealer tenant? That’s cool. But you promised human. That was just premium pack.” 
 
    A landlord taking blood as payment? Biters can’t run businesses. Wasn’t Oscar afraid of him hiring me as a gun? 
 
    “Well, I appreciate that.” Oscar’s steps moved across the apartment to where Taya thought the desk was. “Could I trade you a monitor?” 
 
    “Nah, man. I need some blood. What am I going to do with another monitor? Last one you gave me got installed over my toilet. It’s weird to explain.” 
 
    There was a pause before Oscar spoke again. “Why’d you put it there?” 
 
    “You know how cool it is to have a display at your toilet?” The sound of someone hitting a vape confirmed Taya’s suspicion. “I watched a baking show for like two hours the other day, so long my legs fell asleep.” 
 
    “Well, don’t you have a second bathroom?” Oscar seemed both confused and hopeful. “Another display could—” 
 
    “Nah, man. Nah.” A hint of firmness tinged Beurs’ voice, but Taya hadn’t needed to hear him speak for more than a few seconds to know this was rare. “My mom’s visiting next week. I’m not explaining a display in the guest bathroom too.” 
 
    Taya pushed open the door and stepped into the main living space. The two men turned to her, Oscar dressed and wide awake, Beurs staring at her through bulbous glasses. They magnified the bloodshot eyes beneath. It was an interesting contrast to Oscar’s supernatural deep red irises. 
 
    Who the fuck still has glasses? Why does a human want blood? 
 
    “Hi.” Beurs waved at her with one hand holding a silver vape. He was a stout man, a bit too wide in the gut but carrying his weight well. “Oscar, I didn’t know you had company. Now I look like an asshole. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Taya extended a hand. “Is Beurs your name?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m Taya. A friend of Oscar’s.” 
 
    “That’s cool.” Beurs took off his glasses, wiping the lenses on his shirt. “You’re probably wondering about the glasses. Most do. I got a rare thing. It’s degenerative. Kinda sucks. I need ’em.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Taya exchanged a look with Oscar. He shrugged, giving the impression that Beurs was harmless. “Oscar dealt you packblood?” 
 
    “It’s no big deal.” Beurs gingerly placed his lenses back on his nose and ears, smears still visible even in the dim light of Oscar’s living room. “If you’re needing a place to stay, I’m not going to be kicking anyone out. I don’t want to boot Oscar, ya know? He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “Thanks, Beurs.” Oscar moved to escort his landlord out. 
 
    “Was it just blood in exchange for rent?” Both men froze at Taya’s question. 
 
    Beurs nodded as Oscar eyed her suspiciously. 
 
    “How much is Oscar’s rent?” Taya asked. 
 
    The answer was shockingly low. Taya pulled up her account and sent two months’ worth over to Beurs. 
 
    Beurs accepted the payment. “Oscar, how’d you meet her? She bad as fuck. Payin’ your debt ’n shit.” 
 
    The vampire met Taya’s eyes without expression. “She put a gun in my face and accused me of murder.” 
 
    “…Oh, damn. That’s not a joke?” Beurs’ brows nearly left his head as he turned to look at Taya. “Taya, you wanna grab a bite?” 
 
    Taya laughed before shaking her head. “Some other time.” 
 
    Oscar continued to usher his landlord to the door. “I hope to see you soon, in a more pleasant capacity.” 
 
    “Oh? I got a new game.” Beurs’ tone switched to excitement. “It puts you in a submarine with one guy hiding a zombie bite. You gotta find out who. If you’re too late, it gets really intense ’n claustrophobic. I got one of those headsets so you can see my escape ’n play. I’ll make nachos again. You can at least smell ’em. You can’t hate the smell of nachos.” 
 
    “Sounds like a blast.” Oscar closed the door and turned as he spoke. “Please don’t do that again.” 
 
    “Pay your rent?” Taya expected a harsher reaction. “All right. I just need for him not to be coming by all the time.” 
 
    “He’s trustworthy. I haven’t paid rent in six months. Beurs never kicks anyone out.” 
 
    “Oh.” Taya fidgeted with the grip of her holstered pistol. She’d slept with the thing still attached to her hip. “Weren’t you afraid of him?” 
 
    Nodding, Oscar said, “Not a man I fear more in the structure.” 
 
    Taya pursed her lips before saying, “Him?” 
 
    He chuckled, moving to the couch and gesturing for her to take a seat with him. “I thought he was mad I sold him bad blood.” 
 
    Many questions rolled through Taya’s mind but she settled on, “Why does a human need blood?” 
 
    Oscar looked at her over his shoulder. “Honestly? Too afraid to ask. I need to speak with you.” 
 
    He’s not joking? 
 
    Checking the time in her hud, Taya noticed it was well past noon. 
 
    Taya stepped back into Oscar’s—well, now her—room and snatched up her toiletries bag, calling out. “Make it quick. I gotta get moving today. I know a way to get enough funds to get me through this—for a bit at least. Just one quick, big side job.” 
 
    “You just paid my rent while you’re having money issues?” Oscar didn’t bother raising his voice. 
 
    “Least I could do.” Taya realized she had never even swept the place for bugs. Was that necessary, or would Oscar’s place not even be considered as a point of interest? I’m getting paranoid. 
 
    “Least you could do is pay for my display,” he called after her. 
 
    She came back into the main room. “You think he wouldn’t drop a bug for the right price?” 
 
    “That’s part of why I fear Beurs. He doesn’t care about money. Only blood.” Oscar sighed. “No one knows you’re here, Taya. I tried getting at your system while you were asleep. It’s a steel box.” 
 
    “Gift from my partner. Reset police-grade system. He got it off a dead officer before the cleanup crew got at it.” The confession was unexpected and mildly annoying, and yet Taya was also appreciative of her ability to trust Oscar, if only a little. “Got it scrubbed and—after a lot of work, like, Jesus, a lot—hooked it into mine.” 
 
    “He took it off a dead cop?” Oscar’s brows lifted. “You’re okay with that?” 
 
    Taya shrugged. “Speaking of scrubbing, let me get cleaned up, then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Oscar moved to a small cabinet and grabbed her a towel. “I just need a moment when you’re done.” 
 
    After her shower, Taya opened the drawer she’d just finished depositing clothes in and removed a fresh pair of dark, loose-fitting pants and long-sleeved maroon shirt she’d yet to put on since buying it weeks prior. She wasted a beat considering donning a set of second-skin armor Quinn had given her months ago. It was heavy and designed to help stop higher-caliber rounds when combined with her internal netting. But she’d rather be more agile than bulletproof given what she was about to hunt. After lacing up her sneakers and pulling on her cropped white jacket, she met Oscar back in the living room just as he was finishing draining a pack of dark green fluid. 
 
    “You don’t like the red-colored stuff?” Taya asked. “Ads say the red is better.” 
 
    “That’s all dyes and lies,” Oscar answered, his voice laced with hesitation. “No sense paying extra for a color when the taste’s the same.” 
 
    “Not surprising.” Impatient, Taya prodded, “So… you had something—” 
 
    “Things don’t work the way you think they do.” He blurted the words in haste, seeming to find them distasteful. “You are encroaching on a hidden world, and not knowing might get you killed.” 
 
    Taya waited for what else he had to say. The vampire clearly wanted more of a reaction from her, but Taya was unsure what to give. She considered herself agnostic—but found the claims of demonic possession being the cause of the vampiric virus absurd. The virus itself could be viewed under a microscope. The side effects were certainly bordering on the supernatural, but humanity used to think weather was an act of gods. Even the haze choking the world outside Oscar’s window was becoming better understood. 
 
    After another moment of uncomfortable silence, Oscar continued, “Why humanity lives in megastructures, what happened on Mars, what causes my condition—all of that is known and kept hidden—controlled.” 
 
    “Are you trying to start a political discussion with me?” Taya had never considered herself much for strong opinions on these subjects, but Oscar clearly felt at odds with something she had said. “I know I’ve said some things about bit—vampires that could be considered rude, but I really don’t mean to diminish any of your personal beliefs.” 
 
    “No, god. This is always hard.” Oscar ran his hands through his hair, clearly stressed. “Screw it. Here it goes. Magic is real. I don’t have a virus, it’s a blood curse. A curse started by a now dead god. Its remains are on Mars—that’s actually what they found—but that’s not the point. I’m telling you this because I know a witch. I swear on my life, a cauldron-using witch. She’ll be able to track down Helga, but to make it work, we need your blood.” 
 
    Taya met Oscar’s gaze for a moment before he averted his eyes. 
 
    What is he trying to get with this? He’s not crazy… right? 
 
    He seemed disappointed at her blank stare. “I can—” 
 
    “Is that some pitch to get me to donate blood?” Taya cut off his next words with deliberate firmness. “I thought you might try to get me to help with a deal, but damn, Oscar. I can pay you for letting me stay here if you’re that strapped for cash.” 
 
    “What? N—no.” Whatever response Oscar had expected, it wasn’t that. But Taya was offended that Oscar thought so little of her to think a story like that would work. 
 
    “Welp.” Taya clapped her palms on her knees before standing. “I’m not very superstitious, so, wrong tree, ya know? Interesting approach, though.” 
 
    Oscar stood with her. “Listen, I’m offering you information most vampires don’t even know. Plenty think they just have a virus.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Taya put on a mock-sympathetic tone as she walked for the door. “They don’t even know they’re cursed by a dead god? That’s awful.” 
 
    “Please, listen. We could solve this today.” The vampire gracefully hopped over the couch to come between Taya and the door. To his credit, he did slide out of the way when Taya didn’t stop. 
 
    “With magic? That sounds great. You go do that. If you need DNA, I’m sure you can grab a hair or two I left on the bed.” 
 
    “Please, listen.” Oscar’s tone had dropped deeper and lower than Taya had ever heard. Something about it was darker than when she had him at gunpoint. “This isn’t some pitch or joke. My friend—Jordan—she can help you. She has abilities. Witches can—” Oscar stopped himself, swallowing his last words. “Listen. If things get worse, will you give her a chance?” 
 
    “I could certainly see that being within the realm of possibility in the future, buddy.” Pulling the door open, Taya turned on her violet glow and threw the undead a wink. “Don’t wait up for me.” 
 
    Pulling the door shut behind her, Taya eyed the dirty door where Oscar no doubt still stood. 
 
      
 
    As she boarded a train at the nearest station, Taya’s plan cemented in her mind. 
 
    Well, now it’s my turn to see Naomi. But first… 
 
    Taya opened her contacts and found Thomas Locke. Thomas was a list manager for enforcers. Quinn had introduced her to Thomas purely as a formality. If you wanted to be in the business and speak knowledgeably, you needed to understand where the important players sat. Thomas was one of the most well-connected managers within the structure when it came to fast cash. He dealt specifically in high-paying, extremely risky gigs. That included assassinations. Enforcers preferred to call them kill contracts, but Taya didn’t have the taste to soften what she was about to do, even to herself. 
 
    Enforcers were tools of the rich to use as they pleased and for the middle class to hire if they could afford it. An enforcer license provided countless benefits, but the more Taya sat with the role in the wider scheme of it all, the fouler the taste in her mouth. Regardless, it had provided her with experience and tools she was more than willing to utilize now. 
 
    Stop thinking of this as another contract. You’re operating without official support. 
 
    The call only rang once before Thomas’ avatar appeared in her vision. He was tall with slicked-back black hair. Several of his teeth had been replaced with artificial diamonds. It clashed horribly with the gold glow trickling down his neck in a drop pattern of runes. He was the only person Taya had ever met that paid for additional upgrades for his avatar. Immediately, his figure began to consume an almost raw steak. Noises included. 
 
    “My Ghost! How’ve you been, beautiful?” Thomas pointed at her with a forkful of meat. The obnoxious avatar package was built to interpret his actions and match whatever he was doing in real life to his consumption of his meal. She guessed it made him feel strong, but it only made Taya feel disgust. “Looking for some independent work away from that fucking boot?” 
 
    Taya made it so her avatar would vocalize what she wanted without needing to audibly speak on the train. It was slower, but necessary. 
 
    Thomas looked impatient as he noted the change in her avatar’s setting. 
 
    Her voice came through sounding slightly simulated. “What’s your highest-paying gig? Risk doesn’t matter.” 
 
    The bounty dealer’s avatar looked openly amused as it chomped down on a fat cut of meat. The meat on the plate never shrank, no matter how hungrily the manager sliced into it. “That’s not for you, kid. You’re no hitman—sorry—hitwoman. Person who deals in death. YaknowwhatImean. Yeah, you ain’t that shit.” 
 
    Thomas being only three years her senior and calling her ‘kid’ made Taya’s teeth grind. The sensation made her focus on the annoying glint in Thomas’ diamond-coated teeth. What she said next put tension in her spine. “Check on the status of my last target. The school creep case. I’m ready for something bigger.” 
 
    Taya was forced to watch as Thomas’ avatar slowly pulled out an unfiltered cigarette, lit it with a match, and took a long drag. Before continuing, the dealer took another bite of steak, both cigarette and fork clenched in a single, chubby hand. 
 
    He’d see Gerald was registered as dying by suicide, something that happened suspiciously often around more ruthless enforcers. It felt dirty, but Taya was more than willing to utilize the practice to make Thomas assume she killed the man. 
 
    Who pays for a patch like this?! 
 
    After letting out a plume of smoke, Thomas said, “Guess my Ghost finally gave in to that darkness behind your eyes, eh? Fine. Local vamp was caught on camera grabbing a girl. Cops know where he’s hiding, but their list is long, and they wanna wait till they’re sure he ain’t frenzied. Family pulled together the funds to make my list. They want a heavy hitter, but…” He began cutting again, resulting in a squelching sound. “Pays seven hundred thousand. Video of the beast snatching up some streetwalker in the file. Green light on this execution through and through.” 
 
    She blinked at the number, pulling out her journal to take notes. “You got the location?” 
 
    Thomas finished chewing before saying, “Yeah. Lucky you, my drones did most of the grunt work, so the job is half done. Floor Seven. It’s all in the brief. Forwarded it to ya. Last enforcer vanished, so be careful. Dead enforcers make me look bad, and I still don’t think you got it in ya. That means I’ll be taking seventy percent. All you need to do is…” The cigarette and fork evaporated from Thomas’ finger as his hand snatched a cheap printPistol from nowhere and rested it against his temple. The fork returned the instant Thomas pulled the trigger, causing Taya’s internal audio to hit her programmed limit. Judging by how hard her limiter worked, Thomas had the sound effect illegally amplified. 
 
    Rolling her shoulders, Taya said, “You get sixty. Send the job. I’ll sign.” 
 
    “Hold on, for sixty….” Thomas’ eyes narrowed. “I want a contract with you.” 
 
    “No. Not happening.” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Ghost.” Thomas leaned forward, chains dangling from his neck. “You’re finally off the rails. I like it. You want to rely on Quinn trickling his leftovers to you forever? I can get you a license today.” 
 
    Taya folded her arms. “And how quickly would that license fail under, I don’t know, any kind of scrutiny?” 
 
    “So much animosity, it’s unattractive in a business relationship, ya know? Telling managers no is bad luck.” He emphasized the last words by dabbing his cigarette into his steak. “Yet you still come to my ever-accepting arms. We could make so much more mon—” 
 
    “Either give me the contract, or I’ll find another seller who will.” Taya said the words out loud without thinking. Several faces on the train turned to her. Ignoring them, she continued the conversation virtually. “There’s a dozen managers who can snag the contract out from under you. Want me to go to ’em?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare cross me, girl.” 
 
    “‘Off the rails,’ right? Thomas, I don’t give a shit about having a professional relationship with you. I care about getting paid.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Thomas took on a more guarded posture, disappearing his fork but keeping the smoke. He rested the butt of the cigarette between his fat lips. 
 
    Taya began to suspect Thomas was really smoking; his movements with the cigarette were too natural, not simulated. Watching him made her want to hit her own vape. It would at least ease the tension now tightening her jaw. 
 
    No more mistakes! 
 
    Letting out a long breath, Thomas put his elbows on the table in front of his avatar. Rubbing the back of his neck, the manager coughed into his free hand. Something in the air shifted, and Taya didn’t like that she couldn’t place it. 
 
    “I’ve been doing this job for eleven goddamn years.” Thomas seemed bitter at the fact. “Earth goes around the sun, I get thugs paid. One’s as natural as the other. One lesson I’ve learned doing my job, sure as that sun’s still shining, when enforcers ask for one big, reckless paycheck, next I hear about ’em is dead on my morning feed.” 
 
    “Fantastic to hear.” 
 
    “Drop the shit, kid.” He seemed to drop some of his own combative aura, looking Taya in the eyes through their call. “Why do you need the money?” 
 
    All Thomas had to do was check her latest assignment to understand her current predicament, so Taya answered honestly. “Last client got killed. I liked her and think I know who did it. To bring them in, I need cash.” 
 
    “I’m very happy to hear that.” A full-toothed grin spread across Thomas’ face. “Think if I start spreading the word ya got a client killed, you’ll still be able to get another manager to snake me?” 
 
    Rage washed over Taya, and she shouted over the train, “I never said I got them killed!” 
 
    The empty space around her got notably larger as people pushed away from the yelling woman. 
 
    “But with that little recording I just took,” Thomas lit a new cigarette before finishing, “they’ll believe me when I say ya did. You seem desperate, acting careless to get some blood. Suddenly taking a kill job? I’ll get you blacklisted before the day’s over.” 
 
    Fucking skunk. 
 
    Thomas was well connected, and any information he wanted to spread to other managers would be impossible to stop. She had no idea if he actually had been recording her. There were dozens of illegal and undetectable recording methods possible within calls, several of which Taya had done herself. 
 
    Accepting that the pain in her shoulder would bloom into a full-blown headache soon, Taya slumped in her seat. “What kind of contract do you want?” 
 
    Thomas clapped his hands in excitement. “No idea! That’s the beauty. You just have to do one, two more jobs for me in the future. Hell, I’ll even give you a small cut for whatever it is. How’s five percent?” 
 
    “You don’t even have one in mind?” Taya’s stomach seized once more, making the protein bar she had wolfed down from a vending machine suddenly feel like lead in her stomach. 
 
    “I’ll let you know when you need to know.” Thomas sent over the contract to sign. She did so with her enforcer key after her A.I. cleared the conditions from having any unexpected hooks. “You should be happy, Taya. If you pull this fat bag off, I will grant you your full license. Forget Quinn. I can do that after a kill contract, ya know.” 
 
    Taya nodded. “Fine, but front me a hundred thousand. I’ll need bigger firepower.” 
 
    “Deal. And a license from me, Taya? It would mean a hell of a lot more than one coming from that pig fuck boot you roll with.” Thomas’ avatar disappeared from her vision. 
 
    Taya’s account balance updated. [$109,500]. 
 
    I gotta stop with the impulse purchases when walking. 
 
    Glancing at the file, she saw the name—Gavin Butler. 
 
    She messaged Oscar. 
 
      
 
    Taya: What do you know about a vamp named Gavin Butler? 
 
      
 
    Oscar: Never heard the name, but I can make some calls. Whatever you’re doing, we can get to the end of this right now. I can get you Helga NOW! 
 
      
 
    Taya: Get me any and all info you can on Gavin. 
 
      
 
    Oscar: When do you need it? How is Gavin tied to the missing kid? 
 
      
 
    Taya left the conversation. 
 
    It took her over two hours, but getting to Naomi’s shop, no matter the distance, was always worth it to Taya. She was welcomed by the store’s neon, shaped into a T. rex with assault rifles for arms. Below the dinosaur was the name ‘Small Arms.’ It was Taya’s personal favorite name for a store in the entire structure. 
 
    “Ghost!” Naomi shouted as Taya entered their store, their hoarse voice deeply inviting. Naomi was medium height and covered in lean muscle. Tattoos were visible on nearly every inch of exposed skin, everything from simple glowline patterns to a photorealistic portrait of Naomi’s mother that perpetually shimmered with a mild glow. Naomi’s standout piece, though, was a ringlet of powerful sunlight glow acting as a crown on their temple complemented with white dots covering the natural freckles under Naomi’s acorn-colored skin. Everything about Naomi was bold and warm, and she was always someone Taya could be honest with without needing to bring up any pain. 
 
    “’Sup, slinger.” Taya took in the store anew. Every wall was coated in stacked weapons of all kinds. Light blades, rifles, pistols, shields, attack drones, explosives, et cetera. All were unloaded and kept behind bars, but the amount of armament still made Taya smile. 
 
    Naomi leaned excitedly over the counter, silver necklace clanking against the glass case. “Welcome back. Have you used that orb yet?” 
 
    “I might be about to.” Taya approached the counter, always willing to entertain Naomi’s flirtatious eyes. Luckily for her own comfort, no other customers occupied the store. 
 
    “Got a lead on a biter?” Naomi asked. 
 
    “I do indeed.” Taya tapped a white-painted nail on the counter. “What ya got?” 
 
    “Well, best practice is high-caliber. Something big enough to put a stumble in their step.” Naomi cocked her head. “Taya, is this a kill contract?” 
 
    Taya didn’t answer, only meeting Naomi’s eyes. 
 
    “Damn.” Naomi snapped their fingers before unlocking a cabinet near the register. The beauty of Naomi’s service largely came from their ability to provide something extra special for any given need. Naomi loved their industry and wanted to make each customer as happy as possible. Taya appreciated their enthusiasm, though she had made Naomi promise not to rant about how the right to own a weapon was a fundamental part of whatever. “You’re—uh—looking a bit out of it. Well, honestly, you look like shit. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Ha. I’m trying to make it okay.” Taya leaned against the counter, wondering if crashing at Naomi’s might be a better alternative than Oscar’s. She tossed the thought aside. 
 
    Whoever you’re staying with could get killed. You’d want to risk them over a vampire? 
 
    “Fair. Look, you’re not some paranoid asshole afraid that some biter will somehow squeeze under their bedroom door and bite them while sleeping.” Naomi lifted a large box from behind the counter. They slapped the box with unnecessary force. “I know if you ask for something big, you need big.” 
 
    “What is it?” Taya eyed the black box with suspicion. It was far too large, even for the bulkiest of rifles. “I don’t need a missile.” 
 
    “Oh, my bad.” 
 
    To Taya’s shock, Naomi actually lowered the box back behind the counter. 
 
    “That can’t really be… Is that legal?” 
 
    “I can push some paperwork to get you the right kinda permit. You’d have to wait a few days before you could actually walk out of here with it.” Naomi shrugged at Taya’s openmouthed gape. “You said one shot.” 
 
    Taya laughed. 
 
    “Just remember, it was my professional recommendation.” Naomi walked to the cages hanging off the walls and began unlocking a stack of rifles. “But I got something else.” 
 
    Taya still wasn’t sure if Naomi had been joking or not. 
 
    Naomi snagged a large matte-black rifle and placed it on the counter for Taya. “A lotta people like to hit bloodsuckers with fat bullets and do their dead killing at a serious distance. It’s the safest method if you can get ’em in the open.” 
 
    The scope resting on top of the rifle was the largest Taya had ever seen, with a small box mounted on the side to calculate readouts for the lens. As tempting as it was to deal with this kind of problem at a distance, Taya didn’t trust her aim enough to guarantee a kill. Plus, she doubted Gavin’s hideout had massive windows. Actively feeding vamps often became paranoid, for very good reason. Minimal evidence would be accepted as justification for biter hunting. 
 
    “I need something more versatile. I want to be able to start at range and close. Oh, do silver bullets actually work? I thought that—” 
 
    “No, they don’t.” 
 
    Taya gestured down to a row of ammunition labeled ‘Vampire Grade’ within the glass case. “Then why are you selling it?” 
 
    “Separating stupid from money is a hobby of mine.” Naomi put the rifle back with a sigh. “You’d look good with a big rifle, I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Look, I got extendable lightblades made of the finest fire steel, wear-compatible grappling—wait.” Naomi snatched up a rifle from the bottom of the horizontal stack on the wall. It was a short, white weapon composed of sharp-angled printMetal. Naomi checked over the weapon quickly before excitedly walking it back to Taya. In a quick, practiced pitch, the arms dealer showed how the rifle could extend out with an attachable scope or compact to be shorter than Taya’s forearm. “With that dye job of yours, this might just be perfect.” 
 
    Taya took the rifle. It bore no flashy neon, despite its rare coloring. Many of the manufacturers who sold cheaper weapons had started integrating glow into guns. It effectively attracted a crowd that cared about flash over substance. As a result, many of the higher-end designers had sworn off the practice as beneath them. Rotating the weapon in hand, Taya saw it wasn’t bereft of decoration. Black printMetal—not painted, but made of a different material—caressed the curves of the rifle. The grip fit right into Taya’s hand. 
 
    Naomi ogled the weapon right alongside Taya, opening a box of bullets and rotating a round between their index finger and thumb. “It fires these fat boys. I can give you twenty- or thirty-round mags. Doesn’t go full auto, but a three-round burst will slow even a frenzied. Hell, it looks so good with you, I’ll even throw in a free etching to match that heart skull on your pistol.” 
 
    The custom etching on her white-and-black pistol was of a skull firing violet hearts with a touch of glow from its open mouth. It was something she had doodled various versions of since she was a small girl. Taya thought of it as her branding or logo. Naomi had been more than happy to brand the symbol on her pistol upon her purchase of it. 
 
    Taya raised the shortened rifle to her shoulder. “This was what you wanted to sell to me from the start, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Naomi shot a white-toothed grin. “I like my customers to look good while they use my product, but I gotta at least pitch the ludicrously expensive shit. I saw it and thought of you. I got a few other guys who it might fit, though. So no pressure. It’s why I didn’t throw on the skull already, in case you said nah.” 
 
    “Pretty sure you’ve made a sale here. Can I use your range to give it a try?” 
 
    “Of course!” Naomi excitedly led Taya into a long back room littered with shell casings. The room was visible from the front behind a pain of thick, bulletproof glass. Near the door, Naomi activated the range, and holograms of motionless, faceless soldiers appeared. “Wait, lemme change this to be more on theme.” 
 
    The soldiers became photorealistic vampires with randomized, over-the-top features. One of the faux biters had three sets of fangs hanging over thin lips. Taya looked back at Naomi through the thick glass and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Loading a magazine into the gun gave her a slightly better feel for its weight, how it leaned and pulled as she moved it. It felt incredibly balanced in the hand. The air-filled rounds weren’t nearly as loud as the old powder variety, but Naomi wouldn’t have required them regardless. With just the two of them in the store, Taya didn’t even bother with goggles. 
 
    Glancing up, she felt a chill against her spine as she saw the silent monsters watching her intently. They waited in perfect stillness for the program to activate. There was no A.I. behind them. But they made the dim light of the range suddenly seem more ominous. 
 
    Upon chambering one of the thick rounds, Taya spoke through the store’s system so Naomi could hear. “Make them charge me. Shut it down if one gets close enough to kill.” 
 
    “Done!” Naomi answered. “Three, two, one…” 
 
    In unison, five vampires charged Taya, hissing wildly. 
 
    Taya fired. The feel of the weapon in action was masterful. Its recoil was easy to manage with minimal assistance from her wear. The sound of the fat round breaching then snapping downrange was immensely satisfying, and one of the sprinting projections vanished in a blink. 
 
    Sticking to the semi-automatic settings, Taya cut three holograms down with individual shots to the chest. As each holomodel was hit, a new one appeared at the back of the room, instantly running toward her. It was a test of reflex and consistency, the kind of challenge Taya loved. The greatest opponent a person could have was their previous best. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Five. 
 
    Six. 
 
    Seven. 
 
    Taya switched to burst fire, wanting to see what the weapon was capable of. 
 
    Eight. 
 
    Nine. 
 
    The holograms continued to fall in what was approaching a musical rhythm to Taya’s ears. 
 
    The rifle clicked empty. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    As quickly as she could, Taya replaced the magazine and fired just as a biter reached the edge of the range. 
 
    Naomi stopped the simulation. “Well done, killer!” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taya tested the expanding settings for the rifle. Its stock moved smoothly as the barrel twisted into its extended state. She ran her fingers along the bottom fondly, feeling the heat of the weapon’s work. It was a piece of art. “If they run as slow as humans in a straight line at me, I’m set.” 
 
    “You want a faster sim?” Naomi approached Taya, voice switching from the comms to natural as both of their hearing protections flicked off. “Didn’t think it was a challenge?” 
 
    “Just one. Send it at me as fast as a well-fed fucker, yeah?” Taya snapped the rifle back down to its smaller size. The room wasn’t long enough for the scope to be needed, and she preferred the combat feel. “Frenzied, if you can.” 
 
    “You got it.” Naomi returned to the range’s console, their long braid waving back and forth. “This sim is incredible. It’s based on real footage and reports of encounters with frenzied. The A.I. it runs on is incredible.” 
 
    Taya took a few more deep breaths. A tension headache was threatening to turn into a migraine. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “As soon as it appears, it will come for you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Only one of the projector drones above activated, flitting about in an unpredictable pattern. Taya followed it the best she could, struggling to keep her eyes on the blur. 
 
    A light flickered. The form of a female vampire manifested in a blink, staring directly back at her. It wore shredded clothing, bloodstains streaking from its mouth. The depiction was near perfect, and speakers throughout the room echoed the frenzied’s ragged breath. It screeched as it came for Taya. 
 
    Fire! 
 
    Too slow. The blurred form ducked her shot, watching where her rifle had aimed. 
 
    Taya tightened her grip, firing where she thought the beast’s momentum would carry it. 
 
    The creature spun, reacting to where she had aimed. 
 
    It was less than three meters away. The biter leapt toward her. 
 
    Taya fired blindly one last time. Fear pulsed within her body. 
 
    As quickly as it had appeared, the creature vanished. 
 
    Taya’s breath came in deep gasps. She was trembling, and she jumped when Naomi rested a hand on her. 
 
    “My god, you got it!” Naomi clapped her back as Taya put the weapon down. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a round so close. Brilliant!” 
 
    I don’t want it to be close. 
 
    Her silence registered with Naomi. “Everything okay, T?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s perfect. I’ll take it.” Taya folded the weapon down into a travel-oriented setting. It was a difficult weapon to holster, but discretion was rapidly losing priority for Taya. “Thanks. Do you have a back holster?” 
 
    Naomi brought up a hand. “Can you afford this? Like the pistol, you can—” 
 
    “I got the cash.” Taya checked the price and sent over the ninety thousand. “Just throw in a lotta ammo.” 
 
    To her credit, Naomi only blinked once before saying, “Deal.” 
 
    Naomi left Taya alone in the range, off to start the registration process for the purchase. 
 
    Left with the silence of the dim room, Taya took several long, deep breaths. The sweat dripping down her back began to diminish. Time had become so heavy, her mind constantly shoveling through what had happened and what she still needed to do. Taya set her pistol next to the rifle. She stared at the tools coldly, seeing the blood in their future. 
 
    “When forgiveness is akin to submission…” She didn’t know where the prayer came from, but she finished it under her breath. “…extermination is the only option that remains.” 
 
    A ping shook her from her trance. It was a message from Oscar. 
 
      
 
    Oscar: Gavin is hard to track. Friends say he’s fine, just fell off the radar recently. Nothing to worry about. My kind need privacy sometimes. How is he involved in this? I don’t see a connection. 
 
      
 
    Taya found herself smiling as she looked at Oscar’s contact photo, now updated to reflect his vampiric status just like his avatar. 
 
    God, I hope he’s not insane. 
 
    His words this morning had oddly helped her settle onto this path. If Oscar was lying to her, she had less help than she’d previously thought and had just started sleeping in the home of someone trying to scam her in some way. Worse, if he was insane enough to think he was telling the truth, Taya’d have to watch her back in a different way. There was no question, Taya needed to be able to handle what was next on her own. 
 
    As for the moral issue, Gavin was hunting humans. Taya would never take a kill contract of a living person, but an active killer—desperate times. It felt dirty, but she’d be saving possible victims, and this was a bit more clear-cut than she’d expected to get from Thomas. 
 
    Her account balance updated as Naomi charged her account on file. With the weapon, range time, and—thankfully free—ammo, Taya was left with a blinking [$31,191]. Naomi had been generous. Taya felt a pang of appreciation for the friends she had. 
 
    After several minutes of catching up with Naomi as they smoked a cigarette, arriving customers motivated Taya to leave. Without any substantial update from Oscar, her only move was to head to the address Thomas had provided. The early-morning hours meant the creature might still be out. Taya could get the drop on it in its own home. 
 
    After traveling for another hour, Taya arrived at the lower level where the last enforcer to track Gavin had disappeared, Floor Eight. The floor was marketed toward mostly carnal pleasures. Brothels, bars, cybercades, and thousands of ad boards loomed over the already narrow streets. Those who worked here possessed massive amounts of cheap glow burning dimly with glitches within their patterned pulses and drips; anything to get attention. It was easy to spot those visiting the floor; hoods were up, glow off. Desperate attempts to hide their faces in the haze-tinged street. The fog was dense enough to leave its mildly acidic residue on any surface not cleaned regularly, which was most of the floor. 
 
    The environment made an ad for a tailored escape experience across the street all too inviting. The commercial showed an old-timey logger coming home from a long day of chopping trees to a hot bath and warm meal. The escape architect made promises of how warm the hearth felt and how filling the soup was after a hard day of manual labor. A sweetening of the easy parts of life. 
 
    Tearing her eyes from the temptation, Taya rested her back against the outside wall of a holomodel strip club, reading over the files that had been sent to her. The last enforcer had taken ample notes on their target. Gavin was a tall, lighter-skinned creature and far less gaunt than Oscar. His powerful muscles were visible through the too-large black shirt he wore in the attached photo. Footage showed the beast pulling security bars off a home as a woman inside screamed. Taya cut the footage when it switched to the woman’s home security system. She didn’t need any more motivation. The image of the undead killer moving through the home’s dark halls was enough. 
 
    A close-up snap of the hunter showed naturally burning red eyes. It hadn’t bothered or had never been able to afford any glow or tattoos. Taya somehow found that even more unsettling. Gavin didn’t feel part of the world around him. A nightmare in the flesh. 
 
    Taya just needed to walk into the alley across the street and follow it deep into the district’s less-trafficked space—where Gavin resided, according to the report. The winding megastructure alleys, meant to be used mostly by delivery drones, were a haven for those trying to avoid identifying scans. Anyone she came across wouldn’t be welcoming to a strange face. 
 
    The only thing stopping Taya was fear and a pounding headache. 
 
    She turned on her retinal camera, then, giving in to the pain, Taya pulled the vape from her pocket and inhaled. She wasn’t on the job; this was a hunt. Numbing herself could help squeeze the trigger when it mattered. The pot inside never got rid of the pounding sensation entirely, but it made her care less about it. She stood and smoked until her mind could ignore the ache entirely. 
 
    He—it doesn’t know I’m coming. I have the advantage. 
 
    Taya pushed off the wall and walked into the darkness. Steel walls on either side provided a glossy gloom. The noise of the crowds faded as the gloss turned to matte plastic. A drone whipped by, close enough to blow Taya’s hair into a mess. She ducked down and swore under her breath. In these cavelike spaces, the drones were allowed to burn at far faster speeds than normal, thanks to a law meant to indirectly keep people from exploring the abandoned storage zone. 
 
    An odd calm overcame Taya. She knew she might not return from this alley, but something deep down within her had solidified. The path she was on continued to draw her deeper, toward a purpose. Executing her first kill contract was a line that could never be uncrossed, but coming at the Labórs meant those boundaries needed to be shattered if she had any chance at survival. It wasn’t until she entered the shadow of the alley that Taya realized some part of her was viewing this as a test, to see whether or not she had what it took to take on a family as powerful as the Labórs. 
 
    The darkness became too much for her system to try to accommodate. A warning flashed in her eyes asking to turn on her wear. Taya obliged. Power coursed through her as she unsnapped the rifle from her lower-back holster. Before violet could illuminate the alley, Taya dimmed her eyes just enough to assist her vision. 
 
    Feeling her heart begin to race, Taya reached an abandoned storage room. Double-checking the coordinates, she confirmed this was the building the enforcer’s system had last reported from. Back when the structures were being built, these large spaces had been used for housing everything from construction materials to drone docking. Most had long since been converted into unrecyclable storage after the printer boom or were taken over by the most desperate. 
 
    The door before her now was just as scuffed and rickety-looking as a dozen others she’d passed on the way down. Taya placed her hand on the knob. It was locked. Like Oscar’s, the door had no system to hack. She would have to manually enter. Knocking didn’t seem like a good idea when trying to surprise an undead serial killer. 
 
    I suppose I could try to pick it or break it down. 
 
    Taya decided it would be better to utilize her wear rather than test her minimal picking abilities. Taking a deep breath, she stepped back, lowered her shoulder, and charged. 
 
    The door crashed inward with far greater ease than Taya anticipated. It ripped directly off its hinges, slamming into a far shelf holding countless forgotten construction tools before clattering noisily to the floor. 
 
    Taya stumbled into the massive room before regaining her balance. 
 
    Well… fuck. 
 
    Taya raised her rifle and scanned the space. Rows upon rows of shelving greeted her. Some were still crowded with forgotten supplies; others lay empty, proudly displaying evidence of freshly ended life. 
 
    Good god, it’s actually worse than Oscar’s. 
 
    Taya strained her ears, maxing her system’s ability to take in audio input. Somewhere deep in the darkness, the sound of ragged breathing reached her, followed by a gasp and… and a wet slurp. 
 
    Oh, no… God no. 
 
    Taya pulled the small glass sphere from her pocket and flicked it on. Vibrant artificial sunlight scattered the darkness, pushing against the void. Something hissed a few shelves down. Slowly, Taya placed the orb on the ground and rolled it forward, pulling a flashlight clip from her pack. Fortunately, the printed attachment fit her rifle as well. 
 
    “I’m coming for you, you undead freak!” Barking threats seemed stupid, even though it already knew she was here, but the words gave Taya confidence. 
 
    A wet drip echoed. Taya squinted, kicking her light forward again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I’m the hunter here. I. AM. THE. HUNTER! 
 
    Taya continued into the rows of shelves. 
 
    Why the hell hadn’t she called Quinn? 
 
    ’Cause he would stop you, idiot. 
 
    The wet sound came again, closer this time. 
 
    Another kick sent the orb noisily rolling through the rows, the sharp trickle sounding overwhelming to the ear. Taya checked each corner before catching up to her light. The orb came to an abrupt, silent halt, resting against a pile of discarded clothing. The brown and gray pile showed signs of tearing. A few plumes of goose down stuck out from a gash in a down jacket. 
 
    Those are… teeth marks… 
 
    It had been sucking the dried blood from the clothes. The realization caused a chill in her gut. 
 
    Taya moved one shelf deeper, rolling the sphere of light with her. 
 
    “Stop. Please, stop,” a dead voice pleaded. 
 
    Taya’s eyes went left toward the desperate voice further down the hall. She pointed her weapon toward the sound, the orb revealing a wet stream trailing into an aisle. She followed the crimson path, boots squeaking in the mess. 
 
    At the very edge of the darkness, two pairs of bare feet became visible. A steady drip of blood fell onto painted toes. Raising her flashlight, Taya peeled away the darkness from the young woman in torn clothing suspended from a shelving unit. A form clung to the body, clutching at the dead woman’s arms. 
 
    Taya watched as Gavin lowered his mouth to the dead woman yet again, pulling a slobbery drag from the gray corpse. The vampire vomited its drink back up, tears mixing with his crimson-smeared face. His drinking continued, undeterred by the bile. 
 
    “S—stop!” she commanded. 
 
    “Stop?” Gavin crooned, dislodging fangs as he brought trembling hands up to shield his eyes. “Can I? P—please.” 
 
    Its voice matched the pleading she’d heard while approaching. 
 
    The vampire let the woman drop to the floor, half falling with her. His muscles convulsed as Gavin tried to shield himself from the light, seemingly reshaping themselves as his victim’s blood spread throughout his body. “Leave! Just go. PLEASE! I can stop… I can stop. Please. I can stop…” He trailed off, curling in on himself. “It just wouldn’t stop… wanting. More. More. More. MORE! Just more and more. The need.” 
 
    Taya was frozen, unsure what to do. 
 
    Her gaze moved to the dead girl on the floor, gray skin tinted purple. 
 
    “Sorry.” Taya leveled her rifle. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    The vampire snarled, red eyes reverting to their born blue in the light of her orb. 
 
    “YOU DON’T KNOW!” Gavin roared. With blinding speed, the biter grabbed the corpse and hurled it at Taya. She was forced to throw herself to the side, barely avoiding the rancid body. “The darkness runs too deep. The blood, it fills the nothing. Life, stolen. Life, so fleeting. Wasted, WASTED on them. We are eternal… No… Oh god no. What have I—she’s dead. I was just supposed to bite… only a taste. A promised relief.” 
 
    This… isn’t supposed to be like this. 
 
    Gavin began to stand, ignoring the light singeing his flesh. His hands trembled as he wiped the blood away from his face, only smearing the mess. He slipped on blood repeatedly as the creature tried to stand, clothing already so stained it made no difference. “Don’t understand. You DON’T understand!” 
 
    More burns began to spread on his skin as Gavin stepped past her orb. Taya couldn’t begin to imagine how terrible the bubbling and bursting blisters must have felt. 
 
    “Stop!” Her command was cold, unforgiving. Taya moved her finger back to the trigger. 
 
    “They put a kill on me, didn’t they?” Tears began to mix with the blood. “You’re here to murder me!” The accusation came with a feral fury, each word snapping before dropping into a sorrowful wail. “I don’t get another chance, do I?” 
 
    Taya pulled the trigger. Her rifle snapped to life. 
 
    Dashing in a blur, Gavin dove into the shelving to Taya’s right, cheap metal bending and breaking as the freshly fed creature scrambled for its life. 
 
    She fired again. 
 
    Gavin climbed, bringing down nearly an entire row as he went. Forgotten tools were hurled down around Taya. An old blade grated against her netting, scraping away surface skin. The noise was near deafening, but she didn’t dare dull her senses. 
 
    A hammer shot directly at her face, causing her to dip out of the way. 
 
    He’s too fast! 
 
    Coming back up, Taya took aim. Gavin was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    A wild animalistic cry behind her sent Taya whirling, just in time to see Gavin spring down from above. 
 
    Refusing to give into her instincts, Taya fired. A plume of dark liquid blossomed behind Gavin. The monster slammed into her, sending her to the floor. She scrambled away, fumbling to keep her rifle in her grip. Rolling to her back, Taya watched as Gavin smashed the orb, ending the pain it had caused him. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Cranking the light of her eyes, Taya snatched her pistol from its holster and fired in a panic at the beast. The snap-hiss echoed back all around her. One, two, three shots she managed before Gavin was on top of her. He croaked noisily, biting at Taya’s neck. A desperately thrown hand managed to connect with Gavin’s throat, preventing him from sinking his fangs into her. Taya whipped her pistol up, simultaneously punching the weapon into the predator’s face and pulling the trigger. 
 
    More fluid erupted from Gavin. 
 
    A deafening howl filled the dark room as he leaned off her, clutching at his ruined face. 
 
    Taya took a half moment of thought to flare her glow, frantic for any source of light. 
 
    She crawled back toward her rifle, managing to climb to hands and knees. 
 
    A hand wrapped around her ankle. Nails dug at her netting, tearing into her skin. 
 
    Using every ounce of strength Stubbs had put in her, Taya kicked out, connecting firmly with something that snapped. Gavin let go to grab at his nose. In horror, she noticed the hole she had shot into Gavin’s face was already healing. 
 
    Screaming, Gavin scrambled for her once again. Taya rolled, bringing the rifle up to match Gavin’s path. She was too late. He landed atop her once again. Moving purely on instinct, Taya leaned in rather than away, surprising the creature. Using her rifle like a spear, she jabbed Gavin in the stomach and fired. An elbow slammed into her jaw. Dazed, Taya dropped her rifle and protected her head with raised arms. It was a mistake. 
 
    Gavin grabbed Taya by the arms and slammed her into the ground. Her head bounced off the concrete floor, a knee dropped painfully into her back. The wind rushed from her lungs in a gasp. 
 
    Gavin got to his feet, a snarl on his face. 
 
    Taya coughed as she clutched her head. 
 
    “I didn’t want this!” The vampire raised its foot, preparing to crush her head. “You made me!” 
 
    Taya’s hand found her pistol’s familiar grip. She whipped it up and shot wildly. Her first bullet ripped through a boot before striking Gavin in the jaw. Her second and third caused blood from the creature’s upper thigh to rain down on her, cold and smelling of rot. 
 
    Taya grabbed the beast’s leg with her free hand and yanked it out from under him, wear spasming wildly within her muscles. Already off balance, he fell nearly on top of her. She rolled away, scrambling to find her rifle in the violet light from her eyes. Snagging it first with one hand, then both, she spun to find her target. 
 
    Get distance while it heals! 
 
    Stumbling away as far as she could manage, Taya aimed the weapon once again. 
 
    Gavin cried out as Taya unloaded a burst into his core. Massive holes exploded from the creature. She regained her footing and walked forward, raising her aim to his red eyes. She only realized her mistake when Gavin sprang forward with momentum impossible for a human. He lashed out, his foot connecting with her shin in a painful snap. 
 
    Stubbs’ encouragement to reinforce bone rang in her mind, almost as loud as the pain. 
 
    Taya screamed as she crumpled. 
 
    The monster crawled on top of her, his teeth trying to sink into her stomach, chest, and finally neck. Thankfully, Taya’s netting from the waist up prevented the bites from dragging too deep. 
 
    Gavin bit and tore at the same areas again and again, unaware how much more vulnerable other parts of her body would be to the same attack. On a barely conscious level, Taya registered the irony of misleading the creature with her unbalanced protection. Giving up, Gavin slammed his fist into her chest. Taya brought her arms up, protecting her head once again. Her jacket zippers jingled as Gavin threw blow after blow, most of which Taya managed to redirect with her elbows. The rest resulted in impacts hard enough to crack unenhanced bone. 
 
    Taya pushed against his weight, thrashing with her legs. She couldn’t get enough leverage. Her leg bent in a way it shouldn’t, her shattered shin exploding with pain. Gavin straddled her, forcing Taya to stay down. 
 
    “I don’t want this!” His blood-smeared lips dripped dark fluid under her violet gaze, pulling back over his bloody teeth in a snarl. The gash in his face was no longer bleeding. “You don’t know how deep the void can go. How could you?” 
 
    Think. 
 
    Taya planted her good leg and bucked her hips, the wear in her legs providing enough to summon the strength needed. Gavin lurched forward, grunting as he landed, his chest level with her face. Taya cranked her wear again and ripped at Gavin’s healing face. To her surprise, something tore away in her fingers. 
 
    The shriek that followed was deafening. 
 
    Gavin tried to roll off Taya, thrashing against her in a panic. 
 
    Taya fired in rapid succession until the clip was empty. She could taste the creature’s blood as it showered down from above her, bringing a slight burn to her lips. Gavin shoved off her, slamming Taya down hard enough to drive out the remaining air in her lungs as he sought distance from her. She gagged at the taste of his blood and resisted the urge to cradle her ruined leg. 
 
    Knowing she could not afford any reprieve, Taya reached blindly for her rifle. Its grip felt like salvation as her fingers fell into place. She brought up the weapon and aimed at Gavin’s doubled-over form. 
 
    “Got ya.” 
 
    The rifle rattled to life in her hands. 
 
    Taya’s system muted his screams as she sent burst after burst into Gavin. Any sense of pity she had felt had been replaced by adrenaline and pain. 
 
    Taya crawled toward the creature as it spasmed in the aisle. One or more of her shots had cracked the creature’s spine, causing Gavin’s back to arch unnaturally. A wordless exhale dragged from him. Knowing it was risky, Taya brought herself up onto her knees and raised the rifle above her head before slamming it down onto Gavin’s skull. 
 
    The violent snap of the vampire’s head resulted in it finally lying still, leaving only its jaw twitching sporadically. 
 
    Taya lowered the end of her barrel toward Gavin’s other eye, preparing to repeat her strike. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    An abandoned circular saw lay on a dust-coated shelf. 
 
    Praying she had enough time before the creature healed, Taya crawled over and pulled the tool from the shelf. Ripping away a safety guard, she sent the command for her system to open the power core in her spine. When she connected the saw’s cord to her system, the blade ground to life. 
 
    She looked back at Gavin, his eyes now focused on her, back still bent in at a disturbingly sharp angle. The undead released a gurgle, hand twitching in a similar frantic pace to its jaw. 
 
    Taya winced in pain as she pushed herself up and hobbled back toward the dead man, panting while she revved the saw. “I do want this.” 
 
    The vampire made a noise like a wounded animal, barely above a whisper. He coughed, blood spraying onto Taya’s boots. Gavin’s eyes drilled into her own as the twitching slowed, fight still held within them. 
 
    Taya brought the saw up and slammed it down. 
 
    Black blood splashed out across multiple aisles by the time she finished. 
 
    She fell back from the headless body, trembling. Gasps involuntarily slipped from her as she struggled with her breath. 
 
    The saw noisily clanged to the floor, blade still spinning. 
 
    Taya moved toward a shelf, pulling herself up the best she could before collapsing as her stomach heaved. A mix of sour gummies and protein shake hit the floor in a loud slop. Her breaths came ragged between dry heaves. 
 
    “Fuck.” She spat the phlegm from her mouth, wiping bile from her lips with a bloodstained sleeve. Listening to her heartbeat, Taya forced her mind to feel the cold flood beneath her fingers. Eyes focusing on a fresh set of bruises painting the backs of her hands, she watched as blood concealed the damage, leaking from a split knuckle on her right hand. 
 
    Movement caused Taya to flinch. Heart skipping a beat, Taya raised her pistol, falling back further away from the vampire. 
 
    Fuck! No more! 
 
    Taya watched as the body deteriorated, churning into a puddle of rotten mush. She’d heard of how the virus fed on its host after death, but seeing the decomposition in person was horrifying. Flesh peeled from bones before Taya’s eyes, revealing black organs leaking vibrant red. Before she could react, all that remained was a pile of thick, twisted bones stained with gore. The stench made her stomach heave once more. 
 
    Unsure what to do, Taya grasped the shelving once again, pulling herself up before bending down to pick up her rifle. As she did so, her injured leg sent a darting pain through her entire body. Taya was forced to limp painfully from the aisle, shaky hand searching her pockets for her vape. 
 
    “So, you murdered him.” The familiar smooth voice was ice-cold. “And you kept me from knowing more so I’d help you.” 
 
    Taya whirled, rifle rising and clicking empty in one smooth motion. Her momentum nearly caused her to fall over once again. 
 
    Oscar jumped back, crying out, “Sshhit! Don’t shoot!” 
 
    Taya slid down the shelves, her system finally managing to numb every bit of pain. “Oscar?! What the fuck?” 
 
    “I found out where Gavin lived, but I wanted to verify before I sent it to you.” Oscar looked at the fallen shelf, gaze glancing off the gory remains before settling on her still-raised rifle. “I figured I’d be safe. Feeders tend to leave packbloods be.” 
 
    Taya hesitated before bringing the weapon down. 
 
    “Did you just swear?” Taya managed to pull her vape pen from her pocket and took a drag. 
 
    For the first time, Taya saw what was unmistakably anger flash across Oscar’s face. He tried to bury it, but she knew what she’d seen. 
 
    Oscar said, “We have a problem now.” 
 
    “I should have told you what this was.” Taya swallowed another heave from her stomach. “I just wanted info before I kicked in the door.” 
 
    “And you didn’t wait for it?” Oscar approached and offered a hand to help her stand. “That was your plan to make money? Kill someone who fell to temptation?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d like the plan.” Taya took the offered hand and pulled, trying to hide just how much she needed the support. “Seemed like something you’d want to keep your nose out of.” 
 
    A scouting drone entered the room, its scanning lights focusing on Oscar and Taya before drifting over to the dead woman. 
 
    Oscar nodded to the drone. “I called for help when I heard the shots.” 
 
    Taya sent her identification over and gave the green light for a medical recovery team to come. An ad appeared within her hud offering expedited service with a live, on-call doctor. She rejected it. “Not a problem.” 
 
    He looked at the dead woman as the drone floated slowly toward her. Under the drone’s light, the extent of the woman’s suffering was truly revealed. “You didn’t need to hide this from me. If you showed me he was actively killing, I would have helped.” 
 
    “Do I still have a place to stay?” 
 
    “Hm.” Oscar looked around the dark space. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep if you got killed after I kicked you out.” 
 
    Taya managed an independent step. “This will only get dirtier. I assumed you had the stomach for this, but that was based off—well, you being dead. You can bow out. I won’t begrudge you for it.” 
 
    Oscar gave a sad grin. “Others would.” 
 
    “Who?” Taya cocked an eyebrow, but Oscar ignored the question. 
 
    “I’m impressed you managed to take him down.” Without asking, Oscar snaked an arm back under her shoulders after she let out a wince of pain, supporting most of Taya’s weight. His cool touch felt incredible against her hot skin. The feverish feeling burning within her cried out for more. Unable to resist, Taya leaned into Oscar and exhaled deeply. Beneath the smell of packblood, the strong scent of him came through. “Uhh, okay. Do you have a doctor who can fix you up or should we wait for medical?” 
 
    “I’m not letting a drone team work on me. I got a tech who can patch me up. Stubbs.” Taya sent Oscar the address while popping off a photo of Gavin’s corpse to Thomas. “Wear dealer and friend. Flamboyant nerd type. You’ll love ’im.” 
 
    “A wear dealer is your doctor?” Oscar asked. 
 
    “I’m about to get paid.” Taya accessed her system recordings and sent off the last several minutes to Thomas. As was required by law, Taya marked the segment of recording not to be deleted from her system. Unmarked footage was deleted after three weeks to save space. “I want some work done too.” 
 
    Oscar helped her step over the bloody saw that Taya had thrown aside. “Seems healthy.” 
 
    A notification from her bank came in. The memo from Thomas read, ‘Sexy and lethal.’ 
 
    Taya nearly gagged but froze when her balance reading flickered to [$211,102]. The transaction fees had been substantial, but Taya hadn’t seen so much money in her account in years. It was enough for a down payment on a premium ad blocker. If Taya got one installed, her monthly expenses would plummet. No more impulse purchases or paying for a few minutes of peace. If Taya continued on as a solo enforcer without Quinn and cut back on a few other expenses, the monthly payments would be more than manageable. In just a year or two depending on the deal she got, she might not ever have to listen to another ad again. 
 
    A new kind of revulsion seeped into her mind. 
 
    “Just call a cab, Oscar. I’ll pay.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: Rebuilt 
 
      
 
    To Taya’s surprise, Stubbs’ store was locked. She sent the wear tech a message—‘Get your lazy ass in gear’—yet it was several minutes before a bleary-eyed Stubbs welcomed them inside. Taya had begun to wish she had paid the automated cab to stick around just so she’d have a private place to rest. 
 
    “Taya coming into my store with a vampire, covered in blood.” Stubbs came over to help her inside while nodding to Oscar. “Stubbs.” 
 
    “Oscar.” The vampire stepped away from Taya as Stubbs guided her to the Butcher’s Block, taking in the naked-holomodel-filled operating space. “I’m not responsible for the blood.” 
 
    “Of course.” Stubbs eyed Oscar curiously as he helped Taya onto the table, murmuring, “Cute corpse.” 
 
    “Not now.” Taya gingerly extended her broken leg, pointing down at the twisted limb. “Hurt here.” 
 
    Stubbs began counting off fingers. “Didn’t say please, should have called the med drones, and, of course, should have gone to an actual graduate of med school with scrubs and goddamn training for this!” 
 
    “But they cost more.” Taya flicked Stubbs her account balance, causing the man to stand straight as he reread the number several times. 
 
    The wear tech clumsily sank into his worn chair. “Taya. What did you do?” 
 
    “Why weren’t you open, Stubbs?” 
 
    “Because it’s my shop, and I wanted a nap. Can we get back to the broken leg and bite marks?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Taya hadn’t realized she was genuinely suspicious of her friend until she voiced the question. Shame rolled through the guilt, obliterating her suspicion. Stubbs would often close the shop for mundane reasons. She’d even seen him shut down for a whole day because his favorite soccer team had lost in a final of some tournament. He’d been inconsolable for the entire weekend. “Sorry, rough day.” 
 
    Stubbs opened a metal drawer before removing a tube of expanding foam sealant meant to stop bleeding. Taya had already used a medkit from her pack on the ride over to handle some of it, but Stubbs’ experienced hand was comforting as he began working. “Well, don’t keep me waiting. Tell me about it.” 
 
    “She killed a feeder.” Oscar’s voice broke the false privacy between her and Stubbs. “If Taya’s praise on the way over is to be believed, you’re the best at what you do. Have any wear that’s vampire-compatible?” 
 
    “I can order some of the exterior style and have it in by the time I’m done with her.” Stubbs’ hands fidgeted nervously as he turned to Oscar. “Being perfectly honest, I haven’t worked on an undead before. But I can! I assure you. Want me to drop you a catalog to look at?” 
 
    “I’m good. Just curious.” Oscar examined a replica lightsaber from Star Wars, one of the twentieth century’s biggest media goliaths. “Funny how different the real ones are.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Stubbs whirled on Taya, finally deciding he could turn his back on Oscar. “Quinn sent you after a feeder? Is he insane?” 
 
    “No, I took it myself.” Taya felt awkward with Oscar there. It somehow ruined the chemistry she and Stubbs usually shared. “Now, what upgrades do I—” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Stubbs rolled away from her. “I just operated on you. I’m patching, that’s it.” 
 
    Taya exhaled in annoyance, pulling messy white curls from her face. “I don’t care, Stubbs. I need th—” 
 
    “You just got worked on?” Oscar’s sharp brows visibly rose. “Doesn’t your body need to adjust and all that?” 
 
    “She’s going to crush someone’s hand someday without realizing it, I swear.” Stubbs turned to Oscar, gesturing furiously. “She’s an amazing customer, but also a friend, you know? I feel like I’m helping her with an addiction at this point.” 
 
    “Enough!” Taya’s glow booted on as she slammed a palm down on the chair’s arm, her light flooding the workshop. “Stubbs, I’m injured—fucking bleeding on your table.” Taya smeared her hand across blood still coming from her leg and held it up for Stubbs to see. “I don’t need your insights into what I think is good for me. I need you to fucking help me!” 
 
    Both men stared at her, frozen in place by her outburst. 
 
    How am I the unreasonable one—goddammit. 
 
    “Well.” Oscar began to stand. “I think it’s time for me to—” 
 
    “Don’t.” Taya’s temper melted away, leaving just the throb in her leg and head. She leaned back on the operating chair. A long breath brought her tone back under control. “Stubbs. Just, please. One more time. This is the big one to help me get through this. Trust me, I want more time too, but I don’t have it. You’re the only person I trust to work on me, and I’m fucking scared, man.” 
 
    Stubbs got up from his chair and walked to his wear shelves. His back deliberately turned to her. To his credit, though, he began dutifully pulling boxes Taya had never even seen him touch before. No glowing lines denoted quality. These brands apparently didn’t even need labeling. 
 
    “Just a bit more, right?” Stubbs’ eyes met her own, unblinking. “It’s how the marketing gets ya? Always one slightly better option. Why not spend more? Taya, you could take this money and spend it smartly. Maybe move up a couple floors.” 
 
    “I am investing.” Taya stopped looking into his wide eyes, choosing instead to stare up at the poster above. The vampire still held its victim. “I’m investing in me. Trying my best to live through what I got myself into here. I’m… terrified, Stubbs. This is the last one. A big one. You can turn me away at the door next time. Promise.” 
 
    Stubbs took a long breath as he came to her on the Butcher’s Block. “Taya, I can’t tell you not to buy more wear. Despite what you insist on calling me, I’m not a doctor. I also know you’ll just go somewhere else if I don’t, right? But as a friend, you’re scaring the shit out of me.” 
 
    Taya took one of Stubbs’ hands into her own and gave it a single squeeze. “This isn’t some psychological disaster needing a surgery fix. This is me. Trust me when I tell you, I need this, all right?” 
 
    She meant it. Taya had begun to feel a deep weariness unlike anything she had ever experienced. Where she had once been energetic and snappy, now she felt worn and impatient. Every bit of rest she managed felt like nothing more than a jolt of caffeine, burning off all too quickly. 
 
    “She’s not lying. Things are going to get dangerous.” Oscar paused, then added, “If my word means anything.” 
 
    Forcing humor back into his voice, Stubbs pulled his operating chair over. “Well, you’ll need some tweaks here and there of course. It’s not like you shouldn’t ever come back for more. I’m just wanting you to be reasonable. Ya know?” 
 
    Exhaling, Taya made a mental note to send Stubbs some flowers when all of this was over. “If it helps, I’ll take your advice. Just go with whatever your professional opinion is. Even me the fuck out.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all you had to say!” A genuine grin spread across Stubbs’ face. “Besides, I haven’t gotten to practice on joints in a while. You’ve been so muscle- and skin-focused, we’ve really opened you up to other injuries. What I can do is add a type of padding, different from the skin-level stuff, of course, into your bones. It makes ’em stronger. From there we just swap out the cartilage between them with—” 
 
    “Stubby,” Taya interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Remember the one favor I asked as a customer?” 
 
    The technician turned to the vampire. “All this wear and she doesn’t want to know how any of it works. The shit’s literally inside her, and she could care less.” 
 
    Oscar lifted a finger, as if taking a point of order. “It’s couldn’t care less.” 
 
    “Right.” Stubbs turned back to Taya and lowered his voice to a murmur. “He’s perfect for you.” 
 
    “I also have, you know, really good hearing.” Oscar’s voice made Stubbs tense. 
 
    Stubbs decided his own hearing was subpar and kept his attention on Taya. “You’ll need a gown for this one.” 
 
    Taya began to strip down with Stubbs’ help. Oscar politely turned away—prude—becoming fascinated with a prop from some sci-fi show. 
 
    “Hey, uh, what does ‘even her out’ mean?” Oscar called as she got settled in her gown. 
 
    Taya and Stubbs exchanged glances. She nodded for him to answer. 
 
    Stubbs gestured toward her. “This crazy punta never balances out. Her legs are borderline normal. I kid you not, she’s got literal weak points like a boss from one of my arcade games. Imma fix that.” 
 
    “Huh.” Oscar’s eyes followed the direction Stubbs gestured and landed on one of the gaming cabinets. “All my wear healed out. Are those playable?” 
 
    “Yeah. You had wear?” Stubbs began typing away on his console, preparing to put Taya under. “Before, uh, being all ‘living dead’? It really heals out?” 
 
    “Yup. Most painful thing I’ve ever experienced.” Oscar got up and browsed the games. “It has to be pulled as it surfaces. Glow heals out too, but you can get surface glow afterward.” He gestured to his own black glow. “Obviously.” 
 
    Taya and Stubbs exchanged looks again. 
 
    “How’d you get wear?” they asked in unison. 
 
    “Rich family member.” Oscar raised an eyebrow. “C’mon. Tons of people have unregistered tweaks.” 
 
    Taya shrugged, settling into the Butcher’s Block. 
 
    “Then you get those lenses, right?” Stubbs brought the jack to Taya’s ear. 
 
    “Hey!” She swatted the technician’s hand away. “You can’t just put me under while talking to your new buddy. I’m a patient.” 
 
    “Hush.” Stubbs put a hand on her shoulder and pushed Taya back down. “You lost the right to protest when you yelled at me.” 
 
    “Oh c’mon, that—fine, but only because I’m tired of listening to you two bond.” Taya snatched the jack from Stubbs, inserting it into her port. The world blurred before her eyes. “It’s disgust…” 
 
      
 
    Taya entered her cenote escape and let herself float. The perfectly warm water caressed her body. An ocean of blue above held unnaturally fluffy clouds. Rock walls, lush with vines and singing birds, set her teeth on edge. 
 
    She silenced the chirping. 
 
    “Is it okay that I’m here?” 
 
    Juno’s voice caused Taya to start in the water. She straightened out and turned to see her friend on a small floating dock. Juno’s head was tilted back in an attempt to soak up the sun. 
 
    “It’s weird that I have my escape set to dump me in yours if it becomes available.” 
 
    Chuckling, Taya resumed her floating. “Nah. Tanning? I thought you couldn’t feel here.” 
 
    “Doesn’t hurt to pretend.” Juno smiled. She’d removed her real-life glow from her avatar, letting her flawless skin stand on its own. 
 
    No. No, it doesn’t. 
 
    Juno let Taya enjoy her silence, only offering the comfort of her presence. 
 
    Taya let time slip away. It was easy to do when the world around her remained unchanged. No breeze came, the sun never budged, and no alerts disturbed her peace. 
 
    It wasn’t until Taya finally felt her shoulders relax and the numbing throb in her head lesson that she finally moved herself from the water and appeared with a thought on the dock next to Juno. Soft droplets of water trickled from her body onto the natural-looking wood. 
 
    Juno lay on a towel, eyes closed. 
 
    Taya looked solemnly at her best friend, breathing deeply. “Are you asleep?” 
 
    Juno didn’t move, chest rising and falling in deep slow breaths. Taya had never appreciated how hardworking her friend was until now. The woman was on track to graduate early but still had to push nonstop to try to avoid another semester. Juno had always been impressive, but her soaring excellence within the academic world made Taya profoundly proud of her best friend. The perpetual bags under Juno’s eyes spoke of a cost that Taya had rarely taken the time to check in on. 
 
    And you make her deal with your problems every day. 
 
    Taya summoned a towel of her own and took a seat. 
 
    “Jun… I did something… bad.” She couldn’t even find the words to confess what was festering within, the mixture of horror and ecstasy that had rocked her mental state on Floor Eight. And, she had to admit, even more so at Paul’s. The blood, the screaming… the power. “I’m going to disappoint you, Jun.” 
 
    But nothing else would come. She was floating in an ocean of numbness beyond what her system inflicted. Hugging her knees to her chest, Taya felt fresh tears stain her cheeks. 
 
    After a time, Taya curled up next to her friend and let herself sleep within the escape, her consciousness safe within the dream she controlled. A dream enjoyed all the more for sharing it with Juno. 
 
    Neither of them was sure how much time had passed when they woke, but Juno leaned back against Taya, providing comfort as they watched the blue water. 
 
    “System forcing you to stay in rem, it never feels as restful, ya know?” Juno played with the dyed end of Taya’s hair. “Sorry I slept. Not exactly the best way of showing support.” 
 
    “It’s exactly what I needed.” Taya wrapped an arm around her, pulling Juno in for a sitting side hug. Taya rested her head on Juno’s curls. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I—I treat you like shit sometimes. I’m just still… a mess.” 
 
    Juno began rubbing Taya’s shoulder. “You’re my favorite mess.” 
 
    Taya chuckled. “It wasn’t just after he died. Taking care of Syd when he was sick, I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Yes, you could have.” Juno loaded a fishing rod, bobber settling in the water only a few feet off. 
 
    “You didn’t see him in the final month. God, he wouldn’t let anyone see him.” Taya took a shaky breath. “I need you to know that wasn’t personal. You were always… someone he cared about so much.” 
 
    Juno’s face dropped in concern, one hand rubbing Taya’s back in a slow circle. “I know.” 
 
    “In a fucked-up way, I wish you had seen him…” The pain within Taya flared. “You’d understand why I… he wasn’t the same. He became so resentful—angry. So bitter about what he was going through. He yelled, threw things, took it out—God, Jun, I couldn’t handle it. I got mad back—was impatient. I screamed. I—” 
 
    She didn’t want to finish, and Juno didn’t need her to. Arms came around Taya as she let out the pain. All of it, every complex, impossible-to-control emotion churned into pain and anger the moment she realized how cold he was in her arms that final night. On the bathroom floor, every harsh word had become a mountain of regret. It broke her heart how horrible their last words to each other had been. It burned at her soul how unfair the last few months of Syd’s life had been. 
 
    After the emotion drained away, they sat in silence. Simple understanding bonding them both all the more. 
 
    “I love you, Taya.” 
 
    “I love you too, Jun.” 
 
    Taya checked the time in her hud. “I think Stubbs will wake me soon.” 
 
    “What do you have him doing?” 
 
    “Armor—er, netting. Always takes longer.” If Taya mentioned her broken leg, Juno’s lack of judgment would vanish. Taya couldn’t handle that right now. “He’s really just evening me out. Closing up gaps in the armor. Weaknesses I can’t afford to ignore anymore.” 
 
    “Sound’s good to me.” Juno tugged on the reel. “You sure there are fish in here?” 
 
    “Jun, I never said there were.” 
 
    “Mm.” Juno cranked her line back in, checked the bait, and tossed it out further than before. “Well, it can’t hurt to make sure.” 
 
    “Don’t you have evening classes?” Taya swirled her foot, internally laughing at her ridiculous worry of ruining the pants she still wore. She switched to a more location-appropriate outfit mirroring Juno’s own. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” Juno’s tone was still soft, careful not to add to the weight Taya already bore. “Did you find a safe place to rest?” 
 
    “Safe enough.” Taya was unsure if Juno would approve of staying with a vampire. She was far less averse to their existence than Taya—or had been—but it still seemed extreme. 
 
    It’s a lair of one of the undead, but he’s a real sweetie. I promise. 
 
    Juno took a long breath. “And are you managing actual sleep or just staring off into space?” 
 
    Taya mimicked Quinn’s accent. “Little of column A, a lot more of column B.” 
 
    “Ha! God, he keeps pinging me about you.” Juno seemed more than half serious. “He’s really been pissing me off recently.” 
 
    Taya snorted. “Not surpr—Actually Jun, I don’t know if I’m going to stick with the enforcer thing.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” Juno’s reel clicked softly as she pulled it in. “I don’t think I’m doing this right.” 
 
    “Nah, you’re killin’ it.” Taya raised the temperature of the water slightly and kicked a splash into the air. 
 
    “If you want to get into why, I’m happy to listen.” 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    A ping came through her system, letting Taya know the plug had been removed and that she could wake up, if she chose. After the silence had stretched to its limit, Juno pushed off and said, “So, getting some major armor? Are you going to feel like a bag of rocks now? Will suck for hugs.” 
 
    Taya summoned a spear gun. “These days, they blend it perfectly. I’ll be as soft as ever. Promise. Especially with how much I’m paying.” 
 
    Shit. Don’t ask where I got the money… please. 
 
    Juno cast out her line once again. “We don’t need a spear gun, T. It’s catch and release only here.” 
 
    “It’s my escape.” Still, Taya deleted the gun. 
 
    “Yup.” Juno’s bobber bobbed happily. 
 
    I feel… close to okay. 
 
      
 
    Red eyes stared down at Taya, causing her to flinch. Closer than the poster, and moving. “God, Oscar. Not what I want to see, first thing.” 
 
    “Sorry.” The man pulled back hastily from her, revealing the stereotyped ‘Bite by Night’ poster above. “Stubbs just told me you were ready to wake up, but it’s been a minute. Got concerned.” 
 
    “I was hanging out with Juno. She gets a ping when I escape. Likes to hang.” Taya turned to Stubbs, who was cleaning something in the sink with a practiced motion. “Is he your assistant now?” 
 
    “Could be.” Stubbs began drying the tool. “Oscar’s a pretty rad guy.” 
 
    Turning to the vampire, Taya smirked. “That so? Are you a ‘rad guy’?” 
 
    “Certainly possible.” Oscar started closely examining one of the gaming cabinets, a—never truly extinct—pinball machine. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you are. Warrior for the downtrodden and all that, right?” Taya tossed her legs over the edge of the Butcher’s Block. She felt physically great. No pain came from her leg. “So what can I expect here, Doc? A.l.? Kicking people’s heads off?” 
 
    The technician shot her a scowl. “Not that lucky. Well… at least not clean off. More like a guarantee of not getting your neck broken. What I put in you, you aren’t exactly cleared to have. I’ll be scanning something else for the registry.” Stubbs came back to her and pointed at her now bare leg. “More important, no more crushed bones from anything short of a frenzied; I made ya a bit stronger in the places you needed it and added some great shock absorption on your knees. I assume you’re fine with me bending the rules and, ya know, going a bit off the path?” 
 
    “Of course.” Taya felt a spike of excitement. “So I can jump really high?” 
 
    Stubbs flashed a smile. “Maybe a bit higher than before. This was rebranded military shit, originally. Think better at falling. And way better at not getting gassed after I got at your heart.” 
 
    “You got at my heart?” Taya got to her feet, an overwhelming urge to urinate settling in her stomach. “Hold that thought, actually.” 
 
    As Taya began to wash her hands after finishing relieving her bladder, a call from Quinn came through. She answered. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Quinn’s eyebrows rose. “Hey, Taya.” 
 
    “Sorry, hey.” Taya turned off the sink and leaned on the printPorcelain, the ever-present grooves left from a cheaper printing process pressed into her palms. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We found her.” Quinn couldn’t hide the pain in his voice. “Nita, she’s dead. We’re too late.” 
 
    Taya’s knees almost buckled at the words. “No, Quinn, I—look—I need more time. If you let me—” 
 
    “Taya.” 
 
    “I just got some work done so I’ll be strong enough. If—” 
 
    “Taya, she’s dead. It’s over.” 
 
    Taya froze, staring into the mirror. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. She hadn’t even met the kid yet. Nita was supposed to get saved. Taya would bring Robert to justice and find Nita. 
 
    “So ya kept working it?” Quinn asked. She didn’t answer. “Taya, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Something dripped from Taya’s chin. She noticed the tears in her reflection. She’d failed Mrs. Carlson yet again. Now a child who’d never known an easy life was dead. Because she hadn’t been fast enough. Because she hadn’t been strong enough. Syd’s final words to her rang through her consciousness once again. 
 
    Useless. 
 
    “How?” Taya asked, a new anger consuming her grief. 
 
    “Third floor in a gutter. Someone dumped the body, and a half-functioning sweeper drone picked her up. Taya, you couldn’t have known. This isn’t your fault. Ya should have never been put on this case. It was a bad judgment call from me.” 
 
    “I—” Taya turned the water back on and splashed her face. Her hands had gone numb, and her stomach twisted. Someone was trying to clean their crime with blood. “How did she die?” 
 
    “Bite marks on the neck.” Quinn swallowed before finishing. “She was drained. Some fucking biter made the kid into a meal. I’ve heard when you’re drained, it feels euphoric at the end. She wasn’t in pain.” 
 
    Taya’s emotions finally found the needed anger to let her mind clear. She wouldn’t break down this time. She would keep moving forward. “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “Of course.” Her partner shrugged heavily. “Least I could do. Ya can’t let this rest on yer shoulders. This was my case now, and she’d been dead for d—” 
 
    “Can I see her?” Taya cut in. “I want to see the body.” 
 
    “Taya, ya won’t be seeing her. Not only would that be a violation of protocol, but you are off this.” Quinn left no room for argument. “We’re looking into it here. If you step into this case again, you’ll be interfering with an investigation. Do ya understand?” 
 
    Taya was ashamed at the relief she felt at not having to see the child’s body. The bite marks were likely fake, or a biter had been paid to do it to further set up Oscar to take the fall. A setup that would contradict the footage Taya had seen, which would now be the greatest evidence for a cover-up. The target on her back had grown larger. Quinn just didn’t see it. 
 
    “I hate this too, but this is officially way out of your depth. Okay?” Quinn clearly hadn’t liked her silence. “Taya, we’ve been over this. No emotional attachment. This ain’t your gig. You aren’t a cop. If ya can’t respect that line, I can’t ever hand ya your license.” 
 
    “That’s—I—” Robert fucking Labór. Putting on her best defeated tone, Taya nodded. “I understand now. I don’t even have a way forward if I wanted one.” 
 
    Quinn stared at her for a moment before giving a sad smile. “Maybe this will be good for ya in the long run. Having something this rough early in yer career means not much else’ll shock ya.” 
 
    Taya grit her teeth at the comment. “You know this is a cover-up… don’t you, Quinn?” 
 
    A knock on the bathroom door was followed by Stubbs’ voice. “You okay, Taya?” 
 
    “Yeah. One minute,” Taya called before refocusing on Quinn. “Quinn, it’s the Labór family.” 
 
    “Of course I see the connection to the family,” Quinn said. “Doctored footage rushed to frame a biter. Bad look. But the girl was drained from a bite, Taya. There were traces of the virus in what little blood was left.” 
 
    “You think another vamp set up Oscar?” 
 
    “I know it sucks to hear, but I gotta look into all angles of this.” Quinn sucked his teeth before continuing. “Don’t have the luxury of chasing one hunch exclusively. Trust me, I’ll look into the Labór angle too. I just wish ya hadn’t shot that drone.” 
 
    Taya nodded. “Sorry.” 
 
    “If I see any room for ya to help, I’ll give a ring. If this continues pointing at those rich fucks, it might get too deep for me.” 
 
    Taya hesitated, unsure if she could push her luck any further without setting off Quinn’s alarms. Still, she asked, “And if more evidence comes out pointing at the Labór family?” 
 
    There was a long pause as Quinn considered his next words. “Then I’d be an idiot to pull that thread. So I’d hand it off to the I.S.P.D., and they’d have a chance of gettin’ results.” 
 
    “And you can live with that?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I can.” The lines in Quinn’s face seemed to somehow deepen. “God, I used to be just like you. I wanted to make things good, ya know? Didn’t want to be some fucking asshole making up stories like my dad. It’s why I joined with the HazeCore. Got sent out into the green death. I was eager to hunt for signs of surviving life. Ya know what I found, Taya? Not a fucking thing. Mind-numbing nothing. Rotten hills ’n barren mountains of rock. The dirt was acidic, the oceans still as death. Spent years of ma facking life walking in heavy armor trying to convince myself I was doing something good. Then I realized what the HazeCore is. It’s a lie. A comfort we spend billions on to pretend we might find some trace of hope we’ll be able to look up at blue skies one day. Worst part was when I moved back inta this facking structure and realized no one even cared about the lie anymore.” 
 
    She was unsure what he meant but Quinn’s eyes begged for her to understand. 
 
    He continued, “Taya, if you want to stop getting fucked over, ya gotta comprehend what I am saying. There is no point in you or me fighting this fight. I love ya, kid, and I loved Syd too. I’ll always be lookin’ out for ya, but some wars aren’t worth fighting, especially for personal reasons. I’m trying to save ya life here—again.” 
 
    Trying to sound convinced, Taya replied, “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re a good woman, but—” Someone off-call got Quinn’s attention. 
 
    “Is there any way you can—” 
 
    Quinn ended the call before Taya could finish her question. 
 
    Coming back into the shop’s main room, Taya couldn’t help but stare at Oscar. “That was a four-hour surgery. Why are you still here?” 
 
    He looked affronted. “What makes you think I didn’t leave?” 
 
    Taya didn’t break her gaze. “Stubbs?” 
 
    “Didn’t leave, aside from going to the bathroom and a quick trip to munch on some packblood.” Stubbs’ tone was rich with masked amusement. “Guy’s crushing hard, Taya. Put a gun in the right man’s face and that’ll happen.” 
 
    Oscar was completely still under Taya’s now dull violet eyes. “Information came in on Helga. Proof that… what I was talking about before would work.” Oscar shot Stubbs an uncomfortable look. The wear tech just shrugged and turned back to his cleaning. “So I waited. Simple as that.” 
 
    And you didn’t just message me that from the comfort of your own home? 
 
    “All right.” Taya went back to the Butcher’s Block, pulled the curtain to respect a boundary Oscar clearly wanted, and began changing back into her clothes. “What’s the big reveal?” 
 
    He dropped her a photo. It was an older snap of the entire Labór family. Stewart, the black sheep of the fucked-up clan, was smiling broadly under his father’s massive arm. Robert stood next to his now vanished stepmother Sarah Labór… 
 
    “No fucking way.” It was hard to see, but just under Sarah’s sleeve, a tattooed, toothy grin was visible. 
 
    “I triple-checked this, and the pictures match.” Some silent exchange happened between the two men behind the curtain before Oscar sent two images to her system as he continued. “You spoke with the most famous missing person in the entire structure. Helga is Sarah Labór reborn as a vampire.” 
 
    Taya fell on the curtain, pulling it free from the rod. “What?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: Just Ask Alice 
 
      
 
    “I mean, she is dead. Vampire equals a type of dead.” Stubbs balked at Oscar’s glare. “C’mon, how am I wrong?” 
 
    “I’m the one who filled you in, cutter.” Oscar’s tone was half joking, half serious. “Show some respect for the work. It’s good manners.” 
 
    “The polite blood seller.” Stubbs threw the last of the bloody gauze away, planting a fist on his hip. “Ain’t that somethin’?” 
 
    Taya had to force herself from worrying about just how much the two had talked while she was under. The idea made her oddly uncomfortable, a breach of her compartmentalization she didn’t quite understand. Stubbs’ shop was a safe space for her. One she regularly bled in, but still. 
 
    Oscar had explained to Stubbs over the last several minutes more than she would have preferred about the case, but she kept her objections to herself. She trusted Stubbs not to blab to random people about her business, but there were risks beyond that. Especially when it came to powerful families with access to tech unavailable to even the police. 
 
    The vampire refocused on Taya. “But more to the point, why is Sarah Labór tied to all of this? Why has she turned herself into a glowed-up reborn?” 
 
    “‘Reborn’?” Stubbs asked. 
 
    “Respectful version of ‘biter.’” 
 
    Taya was only half listening. “Robert’s not even her biological kid. Would she help him cover up Nita’s murder?” 
 
    “It seems a lot easier to fake a death if you… Wait, what?” Stubbs looked between the two of them with open shock. 
 
    Oscar hadn’t needed the moment to process what Taya had said. “They found her?” 
 
    “Quinn told me while I was in there.” Taya nodded over to the restroom. “Found with bite marks on her neck and drained of blood. Someone really wants the police to think one of your kind did this.” 
 
    “Or, more specifically, me.” Oscar stated flatly. “When did she die? It takes time to fake a bite well. That’s why I don’t sell our venom. Well, more so people don’t inject and kill themselves trying to turn. But also, yes, it gets planted all the time.” 
 
    “Quinn seemed sure it was a corpse kill.” Taya watched Oscar’s reaction closely. His blank face gave her nothing. She didn’t suspect him, but keeping her eyes open seemed like the smart thing to do. 
 
    “Sorry about the dead girl—Nita, right?” Stubbs walked the line of sincere and frustrated masterfully. “But is seems like it would be more pertinent to talk about the fact we found fucking Sarah Labór! Not only that, but she pulled off faking her death by actually dying! It’s genius. Gotta make faking the death easier too.” 
 
    Oscar slid his eyes to the wear technician. 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Stubbs didn’t back down. “Gain immortality while escaping a shit marriage. The woman is a visionary.” 
 
    Oscar pulled his sleeve up to point at where Helga’s—Sarah’s—Cheshire Cat tattoo was located. “My friend got back with this info, so I decided to hunt for proof. In an old news report, there was this photo of the whole family in front of some new generator tech developed by some now extinct company. This was an old photo. I’m talking James was still in his forties and Sarah had to be in her mid-twenties. James is now pushing sixty—anyway, it doesn’t matter because it was there. I saw its sneaky little grin poking out from under Sarah’s sleeve. She often covered it with makeup, I think. I checked loads of other photos, but it wasn’t visible. And yet, it was there in this one. I guess they had a rushed morning. I couldn’t even see that it was the same woman until I put them side by side and looked. Her face has changed more than a simple ‘turning’ would justify. Work like that for us requires… complex surgery with rare implants. An abhorrent process to put oneself through, but it’s the reason why she looks so different—more different.” 
 
    Taya got up and walked over to the Butcher’s Block as Stubbs and Oscar returned to bickering. She had unwittingly kicked into a literal family matter. There had been fear in Helga’s—Sarah’s eyes. But why would she risk herself just to push Taya off Nita’s case? Was she covering for her stepson? 
 
    Sarah’s warning replayed in her ear. ‘When it comes to blood, these people don’t pull punches.’ 
 
    She did warn me. 
 
    Following what she thought Juno would want her to do, Taya replayed the series of events from each possible perspective in her mind, without letting one affect the conclusions of the next. She considered if it made sense for any party to commit one action and compared it to the rest. 
 
    “Taya.” Stubbs’ hand caused her to start. “Would you mind blinking? It’s unsettling when you don’t.” 
 
    “Yeah. Let me run an idea by the both of you. Stubbs, is the shop closed? Will we be bothered?” 
 
    “Ha! Yeah, I can close up. Doubt I’ll get walk-ins this late.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry.” Taya gestured for Oscar to follow her. “We can—” 
 
    “Fuck that!” Stubbs stood and got between her and the door, moving to close it. “This could be the scandal of the year. Rich family abducts an orphan resulting in the widow of James Freakin’ Labór returning from the dead as a vamp? I’m in!” 
 
    “Right, then both of you tell me what you think of this,” Taya said. “I don’t want you to listen with the presumption I am right. Deal?” 
 
    Both men nodded. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Taya stated her first solid theory. “Here is what we know for sure. Nita was taken at or around Dánkoma by someone Robert was willing to cover for, possibly even himself. He is the younger brother of the convicted Stewart Labór and son of an energy mogul and Crusader nutjob, James Labór. The long-lost stepmother of the fucked-up kids has come out of hiding to warn me off the case after I was sent down a bad lead by one of Robert’s employees—or Robert himself. Safe to say, Robert is in communication with his stepmother, no? How else could she have learned so quickly?” 
 
    Stubbs’ hand shot into the air. “Do we know that? Is there any sign something else could have happened to tip Sarah Labór off? Like a connection between Nita and Sarah or something.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Oscar’s tone was patient, carefully considering Stubbs’ question. 
 
    To his credit, Stubbs just nodded while taking notes in his hud, multicolored eyes glazing over. His glow was on a shimmer setting, a cute way of showing his excitement. 
 
    “Agreed, and good question. But yes, I agree. Nothing yet.” Taya felt foolish pacing around the shop, but it helped dull her anxiety. The rhythmic clunk of her boots was something for her mind to focus on. 
 
    Taya continued. “We also know Sarah—also known as Helga—turned into a vampire to escape her husband or whole family.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” This time it was Oscar’s turn to answer. “She could have been turned against her will and then been forced into fleeing an ‘anti-biter’ family. They could have turned on her. Public image is everything to their type. I wouldn’t put it past them to just try to bury her, literally. It’s not like James is known for his loving legacy. Stewart testified to his father’s beatings at trial.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” Taya took a long breath before saying, “Right, it could be that or countless other things. But we need to develop a theory to chase. Not saying we blind ourselves to other options, but a path. One that’s starting to make sense to me.” 
 
    Both men stared at her silently. Stubbs only breaking focus to pull a vape from his pocket before handing it off to a hesitant Oscar. If she hadn’t been feeling so much anxiety, Taya might have taken a moment to enjoy the authority she felt over her audience. 
 
    She chose her next words very carefully. “When Carlson put me on this, she told me Nita liked looking at the drones. I think it’s why she started going to Dánkoma. It’s a tall building that doesn’t touch the ceiling of the floor. Adventurous thing found her path to the top. Watched fleets of drones fly by when the lights were low. Not realizing the danger she was putting herself in. Someone powerful and bored takes note and does… something awful. Someone who is willing to order a hit on a concerned foster parent but can’t bring themselves to kill—” 
 
    With an impatient scoff, Stubbs interrupted. “Are we reaching the conclusion that Robert Labór molested Nita?” 
 
    Oscar choked, coughing out a plume of vapor. Taya had never heard a vampire cough themselves into a fit before, but the corpse nearly fell out of his chair with a dry hack. She dreaded having the man point out whatever flaw in her logic he had already spotted. 
 
    After getting his coughing under control, Oscar turned to Stubbs. “Obvious, yes. But not something to be said without care. Molestation is also not the only reason someone would take interest in a child wandering about their bar. I also don’t think Taya was done.” 
 
    Raising both of his hands in surrender, Stubbs said, “I’m just wanting to cut to the chase.” 
 
    “That’s how you make mistakes that get people killed.” Taya said the words with scorn. Cold anger burned in her voice—but Stubbs wasn’t the target. She was. “I won’t let that happen again. God, fucking again!” 
 
    Oscar gave her an understanding look. 
 
    Stubbs shrugged. “Sorry. This is the kinda family to send killers, though. We know that. Some real boom, bang shit. I wanna help get to our umph before they get theirs. You know?” 
 
    “You’re catastrophizing.” Oscar rubbed his face in annoyance. 
 
    “Careful using words like that,” Stubbs challenged. “I might start to wonder what floor you lived on before you died.” 
 
    “Chill, Stubbs, he’s helping.” Taya resumed her pacing. “I don’t want to jump to molestation. But yes, all signs point to Robert directly having a hand in this. He freaked and, if I’m trying to get straight to the umph, sent someone to kill Carlson once he heard enforcers had been called. Once the cover-up began, Robert or someone near him killed Nita in a manner to match the story they were committed to. With the doctored footage out of their hands, they’re stuck with the story no matter how flimsy.” 
 
    Stubbs’ hand rose again. “Did Sarah give the impression that she gave a shit about Nita or just the family?” 
 
    “Just the family.” Taya replayed the encounter again in her head, wishing she had never smoked her pen that day. Her hand drifted into her jacket pocket, seeking the sour gummies she’d eaten long ago. “I didn’t get any insights aside from how much she tried to hide how… how scared she was. I didn’t see it then but she was skittish. Fuck. That woman has been through some shit. Victim too.” 
 
    “Or accomplice.” Oscar seemed to surprise himself with the notion. “Why couldn’t she have gone after Carlson? Just because she hates her husband doesn’t mean she isn’t still willing to help Robert avoid prison. Especially if she already lost one child to the justice system.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Taya asked while Stubbs murmured something about Robert and Stewart not being Sarah’s biological children. 
 
    The vampire shrugged. “Nita’s disappearance points at Robert to anyone who looks into this. And Stubbs, she raised Robert during his formative years. She’s his parent. She might even be in the habit of helping him cover up mistakes. Especially if he’s stupid enough to drop doctored footage from his own business’ system. As we said, they were probably already talking. After seeing you weren’t quitting, she goes for the woman who hired you.” 
 
    “And then Sarah brutally executed a sweet old woman while leaving behind a drone to watch for me?” Taya rubbed at her temple. “It doesn’t fly, Oscar. Also, James or Robert might have access to enforcer lists, but I doubt she does. She’s staying hidden, a fugitive from James, not playing for power.” 
 
    “One, I never said she killed Mrs. Carlson herself. And two, you can call that after one chat? Robert could have told her what was on the lists.” Oscar’s red eyes held Taya’s violets. She felt herself getting pulled in from across the room. “It… would be foolish to completely rule her out entirely. That is all I am saying.” 
 
    “Fair, but I still don’t buy it.” Taya realized she and Oscar were staring at each other. She blinked and looked over to Stubbs, seeing a bemused smirk growing across his face. 
 
    Fuck, if I want to find Sarah, I’ll have to get Quinn to run her new face, and he’ll want to know why I’m looking into some vamp. Could I be putting her in danger by doing it? I don’t think Quinn would even do it if I asked. 
 
    Stubbs broke Taya’s train of thought. “So the only thing we know for sure is Sarah has got to be chatting with Robert. He told her his plan to send you after Oscar after putting it in motion. She thinks it’s dumb and tried to intervene.” 
 
    Instead of hushing the technician, Oscar hesitantly nodded. “It’s what most of this points to. Find her, put that fancy rifle to her head, and she’ll put the last few pieces in place. Depending on how things went down with her stepson, she might even give him up. The family isn’t as financially well off as they were before the Stewart scandal. If there will ever be a time to hit them, it is now.” 
 
    Taya nodded in agreement. “Oscar, what are the odds you’ll be able to find where she’s hiding?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Are you willing to come with me for a few hours? With the recent updates around the encryption bill, my kind have been hesitant to send messages for obvious reasons.” 
 
    It took Taya a moment to process what he was implying. If they were going to run in this league, she had to embrace whatever help she could get. Whatever Oscar was offering, it had already yielded results. Taya would have to go with Oscar and meet this person he kept referencing, wherever that led. 
 
    Is it really not just a virus? What did he claim? A dead god on Mars. Oscar, you better not be fuckin’ insane. 
 
    Oscar began plucking at his nails, looking as if he could read her skeptical thoughts. 
 
    Fuck it, we’re already falling down the rabbit hole. 
 
    “Right.” Taya stepped toward him. “Show me the way.” 
 
    “Well…” The dead looked her over. “Get ready for the weirdest day of your life.” 
 
    Stubbs’ hand rose again. 
 
    Taya rolled her eyes. “Yes, the cutie in the back.” 
 
    “Why, you’ll make me blush.” Stubbs had seemed unsure of how serious he should be, but her return to banter relaxed him. “It seems safe to treat all parties in this equation as hostile, no? The Labórs, the ex-Labór, Nita, Taya for sure, and, fuck it, I’ll toss in deceased Mrs. Carlson for good measure. We are in an age of the dead returning. Oh, and Oscar, you seem downright diabolical.” 
 
    It was Oscar’s turn to share a look with Taya before asking, “Point being?” 
 
    Stubbs rolled his eyes. “Oh, c’mon. Taya, you can’t be this blind. Who is stupid enough to not only embrace a plan like this from Robert but volunteer to put you on the scent, promising a novice enforcer who’d shoot first and follow up never?” 
 
    Taya tensed. “Stubbs, I—” 
 
    “No, you listen! Quinn is a motherfucker. From what I understand, he got you into this, and ever since you didn’t just shoot our cold friend here, he’s tried to peel you off. To the point that you’re lying about it to him now.” 
 
    Oscar stared at Stubbs before slowly looking to Taya, lips pursed. 
 
    Taya just chuckled. “Quinn snagged the job ’cause it seemed easy. Threw it to me ’cause of a conflict of interest. There is nothing here implicating him at all.” 
 
    Oscar’s mouth opened, then closed as if he held himself from speaking. 
 
    Taya adjusted her stance to challenge the vampire. “Got something—” 
 
    Stubbs snapped. “Listen! He’s a dirty cop who works shady solo gigs. I know for a fact he’s planted evidence, beaten to excess, killed just a few—” 
 
    Stubbs stopped, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Taya thought he might relent. She was wrong. 
 
    “Honestly, I like you less for working with him. When you two come in here together? Whenever I finish work on him and you go under, he becomes an absolute ass. Talks about everything he gets away with ’cause of his fucking badge. Do better, Taya. He’s scum.” 
 
    She let silence hang in the air for a moment, then spoke quietly. “You done?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Taya picked up her jacket. “Stubbs, you did an amazing job. I feel great. I’ll fill you in when this is all over. I promise.” 
 
    Turning off his shifting glow, Stubbs began to turn down the shop, turning off the gaming cabinets’ blinking lights and dancing holomodels. “Remember to hit the gym a few times before doing anything crazy. The more you feel it out in a controlled setting—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Taya leaned down and snapped her boots shut, surprised she had forgotten to do so in all her pacing. “The less likely I am to kill someone by mistake.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Stubbs sent her several files. “Here’s the info on what I put inside you. That netting now covers you from head to toe. You’re just lucky that swapping it all out is so much cheaper than the first installation. You’d still be owing me, otherwise.” 
 
    Taya’s payment cleared as Stubbs scanned some discarded wear into her account, disguising what was actually inside her. Her account balance of [$12,232] stung to see. 
 
    Well, Sarah, let’s see what I can do in this ‘game’ of the Labórs now. 
 
    “Oscar, are you ready to show me now?” 
 
    “Yup.” The vampire stood, black glow flickering as he headed for the door. “Let’s get—” 
 
    “Hold up.” Taya stared at Stubbs. “I’ll meet you outside.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.” He hesitated for a moment before turning for the door. “See you in a second.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Taya watched the door close, weighing why Oscar was sticking so close. Was it all just some sense of justice? 
 
    “You look alive.” Stubbs’ voice pulled Taya’s mind back into the moment. “Rough as hell, but alive. I can’t tell if you’re manically running into danger ’cause you’ve suddenly become a thrill junkie—I’ve seen it before—or working at something you really believe in.” 
 
    “A little bit of column A.” Taya met Stubbs back at the Butcher’s Block and began to help pull over its white cover. “Mostly column A. But a good helping of B.” 
 
    “You’re a tremendous asshole.” His shoulder nudge made Taya smile. “You’re rude, condescending, bullheaded, annoyingly snarky, and so clearly poorly handling trauma a therapist might start salivating if they saw you walk into their office.” 
 
    “You’re going to make me blush.” Taya knuckled her back, wishing she was still in her escape. “I know I can be—” 
 
    “Are, Taya,” Stubbs interrupted, “not can be. You forget some of us want to be on your side and help you. You’re looking for a fight, so you hang around those that give it to you. Enablers. I’m not going to contribute to that. I’m done putting wear into you. I’ll patch you up, that’s it. I’m done.” 
 
    Taya wanted to be angry, but Stubbs wasn’t giving her a challenge. There was nothing in his tone aside from letting her know he was no longer comfortable working on her, and he had every right as a professional to cut her off. It frustrated her, but she also knew there was truth in what he was saying. If she tried to force his hand, Taya might begin to permanently damage whatever friendship there was between them. 
 
    “I understand. Hell, part of me appreciates it. Wish you’d let me talk you out of it, but I think you’re right. And when it comes to how I treat some people… ‘Asshole’… Yeah. Can be.” 
 
    “I pay attention. I know something happened to you a bit back—caused you to drop out of grad school, right? I have no right to ask, but if you need to talk—” 
 
    Fuck it, she thought. “I lost my fiancé.” 
 
    Stubbs’ eyes latched onto Taya, softening with the pity Taya’d seen so many times before. She hated it to her core. She hated it when Juno did it. She hated it when Quinn did it. She hated it when her parents did it. But she let that hatred shrivel and die this time. No snide or minimizing remarks came to her lips. 
 
    Stubbs faltered as Taya took in a long breath, preparing to answer intrusive questions. To his credit, Stubbs seemed to get the message. “I met Juno when she dropped you off a while back. She’s good—brilliant, even. I know you have people who care about you, so I won’t say anything beyond if you ever need a place to hang or an ear to listen, my shop is open. If you don’t want to bring whatever that is here, I can respect that too. I know what it’s like to need separate lives for your own sanity.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Taya was desperate to change the subject. Luckily, she had a favor to ask. “I need Katya.” 
 
    “Ha! No.” He didn’t even pause as he emptied a medical bin. 
 
    “Stubbs, I’m serious.” Taya pulled the bin down, helping him remove the bag. “I need to get around clean, untracked. The trains are covered in scanners. The cameras are even in ad boards now, have you noticed that? Katya can scale through this whole structure.” She turned off all her glow. “Invisible.” 
 
    “You don’t even deny wanting to use her for climbing. Absolutely not.” Stubbs shoved the bag into an incinerator and sealed it shut. “Last time you borrowed Katya, you crashed her into a support pillar.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t climbing!” Taya felt like a child pleading to open a Christmas present early. “I’ll pay for any damage. I’ll have her cleaned too.” 
 
    Leaning into the part Taya had assigned him, Stubbs turned on her and crossed his arms. “Oh really?” 
 
    Taya put her hands together in mock prayer, knowing she’d get exactly what she wanted. “I’ll just be taking her up, Stubbs. No going down to the races. I promise. For a friend?” 
 
    “So now we’re friends?” He scoffed. “Not just ‘customer and doctor’?” 
 
    “You’re not a doctor.” 
 
    “Taya, I just did you a favor.” 
 
    She put on her best hurt, defeated face. 
 
    Stubbs’ glow exploded back at full brightness as he let out an exasperated cry. He walked over to his workstation and snatched up a pair of chip keys. Instead of handing them over, Stubbs clutched them protectively. “I swear to god, if there is so much as a dent…” 
 
    “I just need to be able to get around and avoid getting pinged. I won’t even speed.” Taya gestured the way one would attempt to calm a dog when its hackles were raised. “I’ll leave her here when I’m not using her, and you can check up every day.” 
 
    “Wait, how long—till it’s done, right?” Stubbs exhaled before dropping his keys back to the desk. “Fine… fine. Fine. Fine. Fine. As long as she stays here when not in use. And you obey the speed limits. And wear a helmet.” 
 
    Stubbs, she needs speed. 
 
    “Stubby, you won’t regret this.” Taya blinked, patting the pockets of her coat. “Fuck.” 
 
    Stubbs looked her over. “Problem?” 
 
    “I think I lost my notebook. Must’ve lost it in all the… commotion. Fuck.” 
 
    Stubbs eyed the door Oscar had passed through. “Probably… but keep your guard up. You’re working with a stranger. And I stand by what I said about Quinn.” 
 
    Oscar was waiting for her, leaning against the sign for Stubbs’ store. The glowing board outlined in structured steel depicted a man on the Butcher’s Block, an ocular implant descending from above into his sliced brown eye. Taya often forgot most of Stubbs’ business wasn’t in combat-oriented wear. The market for such implants was far too small. Wear techs spent most of their time installing life-oriented tech. Mild strength enhancements, the internal lenses everyone got for their huds, joints for the elderly, et cetera. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Oscar pushed off the graffitied plastic sign and joined Taya as she headed for the station. 
 
    “Yeah. Just wish I could take Katya today, but, you know, I don’t know if she can go where you’re taking me.” She ordered a delivery drone. One broke off from a nearby swarm, and she handed it her rifle, giving Oscar’s address. Taya eyed the man from the corner of her eyes as they began walking. “I’ve been racking my brain for a way to ask you how old you are without being rude.” 
 
    “Ah, the question everyone eventually asks. Immortality is fascinating to those without it. Rather boring to live, to be honest. Could even say that’s partially why I’m here.” Oscar smiled. “I was bit when I was twenty-six.” 
 
    “An answer without value.” Taya grinned. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Oscar’s expression grew serious. “I find working with you provides immense value. I haven’t gotten to know you particularly well, but I’d like to. You’re intense. Seem like someone who could be useful to know. Especially if things get worse.” 
 
    Taya grinned. “Intense. I can work with that. Useful? I’d work on how you compliment people.” 
 
    Oscar only gave a curt nod before saying in what sounded like an impression of her, “Fair enough.” They walked in silence for a dozen or so steps before Oscar spoke again. “So what do you do when not trying to solve murders?” 
 
    “Hobbies? Really, that’s where you’re going?” Taya asked. 
 
    That vampiric tone came into Oscar’s voice. “It seems like a reasonable place to go.” 
 
    “You do that on purpose, don’t you?” 
 
    The vampire blinked at her, the shine from a hundred ads playing colorfully across his angled face. “Do what?” 
 
    “That whole alluring-tone thing.” 
 
    An ad for a celebration on a ‘Re-Created Bourbon Street’ showed a line of cartoon skeletons playing jazz instruments down the infamous party street. More skeletons threw beads down onto the musicians as various liquor logos floated from the ends of the brass horns. The slogan along the bottom danced in, reading, ‘A Party You’ll Regret Forgetting!’ 
 
    “What?” Oscar asked. 
 
    “The way you speak. It’s meant to lure people in, and you do it on purpose.” 
 
    Oscar stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. “Well, everyone has to use the tools at their disposal.” 
 
    “So, hold on. You believe in this curse thing. Not the science behind the virus.” 
 
    Oscar winced and avoided looking at her. “With what I have seen, it’s not a belief.” 
 
    “Bit culty there.” Taya pushed on. “Yet you willingly use supposed cursed magic to try to seduce me? Isn’t that terribly fucked up?” 
 
    “I, uh…” Oscar deflated as he reflected on her words. “Well, it’s just meant to make people relax. It’s not inherently… seductive.” 
 
    “Mhm.” Taya continued toward the station. “I shot at you. You tried to mesmerize me with a curse.” 
 
    Oscar smiled. “Call it even?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: Digital Clarity 
 
      
 
    They were forced to take a particularly dirty train car to a central lift station. The packed car meant that the two of them had to stand uncomfortably close within a crowd of migrating workers. It was common when headed to a central station to have a crowd more reflective of the megastructure as a whole. It fascinated her how consistent the reactions to Oscar were depending on the stereotype of those around her. The man in the expensive-looking suit with no visible glow so openly avoided acknowledging Oscar pressed up against him, he might as well have stared. A boy, just entering his teen years with worn clothes and glow already decorating his wrists, nodded to the vampire with a chummy smile. A mother with a bag worth more than Taya had ever had in her account pulled her son aggressively away when she noticed the dead man and came as close to running to the other side of the car as she could. It wasn’t entirely consistent—one well-dressed man in shades seemed unbothered by Oscar, reading some feed on his display pad inches from the biter—but nine times out of ten, class seemed to dictate mentality toward the undead. 
 
    To his credit, Oscar paid them no mind at all and spent all of his time asking Taya about her own life. She patiently answered what she was willing and stared silently when he prodded too deep. He took her cues and tactfully moved on to other topics. 
 
    The highlight of the ride for Taya, though, was when Oscar shifted for an elderly woman looking for a seat. She accidentally fell into the vampire. Oscar instinctively reached out for the support bar and was visibly repulsed when his hand stuck to something dried to the steel. 
 
    “I thought this high up they kept the public transport clean?” The predator of the night wiped his hand against his black jacket, trying desperately to remove the residue on his palm. “Oh god, it smells.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean they always get it all. You really don’t come this high? Not even to just get away from the haze?” 
 
    Oscar looked at the people around him. Wherever he looked, eyes flicked away from his red gaze. “It may be a bit grimier down there, but it has its advantages. Haze doesn’t burn cold lungs. The higher city is too expensive anyway. It’s insane how much more people pay for the same things up here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    He gestured toward the side of a building lit with an ad for the newest iteration of printChicken meat called ‘Chicken Print Pie’ depicting a smiling chicken with three balloons lifting it into the air as it sipped a martini. The food manufacturers had moved on from trying to reproduce the exact flavor and textures of real chicken and instead were extolling the virtues of the printed kind. ‘Savor the Flavor of Laser!’ was this ad’s claim. 
 
    “Same meat’s available back home. I could get a pound for a fourth that cost. Seriously, no difference.” 
 
    Taya recalled a half-remembered economics class, something vaguely ringing familiar from the lecture about haze and transportation. “Harder to get the supplies.” 
 
    “What?” Oscar cocked a half grin. “How does that make any sense?” 
 
    “I don’t fully remember.” She tried not to show how out of her depth she was feeling. “But a lot of the industry is on the lower levels, right?” 
 
    “What kind of propaganda have you been reading? You can get a drone to ship you a new fridge in less than an hour, but bringing printChicken up this high requires adding a third again the cost? We’re not on Mars. Just above the clouds.” 
 
    Taya was finally able to step back a bit as some passengers disembarked. They had just pulled into a popular nightlife district. She wondered how the car managed to feel hotter as people left. 
 
    ’Cause you stepped away from his icy veins, dumbass. 
 
    In the mass of bodies, Oscar had acted as a natural AC of sorts. Taya stepped back closer, and Oscar noted her move. If his blood had flowed, Taya would have bet money the vampire would have blushed. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? 
 
    A few stops later, the train halted at the central lift station. After a brief wait, a drone directed the two of them to enter a lift built for personnel and vehicles. Taya begrudged the space, wanting an excuse to stay close to the undead refrigerator. 
 
    After boarding, Taya had the presence of mind to ask, “What floor are we even heading to?” 
 
    She watched in shock at how low Oscar’s hand stayed as it reached for the panel. His finger landed solidly on [2]. 
 
    “Ever been that low?” The vampire’s voice took on a cautious edge. 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said visiting you was the lowest I’d ever been?” 
 
    Oscar threw back his head and gave another full belly laugh. After several seconds of shockingly warm mirth, he looked her in the eye. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Piss off. They don’t even have pings that low. No basic conveniences, trains, horrid food and tainted water, and—wait, yeah, down there residences are subject to random searches, right? On top of that, haze is slowly choking everyone so you gotta keep a mask on. Why the hell would anyone go that low?” 
 
    “Yet it’s how so many are forced to live.” Oscar had grown serious again. “Plus, when you’re down low, you can be sure you’re not being watched. Some find anonymity more valuable than trains or even clean water.” 
 
    Their descent into the lower floors began as the lift plummeted into darkness. The square eight meters or so suddenly felt far too small to Taya as the Earth crawled closer. Realizing how close she would be to the actual ground was nauseating. It felt like a trap to be so close to the dirt. If she could see outside, the haze would be all-consuming, choking the air for dozens of floors above. The land itself would extend off into the horizon, nothing protecting her from the elements. It was impossible to hear thunderstorms inside Seven Zero Three, but if the meditation feed was to be believed, they sounded horrifying to her. Wind, hail, freezing temperatures, sunburn, heat exhaustion, the outside world was terrifying. She had no idea how the Haze Colonies, or Outsiders, managed to survive. Fortunately the nightmarish threats like bears and tigers had died off long ago. Though, after seeing some re-creations in escapes, she wouldn’t mind seeing a tiger in person. Apparently the wealthy had kept them as pets at one point in history. 
 
    Oscar misjudged her tension and asked, “Do you really have no questions about possibly meeting a witch? A real practitioner of magic who has already brought you usable intel.” 
 
    Taya stopped biting her lip. “I’m sure she’s a wonderful hacker who managed to get usable info for us and convinced you it was by, uh, magic.” 
 
    Disturbingly, Oscar just smiled. “I’d hoped you’d say something like that.” Oscar sent off a message with his wearable lenses before continuing. “She doesn’t often get the chance to prove magic exists to people. It’s a game for Jordan. I never know which way she’s going to take it. Always fun for me.” 
 
    “Mhm.” Taya turned on her wear to a lower setting. Enough to break a jaw cleanly if needed, but nothing more. “Can’t wait to see the show.” 
 
    The lift began to descend into the second floor. The air this low was barely breathable, even indoors. Oscar didn’t need to bother with a mask, but Taya pulled hers from her pack. 
 
    Through the thick mist, dark buildings loomed below. Neon lights still slivered through the haze, providing some sense of familiarity—humanity—but something still felt like death to Taya. Like every trace of life before her was a whisper of the buzzing cities above. 
 
    Cranked to maximum legal brightness, an advertisement for meat caught her attention. Sure enough, the same campaign offering the same meat at a fraction of the price. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    As the lift plummeted into what Taya could only think of as a thermocline-like layer of haze, the second floor’s full impact was revealed to her. No drones flitted about between buildings. No holomodels danced or pitched in the space between buildings. The retro billboards glowed with an unfiltered harsh light, ancient glass tubes attempting to cut through the smog. 
 
    Taya reread a slogan that stated ‘A Healthier Tomorrow’ three times before realizing no product was being sold. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Oscar joined her at the gate, leaning against the grid with Taya. “Welcome to One Above One.” 
 
    “‘One Above One?’” Taya tried the words, having to process just how close she was to the infamous prison level. The haze began to spill densely into their lift car. Taya hastily tightened her mask over her face, already tasting something off through its filters. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “You’re always fifty up.” Oscar said the words as a common phrase. “How would you know? Interestingly, we’ve taken up trading with and dealing with lower levels in other floors. There’s probably more people from other structures on this floor than on any other level.” 
 
    “Mhm, very interesting.” Taya stepped back as the lift came to rest. The added weight of its slowing momentum reflected the weight piled above them. 
 
    Oscar stepped out first and turned off his glow; Taya stuck close in his shadow. 
 
    As they merged onto the packed sidewalks, to her surprise, no vendors tried to sell Taya products, and no drones proffered ‘free’ samples. There was just a dull roar of people and the nearby generators powering the buildings. Their hum was louder than she’d ever thought possible. She’d have to nearly shout to be heard over the continuous groan. 
 
    The few updated display boards above occasionally drifted into ads… for renting the ad space. Something Taya had never witnessed before. The wait to get on a board on her floor was over seven months long, unless you were willing to pay a small fortune. 
 
    Mountains of unchecked filth completely blocked an alley Oscar led her past. The lone drone in sight was a slow, barely functioning sweeper. Its shiny chrome was almost entirely coated in stickers and paint. Only in the space around the lenses was its original color still visible. As Taya watched, the boxy machine pushed more trash into an already overflowing bin. 
 
    Looking upward, Taya noted the lack of visible clean steel and concrete. No light came down from the less-than-twenty-meter ceiling above. Every floor she had ever been on had been composed of decorated concrete designs with visible steel supports placed where needed, illuminated by a diffused light from above. Here, the concrete was black. Whether that was by design or the result of steeping in haze for over a century, Taya had no idea. The few remaining thick wedges of steel still visible were all coated in various gang markings. Some human, others vampiric, both matching gangs Quinn had told her stories of. 
 
    The resulting atmosphere pulled Taya into a well of anger. The population on these lower floors was the densest in the whole structure. A quick search showed the population of the second floor was three times that of her own. Combine that with the larger amount of space already being relegated to the structure’s support needs, and the result was laid bare before Taya: an entire floor more resembling an infected termite hill than acceptable human living conditions. 
 
    Keep the screens shining so no one will bother to see who they’re stepping on. 
 
    They walked deeper into the milling masses of people. Faces blended together, a surprising number of which were bare despite the barely filtered poison. Taya began to wonder if the haze had something to do with how aged everyone around her appeared. Lines were set deep into blemished faces. 
 
    The sounds of the district began to crash into her mind. Boys in the middle of the street played with a malfunctioning, ripped-out holomodel projector. The nude woman blurred in and out of existence as the boys jumped through it, sobbing for the children to stop their play. 
 
    Taya slipped, barely catching herself on an abandoned cart. The non-printed plastic cracked under her sudden weight. “Fuck, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What?” Oscar half turned back toward her before continuing on. 
 
    “Nothing.” Taya hurriedly pushed her way through the mass of hooded people, moving with far less grace than Oscar. “Just keep up.” 
 
    Several of the faces she pushed by turned to stare at her. Taya noted two of the boys had stopped their play with the terrified A.I. and were openly gazing at her as well. In fact, through the haze, eyes from all directions followed the two. It didn’t take Taya long to realize why. Her glow burned bright and pure. Their bodies were dull with basic patterns, if any, in their work. Taya’s violet light shimmered through the haze, acting as a beacon for anyone looking for outsiders. 
 
    Hastily, Taya turned it completely off. 
 
    It didn’t stop the staring, at first. Eyes still followed as the two of them drifted into the next block. The crowds grew denser as Oscar led her deeper into a mixture of markets and residential structures. Finally, they reached a group of vendors trying to sell the various tech and random appliances they had scrounged up. The familiarity came with a cost. They didn’t yell or haggle. Only soft grunts came with gestures toward products. 
 
    No one is talking. 
 
    Oscar glanced back again. “Too much exposure makes it painful. To speak, I mean. You’ll only get whispers from those who decided to go maskless.” 
 
    “Why?” Taya took in a breath through her own shield. “Why would anyone choose to go maskless?” 
 
    Oscar had to dodge out of the way of a massive man moving through the middle of the street, old-school wear stabbed into scarred skin. The man’s metal jaw had staples haphazardly sunk in at odd angles. One of his eyes had been replaced with a lens that didn’t look designed for human use. He looked like something out of the early ‘Cyber Panic’ horror movies. 
 
    “Not always a choice. Masks can be expensive when you have to wear one every day.” Oscar glared at the half-metal man, who noted red eyes and offered a halfhearted apology. 
 
    “But it’s sometimes a choice?” 
 
    Oscar nodded. “Not wearing one can be a form of suicide or protest.” 
 
    “Aren’t there medicines for haze poisoning?” 
 
    Oscar’s mouth twitched. “Kinda rare down here. Somehow they’re much more expensive despite not needing to—what’d you claim? ‘Haul them up so high’?” 
 
    Taya didn’t have a response, instead moving a hand up to adjust her mask. A passing elbow jostled her, though, and Taya’s mask dislodged from her face, the taste of rancidly sweet poison flooding her lungs. The feeling of fire that ignited in her chest was brutal, tearing at her. Tears welled in her eyes as she began hacking. 
 
    “Breathe deep. Clear it out.” Oscar gripped her shoulder and forced her to meet his eyes. “Your lungs aren’t used to it. It’ll get easier to deal with… or, well, let’s hope it won’t have to for you.” He gestured to a storefront behind him. “We’re here.” 
 
    “T-Thank y-you.” Each word was punctured by a cough. Taya’s eyes caught the shop’s name above the red door. It read [20:27] in a font that resembled smeared blood. 
 
    “No problem. The haze messes with depth perception a bit.” Oscar stood between Taya and the bustling crowd. His form was large enough to shield her from most of the eyes. “Are you going to vomit? Many do the first time.” 
 
    “No.” Taya got her breathing under control. The powerful taste remained on her tongue. She wanted to spit, but the mask wasn’t able to dispose of fluids. She made a mental warning to her stomach to stay in line with whatever contents were left today. “Not too much left in my belly.” 
 
    “Ready?” Oscar jerked his chin in the direction of the red door. 
 
    Taya nodded once toward the font, desperately wanting to whip the burning tears from her eyes. “Our first show together. Should be a memorable one if you haven’t oversold it.” 
 
    “I know I’ve already said this, but get ready for… weird. Things won’t be the same for you after you come out of there.” Oscar’s eyes pleaded with her to heed his warning. “Depending on what Jordan has planned, it could get… painful.” 
 
    “So much for not overselling it.” She pushed past him and into the shop. “It’s…” 
 
    There was a naked, pale woman floating in the store. To Taya’s amazement, she hovered in the exact middle of the space, skinny legs crossed and even skinnier arms splayed wide. Her blue hair had a matte coloring and was cut sharply at the chin. It contrasted sharply with ruby-red lips resting in a flat expression of concentration. Her angular face was highlighted with smeared shadow around her closed eyes. A long, Roman nose hung low on the woman’s face, but what many faces would struggle to overcome, the petite woman wore beautifully well. A single glow tattoo of a western taipan—as Taya’s hud identified it—spiraled down the woman’s arm from shoulder to wrist. The amount of standard non-glowing ink rivaled Naomi’s. Symbols Taya’s A.I. failed to identify were scattered along the woman’s arms and ribs, complemented by a collar of flame tracing a prominent collarbone. A constellation of stars decorated the side of Jordan’s right breast. Everything about the chaos adorning the woman’s body seemed taken to the extreme, including the fact that she was floating… nude… in the middle of a store with shelved walls stacked to the top with a mixture of printGlass bottles containing odd colors and honest-to-god thriving plant life. 
 
    Oscar joined her inside, closing the door. Taya realized the dull roar of the outside had been cut entirely the second she’d stepped into the space, well before the vampire came in. Not even a trace of the outside haze trickled inside. Taya pulled off her mask, wanting to see clearly. 
 
    “That’s some good sound dampening,” she observed. “Thought only the military could have tech like that.” 
 
    The greenery was almost as shocking to Taya as the floating woman. The gnarled twigs and leaves under the lamps glistened as misters released their spray all along the walls. Vines from a few of the denser containers spilled over and onto the floor and over the shoulders of a hulking, pale mannequin. Taya’s eyes widened as she watched a vine suddenly whip up and snatch a mouse scurrying across the floor. The branch pulled the creature back into dense foliage where the squeaking ended with a harsh snap. 
 
    Tearing her eyes from the greenery, Taya forced her focus back onto what had to be the highest-quality holomodel she had ever seen. The projectors that had to be both above and below were invisible to the eye, but that was common in the newest generation. She was just impressed the supposed witch could afford them. The misting from the boxes was a wonderful way to hide the particles needed to make holomodels this vivid with realistic, non-neon skin tones. 
 
    “Seriously, wow. Oscar, I don’t even entirely blame you for believing her. Showmanship is an art form. I’ll educate ya sometime.” Taya stepped toward the woman, ready for the inevitable jumpscare to sell the illusion and prevent her from actually touching the holomodel. She wouldn’t fall for it. Every illusion broke on contact. Taya lifted her hand. “I gotta say, remarkable theater.” 
 
    “And here we go,” Oscar said. 
 
    “She convinced you it was dangerous to touch, didn’t she? See, that’s where the witch got you.” Taya raised one finger and slowly pushed it toward the holomodel’s nose, looking for telltale projector lights hidden within the leaves. “See, if they wanted to sell the witch vibe, maybe a less pretty model would have been a better choice. I have a hard time believing someone who grew up this low could ever look so clean. Go for green skin and that pointy hat. Then again, if you want to sell the magi—” 
 
    She pressed her finger to the woman’s collar and was met with warm flesh: skin with muscle and bone beneath. There was resistance. Matter. Taya felt the bump of a heartbeat within. “Strings?” 
 
    The witch inhaled sharply through her nose, as if taking her first breath in minutes. 
 
    Raising her eyes slowly, Taya met the woman’s own, now open to expose a shockingly dark yet rich blue. A sharpness to their set enhanced the woman’s overall gaunt appearance. Taya tried to swallow and found it difficult to do so. 
 
    Stunning con woman. 
 
    “I’m sorr—” Taya tried to pull her finger back, but something was holding her in place. Looking down, she watched in horror as the woman’s skin oozed onto her disappearing finger. Waves of liquid, near-white flesh flowed onto her own bronze skin, consuming her knuckle and drifting smoothly into her wrist. They were like two melting candles, merging with a forceful tide. 
 
    Panic pulsed through Taya. She tried to rip her hand away. “Wh—help!” 
 
    The witch smiled, reaching for Taya’s face. 
 
    A hand caressed Taya’s chin, causing her vision to go black. She began to feel a sense of weightlessness. Lips pressed against hers. A tongue caressed her own. Too late, she thought to activate her wear, but her system was gone. Taya tried to scream as her teeth began to mix with the witch’s. 
 
    Bone connected to bone. Violet eyes blended with blue. The horrible sensations of melting became distant. All that was left was the sensation of one. Taya was consumed by something horribly right. Beautifully wrong. A soul pressed into her body, mingling with her own. 
 
    Sensations Taya hadn’t known she possessed became all-consuming before vanishing back into her subconscious. All that Taya was was ripped to the surface. She was being combed through and examined. 
 
    Then the light came. A convulsing sphere of energy surrounded by nothing. All that existed in this expanse was Taya and that core. She understood exactly what it was while having no words to explain, only memories that contained the same special quality to her. The first time she saw Jun smile. The smell of Syd’s sweat after he finished working out and forced a hug on her. How perfectly her pistol grip matched her palm. A crunchy piece of real lettuce her mother had given her when she was a girl. 
 
    As more memories simmered within Taya, seeds of light bled into the void, pulled toward the core, shattering on the event horizon at the end of nothing. As each was eaten, the thrumming within the void grew louder and louder. Whatever the sphere was, it drank in what Taya was for an unknown length of time. Taya could neither fight it nor think enough to want to resist. All that was lived through the memories that made her. 
 
    Red began to battle with the soft blues. Memories of more painful events. The death of her first dog. Bullying a girl she’d been jealous of in grade school over something she couldn’t even remember. Hundreds—thousands more. Each pulled into the same thrumming energy until none were left. All Taya was had been taken in and processed. 
 
    The thrumming had grown. Light did not matter. The force of the pull itself began to be counteracted by the thrumming of the core. The few bits of Taya not yet dragged into the shaking sphere were repulsed by its new energy even as it pulled them in, causing a great shiver of light within the space. If Taya had a voice here she would have screamed, not from pain, but awe. The power of the digestion of her life overwhelmed her. 
 
    “It’s time to come out.” The voice was playful, encouraging. The tone of a mother to a child who was afraid to go down the slide. “It will be okay. We promise.” 
 
    She blinked, a ruby-red stage curtain before her. 
 
    Lips close enough to tickle her ear whispered, “Take the stage, my love. We’ve been waiting for you for so long.” 
 
    The muffled voices of an audience floated through the curtain. 
 
    Panic tore at Taya’s chest. “What if I’m not enough?” 
 
    “Then we shall make you so.” 
 
    It was the words she’d craved for so long. It was the answer Taya would have burned it all for. 
 
    Through the tears she managed, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Take the stage, Reaper.” 
 
    The curtain pulled back, revealing an endless audience in shadow. A sea of empty faces watched her from the depths of a dark theater. As she walked forward, her silver dress shimmered and sparkled. 
 
    Taya knew it was time to perform. 
 
    “Bravo!” a man’s voice cried. She recognized that voice. “Encore!” 
 
    Syd? Syd! 
 
    There he was, pushing through the crowd. 
 
    Taya leapt off the stage toward Syd’s shadow, plunging into a world that shifted into a black ocean of light. There she floated, bare in the great expanse of nothing. Cold starlight bathed her body, rejuvenating something she hadn’t been aware was broken. 
 
    At peace, she closed her eyes. 
 
    Sheets covered Taya from head to toe. She thrashed and tore at them frantically. “Gah, what?!” 
 
    An arm looped around her back. “Whoa, Taya. What’s wrong?” 
 
    It was the color of the sheets that grounded Taya first. The same burnt orange they had always been. Syd’s sheets. There was even the same minuscule rip in the stitching down near her foot. 
 
    Syd’s smell came next. First from the sheets, then from the man himself, his body pressed against her. Concern clouded his groggy eyes. 
 
    “Did you have another nightmare?” His voice was exactly as Taya remembered it. Husky, with a comforting edge he had lost when… 
 
    When what? Why am I fixated on the oaf’s face? I spent all last week with him. Why am I crying? 
 
    “There was a witch, or a murder… I think. And I uh…” False memories faded into a blurred nothing of lost dreams. “Damn, that was a bad one. I know there was a witch, though.” 
 
    “Witches don’t freak me out. More scared of zombies.” Syd gently began rubbing her back. Without thought, Taya pushed herself away and got up from the bed. Examining Syd, feeling something was wrong. 
 
    He looked the same as he ever had. Strong and tall. His often-shaved beard had grown to medium length. Something he did when he knew his job as an engineer would bring him near the coolant cores. He claimed it helped, even under all the protective gear. His glow of swirling red patterns was off, leaving dull lines on long arms. 
 
    Christ, he’s hairy. 
 
    Syd looked at her, affronted. “Taya, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Taya felt a chill down her spine. Syd’s uncomfortable grin slid into place, the same as it always did whenever he wasn’t sure what to do with her. “What did we do last night?” 
 
    “Last night?” Syd sat up further in bed and pushed the sheets off himself. His body was exactly how she remembered it. Including the scars and blemishes he stubbornly refused to have removed. There were no signs of illness. 
 
    Illness? Why does it feel like I haven’t seen him in years? We were at Jun’s last night. 
 
    “Taya, how much did you drink? I was stoned, but you certainly didn’t seem that bad. Did you and Jun sneak off and do something harder? You were giggly enough.” Syd came to the edge of the bed and pulled her close. He ran his hands up her arms and caressed her chin. “Shit, you don’t look hungover. Was it coke?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” Taya’s stomach was doing somersaults as Syd’s eyes met her own. She couldn’t help but smile at seeing him look so concerned for her. 
 
    “Well, why don’t you come back to bed?” Syd gently guided her down, moving to wipe a bit of crust from her eye. “I can make you forget all about it.” 
 
    His hands began to explore Taya, causing her to shiver as goosebumps appeared on her arms. She fell excitedly into Syd’s arms, kissing him fiercely. Their tongues danced, and Taya was grateful they were already undressed. Eagerly, Syd’s mouth trailed down her body, greedily seeking her pleasure. Taya gasped as Syd’s tongue began working, a talent at which the man excelled. For several blissful minutes, Taya writhed in bed as Syd ate her hungrily. 
 
    Desperate to be fucked, Taya knotted her fingers in his hair and pulled him up. Syd entered her with a savage hunger followed by a wondrous rhythm. Time melted away as Taya and Syd rolled across the bed before falling to the floor. Without missing a beat, she got back on Syd. 
 
    Quite some time later, she lay under him, next to a dresser they’d utilized for fantastic positioning. His familiar weight gave Taya safety, peace. 
 
    Taya pulled him down as he tried to get off her. “No.” 
 
    He kissed her again, returning his comforting weight. 
 
    Why do I miss him so much? Why… The cancer. He’s sick. He’s dead. Syd is DEAD! AND IT’S YOUR FAULT! 
 
    The memories slammed into Taya. She frantically broke free of the kiss and pushed her. “No! What are you? No!” Her hands began to beat against the demon. 
 
    Taya convulsed, falling to the floor as soon as she was free. She vomited up… nothing. Her stomach purged itself, but nothing came into the illusion. 
 
    A warm hand rested on her back. “Taya, nothing that happened was your fault.” 
 
    She spun on him. “What did you say to me?” 
 
    His eyes pleaded with her. “It’s not your fault, Taya.” 
 
    Taya raised a hand and slapped the thing before her. “Stop! You’re not him!” 
 
    “T, I never blamed you. Please, believe me.” Syd gingerly touched where her hand had landed. He crouched over her cautiously. “I love you. I loved you until the very end. My last thoughts were of loving you. We were exhausted, Taya. We couldn’t afford help and I—not you, me—was too stubborn to let anyone else in. Please, oh god, I didn’t know—I didn’t mean those things. I was just so angry. None of—” 
 
    Taya scrambled to her feet, backing toward the only door connected to Syd’s bedroom. The throbbing in her chest had grown into a passionate blaze of self-loathing at this indulgent dream. “You’re not Syd. This isn’t—no! Get away from me!” 
 
    Syd tried to reach for her but froze when she flinched. Hurt crossed his face. “Taya, I didn’t know. I thought this could just be an escape for you. I felt a part of you.” Tears began to swell in Syd’s eyes as well. “I didn’t know. Taya, I’m so sorry. Listen to me, please. Taya, the man I was at the end… it wasn’t me. I—fuck—I hated myself so much for burdening you. God, I am so sorry. I never blamed you, Taya. Taya, I’m sorry! IT WASN’T YOUR FAULT!” 
 
    The last words reverberated through her entire being, shattering the illusion of the apartment. The pain in Taya’s heart erupted with the vision. It had been Syd. She knew it as a pure truth. His soul had been with hers. And she’d pushed him away. 
 
    No! Come back! Please, god, come back! 
 
    Weight returned, driving air from Taya’s lungs. She opened her eyes for what felt like the first time. 
 
    Two arms caressed her. Taya rested in the lap of the witch, a billowing robe encompassing them both. The woman leaned down and kissed Taya again, not seeking anything, only providing something that drained from her into Taya, a grounding force back into the world. 
 
    Taya was in herself again, the pain in her shoulder proving the truth of reality. 
 
    Her logical brain wanted to scream, tear her hair out, and run back to the safety of the higher floors. The emotions within her, though, were cold and calming to her rational mind. She had been numbed. 
 
    Their lips parted. 
 
    “Welcome back to this side. You’ll start feeling connected to your body again soon. My name is Jordan. I think we might be able to help each other.” 
 
    “Was it him?” Taya exhaled, a faint light trailing from her mouth. It evaporated with the mist of the shop. The world swam before Taya’s eyes, a surge of vertigo forcing her to slam them shut. “Was it real?” 
 
    Taya felt a finger brush hair from her face. “All I did was push part of you beyond. If someone found the part I sent, that is something beautiful and rare. You’re young. A parent?” 
 
    Taya opened her eyes and sat up, pushing out from under the robe. Looking down, she saw she still wore every article of clothing she’d walked in with. Everything was in place, even her pistol. The only thing missing was Oscar. “Fiancé.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Taya breathed, still feeling completely disconnected from herself. “What the fuck just happened?” 
 
    “I’ve been asked that a few times.” The witch smiled. “To put it simply, magic.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: Witch’s Brew 
 
      
 
    “You sent me into the next life? I’m supposed to believe that was heaven?” Taya sat in the back room of Jordan’s shop, a small table between the two of them. The white mug of hot tea in her hands provided ample comfort. “I’ve paid for high-end escapes. I know they can… be like that.” 
 
    “Not heaven, no. Unless—look, I don’t mean to offend. You can call it what you want. Labels do tend to help.” Jordan’s lipstick left no residue on her mug as she put it down. “It’s really nice to meet you face-to-face after learning so much about you.” 
 
    “Did Oscar plug into my port from behind?” Taya wanted to ask if she had been drugged, but that was impossible. She’d taken many hallucinogens before, but nothing had felt like this. Every sensation had been as real as the cramped room around them now. The smells, the sounds, the textures, the pleasure. “I thought I heard him by the door, but…” 
 
    Jordan let Taya sit in silence, understanding she needed a minute to process. 
 
    An old-fashioned clock ticked noisily on the wall. Taya forced her mind to count the ticks, hoping it would settle her nerves. Her hands were shaking so hard she had to focus to not spill the tea within her own mug. 
 
    Taya eyed the witch for what must have been the thousandth time. The woman didn’t give much, using a perpetual soft grin as a mask. An angled narrow jaw was complemented by high cheekbones and wide, innocent-looking eyes. She wore plenty of beauty products but had utilized them with a delicate hand. The boldness of it all working in a way that only excessive amounts of talent could pull off. Not a damn blemish on her skin. 
 
    “Do you think I could get at your port now?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Reflexively, Taya brought her hand up to the slot behind her ear. “No, but—” 
 
    Jordan exploded into flame, fire bleeding from her eyes. The heat from the blaze lashed at Taya’s skin. Flesh began to char on the witch, peeling away as her hair exploded in a torrent of smoke. Before Taya could do more than start in her seat, the flames were gone, the heat evaporating from the air a split second later. 
 
    Jordan brought her mug to her lips once again. “Bit warmer now.” 
 
    The woman across from her didn’t have a hair out of place, and only a trace of smoke drifting from her suggested anything at all had happened. 
 
    “Projectors—” Taya started before Jordan reached for her hand. She jerked back, terrified by what the witch might do. 
 
    Jordan smiled a crooked grin. “If it’s projectors, why are you afraid? You already believe me, you just haven’t realized it yet. When vampires were discovered, it took society months to accept the truth. Report after tired report.” 
 
    Taya ignored her. “Oscar must’ve taken my—uh—notebook. You got Syd’s avatar and put it…” 
 
    Neither of them spoke as Taya’s mind struggled to find a reasonable explanation for all of this. The clock ticked away on the wall, and Jordan watched her. 
 
    Taya broke the silence. “So magic is real, and I just had my fiancé… find me?” 
 
    The witch’s eyes narrowed. “Did you have sex?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taya took a bite of some bread on the table between them, shocked to taste a lack of organic print material. “Did you bake this?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jordan’s smile grew into something that touched her eyes. “You can’t touch magic, sorry. I checked.” 
 
    “You weren’t responsible for what I saw?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Whatever you experienced was your own,” Jordan affirmed. 
 
    “If I ever find out you’re lying…” Taya’s glow was off, but her wear remained cranked to the max. “I’ll tear your—” 
 
    “Please, don’t bother with threats, Taya,” Jordan urged. “You could kill me if you wished. I don’t doubt that. Bullets are bullets, but I think we’re destined to be great partners. Threats… Well, threats delay that happening.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jordan crossed her legs in the small chair, sinking deep into the coziness of her own robe. “I don’t have a wear license and—lemme check.” She softly pinched her own arm. “Yup, still organic. Bullet to the head and I’m dead. I promise.” 
 
    As her mind tried to keep up with the realities she was being asked to accept, Taya continued. “And why should I trust you?” 
 
    “I hope you’d appreciate the effort.” Jordan gestured for the door. “What happened to you took a good amount of work. Soul pushing someone isn’t as simple as pushing a gust of air.” 
 
    “I didn’t consent to… whatever the hell that was.” Taya leaned forward, feeling like she was being made the butt of a joke. “Where is Oscar?” 
 
    “Ah. So you two have been getting on then? It’s a bit surprising. He is, in the way of men, smart in his own right, but ordinary. The way he fills a room… it’s mild, tasteless. When I first met him, he kept talking about—” 
 
    “Jesus, I asked where he was.” 
 
    Jordan ignored Taya’s frustration. “Fine if you need errands run. Loyal if you give him direction. I like that.” 
 
    “Where—the fuck—is Oscar?” 
 
    Jordan blinked. “I just said, running errands.” 
 
    Running fingers through her hair, Taya tried to sort through what she had just stepped in. “So, he runs your errands?” 
 
    The witch nodded. “Sometimes. And more.” 
 
    “And that more wouldn’t have anything to do with breaking the law?” Taya asked. “All ethical.” 
 
    “I would call it a bit of a double standard for you to preach about respecting the law and ethics.” Jordan cocked her head slightly to the right. “Paul?” 
 
    It was Taya’s turn to blink in surprise. “I did what I needed to do for the safety of a child. Not really worried about the ethics of being an enforcer right now.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d phrase it like this, but how about a new job then?” Jordan asked. The woman’s words came with excitement now. Something falling into place for her. “One where you won’t have to worry about the constrictions of being an enforcer. Our gifted friend can be your partner if you like.” 
 
    “Gifted?” 
 
    “Oscar. He likes you. He’s been extremely loose-lipped when it comes to his experience with enforcer Taya Mint.” Jordan tried to rest a hand on Taya’s own. When Taya yanked her hand away, that wavering grin returned. “Certainly helped me.” 
 
    “How did you know what I did to Paul?” Taya wanted to slap the grin from the woman’s face. 
 
    “I’m well entrenched in the Labórs’ communications and those of most who work for them, Taya. I’ve been following your case and got into Paul’s home system. Man looked damn near death when you left.” Jordan hid her red grin behind her mug. “I spoke with him from the speakers. Gods, you scared the shit out of him. Poor guy really wasn’t ready for this side of life. I got at his recordings. Deleted them. Paul won’t be bothering you.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” Taya asked bluntly. 
 
    “No. I deal in information, not death. I’ve only taken life when it’s absolutely required.” 
 
    “Fine, I—wait…” Realization made Taya freeze. “Stewart Labór. It was you who released the—holy shit.” 
 
    “They’re still trying to hunt me down for that one.” Jordan smiled. “I watch the Crusaders try and try. Paranoid rodents trying to find who’s laid all those pesky traps. I got them to send an armed battalion after one of their own. Planted some digital fingerprints here and there and then, BAM!” A burst of light erupted from Jordan’s clapped hands. “Three Crusaders killed by their own. With information so available, the greatest weapon is distorting it.” 
 
    “Wait, so the Crusaders are hunting you for what you did to the Labór family?” Taya asked. “And then you made them murder some of their own?” 
 
    “Did I pull any triggers?” Jordan smiled. 
 
    Taya snorted. “God, you’re responsible for the biggest news story of the year, and you operate out of a shithole on the second floor.” 
 
    Seemingly genuinely interested in speaking on the matter, Jordan leaned forward. “Actually, my business is doing very well. Main revenue is selling plants, of course. I’m the only one on the floor that does. Sometimes kids come in just to watch the plants after their lectures are over. Little ones claim they can see them grow if they sit long enough. Sometimes I make that true for them. Second revenue is dealing in magical favors to those who believe. Most of those come from further up. Pilgrimage down to my shop. Adds to the mystique for them. My few local clients tend to be more focused on the fanged side of the supernatural. It allows me to slide under the radar. If you’re hunting for bloodsuckers, you’ll tolerate the bitch on a broom.” 
 
    Taya lifted an eyebrow. “How do you avoid getting robbed?” 
 
    Jordan stared at her with those wide eyes as she sipped her tea. “They’ve learned not to try.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I saw? Really?” It was the last time she’d ask the question. Taya stared into those blues, digging for insight into her response. 
 
    “Taya, I sent you to the other side. I find it to be an extremely convincing experience regardless of what the sent traveler finds.” Jordan took a long sip from her cup. “What was waiting for you there?” 
 
    Taya paused for a long time, fighting the well of what felt like every emotion in her chest. The joy of tasting Syd again. The warmth of his arms. The bliss of their time together. The terror at the realization of his death. The agony of disbelief and pushing her heart away. The pleading in his eyes for her to believe him. So much pain. 
 
    It took a moment for Taya to realize Jordan had asked another question. “What?” 
 
    “What was their name?” Jordan wasn’t demanding an answer, her voice so soft. Only curious. 
 
    Taya let out a ragged breath before answering. “Syd. Syd Wallace.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes brightened. “He loves you even in death, Taya. That’s a beautiful thing. That isn’t common. Having a spirit find you, it means he’s still longing for you. When you do pass on, he’ll still be waiting for you. Though I’ve never heard of someone getting properly shagged by an eager spirit.” 
 
    Taya’s mind settled on a sorrowful joy. She had gotten one last memory with Syd. She’d even heard it from the man himself. Syd had loved her until the very end, as she would him. He regretted the things he’d said in anger despite their last night together being so rancid. It didn’t fix anything, but it gave her something important. 
 
    Mrs. Carlson, the path you’ve sent me down. 
 
    “We can circle back to your sexual exploits with the dead another time.” Jordan stood and turned to the wooden shelving directly behind her. Under any normal circumstances, Taya would have admired the real wood, but her mind was pulled in far too many directions. “For now, I’ll give you Sarah Labór’s current location.” 
 
    Finding Sarah had consumed Taya’s thoughts for so long, but now it seemed trivial in comparison. She might’ve just witnessed honest-to-god magic. Taya sat up from her slouch. “Right. Oscar said you needed me here to find her.” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “As I said, I don’t know where she is, but you will.” 
 
    “Magic?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Just making sure.” A word floated to the front of her thoughts. “Does ‘Reaper’ mean something special?” 
 
    Jordan put on her grin. “Not yet.” 
 
    “So if I buy into this, I guess atheism is out the window.” Taya tried to match Jordan’s friendly demeanor. A thought occurred to her. “Are vampires really possessed by demons?” 
 
    “I’m an agnostic, I guess. Hard not to be in my field of work. The more I learn, it feels like the less I know sometimes. But that lack of knowledge means I can try things a bit blindly. Counterintuitive, but as long as I can handle the fallout, new discoveries are abundant.” Jordan turned, knife in one hand and several vials with brightly colored fluid within them in the other. She thought before answering Taya’s second question. “Now, vampires, it’s not what you think. Demons aren’t all evil—or our understanding of evil. Basically, everything religion has told us about the other side of good is just a bit off. It’s a simplification of powers that have existed for longer than we can even comprehend. None of it is as simple as good and evil. Demons are immortal. Their motivations reflect that. Because humanity thinks entirely differently, sometimes their actions seem evil to us. But understand there are two minds within vampires, more literally than humans. The immortal possessors and the human remnants. Demons don’t control vampires, but they influence them in how they think. Understand?” 
 
    Taya sipped her tea. “Sure.” 
 
    Jordan smiled at her. “Just try not to view things as simply good and evil.” 
 
    “I don’t. The world is divided by the fortunate and desperate.” 
 
    “Fortunate and desperate,” Jordan echoed. “More like the fortunate going out of their way to—” 
 
    “Harm the desperate,” Taya finished. “They look at the desperate and feel guilt. It’s easier to vilify those with less than you than to actually give a shit.” 
 
    Jordan shot her another of those grins. “I enjoy you, Taya.” 
 
    “Don’t go jumping the gun there, sorcerer.” Taya finally returned a grin. “I don’t even know your last name.” 
 
    “I don’t remember it.” 
 
    Taya paused before asking, “Do names have special importance and you’ve forgotten yours to prevent others from learning it?” 
 
    “Excellent deduction! No.” Jordan uncorked one of the vials with her teeth. She spit the cork into a sink before adding its contents to Taya’s mug of tea. 
 
    “Isn’t that mug, I don’t know, contaminated?” Taya asked. 
 
    “This isn’t science.” Jordan swirled the concoction with her finger. “It’s magic.” 
 
    Looking up, Taya saw the woman’s eyes had rolled back into her head. To her horror, lines appeared on the witch’s eyes, opening to reveal slits with pupils of their own. 
 
    “Good god.” Taya bolted upright, sending her chair skittering back. 
 
    Slowly, painfully so, two drops of white liquid seeped from the slits. With practiced care, Jordan brought up the mug and collected the fluid. The mixture began to boil the moment the droplets made contact. 
 
    “The gods are many things.” Jordan’s eyes rolled back to their vibrant purple. “Good is not one of them. Give me your hand. This will hurt. Or perhaps not. I can’t keep track of what those systems can numb anymore.” 
 
    Taya extended her hand, expecting what was to come. The knife slid across her knuckles as Jordan hummed a chant. The cut wasn’t deep, and her netting prevented anything deeper than just the breaking of skin. A slow stream of blood dripped into the cup. Jordan pulled it back as the liquid reached the brim. Taya retracted her hand and grabbed a towel from the shelf near the sink, wrapping the cut. 
 
    Splashes of the boiling liquid frothed over the brim, dripping onto Jordan’s hand before landing on the table. The liquid seemed harmless to the woman, but the wood of the table began to burn as soon as it made contact. 
 
    Oscar, you didn’t oversell it. 
 
    Jordan returned to a normal sitting position and placed the mug onto the shelf behind her. “So, payment received.” 
 
    Taya gestured to her hand. “How does that find Sarah?” 
 
    “Why would I need your blood to find Sarah?” That damn adorable smile returned; she was teasing Taya, who couldn’t help but feel Jordan’s affection was genuine. The witch’s eyes kept lingering on her, radiating energy that pulled at her, that asked Taya to treat this encounter as a chat with a friend rather than someone in possession of dangerous powers she didn’t understand. She was pretty sure Juno wouldn’t like Jordan. 
 
    “I… What did you just do?” Taya returned to her seat. 
 
    “I thought Oscar told you.” Jordan’s eyes unfocused as she turned her attention to her hud. Taya could tell she was using removable lenses. “For my services, you pay upfront. That requires blood.” 
 
    Dreading whatever the witch would do with it, Taya made a mental note to rip Oscar’s fangs out. “That is horrifying. I never said you could have my blood.” Taya considered jumping the woman for the vial, but the memory of Jordan on fire stayed her hand. 
 
    “I promise, nothing sinister.” Jordan smiled and gestured toward her eye. “Or, okay, the eye thing is sinister, but nothing harmful, uh, outside of some pain.” 
 
    “Can I get a pinkie swear on that?” Taya asked. 
 
    To her surprise, Jordan lifted a hand and extended it across the table, pinkie raised. “Sure.” 
 
    “Are promises important to witches? You gotta keep ’em or you lose your powers?” 
 
    The witch met Taya’s eyes again, lowering her tone. “Just to me, Taya. I believe we’re going to work together a lot in the future.” 
 
    “You do? Ha.” Taya snaked her pinky into the witch’s. “Was it foretold?” 
 
    Jordan shook her head. “No such thing. Future isn’t certain. Trust me, I’ve tried to see it.” 
 
    “What?” Taya released the woman’s pinkie. 
 
    Jordan leaned back in her chair, the red robe making it appear more like a throne as she let it hang loose, exposing a bare, lean leg. “But it’s time to discuss finishing off the Labórs.” 
 
    Taya raised her hands. “I just want access to Sarah for some questions. I’m not murdering a fam—I’m not murdering a whole family. I don’t know what kinda mission you’re on here, but this is about a murdered girl for me. That’s it.” 
 
    “Do you think this will stop at asking some questions and killing Robert?” The question wasn’t rhetorical. “I thought exposing Stewart would be enough. No. Despite how much he’s lost, James is still working hard with the Crusaders to keep us scared. If you get caught in this web, there is no stopping at killing one spider. It’s not how this works. Consider it a final warning. Walk away now, and you might be able to make a life in another structure. I could help you get a new name.” 
 
    “Tried walking away. Someone died,” Taya said. “But I’ll leave whenever I damn well please.” 
 
    “You’re motivated by justice, how noble. I can help you achieve that. Take that job, and opportunities for justice will become available. But I think we know you’re still standing here for more reason than that. Together, gun and brew, we can reach so, so deep into the true workings of this structure and—I need to explain.” Jordan shrank in on herself. “James. The Crusaders. Forcing vampires to drink human blood. Hunting my sisters. And so much more. Hypocrites, all of them, using what they call ‘Holy Magic.’ Really it’s a perversion of what I do.” 
 
    Taya frowned. “I’m an opportunity to attack an enemy of yours.” 
 
    Jordan shook her head. “We are gifts to each other.” 
 
    “You’re employing an enforcer and looking to extend the contract or keep me on retainer.” Taya exhaled. “How long have you planned on bringing me in on this?” 
 
    “A while.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    The sound of rain began outside, though rain in the structures was actually a nontoxic disinfectant used on every level to fight the spread of germs. Each ceiling by law was equipped with a nozzle every ten meters. The blue droplets were always fat and heavy. 
 
    Jordan sat up straighter, meeting Taya’s gaze. “I can give you exactly what you need. You just need to see the path you’re already on for what it is.” 
 
    “Ah.” Taya sat back in her chair. “All this fluffy talk, and what you’re really looking for is an enforcer willing to take a kill contract. You might have magic, but you still need a gun. Stop trying to overcomplicate this, and be honest with yourself. Maybe I’ll consider it then.” 
 
    Jordan had tensed slightly. “I want someone who can be motivated to fix problems. You fit the bill. We will give you what you need to succeed, but we want you full-time, Taya. I want to give you a new life. A controlled life. If you want to reduce it to a simple soldier for hire, so be it.” 
 
    Taya’s ears pricked at the word soldier. “So this is war?” 
 
    “Of course.” The witch began clearing the table, preparing for something seemingly more complex. “Same war that choked the world in haze and lets gun-bearing zealots murder my friends.” 
 
    Taya sighed, realizing she just might be as out of her depth as the witch kept implying. “Fuck.” 
 
    Jordan continued her recruitment lecture as Taya half listened. “Too many people boil everything down to right and wrong. More often than not, people are just wrong in different ways. Best practice is to not think in terms of correct and incorrect. It’s better to look at the motivations behind someone’s actions and beliefs rather than the beliefs themselves. Gives you stronger moral footing.” 
 
    “Uhh, does it?” Taya asked. “So you want me to join a fight without a right and wrong?” 
 
    “We do believe that, after establishing a relationship, you’ll see the great change we can cause together. I think you’ll see the good in that, Taya. Simple.” 
 
    We? Just how many is ‘we’? 
 
    “All right, I’ll bite.” Taya watched as Jordan’s hands danced delicately among the flasks and pots, combining what seemed like several dozen ingredients in random amounts. “Why not do it yourself? You’re literally magic.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, what I just said is true. Crusaders have their own magic.” Jordan shot Taya a rather tempting grin. “Put enough fools in a room with the right teachings and after a lot of death, they’ll figure out enough to protect themselves. I tried to be peaceful for too long, and they adapted. Now my lethal measures have been… accounted for by the church with a blockade of sorts. If you find yourself agreeing with me after our time together, you’ll destroy that block. But if you’re really money-motivated, tell them you’ve found me. They’ll pay you a fortune.” 
 
    “So…” Taya thought through the implication. “I’m entering an underground magical war?” 
 
    “To an extent. Think of it more like practical magic users, trying their best to improve the world, and the zealots who believe they can own and control all the tools. But the war is over. They won. We’re a guerrilla resistance now.” 
 
    “But they use magic themselves or… Wait, wait, why can’t I use magic?” Taya couldn’t believe the conversation she was having. 
 
    “Ding! Ding! That’s the million-dollar question.” The large cast-iron pot that had become the focus of Jordan’s attention began to boil. “Some are born with it, others not. Some can grow into it, but never as powerfully as those born with the sensation. Why? No one knows. Yet!” 
 
    Taya tried to pick which of the thousand questions she had to ask first, but before she could speak, Jordan continued. 
 
    “Now, Crusaders don’t call themselves witches, obviously. Some of my sisters don’t even call themselves that. It’s all just language. Unimportant.” Jordan brought a small grinder over and began mercilessly working over some gnarled root Taya couldn’t identify. The concoction had begun to smell fantastic. “But they call their wielders of things they don’t understand priests. They focus on very specific types of magics. I’d like to think I’m a bit of a generalist with an affinity for illusions. Paladins—another kind of magic-using Crusader-type—prefer direct, hands-on spells. Something I’m not too shabby in either.” 
 
    Taya blew out her cheeks. “How do I even ask this without being rude… How—” 
 
    “I’m over two hundred. I’d like to keep the specifics to myself.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Taya tried to sound serious. “Why haven’t I seen magic before?” 
 
    “First, there aren’t many of us. Second, we used to have to work very hard to hide what we do. Now technology is our best shield. Someone sees a person flying, they assume it’s a projection. Heat of a fireball? Must’ve been some tiny, new flamethrower. Most creatures either went extinct in the haze or have managed to hide themselves better than vampires.” Jordan jumped for joy as the concoction’s boil ended, turning over into a perfectly calm pool of black syrup. She gestured for Taya to come and look at what had been accomplished. 
 
    Remembering the feel of Jordan’s magic, Taya leaned forward hesitantly. Peering over the rim, she saw what looked like the reflection of her own face shrouded by her shocking-white hair staring back up at herself. It took her several moments of wondering why her mind was screaming that something was off before she was able to place it. Jordan was leaning in right beside her, but it was only Taya’s own reflection that she saw. 
 
    “Umm… I think you could have just showed me this and I would’ve believed.” Looking up, Taya watched Jordan give a slight squeal of excitement. “So, you’ve made this before, right?” 
 
    “Honestly? No.” Jordan pulled out a flask of what looked like blood before speaking in a harsh language. Consonants cut into each other, rarely breaking for a vowel. The vial’s contents began to glow, similar to the signs outside. After adding it to the mixture, the witch used a comically small dropper to draw out some of the fluid. “I need you to put this in your eye.” 
 
    “What? No. Why?” 
 
    In the first real sign of frustration Taya had seen from the woman, Jordan let out an annoyed grunt. “Do you want me to explain the intricacies of centuries of research, or do you want to find Sarah? You’ll drink from the pot too.” 
 
    “I’ll dunk your head in the pot.” 
 
    “Listen.” Jordan lowered the dropper. “If I was going to kill you, I would have done it while you were passed out on my shop floor. If I wanted to drug you, I would have put it in the tea you drank without question. I could stand here and answer a litany of ill-informed questions, or you could trust me as I have you and drink this, which will answer nearly everything.” 
 
    “Just one question.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Answer this truthfully, and I’ll reciprocate the trust you’ve given me.” 
 
    The witch nodded at the terms given. 
 
    “Do you care at all about what happened to Nita and Mrs. Carlson, or is this all just a play in your war?” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes didn’t waver from her own. “I care deeply about the death of anyone caught up in the wake of the Labór family. I also know what extremes must be taken to hurt the likes of those up high and will use whatever tool may fall in my lap to reach them. Now,” she proffered the dropper, “I plan to use you.” 
 
    “Fine. I could use a good target to be pointed at.” Taya snatched the dropper, raised it above her eye before she could think better of it, and leaned back. In one motion she dumped the red liquid into her left eye. Pain broke through her system, bypassing what it could handle. Taya grunted as her eye began to burn, as though hot coals bloomed in her pupil. Her vision flashed into nothingness on her left side as her right welled with tears. “Fuck me! God that burns. Why didn’t you warn me? Ow. OW! FUCK!” 
 
    “I did!” Jordan said. “Drink! Hurry, drink! It will stop most of the pain.” 
 
    “Oh my god, I hate you. Christ, it burns!” Taya blindly grabbed the ladle from the witch across from her. She drank deeply, expecting a rancid flavor. Instead, a pleasant mixture of spices washed through her mouth as a warm heat crept upward through her head and into her eye, leaching away the pain. “Why did that taste so good? Why did it hurt so much? How did it kill the pain like that?” Taya felt something drip from her eye, as though it bled. “It’s so tingly!” 
 
    A cool hand rested on Taya’s forehead as she squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    Jordan helped wipe away the excess liquid with a dishrag. “You’ll be okay. The vision on your left will return to normal in a couple hours… I said a drop, but you did a bit extra.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” Inhaling shakily between clenched teeth, Taya turned on the woman, still keeping her left eye shut. “What now?” 
 
    Light swirled behind her eyelid, forming into strange masses that swayed every time Taya moved her head. 
 
    “Your eye will see beyond for quite some time. The tracking will be rough, but it should work.” Jordan moved her cooling touch to Taya’s cheeks, then neck. “The spirits sense our desires and needs. If you are seeking someone, they can guide you. As long as Sarah is in Seven Zero Three, she’ll be visible to you.” 
 
    “Should? Spirits? What?” Taya finally managed to force her eye open with her fingers. ‘What are you—oh. Okay, I believe you.” 
 
    Taya’s right eye saw the world as it was. Jordan’s blue eyes locked onto hers, and the witch gave her a pleasant smile. Light came from a few bulbs on the wall and spilled in from the door to the brighter storefront. The room around them was still the dank den cluttered with odd tools and potions. With her right eye, the world existed as Taya knew it. 
 
    With the left, Taya saw behind the curtain. Energies pulsed in humanoid masses. Jordan was composed of hundreds of swirling energies, consuming and birthing one another. An intoxicating vibrancy to the spirits never faded no matter how interconnected the colors became. Not understanding exactly how she knew, Taya was certain this was Jordan’s soul. 
 
    More colors caught her attention. Her left eye saw through the physical and into the life of the structure itself. Raising her head, Taya’s jaw dropped as she took in the millions of people floating above her. None of their patterns came near that of Jordan, but their purity held a different beauty of its own. Some shone brighter; others seemed to bleed, the souls shimmering away bits of their existence. 
 
    “Why are they different?” Taya breathed as she lowered her hands from her face, looking back to the woman before her. 
 
    “Depends on the life they’ve lived—are living.” Jordan was inches away from Taya now. Her breath smelled of spices. “You’re seeing me. My soul.” 
 
    Curious, Taya looked down at her hands. Where she expected to see her own entity, she instead saw the horrors below. In a turbulent mass, those on Floor One churned over one another. There was no richness to their existence, only a silent howling. They clawed at their confinement, desperate for escape, pulling away from the very shells they existed in. It was repugnant, scars of the spirit consuming whatever life the souls had left. The very sight of it tore at Taya’s own soul. She was witnessing life suffer in its purest form. They were all connected. Energy flowed from one being to the next on the floor below, and some of what they were feeling was bleeding into the space the two women now occupied. 
 
    “What’s down there?” Taya slowly brought her gaze back up to Jordan, looking past her and seeing other life in the distance. “I don’t understand. I thought it was only a prison level beyond the lifts.” 
 
    “Tartarus.” Jordan leaned in uncomfortably close, examining Taya’s eye. Her voice lowered as if telling a secret. “Those that dared to rebel pay with more than their lives. Some have returned from One, but they’re too far gone. Unable to tell of what they witnessed. Scavengers venturing out into the dead Earth for scraps. Test subjects for those in control.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Taya’d never seen someone who’d returned from Floor One, only heard the stories. The feeds never seemed to bother with theorizing what lay below, most accepting the harsh prison as appropriate for the worst criminals. Scum no decent person should worry themselves over. The few accounts from firsthand witnesses were always laughed at. Brushed off as scare stories. “This couldn’t be kept secret.” 
 
    “We live within boxes built specifically by humans to cut us off from the world we destroyed.” Jordan stepped back, placing a handful of something in Taya’s hand. “This new world has just as many secrets as the old. That’s the nature of things.” 
 
    “I don’t—” Taya looked down to see the bullets from her pistol, extended toward her in Jordan’s palm. “So you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “I trust your character, not your judgment.” 
 
    Absorbed in this new fold of the world she lived in, Taya began to focus on the smaller details, like the way the lights sometimes vibrated when they came close to each other. Somehow she knew that meant recognition. A relationship. Passion. “Why can’t I see my own?” 
 
    “Why don’t you see your nose?” Jordan booped Taya’s right nostril before starting to clean again. 
 
    Taya pocketed the rounds, focusing on the souls moving beyond the shop’s walls on their current floor. Without even seeing their physical forms, Taya knew she was looking at a group of men standing in a circle. Vibrations continued through the group; two in particular seemed attracted to one another. Each of their shapes fed off the others. “They’re friends.” 
 
    “Whoever you’re looking at, you’re probably right.” After the success of the spell, Jordan’s energy had slowed as she reveled in her success. Taya sensed it was an unconscious change, as though the woman had exhausted her power as well. “Think of it as getting the read of a room but in a much more direct sense. I allow myself to see this way often. It was harder to arrange for someone without the talent.” 
 
    “How—how is this going to take me to Sarah?” 
 
    “Easy.” Jordan hoisted the pot and moved it into the sink. “Think of someone whose energy you know. Someone you’ve encountered.” 
 
    Without consciously doing so, Taya thought of Juno. “Okay, and…?” 
 
    “Now think of a memory with that person.” Without turning from her scrubbing, Jordan shot a finger up. 
 
    Taya looked back into the abyss above and sucked air between her teeth. Through the endless masses of souls swirling above, one stood out. It felt so close but was so far. It glowed as if under a soft spotlight, subtle but unmissable. The soul burned a radiant gold, with swirling colors like Jordan. These colors moved slower, though, as undisturbed currents. Something about Juno was different, pulled out from the rest. “She’s—Jun, you don’t even know.” 
 
    “Problem?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Taya looked down to see that Jordan had turned from her pot, staring at her inquisitively. She liked the witch, was grateful in a twisted way, but something within Taya told her to protect Juno, to watch over her. “No. It’s just my friend has a beautiful—uh… She’s a beautiful person.” 
 
    Jordan’s smile came back, pure in its joy. “That’s beautiful to hear. Few things are as valuable as a friend you can trust.” 
 
    The roiling colors of Jordan caused Taya to consider. She felt no evil from the woman, but there was a sensation of danger. It felt similar to being in the presence of Oscar. There was no ill intention to be found, and yet dismissing the feeling within her felt beyond stupid to do. 
 
    You’re judging her after she has given you the chance to look at her bared soul. 
 
    The thought of Jordan being able to disguise her soul’s true nature seemed childish to Taya. Someone couldn’t hide their very soul. But then again, it would be foolish to assume she knew the limits of what Jordan was capable of. This was literally magic, and Taya knew nothing about it aside from trusting this borderline stranger’s word. 
 
    “You’ll need to get moving.” Jordan’s voice echoed from deep within the cauldron. She was beyond her elbows in soap. 
 
    “What?” Taya realized she had zoned out, staring at Jordan’s soul in fascination. 
 
    The witch was blushing under her gaze, no doubt aware just how much of herself Taya was witnessing. In fact, those emotions came through visibly to Taya. She watched the energy shimmer into a sensation she could only describe as shame and modesty. 
 
    “Sorry, right.” Taya stood, oddly regretting having to leave the store. “I’ll think of Sarah’s face and presence. She looks like a vampire now, but I’m sure I can find it. Wait… do vampires have—” 
 
    “Yes.” Jordan regained much of her composure as Taya’s eyes moved away. The witch turned back to the cleaning. “Two, in fact, but only one will be visible to that spell.” 
 
    “Great. Gah.” A soul outside the shop shimmered. Taya had no idea why. “This is insane.” Taya closed her left eye. The souls dimmed all around her but didn’t disappear. It was like viewing the waves of color through parchment. “Better I guess. When should I come back?” 
 
    “Whenever you want.” Jordan gave her another look Taya couldn’t entirely comprehend. The woman’s eyes were captivating pools of promise. “My home will always be open to you. I plan to have you in here frequently.” 
 
    Might be better to stay here than at Oscar—NO! 
 
    Taya realized a flaw in the plan. “Wait, I haven’t actually met Sarah. We only had a call.” 
 
    “Proximity doesn’t matter to souls.” Jordan tilted her head while explaining. “You’re aware of her, and you interacted. This world doesn’t care much for where you are. What matters is interaction and consequence. Vibes mean so much more than most people think. Those gut instincts? They are the part of you—the unconscious part—that gets how the world works. Our brains logic away those fears, but, while they aren’t always right, they’re aware. Precise without being accurate. Or maybe the other way around. It’s hard—” 
 
    “Imma go now,” Taya said, snatching her pack before hesitating. “Wait, why don’t I just find Robert? I’ve seen him on the feeds.” 
 
    Jordan leaned against the sink and crossed her arms. “You’ve never interacted with him. Still, I do know where he is. Nature of having breached someone’s security. But we don’t know everything, do we? If we pushed forward now, people could get killed. Carelessness results in unknown blind spots. I’d suggest working the stepmother before going after the son. Hell, you might even get intel from her on James. Take down more than we could with—” 
 
    “I got it.” Taya bit her lip, considering the feeling in her gut. “I feel like a piece of this is waiting to surprise me, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I can promise you that’s true. Despite how hard I’ve worked this family, there are dark corners my search hasn’t reached. Mainly behind Crusader firewalls.” 
 
    Taya slowly reopened her imbued eye, thinking of the way Sarah had made her feel, remembering the aura the woman had carried. The ocean of souls around her fluxed, shimmering and dimming. A form of momentum rippled through Taya’s vision as the lights faded, leaving one glittering and pulsing brightly, like a star in a dying night sky many floors above. 
 
    “Right. Thank you… I think.” Taya scrambled through the front of the shop, half noticing that the sign had been shifted to ‘Closed.’ As she stepped out, the haze ignited her throat instantly, causing her to fumble for her mask while repressing the desperate need to cough. Her previous fit in front of Oscar had only worsened the pain. She pulled on the protective covering, thankful that it also kept the raining sanitation fluid from her lips. 
 
    It wasn’t until the second time she stumbled that Taya realized how badly her depth perception had been affected by the spell. She crashed into a child running past with a drone’s head clutched greedily in his fingers. The child fell beneath her, his exposed face staring at her in fright. The little boy’s hood had been tossed back in the tumble, exposing a shock of curly blond hair. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Taya reached for the drone’s head but missed it twice. Finally snatching the small, graffitied head, she pushed it into the little boy’s hands. “Here.” 
 
    A pink aura floated around the child, backdropped by a thousand other shimmering colors. The edges of the boy’s soul shifted to a hopeful blue as the outdated machine was returned to him. A softer burnt orange rapidly squished the blue as the boy focused on Taya. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your eye?” The boy’s own blues were fixed on Taya’s left. “Are you sick?” 
 
    “Just irritated.” She squeezed her left eye shut, having no idea what the boy was seeing, and pushed the bundle of parts forward. “Do you want your salvage or not?” 
 
    The boy seemed to have seen enough of her. Gripping the drone head, he dashed off into a busier street. She watched him go, realizing just how much energy the child’s soul had had. 
 
    Taya stood, pulling a display from her pocket. When she turned on the front camera, both of her eyes gazed back at her, unchanged from their regular violet. Her face seemed a bit haggard, but nothing beyond what was expected. Her eyes didn’t swirl with some magic portal or radiate energy. 
 
    How—I don’t—I’ve lost my fucking mind. I’ve finally snapped and gone insane. 
 
    Pocketing her display, Taya made her way to the lifts, somehow finding the motivation needed to continue on. She decided she did have the energy to find and face Sarah now. It was time. Not that Jordan had left her a choice with the time limit on the effect. 
 
    Time accelerated as she pushed her way through several crowded streets back to the lifts. Now that she saw into those around her, the danger of the floor felt lessened. No one seemed to be eager to cause her harm. Most, if her vision was accurate, were simply curious or concerned. The artificial rain seemed to have somehow lessoned the haze as well, the tint of blue overwhelming the green. 
 
    When she finally reached the terminal, only a dozen were operational. To her surprise, there was no line. She was able to step onto the lift built into the support without any wait and begin her ascent back into the world she knew. Well… thought she knew. 
 
    One Above One shrank beneath her, the taste of haze already leaving her mouth as she entered the space between floors. She paid close attention to the next few floors, all mostly similar to One Above One. The lack of drones and ads was consistent until Four. There was no movement to the streets below. As she rose up higher, the world around the structure became visible to her left. Other megastructures began to stand out with their own towers of souls. 
 
    The outside world had never been so visible to her before. It was beautiful and dwarfing. She wanted both to see everything possible and to reject its existence. She squatted in the lift, taking a moment to try to process everything she’d just felt, witnessed, experienced. Tears came again to her eyes, but for what Taya wasn’t even sure. Syd, the wonder of it, or the terror—each pulled for her attention. She’d be having a panic attack if she wasn’t in some form of mild shock. 
 
    A message from Jordan came onto her hud. 
 
      
 
    Jordan: Got your contact from Oscar. Hope that’s okay! <3 
 
      
 
    Taya: Sure. Thank you maybe I think. 
 
      
 
    Jordan: You’re welcome. Oh, and remember to put the bullets back in your clip. Wish you did have a bit of magic in you. We could speak telepathically then. Can’t without magic. :) 
 
      
 
    Hey, Taya. I gave a witch your person number. She’s also a master hacker. Hope that’s okay. 
 
    Taya began resetting her passwords, triple-checking that what needed to be was encrypted for good measure. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: A Labór 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until the lift dinged open that Taya realized she’d stopped far too low, misjudging which floor Sarah was on. When selecting her destination, she had been forced to eyeball—pun intended—on which floor Sarah had been located. What had seemed to her to be somewhere within the Floor-Ten-to-Fifteen range had actually been Floor Twenty-Seven. 
 
    After another several-minute ride of not being able to think about anything but how her fundamental view of life and how the world worked had completely changed, Taya checked the location of the former Labór woman and saw she was still one floor too low. 
 
    On the final journey in the lift, Taya watched as Sarah’s soul began to move. Not knowing how she knew, Taya would have bet her life savings that Sarah was headed home or at least to a place she found comforting. Something in the way her entity moved through the crowd spoke of relief. The woman’s day was done. 
 
    A perfect time to throw a spoke in the wheels. 
 
    The lift dinged on its final arrival, and Taya stepped out onto the central station platform on Twenty-Eight—well known for being industrial—and marched toward Sarah’s energy. It stood out from the masses around it in more ways than Taya’s eye provided. It churned smoothly between a gray and green color, always tinged with red. Taya had noted a few souls with the angry red edge and had come to recognize them as vampires. 
 
    Getting through the streets was painless. The district was clearly oriented toward lower-class living, but while the steel was sparsely decorated, there wasn’t much graffiti either. It was a strange place for a former Labór to make her escape, but Taya figured that was why Sarah had chosen it. Finding a nicer neighborhood in a poorer floor was how those with enough cash managed to improve their life without having to spend everything they had. It also made sense to her that this would be where someone wanting to stay within the structure but go unnoticed could make a decent life. 
 
    As Taya continued her determined march past a diner, she noticed that many of the souls were beginning to fade. Depth perception was becoming less of a problem as the lights in the distance began to sputter and wink out. Jordan had promised more time with the imbued eye, but as Sarah drew closer, hers was the only light that remained solid. Annoyance built within Taya. She didn’t like not knowing how a tool in her kit worked. It felt like a blind spot. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. I don’t ever need to use it again. 
 
    It felt strange to seriously consider Jordan’s offer. The woman had said she could provide for Taya while giving her a purpose. Joining a war she had no personal stakes in aside from moral ones. And that was after only hearing one— 
 
    No, don’t both-sides this. 
 
    Something about Taya’s own energy must have warned others off, as people parted before her at a far greater distance than she was used to. It wasn’t until a man in an orange blazer openly stared at her hip that Taya realized she’d be walking with her hand resting on her pistol. 
 
    Stopping on a grated sidewalk over graffitied steel pipes, Taya took a deep breath. She was only a few blocks from Sarah, ready to hog-tie the woman and get whatever information she could on what exactly had happened. The woman was a vampire, but packblooded. She doubted Sarah freaking Labór would join the ranks of the feeders, even though she wasn’t legally registered as far as Taya or Oscar could find. 
 
    Taya took several long breaths before squatting down on the side street, contemplating how to approach her target. A holomodel danced above her, encouraging its followers to purchase some skincare products Taya had seen used by a hundred holomodels despite how stupid it was to see digital humans pretending they dealt with skincare. 
 
    Deciding not to go back for her rifle was easy. Coming in heavily armed would guarantee a negative reception from a woman clearly taking great efforts to hide from the same people Taya was up against. It was not a time for violence, it was a time for answers. On the other hand, Sarah might not be innocent in all of this, and she might attack Taya without hesitation, so storing her pistol in a public locker was also off the table. For safety, she sent her location to Oscar with a message requesting that he be nearby. He would be able to watch her location live for the next three hours. 
 
    Oscar: Got it. How’d it go? 
 
      
 
    Taya: Magic is real. You have two souls. I see souls. Kinda wanna vomit again. How are you? How are things? 
 
      
 
    Oscar: Sounds like you could use a drink. Dinner tonight? 
 
      
 
    Taya: I don’t do dinners anymore. Here’s my location. Get nearby. If you do, drink works. 
 
      
 
    Oscar: Deal. Heading to you now. 
 
      
 
    Standing, Taya began walking at a more measured pace toward Sarah’s presumed home, taking in the blocks leading up to it. The cloud of energy visible from one eye seemed to remain relatively still, no longer on the move. 
 
    Taya’s back tensed as she turned onto a street revealing a rather unassuming church. It was two stories high, and Sarah was, of course, on the upper floor. The printBrick building was a soft red, complementing the warm steel of the street. A spire stretched upward, stopping several stories short of the ceiling. 
 
    Taya approached a large door mimicking an ancient style and pushed. No built-in displays lined the walls or ceiling. Instead, printStone dominated the decor. Two fake plants added an impression of life to the clear attempts at making the space feel separate from the bustle of the city outside. A quiet and peace settled in the air as the door closed behind Taya. The lack of any screens was jarring. 
 
    A basic android in a suit stood from a line of pews, its translucent skin making it hard for Taya not to stare at the thousands of tiny gears whirring away inside its head. 
 
    “Greetings!” The perfectly human voice from the machine made Taya shiver. “Welcome to the Church of Ends. How may I assist you?” 
 
    “Just coming to explore my options.” Taya moved further into the church, the android falling in to walk alongside her. “Maybe meet a friend. Church of Ends? I haven’t heard of you.” 
 
    As they neared an altar, Taya’s mind tried to make sense of the projected symbol floating above a matte-black pillar. Two stars moved in a slow orbit around a black hole that slowly consumed the celestial bodies as tails of light connected the twins to their destruction. 
 
    The android raised a semi-translucent hand, gesturing to the symbol. “We are a small society, yet we have members in several structures.” 
 
    “What do you believe?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Would you like the short or long version?” 
 
    “Short but detailed.” 
 
    The android smiled slightly, a spasm at the corners of its mouth. “All that occurs between creation and entropy. We celebrate life while accepting the limitations of humankind. We shall never know all, so we accept what is before us.” 
 
    “Admitting we’re limited.” Taya looked at the stained-glass windows. Artificial lights shone behind the art depicting various astrological events. A star going supernova, a meteor slamming into a planet, and one pane of sheer black glass. “I can appreciate that. How do you worship?” 
 
    “By helping any who need it,” the android answered. “Existence is full of challenges. Any and all who need refuge are obliged.” 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “You take in those on the run?” 
 
    It nodded. “Most often from debt. We don’t require those seeking our help to believe, only to understand. The universe would be a lot less cold if what life there was faced the abyss as one. God’s works are beyond our understanding, so let us celebrate His creations by overcoming them.” 
 
    “You might just have a convert.” Putting on a smile, Taya turned her focus to the machine. “But I need to find someone who’s here. I assume those you harbor stay upstairs? I can see her moving about.” 
 
    Frowning at her questions, the machine took a deliberate step between Taya and a door near the rear. “I must ask that you—” 
 
    Taya sent her A.I. at the android. It collapsed, its simplicity a sign of how little this congregation must have. Any android could guard a door cheaper than a human being, but one with defenses strong enough to withstand a police-grade attack would cost a small fortune. 
 
    Thanks again, Quinn. 
 
    Walking to the door, Taya was surprised to find only a small lift behind it. Seriously? 
 
    An A.I. welcomed her inside as a scanner pinged her system. “Hello, Taya Mint. We hope you have found what you seek. Would you like us to send you teachings on the value of purposelessness?” 
 
    Taya ignored the voice and pulled a hard candy from her pack, popping it into her mouth. The sour crystal cracked under the force of her teeth, releasing more sour juice within. By the time the elevator doors opened, Taya’s teeth were able to greedily sink into the slowly dissolving candy. 
 
    The elevator dinged again as it released her onto the second floor. Stepping out into the hall, Taya took in the rather nice decor. Lamps curved out from the walls, providing a consistent source of light. Roughly a dozen doors lined the hall, a red rug covering the floor that led directly to the door Sarah’s soul pulsed behind. Just as the soul began to fully fade from Taya’s vision entirely, its momentum started toward the door of the apartment at the end of the hall. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Running into Sarah in a public hall that a dozen other refuge-seekers could enter wasn’t what Taya would call a controlled situation. If commotion started, she’d be willing to wager a sense of community would mean strangers would get involved. Without thinking, she stepped back into the closing elevator. The door shut, and the A.I. greeted her again. 
 
    “Hello, Taya! Have you enjoyed your—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” she yelped, painfully choking down the half-dissolved candy. 
 
    The system obeyed her and muted as she panicked. 
 
    Someone coughed in the hall just outside the doors. 
 
    Taya pressed the button for the floor below, but it was too late. The doors to the elevator began to pull back open. 
 
    Swearing to herself, Taya stepped into the center of the elevator and did the only thing that made sense to her. 
 
    Sarah Labór’s eyes widened at the raised pistol pointed between her eyes. The woman wore sweatpants and a loose T-shirt. A basket of laundry was tucked under one of her arms. What stuck out to Taya the most was the warping that had been done to the woman’s face. It aged her in a way that most vampires didn’t, forcing lines where they shouldn’t be. Over the video call the two had shared, those lines had been erased, but now the measures taken to hide her identity were obvious. 
 
    “If you run, I shoot,” Taya stated. “I just need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes moved to Taya, growing even wider. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Please, don’t run.” 
 
    “I wish I could.” Sarah spoke with a slightly posh accent, a feature her avatar had filtered out. “Damn, I really wish I could.” 
 
    The woman was slightly taller than Taya, standing around five ten. She had the lean muscle of many vampires but retained the gaunt look of those on packblood. There was something beyond that, though. The confidence with which the woman carried herself spoke of truly not believing the situation could go any way other than what she pleased. 
 
    Taya stepped forward. “You can’t?” 
 
    Sarah proffered the basket at her side. “Come with me to the facility in the basement. It will give us more time.” 
 
    Taya lowered her arms. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “So.” Sarah stepped into the elevator with Taya. “What is wrong with your eye?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Taya looked at her reflection in the mirrored ceiling of the elevator. Again, nothing seemed off. Her violet eyes stared back down, nicely highlighting her light freckles. She’d forgotten her glow had been dim, far too soft to overpower any lights around them, but they certainly caused her eyes to pop. 
 
    Sarah looked up and blinked. “That’s weird. It’s not showing in your reflection. Your left eye is black around the iris, Ms. Mint. You partook in some magic, then? Witches, I would assume. Their ilk are the only ones capable of handling such augmentations without harming you.” 
 
    “Sure.” Taya holstered her pistol. “So this is the life Robert set you up with?” 
 
    “Yes. This time. It was a fast exit this time, and he couldn’t use his typical means.” 
 
    “So now you do laundry in a church basement?” 
 
    “The machines don’t require clothing to be dropped off.” Sarah adjusted the basket on her hip. “Takes, like, five minutes to clean and dry. If this is how it ends, I’m at least going to be doing something I find soothing. You should have taken my warning.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you.” 
 
    Sarah smirked at the comment. “Mhm.” 
 
    The elevator dinged as they reached a sublevel floor built into the steel ground. Sarah walked ahead of Taya, heading for a small door cut into the printBrick walls. Following, Taya wondered if she should be on guard. This was certainly a far calmer reaction than she had expected from the estranged Labór. 
 
    She watched patiently as Sarah walked to a line of washers and began loading in her dirty laundry. A washer-bot hovered near the vampiric woman, offering help, but Sarah waved it off without even looking at the white drone. 
 
    “So.” Sarah closed the door to the wash. “You’re convinced Robert did something he didn’t. Why?” 
 
    “May I call you Sarah?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Taya was oddly unsatisfied with how smoothly this was going. She’d anticipated action, but Sarah seemed to believe things could be solved somehow. It made Taya hopeful she could convince her Robert really had done something terrible. If so, it would be easy to imply she simply wanted to arrest him, and then…. Taya wasn’t sure. If Robert did come peacefully, would she turn him over to Quinn? 
 
    Distracting herself from the thought, Taya began ticking off fingers as she answered the woman. “Robert owns the club Nita Carlson went missing in. I received doctored footage from his employees after inquiring about the girl. The woman who hired me to look into this has been killed, and Nita turned up, killed in a manner that would match the doctored footage. And, of course, there there’s you specifically waving me off of this. Sarah, Robert came to you about me, didn’t he? What did he say?” 
 
    “What did he say?” Sarah asked, shifting slightly on her feet. 
 
    “Yes.” Taya stepped between Sarah and the drone, unsure what the woman was trying to do. “Why was Nita taken?” 
 
    Sarah used her arms to hop up smoothly onto a washing machine, watching Taya as she sat. “I was there too.” 
 
    “When I was asking around at Dánk?” Taya asked. 
 
    “No, Ms. Mint. The night Robert took her.” 
 
    There it is. 
 
    “Why did he do that, Sarah?” 
 
    “Because he was terrified.” A wave of anger and sadness weighed on Sarah’s tone. “Some girl—she just walked out of his private bathroom. We were in his office, and this girl just walked out. Robert and I were just catching up, and then the door opened. Out walked a girl no older than ten. Robert thought I brought her, asked me how she’d gotten in. Just as she got to the door to the hall, she turned, looked me dead in the eyes, and said my name. ‘Sarah Labór.’ God, I had just gotten used to being ‘Aspin,’ the biter who supplied Dánkoma with liquor. Robert got me the job. But that life ended there. Last few weeks, I’ve been ‘Helga.’” 
 
    Taya’s mind whirled. “Robert was helping you hide from his father? How did Nita know who you were?” 
 
    “Million-dollar question. I think that’s why Robert kept her. He wanted to know. Couldn’t torture a kid, but he had to know. He fixates sometimes, and I certainly wasn’t going to try to dissuade him. He kept her at one of his properties for days, not letting his staff know. Just watching over this kid and asking her how she knew. Never got a word out of her. During all that, I got to see how Robert built me my first new life by how rushed he was creating the second. If I’d known, I never would have agreed with his stupid plan. But just as things seemed under control, this enforcer showed up, asking about the girl. Robert told me it was handled. You wouldn’t be an issue. Some ‘biter’ was going to take the fall, and Nita would be smuggled to a new structure in Europe. Then something went wrong. The girl died, and it’s my fault.” Sarah finished the avalanche of words, rubbing her face. “God, he’s still just a kid too.” 
 
    “Yeah, sweet kid.” Taya removed her hand from her pistol as the washer began to spin at faster speeds. “So, something just went wrong? Why tell me this?” 
 
    Sarah glared at Taya. “I don’t know. How could I? I can’t speak to my stepson anymore. I had to make my way here without him after a messenger found me. Sent before his accounts were seized by his father. And that is why I am telling you. James took over, and that means my time is running out.” 
 
    “He had to use a messenger?” Taya asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    A look of revelation came over Sarah. “Because James knows he’s been helping me. One of Robert’s circle must have learned who I was and wanted to curry favor with the bigger fish.” 
 
    “You don’t know who?” Taya asked. 
 
    Sarah shrugged stiffly. “I’d have killed them if I did. For what happened to the girl if nothing else.” 
 
    “Jesus, this is your fault,” Taya snapped. “Your son took a girl and you just let him?” 
 
    “I visited the apartment where he was keeping her. Robert let me see the girl. Said I would be comforting for her. I thought maybe he’d come to care for the girl. Would watch over her, keep her from his father.” Sarah gave Taya a sad smile. “James will inevitably want to deal with you himself. Judge me then, if you still can.” 
 
    Taya felt her anger fight with the fear building in her spine. “How did you escape James the first time?” 
 
    “Robert paid a vampire a small fortune to turn me, and I was locked up in one of their recovery centers while I was frenzied. Worst week of my life.” Her eyes unfocused, pondering some memory or sending a message, Taya couldn’t tell. “Well, not the worst. Most intense.” 
 
    “What were you running from?” 
 
    “The man maintains authority in everything he does. Everything. It got worse the closer he got to the cause. I was a distraction from the Labór-Crusader priorities. God, I should have listened to his first wife. She tried to warn me. But he never yelled, not before we were married.” Sarah’s eyes narrowed as she unconsciously rubbed her wrist. “I know what happens next, but please, kill him for me. James. If I deserve this, so does he.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you.” Taya remembered Jordan’s warning of war. “What were they planning?” 
 
    “I heard a lot that I wasn’t supposed to hear. A lot. Seeding Crusaders into the military, supposed holy discoveries in the deserts, trying to frame Martel Mancini—god, that’s why Robert sent you after Mancini’s cousin. Desperate attempt to assuage James in some way. Sloppy. Oscar, right? He does good from what I hear. He didn’t deserve to be murdered for me.” Sarah shook with a fear Taya didn’t understand, but Taya was more hung up on something the woman had said. 
 
    Cousin? Martel Mancini’s cousin? And Oscar hadn’t thought to mention that… Oscar had lied to her, Jordan too, by extension. 
 
    “Stewart and Robby, they aren’t James’ sons. They’re his projects. Stewart made the family look bad, so now the focus is on Robert. I thought there was enough fight in Robby—I thought he wouldn’t fall in line. I was wrong. James worked him just like the Crusaders wanted. Erasing the boy that was there. He spouts the same Labór superiority bullshit now. I kept meeting with him, trying to bring back some of the Robert who helped me. He kept me a secret, so he has to still be in there, right?” 
 
    Taya didn’t respond, letting the woman spill her truth. 
 
    “I don’t know if my son or husband killed that girl.” Passion shook Sarah’s voice. “You need to go. It’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “James will be having your public pings watched, Taya. You don’t understand the resources at his disposal. He’ll run the face of every resident of any building you’re seen entering. My new face, he’ll see through it just like Nita did.” The last of Sarah’s composure crumbled. “Best I can do is make you as dangerous to James as possible. Please, leave. Now.” 
 
    Taya pushed off the shelf and rested a hand on her weapon. “We have to move.” 
 
    Sarah smiled at her, crouching down over her half-filled laundry basket. “Taya, you truly have no idea what league you’re batting in. Whatever my husband sent, I guarantee it’s already in the building. I died the second you walked under that scanner.” She gestured to the hovering washer drone in the corner. “James can access almost all of them. I have minutes.” She paused, looking at her silver watch. “I wonder if he’ll burn all my things again. This was from my mother.” 
 
    The drone hovered, emitting soft consecutive clicks from its near-silent motor, perfectly positioned to view both of the women. 
 
    “James can’t be—” Taya was cut off by the sound of the door to the laundry room being pushed open. She half drew her pistol before Sarah grabbed her hand, stopping it. The man entering was in his late fifties, a black shirt with yellow stripes stretched tightly across his chest. 
 
    “Hey, Carl.” Sarah stood, ignoring Taya as she spoke with her neighbor. “How’d Tim do on his finals?” 
 
    Carl smiled at the vampire, showing no outward prejudice. “Oh, aced them! His counselor said he could make his way back to the top of the class. He’s really doing well at the new school.” 
 
    “That is wonderful.” Sarah’s posh undertone had returned. 
 
    Carl began to empty his own clothing from a dryer next to Sarah. “Well, he specifically credited you and your lessons for helping him understand much of it.” 
 
    Sarah beamed with what looked like genuine glee at the comment. “He’s such a bright child. I am happy to help him with his homework anytime.” 
 
    Resting the basket on his hip, Carl realized he and Sarah were not alone. “Oh, hello. Are you the new neighbor everyone’s been talking about?” 
 
    Taya shook her head, afraid if she spoke her voice would betray her nerves. 
 
    Carl looked at Sarah with an inquisitive eye. It was the type of look nosy neighbors wore, the kind who refused to acknowledge social boundaries. 
 
    “No, Carl.” Sarah stood, closing her own dryer with a wink. “Just a friend.” 
 
    “Shame.” Carl walked slowly for the door. “Well, I’ll keep you posted on Tim’s studies.” His eyes drifted to Taya as he knocked his rear into the door back into the hall. “My boy’s got some—” 
 
    A wet plunging sound caused the man to stop his backward shuffle into the hall. As Carl looked down, Taya watched a long metal barb push its way through the man’s chest, blood spurting out from the pressure. With one final squelch of blood, Carl dropped to the floor. 
 
    A spider drone crawled in along the top of the doorframe, its sharpened claws tapping lightly against the threshold as it positioned itself. A single red eye scanned the room, taking in the two wide-eyed women. Eight legs moved in perfect rhythm, effortlessly carrying its massive armored body as it blocked the top third of the doorframe. Its red lens slowly turned toward Sarah, who stood frozen with her basket. 
 
    All the noise in the room died. The hum of the dryers disappeared into a deafening nothing. 
 
    “No!” Taya’s cry ended too quickly, vanishing with the rest of the sound, smothered by the drone. 
 
    The spider launched. Taya activated her wear, her movements slow in contrast to the blur of the machine as its steel mandibles extended toward the Labór matriarch. Hand landing on her pistol, Taya only had time to realize it was too late for the weapon to do any good. 
 
    Sarah wasn’t so slow. The vampire raised her laundry between herself and the military kill drone. Metal arms reached around the printed plastic basket, stabbing into her torso. She screamed as the spear-tipped ends dug into her flesh. The machine took no delay in withdrawing its lances from its target and driving them in over and over again. Her mind only just processing what she was seeing, Taya managed to fire off a message. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Help 
 
      
 
    Then, raising her pistol, she opened fire; the shots rang out with nothing more than a mwamp. The drone was equipped with sound-dampening speakers, the same tech that was installed to remove unwanted city noise. On most days, it was a blessed feature that could cancel out hundreds of unwanted noises. 
 
    Sparks danced off the spider’s armor as Taya shot. It paid the impacts no mind, focusing instead on its task to kill the woman beneath it. Taya could only watch in horror as the mechanical creature drove one of its front spikes into Sarah’s temple with a sopping crunch. 
 
    With a blistering scream, Taya cranked her wear and kicked the metal creature with all her might, pain crackling through her legs. The machine rocketed off the limp vampire, crashing into the steel wall. 
 
    Taya spared a glance at Sarah lying on the laundry floor, dark blood pooling around the woman. 
 
    Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! 
 
    Muffled soft rhythmic clinks brought Taya’s eyes back to the threat at hand. The drone had already recovered from her kick and positioned itself in a predatory crouch. 
 
    Taya’s hands trembled, her mind failing to keep up with what was happening. The spider, shifting, aligning itself with her. She froze, her ability to flee or fight seemingly gone. 
 
    It launched in a blur. 
 
    The air whooshed from Taya’s lungs as the full weight of the military drone crashed into her chest. All she could manage was twisting her body a few inches, but that small move saved her life. Steel blades powered by pistons stabbed into her shoulder and thigh instead of her heart and gut. Taya cried out in pain as her A.I. failed to numb the wounds in time. 
 
    Running completely on instinct, Taya brought her pistol up, blindly pulling the trigger as bladed legs began to tear into her skin. Each leg was tipped with needles designed to puncture armored netting. Again and again Taya felt the long points drive into her, ripping through her armor with finger-deep punctures. Three times her back was punctured. Twice into her belly. A final time in her neck. 
 
    You brought them to Sarah. This is your fault. More have died because of you. 
 
    Taya screamed in a mixture of anger and pain, her body contorting in agony, muscles spasming. The spider’s system silenced her, registering her screams and countering their wavelengths. 
 
    Open your eyes, idiot! 
 
    Taya’s eyes snapped open, violet light passing over a red censor inches from her face. 
 
    The body of the machine whirred as the legs picked up speed. Her muted screams redoubled as she felt a needle plunge between her ear and jaw. The leg pulled back, seeking the source of the violet light. 
 
    Taya heaved with every ounce of strength her wear allowed at the awkward angle, tearing away the needles still embedded within her. The drone clung to her, but Taya managed to push it off her body with one powered arm and brought her pistol level with its eye. A barbed claw moved for her weapon, but the drone was too late. Her shot crashed through the red lens, sending the spider sprawling to the floor. Taya sank to her knees, clutching the small holes in her throat. She pulled in a ragged breath, tasting blood. 
 
    The sound of air moving in and out of her lungs was missing. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Taya caught sight of movement and fell back, pistol raised. The spider launched toward her, jaws first this time. Her pistol snapped silently, her aim true. Midair, the spider kicked off the floor and rolled to the side, allowing its armor to deflect the bullet. 
 
    In less than a second, the spider aligned itself and prepared to spring again. 
 
    Taya rolled as the spider streaked toward her, her movement causing it to slam into a washer. The crash and wrenching sound of metal on metal was converted to little more than an irritating squeak. The impact dented and twisted pipes hooked up to the washer, and water began flooding the room. A slight trickle of water made itself through the drone’s damping, a sound noise cancellation always struggled with. 
 
    The spider had already regained its footing, bouncing smoothly off the floor, its legs reconfiguring for another jump as it landed. 
 
    Taya froze, realizing its angle was off. The spider remained still. 
 
    It’s blind. You won’t get another lucky shot. Think! 
 
    As quietly as she could, Taya pushed up onto her elbows and knees. 
 
    The spider twitched in her direction. 
 
    Roll! 
 
    Something in the vampire’s waistband caught her eye—a lightknife. She fumbled her pistol, launching herself in her best impression of her attacker over Sarah’s limp body. Taya knocked the lightknife hilt loose and scrambled to her feet. She tried to snatch at the handle as she slid by, but it skittered out of her blood-slicked grip. 
 
    A blur of legs and blades chased her as she dove toward Sarah’s weapon, her fingers finding the handle at last. The spider landed feet from her and didn’t bother to position for another pounce. It came at her, legs churning beneath it, blades ready. 
 
    Turn on! 
 
    Just as she found the switch for the blade, the spider found her, stabbing deep into her right wrist. The ignited blade dropped from her fingers, and Taya was forced to wrangle the metal creature with her bare hands. 
 
    Use what you paid for. 
 
    Taya ignored the pain of her bleeding wounds, growling as she readjusted her grip on two of the eight legs. The rest of the legs kept stabbing at her, some missing as it fought blind, others minimized by Stubbs’ work. Struggling to her feet, Taya hoisted the spider above her head before slamming it back down to the ground. Its hind legs absorbed the blow while its four remaining legs managed to rip through the armored netting of her stomach. 
 
    “Fuck you!” she shrieked. Maxing her wear, Taya spun, throwing the spider into the line of dryers. 
 
    A leg that had pierced her stomach gouged a long gash as she threw. Gasping, Taya clutched the wound. Blood spilled between her fingers onto the white floor, mixing with a growing pool of gray water. 
 
    Her legs giving out, Taya sank to her knees, the murky liquid rippling around her. In a last desperate attempt, Taya sent her A.I. at the military-grade hardware. Her system reported back almost immediately, ‘Failure to Access’ flashing boldly across her vision. The spider was already positioned atop a dented machine, prepared for another launch. Its body was trained on Taya. 
 
    Taya spit a bit of broken tooth from her mouth. Her breath came in gasps. “I’m going—” The words were muted as they left her lips, but they weren’t meant to be heard. 
 
    The force of the next impact sent Taya onto her back. The spider stabbed into her wrist again, landing with enough force to fully pierce her armor. She looked at the needle bulging through the wound in horror. 
 
    I will NOT die! 
 
    A blinding cascade of sparks erupted from the spider as an ignited energy blade stabbed into its armor. The spider reacted to the attack instantly, turning on Sarah, who had somehow found the will to stand. The drone launched off Taya to meet the vampire, the force of its movement driving the little remaining air from her lungs. 
 
    Taya wanted to stand—wanted to fight—but ragged coughs seized her. She struggled to her feet, watching Sarah slash at the soulless machine. Feeling useless, Taya forced herself forward, half falling into the rising water, a word that might have been ‘no’ wheezing out through silenced gasps. 
 
    The hot white light disappeared from the room when the lightknife deactivated, knocked from Sarah’s hand as the drone pushed the vampire up against a washer. The machine landed well over a dozen more goring attacks on Sarah before Taya grabbed the thing by steel haunches. Two legs shot backward, kicking Taya in the chest, sending her to her knees. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Taya reached for the socket of the ruined eye with one hand and snatched the fallen blade with the other. The spider slowed its mutilation of the vampire and devoted two more arms to try to fend off Taya, but it was too late. She yanked the creature back and forced the hilt into the lens with her fingers. Her numb thumb activated the blade, and she thrust it with all her remaining strength into its cold core. 
 
    Shards of metal tore themselves from the spider as the weapon penetrated, bleeding ingots fountaining from her dragging pull. The spider dropped to the floor, steel shimmering under the light of the knife. 
 
    She was so cold. 
 
    The sound of the room exploded back to life as the drone died. Water gushing from several burst pipes. An alarm ringing in the distance. The harsh hiss and crack of the lightknife. 
 
    Taya let it fall to the floor. The blade went silent, hot metal core retracting into the handle. The air stopped vibrating. 
 
    Help Sarah! 
 
    Commanding her system to numb her beyond its standard settings, Taya grunted as she fell next to Sarah. 
 
    “Oh god.” She pinged the medical response line. Help was on the way. 
 
    On hands and knees, she hauled the drone off the still vampire, water sloshing around them both. Taya’s left hand fumbled the drone, her fingers no longer working properly, and she dropped it clumsily. 
 
    Taya leaned forward and placed her still-cooperating hand on Sarah’s cheek. 
 
    Vampiric red eyes slowly focused on her. Sarah was on the edge, quickly passing beyond. Her face bled from several holes. Her throat had been viciously torn open, and over a dozen other deep stab wounds were visible on her pale body. 
 
    Most damning was the warning that jumped across Taya’s hud. ‘Poison Detected.’ 
 
    Sarah tried to say something but only managed a sputtering cough. Even if the damage wasn’t too severe for a vampire’s healing, the poison would kill Sarah unless help arrived in seconds. 
 
    “How do—” Taya couldn’t form words. Her breathing had become shallow and sharply painful. If her system couldn’t take that sensation away at this high a setting, Taya knew she was in trouble. Forcing herself onward, she continued, “How do I find him? How do I get at James?” 
 
    Taya pinged the woman her contact info, permitting her complete access to her system. It was a dangerous thing to do, but in this circumstance, Taya didn’t care. If the woman wanted her last act to be sending Taya a virus, so be it. 
 
    Nothing came through. 
 
    “Please.” Taya spat blood, struggling to formulate words. “Please.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes unfocused, pulling away to work on something through her lenses. Taya watched, hope blooming in her chest. 
 
    The darkness began to creep in around Taya’s eyes. She bit her tongue and squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to push it back. NO! With great effort, she reopened her eyes, willing Sarah to hurry with whatever she wanted to send. 
 
    But as her gaze focused on Sarah, Taya realized she’d been wrong. Sarah’s eyes were distant, looking at nothing a thousand miles away. 
 
    “No.” Taya sank down onto the woman, fury boiling within her. “You fu—don’t—” 
 
    The sound of the laundry door opening sent a new wave of adrenaline through her. 
 
    Lifting her head, Taya saw a dark figure staring down at her. 
 
    “Oscar?” Taya slurred. 
 
    “Nope.” A rotund man shuffled into the room, heels dragging as he sloshed into the water. His dark cream skin was lined with countless signs of frustration and stress. The graying man didn’t pay Taya any mind, instead focusing on the murdered woman behind her. “Shit.” 
 
    “Wh–wh–wh–” Taya’s tongue felt like a slug in her mouth. She fumbled to grip her weapon. 
 
    “Don’t bother, sweetheart. If I was here to kill you, I would be killing you.” As he straightened his tie, Taya noticed the tall man was panting slightly, a flush to his cheeks rapidly fading. “I got no business with you. Not yet.” 
 
    Taya tried to stand, but numbing limbs failed her. Her fingers clawed for a weapon. She realized the effort was futile; her hands no longer had any feeling in them. “I–I–I–I–” 
 
    She finally gained the man’s full attention as he pulled a surprisingly long ponytail over his shoulder. “That’s poison. I’d help you, but my boss might be mad if I did. You might have time for help. Sorry.” 
 
    “Charlie.” Oscar’s voice in a silhouette, lit from behind by flashing emergency lights. 
 
    Charlie turned from Taya. “So you are in this. You have any idea how bad this is?” 
 
    “Bad,” Oscar agreed, eyes flicking to Taya before returning to the man in the suit. Something about the vampire’s posture spoke of fear. “And it’s Robert’s fault.” 
 
    “Fault doesn’t matter. Consequences matter.” Charlie’s voice kept its flat, solid strength before the vampire. “Sarah was supposed to be out.” 
 
    Oscar tilted his head in an odd reflection of what Jordan had done hours before. An unspoken accusation of foolishness hung in the air. 
 
    Charlie pointed at Taya without turning from Oscar. She couldn’t tell if the finger was meant for her or Sarah. “This isn’t clean. This isn’t how we do business.” 
 
    “It’s how business will start being done.” Oscar’s voice rose with anger. 
 
    “How many good people are going to get hurt in this tantrum of yours? Just so one b—” Charlie stopped and glanced at Taya, lowering his hand. He cursed before heading for the door, not bothering to try to avoid Oscar. “Get her help. She’ll die.” 
 
    As soon as the older man was gone, Oscar sloshed through the water to her. 
 
    “Poison,” she murmured. 
 
    He was on her in an instant, pressing hands against the worst of her wounds. “Taya, what happened?” 
 
    “Drone.” Taya tried to reach out to touch his mouth. His red lips were creased in a deep frown, the deepest she’d ever seen on him. “Get… watch.” 
 
    “Jordan didn’t… Oh fuck,” he breathed. 
 
    “Y–y–you swore.” She watched in confusion as Oscar brought his own wrist to his mouth and bit into his flesh. “A–g–again.” 
 
    Taya’s stuttering was cut off as he pressed his wound against her mouth. She tried to struggle away, but he forced her still with ease. 
 
    “Drink,” he commanded. “Vampire blood will help. Drink!” 
 
    Taya let his blood into her mouth. The first swallow burned like fire, tasting far less rotten than the spray of Gavin’s that had hit her. It reminded her of her first shot of moonshine as a child. Her eyes bulged as he forced his wrist to stay pressed against her mouth. 
 
    “More.” Oscar remained gentle, but there was no refusing. “This will either kill you or save you, but that’s all I can do.” 
 
    As she pulled in more cold blood, Taya began to feel the burn spread throughout her body. What felt like fire ignited in her open wounds, and through the pain she began to feel something more. There was a connection to Oscar, something flowing between them as she drank. Taya was halfway to being turned by him now. After she drank his blood, all Oscar had to do was bite her. 
 
    A strange pop sounded in Taya’s ear followed by an all-consuming ringing. 
 
    Oscar pulled his wrist away. “It will get worse.” 
 
    As the connection was severed, Taya felt the energy she had gained vanish. “Get me out of here.” She felt Oscar pick her up in a fireman’s carry before unconsciousness dragged her into the void. 
 
    Flashes of images broke through Taya’s peace. Being carried down a basement hall. Sirens in the distance. An alley. An autocab’s interior as someone sprayed liquid sealant over her face. Mostly, though, she floated away into a blissful nothing. A peace she had long sought. There was even a promise of that peace lasting forever. In a sense, she knew there was a choice. An end to it all. All she had to do was accept it. 
 
    And she did. Taya gave into the darkness. The sensations of the world brought her nothing but pain. There was someone yelling, the harsh smell of chemicals, blinding lights. Nothing worth staying for at all. 
 
    Taya let go. 
 
    The promise was granted, and she sank deep into the endless nothing. A void began to grow within her mind, consuming all that was. Every bit of pain and passion was soaked up by that sweet sense of oblivion. All that was Taya was consumed by it until there was only the faintest spark left. A flickering, dying beacon of existence. 
 
    If Taya let this last remaining piece go, there would be no turning back. It was her will itself. The drive to continue and exist. This wounded drop of light was Taya’s own soul. She’d finally gotten to see it. Her consciousness clung to it, afraid to let it drift into the void with the rest of her experience and self. 
 
    Why hold on? Do I really want to stay? 
 
    The thought was frighteningly clear in the blur her existence had become, but she knew it was her own. Obeying the desire, Taya began to release that last remnant of life, letting it seep from her, like sugar between her fingers. 
 
    Then: a violation. A pollution of her passage. Her peace was broken by fear. An outside force was driving the life back into her. A brilliant blaze lashed around Taya’s self—fueled by Jordan. Taya could feel the witch in her rapidly returning awareness. Jordan was saving her life, bringing Taya back into the pain. The light shook and spasmed as energy was forced into it. Pain unlike any other brought Taya back, submerging her in everything the void had unburdened from her. 
 
    The knowledge that she was being withdrawn from her promised escape seared into her, and a scream rang in her ears. Her own, she realized. And then her body began to come back, thrashing and writhing beneath a weight—Oscar, pinning her shoulders down. 
 
    She opened her eyes; Jordan’s face consumed most of her vision. “Taya, I need you to focus. Oscar’s blood handled most of it, but I have to cleanse the poison.” 
 
    “Wh–wh–what d–did you d–do to m–me?” Taya’ teeth chattered painfully. This wasn’t cold or fear or anxiety; her blood was boiling. 
 
    “Are you sure she’s only had your blood?” she heard Jordan ask. 
 
    Oscar’s red eyes looked down at her. Taya saw deep regret and pain within the dead man’s gaze—but beyond that, she saw how he kept himself as far from the witch as he could. Something was wrong, and Oscar was openly terrified. 
 
    Jordan gestured toward Taya. “Oscar! Has she been around any other returned?” 
 
    Oscar’s eyes broke away from her. “A feeder named Gavin. She killed him.” 
 
    “Blood from two vampires.” Jordan cursed. “Oscar, you might have to turn her.” 
 
    “Wh–wh–what?” Taya’s heart began to race as she regained control of herself. Pain lashed across her face where a reopened wound began to fill her mouth with blood. She choked, trying to sputter out objections. “Wh–what are y–you d–d–d–doing to me?” 
 
    Jordan placed a calming hand on Taya’s cheek. “Fixing you. You’re being so strong, love. Just hang in there.” 
 
    Oscar adjusted his position over her. “I won’t turn you, I promise.” 
 
    Taya tried to struggle, but Oscar easily held her in place. Something had disconnected Taya from her wear. “N–no!” 
 
    Jordan closed her eyes, moving hands over Taya’s injured body. 
 
    Pain. Existence became nothing but a blinding fire within Taya, pieces of her body pulling and writhing—wrong, wrong, all wrong. Desperately, she tried to activate her system’s numbing protocol, but her system itself was gone, the agony inescapable. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Jordan yelled. 
 
    The sensations rolling through her shifted to an immense pressure, squeezing her. Taya looked down, trying to understand what was happening to her body. The sight silenced her, shock taking over. A tube pumping crimson fluid had been inserted in her punctured wrist. Taya felt the blood entering her body, the cold of it stiffening her arm. 
 
    “I c–can’t d–do this!” Pain flared in her mouth as Taya accidentally bit down on her tongue. The taste of blood came fresh. Oscar’s hand slid under her chin, preventing further harm. Trying to focus on anything but the mixture of hot and cold pulsating within her, Taya homed in on the sensation of the bloody tears sliding down her face. 
 
    “It’s okay,” the vampire whispered. “I’m so sorry, Taya. I should have come faster.” 
 
    “Enough of that.” The calm of Jordan’s voice seemed insulting, considering what Taya felt. “I already checked the news. It’s being reported as a single vampire killed by a malfunctioning service drone. The conspiracy nuts will run with it for a week, then the investigation will die away. No mention yet of her being a Labór. The woman had a good cover. But it will come out eventually.” 
 
    The witch flexed her hands before rotating them upward. “Now the unpleasant part.” 
 
    Taya tried to shake her head, but it was too late. A purple energy flashed for a moment within Jordan’s grasp before the woman slammed it down into Taya’s torn shirt. 
 
    Pain, pleasure, energy, exhaustion. It all overwhelmed what little was left of Taya. Her mind fled into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: #000000 
 
      
 
    “—out of hand.” Oscar’s voice pulled Taya from a sponsored dream for a goth-rock band’s upcoming stadium show on the One Hundred and Tenth floor. Tickets were only— She forced the talking points from her mind. “He has to know.” 
 
    “We’re adapting just fine.” Jordan’s voice was far more confident. “Look, I’m a terrorist, not a liar, okay? Think of it like we’re taking aim right now. All we need to do is be patient, and—” 
 
    “She’s awake.” Oscar interjected. 
 
    “Sarah,” Taya slurred, forcing her eyes to drag open. The left cooperated before her right unstuck. Oscar stood just above her head, one arm resting on the table on either side of her head. 
 
    Taya found no comfort anymore in his red gaze. “What happened? Where am I?” 
 
    “Jordan… saved you.” Oscar placed a blessedly cool hand on Taya’s forehead. “How much do you remember?” 
 
    Blinking, Taya tried to remember how she got where she was. There had been pain. There had been confusion and fear. “I remember fighting a drone—it was military.” 
 
    None of Oscar’s glow was turned on. Its absence struck Taya, the effect a somber one. 
 
    He nodded once before looking up from her. Taya followed his gaze to Jordan, who sat cross-legged on a stool brought into the back room of her shop. The witch wore a loose red shirt, half buttoned, and dark pants. A crooked grin greeted Taya, honest joy at seeing her up. Jordan tossed Taya a wink as their eyes met. “You had us worried there. Lucky for you, Oscar’s a real hero.” 
 
    Taya watched Oscar scowl at the remark before turning away from the table. 
 
    “You brought me here. Stubbs could have helped.” Taya sat up, feeling remarkably okay. Aside from a distinctly feverish chill, Taya’s only sign of a struggle were the rips in her clothes and knotted hair. “I drank your blood.” 
 
    Oscar began pulling on a black jacket with thick zippers on the pockets. “I didn’t know you’d gotten some of Gavin’s in your fight. It couldn’t have been much, or you’d be dead.” 
 
    Taya’s throat went dry. “So that really works? Vamp blood heals?” 
 
    “In a way, yes,” Jordan answered. “But it’s dangerous. You wouldn’t have made it without my assistance. Even once can be lethal if you overdo it. Oscar took a gamble. I like to think of it as cocaine for healing. It will get you there, but the ride is rough and can leave permanent damage if done wrong. You actually, uh, fell off the ride. I had to reel you in. Keep in mind, if you get bit within the next couple weeks, you’ll turn.” 
 
    “I figured that part was true.” Taya moved her gaze to Oscar. He looked about ready to run from her. “So you’re the cousin of Martel Mancini? You knew Robert had sent me after you in an attempt to please his father. You knew so much and shared none of it.” 
 
    He shrank in on himself under her gaze. 
 
    “Carlson is dead, and you could have warned me.” 
 
    Jordan froze. “Uh… I’ll give you two a minute.” 
 
    Oscar and Taya stared at each other in silence as Jordan went out to the front of her store. 
 
    Taya stood, keeping her eyes on the vampire. “You better start getting real fucking transparent with me.” 
 
    “We’re not related by blood. ‘Cousin’ is what vampires call the one who turns us. Robert sent you to kill me, and I didn’t know if it was as simple as that,” Oscar stated plainly. “Most enforcers would have still pulled the trigger and just taken the check. I didn’t trust you weren’t still working for them. Jordan told me I could trust you and warned me you were coming.” 
 
    Taya considered if he was lying. “You were turned by the most popular vampire in the structure?” 
 
    “Obviously, things were different then.” Oscar said. “He’s had lifetimes to garner his following.” 
 
    “Please, Oscar, please tell me the goddamn transparent truth. All of it.” 
 
    He acknowledged the pleading in her words. “Back when the air was clear, we both lived in the original New York. We’d known each other for a while as humans. Martel turned first and got me when he was frenzied. He was consumed by the demon then. Tried to kill me. Did kill me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you died that way,” Taya said. “Can’t imagine how horrible it must’ve been. I get it, the way I handled this early on doesn’t scream ‘trust me.’ But please, if you want people to stop dying, stop giving me half-truths.” 
 
    Oscar blinked at her. “Thank you and I agree.” 
 
    “So Jordan’s got limited access to some Labór-owned servers,” Taya continued. “She hears I’m coming and warns you at the same time Sarah gets word from Robert and tries to wave me off.” 
 
    Jordan poked her head back into the room before coming in. “I won’t pretend I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    Oscar looked from Taya to Jordan. “Tell her. All of it.” 
 
    Jordan looked at Oscar with a blank expression. Oscar met the woman’s eyes without blinking. The silence grew long enough for Taya to feel the need to clear her throat. 
 
    Finally, Jordan broke into one of those damn smiles and nodded. “All right. Take the lead, Oscar.” 
 
    Oscar came over to Taya and tried to get her to sit. Taya refused. 
 
    After a tense sigh, Oscar spoke. “She wants to make you into a weapon, Taya. Jordan thinks you’re the right mixture of crazy and desperate to let her get in your head and mold you. Make you a weapon.” 
 
    “That is an exaggeration, Oscar,” Jordan interjected. “And I already told her most of that… with slightly less biased wording.” 
 
    “Biased? You see pain and judge you can exploit it.” Fangs crested from under his lip. “You’re hoping she’ll be blind enough to help you hunt.” 
 
    “Hunt killers. Those working to strip true life from this world.” Jordan shifted her gaze to Taya. “We’re on the same side. I’m opening a door that will allow you to find peace and purpose. You already killed one monster, no? How did that feel? What if I paid you to do it full-time and to far worse monsters? I’ve forced nothing and yet, you’re here.” 
 
    “Forced nothing, but caused everything,” Oscar scolded. “That’s how you work, right?” 
 
    “Careful, Oscar.” Jordan raised a hand between her and the vampire. “I’ve used my years to understand people, and Taya can be molded—crafted into the Reaper we need.” 
 
    “Fuck this.” Taya turned for the door. 
 
    Oscar followed. “Good. Let’s get on our next lead. We can—” 
 
    Taya whirled on Oscar, “Oscar, I may not be the best at this, but you’re a fucking idiot. You’re trying to warn me? You delivered me to her. If you think I’m the one in danger of getting lost to her bullshit, I got bad news for you. You’re dancing to her fiddle. Let me guess, she was listening when we first met, right?” 
 
    Oscar nodded. 
 
    “Made suggestions of what to say?” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “Told you to mention how the Labórs were involved?” 
 
    Oscar turned to look at Jordan. 
 
    Taya leaned around Oscar. “You’re a wanted woman. Cross me, and I’ll send the police.” 
 
    “I prefer to say I’m desired.” 
 
    Taya kicked open the door. 
 
    “See you soon!” Jordan called after her. 
 
    Taya stormed out from the back room and through the store. She kicked the front door too, wear flaring, only to have to pause to pull her mask from her pack to keep the haze out of her lungs. 
 
    “Stupid—fucking—goddamn.” A strap on her mask snapped as she tried to force it over her mouth. “FUCK!” 
 
    Several people on the block turned to look at her. 
 
    Taya slammed the mask into an overflowing garbage bin. Her wear buzzed as she rammed it down again and again, until the plastic shattered entirely. Throwing the ruined mask, Taya sat, leaning back against the bin. She inhaled, prepared this time for the burn of the haze. It felt like the first drag she’d ever taken from a cigarette, yet sweeter and amplified. Coughing, Taya brought her sleeve over her mouth. 
 
    Oscar joined her outside, allowing the door to swing shut behind them. The vampire didn’t bother with a mask, instead handing her a spare. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She checked the time on her hud, dread causing her shoulders to hunch as she read ‘4:03 a.m.’ “Shit, she won’t even let me sleep. I feel rested.” 
 
    “Jordan does that. Gets people to work harder for her. You don’t realize how much you enjoy resting until you stop doing it.” Oscar shoved his hands into unzipped pockets. “You were out for a while.” 
 
    “Wish I was still out.” Taya also wished it was raining cleaner. Anything to lessen the burning in her throat and chest. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if I heard you right but…” Oscar pulled one hand from his pocket. “I grabbed the watch.” 
 
    He extended Sarah’s silver watch; a crack ran through the glass face. Taya took it, clutching the cool silver as she allowed herself a moment to grieve another person dead as a result of her own sloppiness. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” Oscar said. “It’s only the fault of the people behind this. It’s why we do what we do.” 
 
    “Oscar.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    A billboard-sized display glowing through the haze caught Taya’s eye. Bright blue letters stamped over a grinning man with perfect teeth read, ‘A Better Smile, Printed Today!’ 
 
    Taya exhaled slowly. “Thank you. Shut up.” 
 
    She put Sarah’s watch on her left wrist, which still showed an irritated red scar where the drone had stabbed her. 
 
    Oscar proffered a hand. 
 
    She took it, getting to her feet. 
 
    Taya thought back on all of the events leading up to this moment on a nearly empty street at four in the morning on a level far lower than she ever thought she’d be. 
 
    “Oscar, I don’t trust you, but—” She rolled her shoulders, tension returning. “I get it. I think, anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t—yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “I was high when I pulled a gun on you. I was drinking at Dánkoma. I didn’t ask enough questions of Carlson, and I led James right to Sarah. Fuck, they might know where Jordan’s located now if that drone injected a tracer in me.” She took a long breath. “Goddammit, why do I keep fucking this up? Why? I need to stop—quit, or this will only get worse. Jesus, what Quinn said is starting to make sense.” 
 
    “Taya, I—” 
 
    “Why keep going, Oscar?” Taya wanted to scream, spit, throw more things. “I’m exhausted and have changed nothing. And got Sarah ripped to fucking pieces—FUCK!” 
 
    It hurt feeling the truth of that. 
 
    “Because you haven’t pushed enough,” Oscar said. “Tough shit. Welcome to the life of fighting those on top. Guess what, things will get worse. They get worse and worse until you get change. That’s how you fight people in power. They make it hurt. They hope you’ll back down, lose the will to continue. The retaliation could be brutal, indiscriminate, and even unintentional. But are you really okay with letting things go right now? What will you think of it when you’re Carlson’s age?” 
 
    “Doesn’t really feel like I’ll make it that long with you.” Taya had to fend off another coughing fit. 
 
    “The point is, maybe we can ruin their sleep too.” Oscar spoke without emotion, no allure to his voice. “They rest easy at night when we show them apathy. Swinging back—trying—even if we know we’ll fail makes them uncomfortable. That’s all we have.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s a quick out waiting in my apartment. Some drone with a bullet launched from outside my window. I mean, fuck, after what Stubbs said, I don’t even trust Quinn.” 
 
    “Good. You’re learning.” Oscar looked down on her with a sad smile. “I don’t trust Jordan either, but she’s an incredible weapon to have pointed at those in power, and that’s as good as it gets in this kind of fight. You still want me to leave you alone? I will. Or you can come with me, and I can let you in on the rest. I won’t blame you for walking. Jordan is already protecting you from others who’d want to erase you as an unknown factor. You’d have to walk far. I’d help you.” 
 
    “Really would be nice and dramatic for the cleaner to start raining down right now.” Taya let an anxious grin come over her face. 
 
    Oscar didn’t laugh. In fact, his expression turned—if possible—even more serious. “You should know, Jordan’s aim is for you to get so caught up in all of this that you’ll never be able to stop.” 
 
    “Well, mission success. I’m already being hunted, and it wasn’t even her doing.” 
 
    Oscar’s gaze dropped to the floor as Taya simmered in silence. She rubbed her temples, debating her options. There weren’t any. But something Oscar had said stuck with her. 
 
    Apathy. 
 
    They made their way back to Oscar’s, Taya hesitant with every step. The lift ride up somehow felt final to Taya, an ascent from the haze into another kind of filth. She wondered why the urge to go home to her own apartment had become so strong. A need to go to her gym and meet up with Juno after for drinks. A life she’d rebuilt well enough to miss. 
 
    Oscar finally caught Taya’s eye as she spent far too long staring at the neon sign just outside his home. “You okay?” 
 
    “You lookin’ to be my shrink? Apparently, I need one of those.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Just don’t know what I’m supposed to feel anymore.” Taya lowered her head to her fists. “The only person I can really trust is so far outside of this… I’m terrified I’d get her killed.” 
 
    “You’re never ‘supposed’ to feel anything. I’ve lost biters to suicide and been angry with them despite full well knowing the overwhelming mental anguish that pushed them over the edge.” Oscar examined a drone flying low outside, bearing a banner for the upcoming election. “All that matters is you grow to understand what you feel and why.” 
 
    Following his eyes to the banner, Taya read the slogan, “Never a Biter Above Ten!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taya said. “Problem is that ‘what’ and ‘why’ aren’t really something I can deal with.” 
 
    “It gets more tolerable with immortality.” 
 
    Pulling open the door to his apartment building, Oscar said, “So… I’m thinking you’re considering either jumping my bones or killing me. Really unsure which.” 
 
    Taya laced her words heavily with sarcasm. “Are the two mutually exclusive?” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “No. Are you angry and/or hungry?” 
 
    “I’m furious and starving. I’m considering ordering coffee to throw in your face.” Taya said. “But I also don’t have anywhere else to go, do I?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” Taya looked around to see if any neighbors were in the hall before the stairwell. “You and Jordan ever have sex?” 
 
    “Uh, well…” 
 
    Taya nodded. “Okay, great. So we’re being honest.” 
 
    “I owe you that.” Oscar rubbed at his face tiredly. “I had no idea she’d take such an interest in you. I assumed she was just excited to meet someone else who’d be willing to hit the Labórs. I can never tell how deep her plans go. Witches can’t see the future, but Jordan, she has this ability to move in the moment. It’s like—” 
 
    Groaning, Taya began walking up the stairs. 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    Taya began checking her pockets for her vape. It was nowhere on her person. “Enough Jordan. We can at least plan without her, a’ight?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Answer this,” Taya said as they entered Oscar’s place. “Jordan called herself a terrorist. Is she with the Twenty-One Faces?” 
 
    The militant radicals were always in and out of the news cycle, but their threats and actions across structures had always felt distant, more theoretical than concrete. 
 
    “Guess it’s time to start explaining. Jordan isn’t a member but she’s… connected.” Oscar smiled before saying, “She consults with the Faces, or they consult with her. Hence the hack that got Stewart caught. We thought you’d put that together. Sorry.” 
 
    “I never heard of the Twenty-One Faces taking credit for that.” 
 
    “Isn’t their typical style. That matters. Branding is important. But that one was more her anyway. She’s been bent on the Labórs for a long time.” 
 
    Shifting her mind over from one overwhelming well of uncertainty to the other, Taya inhaled, pulling in the scent of Oscar’s home. “Is that so? So I am supposed to be okay linking myself to terrorists?” 
 
    “Depends. Do you think the Labórs deserve terrorizing?” 
 
    “The Faces are the public face of the fight that’s found you. Crusaders are the other half of the equation.” Oscar settled into a seat at his small kitchen table. “Problem is both sides of the war don’t want the fight witnessed. They keep it civil when it comes to what gets into the feeds. The occasional bombing or gas attack to kill one or two genocidal players moving too ambitiously. Hell, before things got a bit more tense, they’d even occasionally give us a name of someone on their side speaking a bit too loosely about secrets better not spoken of. An odd understanding walked well by both sides. That’s collapsed. A loss of balance.” 
 
    Taya joined him, leaning forward to put her elbows on the table as her muscles relaxed. “How was all of this kept secret?” 
 
    “My people are afraid if the public learned not only of the extent to which the supernatural exists in the world around them, but also how much power we could potentially have, we’d be exterminated.” 
 
    “And why don’t the Crusaders pull the fire alarm then?” 
 
    “Up until recently because of how much potential there is. What if every man and woman learned there was a roughly point-five percent chance they could throw fireballs around? Or that there are artifacts that could cure sickness or prevent aging? What if all this carefully established control could suddenly be pushed against in a way it wasn’t built to withstand? I personally don’t think much would change. Mild chaos followed by regulation. These forces, from my understanding, require decades to master. Most people barely manage to go to the gym regularly. But the current powers that be disagree, and fear keeps the fighting quiet enough for us to stand a chance. No purge… yet.” 
 
    “And the loss of balance?” she asked. 
 
    “Crusaders got better faster than we thought possible. Started constructing wards within their temples that act as black holes for the energy the likes of Jordan rely on. Since then, well, let’s just say that’s what gave certain representatives the balls to put forward legislation to take away a vampire’s right to encryption. Testing the waters. If this passes and we can’t hit back, Jordan thinks it’s game over.” 
 
    “So you’re far more involved in this than I thought.” 
 
    “I run jobs and show up to help when I can. Grunt work mostly, nothing like the major players.” 
 
    “Bringing it back to James?” 
 
    “Exactly. God I’m old enough to have watched his rise in business, before he ever touched—or was touched by—the church. Ruthless. Came from the last of the power barons helping supply the structures. Dominated during the wear boom and made enough money to start funneling it into the politicians he liked. More recently, he’s been banging the silent war drum. But my people have good ears. Having been human, we know your history.” 
 
    “So that baggage falls on my shoulders?” Taya meant it as a rhetorical joke. 
 
    But Oscar nodded. “Some of it, yes. Now you have a chance to be on the other side. James came into the fight with the tact and charisma of a boulder. We still don’t know exactly what brought him in, but damn is he a thorn—whispering to the right ears to get things moving. Martel thinks he just got bored. He needed another challenge.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
    “Ego. Crusaders were always a factor for us, but James got connected to the forces that be and promised to turn the church into a military force for them. They gain that kinda power, maybe they can finally extinguish us regardless of whether or not the public learns the truth. Faces—honestly, Jordan—has been watching all of this develop. She wants to take direct action.” 
 
    The pit returned to Taya’s stomach. “Am I her direct action?” 
 
    Oscar shook his head. “That’s not how Jordan works. You fall into her… pattern. I fell into helping Jordan when I saw her taking a more direct approach. Been with her for a minute. Jordan moves, evaluates, and pushes forward. You fell into our laps, and I saw her move like never before. It was like seeing a match hit a fuse. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. I had no clue how the hell you fit into all this.” 
 
    Taya sank in her chair, wondering how the hell she’d ended up here. “I don’t think I do either. I’m only here because I thought I was getting a badge out of this.” 
 
    “With Jordan, doesn’t matter what you want or why you’re here. She finds a way to weave you in.” 
 
    No longer needing sleep but craving a meal, Taya had Oscar order food, washing off as she waited for the delivery. He kept her company while she ate, slurping down a meal of his own. Hours passed as their conversation became less tense, moving further from the case into how they’d both managed to survive life in the structure. While Oscar had vague memories of excursions into the outside world, he couldn’t provide her with anything she hadn’t somewhat experienced in a dozen different escapes. Not finding that topic fruitful, they shifted into Oscar’s relationship with the man who’d turned him, Martel. 
 
    “He was a beast back then.” Oscar had changed into the clothes he ‘rested’—not slept—in. 
 
    “Really?” Taya’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Most people don’t smile when they hear that.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s kinda cool.” Taya wiped the smile from her face. “Back when everyone was still frantic for a spot in the structures, y’all made it in. No packblood, just underground. Were you a ‘beast’ too?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I never took pleasure in it. Had to help Martel get on pack. ‘Help,’ god, that’s a lie. I locked him up and only allowed him to feed on packblood for months. Seeing him stand as the figurehead of the packblood redemption now, it’s…” 
 
    “Ironic?” Taya asked. “Annoying?” 
 
    “Inspiring,” Oscar corrected. “We don’t see eye-to-eye on much anymore, but he practices what he preaches. Over the decades, Martel has come to love humanity again. He’d take a bullet for your average schlub filled with cheap glow.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Oscar pointed to his cracked display. “He regrets it all. The feeding—murder. Started to believe him when he married Carly and had that kid. Met the little thing once.” Pure unfiltered fondness overcame Oscar’s face. “It was the day I started believing change was real. That change was required.” 
 
    “How does having kids with a cor—vampire work?” 
 
    Oscar’s eyes flashed with repressed mirth. “Old habits, eh? It requires doctors and a bit of cash. Why, you interested?” 
 
    Taya threw her head back and laughed, sipping one of the beers Oscar kept on hand. “Not the kid-having type.” 
 
    “Me either. World’s too fucked.” 
 
    Taya pointed at him with her drink hand and smiled. “Getting better.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “F-bomb sounded totally natural.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Oscar went to the minifridge and cracked a beer of his own. “What about you?” 
 
    “Mom taught me how to curse by cursing at me.” 
 
    “No—wow.” Oscar paused with a beer in his hand. “We can unpack that later. I mean why no kids?” 
 
    “Like you said, ‘world’s fucked.’” 
 
    He frowned at her as he sat. “Can’t just take my answer. Antithetical to conversation. C’mon.” 
 
    Taya eyed him before answering. “I don’t think everyone does, but I’d need a partner to raise a kid right. Got too many blind spots.” 
 
    “Good self-awareness.” 
 
    “Thank you. Eat shit.” Taya put down her empty bottle. “I had the right partner, but that didn’t work out.” 
 
    “I’ve gathered as much.” 
 
    The comment rubbed at Taya, and she looked away. “You ever lost someone you loved?” 
 
    Oscar thought for a moment before saying, “Several.” 
 
    Taya nodded once. “Then you’ll understand. I lost Syd. We were together for a couple years. Built a life. I changed. I got settled, and he died. Cancer. For months I helped him in the understaffed, run-down, piece-of-shit hospital before they kicked us out. Then I fed him, wiped him, bathed him, everything I could. I believed it would make a difference somehow. A better outcome. He died next to me in his sleep. The smell woke me. I thought he’d just shit himself again. I carried him to the bathroom before realizing. I didn’t get help… I just stayed with him. I wasn’t ready for what was next.” 
 
    Oscar tried to touch her hand, but she stepped away, leaning back in her chair before standing and walking to the kitchen, grabbing another beer from among the blood. 
 
    “Ya know sometimes, I wish he’d have died quicker. If he had just been hit by a car. God, yeah, those are the thoughts I have. Jesus, I spent so long in that fucking bathroom, hours. Juno found me. We were supposed to have lunch, and when I didn’t show she came over. I wish she hadn’t had to see him like that. Syd didn’t want anyone seeing him at the end. I think that’s part of why he started resenting me. I had to see him.” 
 
    Oscar sat in silence, watching her. 
 
    “God, all of my memories of him, they’ve gone to shit. I think Syd needed to be angry at the end. I think he regretted it, at least if Jordan isn’t a total fucking liar. Even if it’s true, I don’t care. That relationship isn’t—wasn’t… I’m not who I was then. Syd wouldn’t love me now, and I don’t think I’d love him. After you lose someone you gave yourself to, you don’t get back what you gave.” 
 
    Oscar stood, joining her in the kitchen. “You’re tired of hurting. It’s—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Taya said flatly. “Pain I can take. I’m tired of this routine where everyone looks at me and thinks of it all. They remind me of what happened. I can’t take a breath without everyone around me acting like I’m on the verge of spraying my brains out on the ceiling. I don’t want to be observed. I don’t want to be taken care of. I want to build a new space away from what happened. I just don’t want to be seen as the woman whose fiancé died and have everything I do attached to that.” 
 
    “You want to move on.” Oscar looked out the window at the dark green swirls beyond. 
 
    Taya eyed him, standing just a bit closer than they ever naturally had before. If he made a move, she’d let it— 
 
    “It’s not them.” 
 
    Taya pulled the vape from her lips. “What?” 
 
    “You know the skeletons in your closet, that doesn’t mean they suddenly became easy to live with.” Oscar’s gaze returned to her, the darkness held in those eyes freezing Taya. “Distancing yourself from people who care about you isn’t going to take that shadow away. It’s going to be a part of you. Deal with it.” 
 
    The anger Taya expected didn’t come. Instead, a discomfort settled on her shoulders. She tried glaring at Oscar in silence, hoping to force some kind of retraction from him, but he didn’t budge. Taya caved first, succumbing to this new tension between them. “You think you could’ve done better?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Oscar said, now avoiding her eyes. 
 
    Taya put her unopened beer back in the fridge. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Oscar stepped out of her way, clearing a path for Taya to slam the bedroom door behind her. 
 
    Not wanting the conscious rest of her escape, Taya tossed in bed, watching the fan whirl above her. The sound of Oscar watching his display at a low volume finally provided her mind something to focus on. She listened as he caught up on the latest news, eventually falling into a restless oblivion. 
 
    Waking up feeling worse than when she lay down, Taya groggily got to her feet. A jingle for a local mechanic’s shop from the sponsored sleep still bounced around her mind. After her morning routine and quick warm-up workout to get her body in gear, she went out into the living room. 
 
    Oscar pulled a headset off when he noticed her. 
 
    Before he could begin speaking, Taya cut him off. “Shut up. You were probably right. Shut up. Let’s talk about the case.” 
 
    He ignored her. “I stand by what I said but not how I said it. What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “What leads do we still got?” Taya turned on a coffeemaker covered in dust. “Anything new while I was out?” 
 
    “News still hasn’t broken about Sarah’s real identity.” Oscar pointed at a cabinet, and she found mugs. “Whatever she had done to her face, it’s taking the police ages to figure who she really is. Robert was at Dánkoma last night, and apparently James showed up. Took Rob into his own office, and yelling could be heard by the staff. Crusaders on the feeds are trying to paint a narrative that this is proof all churches are potential targets for vampiric attacks. Despite a returned being one of the dead found at the scene of the ‘slaughter.’” 
 
    “Jordan find all that out for you?” Taya asked. 
 
    “’Course.” He smiled as he looked down at his display pad. “Things didn’t go great, but we kicked the beehive.” 
 
    “Great. Hope Robert’s grounded.” Taya started as the liquid printer began spewing her coffee. It was almost tasteless compared to the cup Juno had given her days prior. “I just don’t know what’s next.” 
 
    “Well, you have a recording of James’ wife accusing him left, right, up, and down, right?” Oscar gestured toward the door. “Once that’s leaked, we’ll go from kicking the hive to cracking it open.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Taya opened her system and checked her recordings. Her heart sank. Her recordings were empty. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Oscar leaned closer. “What is it?” 
 
    There was no way of escaping it. 
 
    “My drive got hit. Every recording I have is gone. That drone… that fucking drone breached me. FUCK!” 
 
    The vampire flexed his jaw. 
 
    “I should’ve backed it up right away, as it was happening. Goddammit! I had a recording of Sarah, and I couldn’t think to send it off when—” 
 
    “When you were attacked, Taya,” Oscar interjected. “It’s reasonable to call for help instead of thinking to back up a recording outside of your system when your life is threatened. I’m not mad.” 
 
    “That’s sweet, but I am.” Taya racked her brain trying to think of her next step. “If they still haven’t figured out it’s Sarah, we might be able to get at her body.” 
 
    “What?” Oscar seemed unsure if she was kidding. 
 
    “Even if they’ve removed her internal data bank, it’ll still be on location while they try to identify her.” A loose plan began to solidify. “Jordan could handle getting into something like that, right? Sarah freakin’ Labór has to have… something on James. Something solid.” 
 
    “Christ.” Oscar leaned back in his chair, letting out a heavy breath. “You’re talking about breaking into the mortician’s office for a possible lead. James will have sent his people by now. Do you think we have a chance?” 
 
    “I can work Quinn.” A pit formed in Taya stomach. “Even if he is somehow tied in all this—shit. I hope he’s not, it’ll kill Jun. Even if he is, I could make a copy of his creds. Use those to get close to—what?” 
 
    Oscar’s laugh had built to the point she couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “C’mon, Taya, the partner you barely trust as is. What if he isn’t involved? You steal a cop’s I.D., you ruin your entire career.” 
 
    “Career? Pretty sure that’s over. What else do we have, Oscar? If there is info to be gained, it’s going to be in Sarah’s drive. This is war, right?” 
 
    He relented. “All right, so what’s the plan?” 
 
    Taya opened her contacts, thinking over what her message to her mentor might say. 
 
    “Gotta call Quinn and start… trying to convince him I’m still off this but want to see the body. If we can get at her drive, then—OH MY GOD!” Taya dropped her mug. It shattered on the floor. “She left me something. Oscar, she fucking left me something.” 
 
    “Who left you what?” 
 
    Plain as day in Taya’s contacts was Sarah Labór’s revenge. A new contact had been manually added to her system. No record of receiving it from an outside source; only someone who had been granted full access to Taya’s system could have punched the details in without a trace. Sarah Labór had given Taya a lead in her last moments, taking the time to make sure that if Taya was captured, nothing in her ‘Recently Received’ could give her away. She forwarded it to Oscar immediately. “I got a message from beyond the grave.” 
 
    “Who is this? it’s just an address.” Oscar’s eyes unfocused. “It’s high. Really high.” 
 
    Taya recognized the floor. “Well, we’re going to party.” 
 
    Taya got changed as Oscar helped clean off her equipment. Nothing had been broken beyond quick repairs or cheap replacements, aside from the glow at the end of Taya’s pistol no longer lighting up whenever her eyes did. Even that didn’t bother Taya, as she just saw it as another opportunity to see Naomi again once this was all over. When she came out from Oscar’s former room with the combat suit Quinn had purchased for her, the vampire stood up straight. 
 
    “Did you tell Jordan what we’re doing?” The question had occurred to her while pulling on the armor. 
 
    Oscar shook his head. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere unprepared again,” Taya said. “And no more pings registering where we are. You excited to see Stubbs again?” 
 
    Oscar smiled. “Yeah, actually. But isn’t the train required to scan us?” 
 
    “Okay, one more ping.” 
 
    The feeling of meandering chaos returned when Taya noticed Oscar staring off at the back of the train car, a predatory gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Taya turned, unsure of what to look for. It wasn’t until she focused on the display screen attached to the back of the car she understood Oscar’s stress. 
 
    James Labór’s face hit Taya like a bolt of lightning. The man looked relaxed, sitting casually as a talking head on The Discussion opposite Martel Mancini. His deep-set crystal-blue eyes showed no signs of anxiety at being so close to one of the walking dead. Despite seeing his face in the news several times before, now Taya was struck by how not-ancient the older man looked. His face showed few signs of the regular procedures or care that were the norm for anyone with money, yet a too-perfect plastic sheen pulled at his delicate-looking skin. The man looked healthy, stocky even, but Taya felt as if he was being held together in some way. Her imagination brought about the image of a thousand staples struggling to keep his innards innards. 
 
    Taya tuned her system in to the broadcast. 
 
    “Despite the recent hardships with your family, I appreciate your willingness to come on the show, Mr. Labór.” Martel seemed genuine, though the tension between the men was palpable. She supposed it could be her imagination, but this one in particular didn’t feel like just another debate. 
 
    Oscar’s voice interrupted her thoughts, dragging her attention from the screen. “Martel didn’t tell me.” 
 
    Taya didn’t know what to say to that, so she looked back at the two men on the display instead. 
 
    “My pleasure.” James’ speech was low and slow, as if he were considering every syllable before speaking aloud. Something about it sounded remarkably close to Taya’s own father. Just far deeper, the kind of voice that was trained to power over everyone else in the room. “No other vampire I’d trust to have me on.” 
 
    “Let’s get into it, then.” Martel ignored the backhanded statement before shifting into a more intense demeanor, bypassing the typical introduction many of his guests received. “The Crusaders, a foundation you continue to support financially despite their radical agenda, has now begun a push for all-out segregation against non-humans within the structure. Some even go as far as to suggest putting us out into the haze.” 
 
    James’ brows rose, a chuckle shaking his shoulders. “Starting guns blazing, are we, Marty?” 
 
    “I believe it’s necessary.” Martel continued without blinking. “Today we’ve agreed to discuss a bill that will come before the Intercity Congress next session, the ‘Protections Act’ as it is being called, which, if passed, aside from prohibiting vampires from utilizing encryption on their own private devices, will now also allow for the Crusaders—a church in the eyes of the government—to operate its own armed force within the megastructures of New Y—” 
 
    “I disagree with your phrasing,” James interjected. “This is apples and oranges.” 
 
    Martel gestured for James to elaborate. 
 
    “Crusaders believe in protecting humanity from itself. Division has always plagued us—a fault within the very roots of our people. A humanity we don’t know if you even share,” James said. “And that’s the crux of it. I am simply operating from a standpoint of self-preservation. We don’t know how you operate yet. The moment humanity became comfortable within itself, we discovered a disease creating a new form of consciousness completely alien to us. Distrust is natural—fair even. This virus threatens to suppress us once again in more extreme ways. I don’t believe we can overcome it. Hell, racism, misogyny, homophobia still plague us to this day. I don’t believe accepting a predator that, by its very existence, is a threat to us is in the cards. Just as we find our Eden, the virus comes to test us.” 
 
    Martel said, “James, you’re a businessman. You’re speaking—” 
 
    “I’m speaking from the heart. I’m also looking forward to seeing the word ‘radical’ put next to my name in the headlines.” James smiled at the camera for a brief moment. “You can’t deprive me of the simple pleasures of celebrity.” 
 
    Martel gave a polite breath of laughter before continuing, “Are you speaking literally, James? Do you believe you have a natural right to these structures and the undead do not?” 
 
    James kept his grin. “What happened the last time humanity let an intruder into its Eden?” 
 
    “Really?” Martel asked. “Eden? Where we’re forced to purify the air and create our own sunlight? That God’s Eden?” 
 
    “‘Of course it’s not,” James chided as if having to explain a joke. “We spoiled God’s Eden, and, as punishment, we must build our own. Of course it’s lesser, but wealth is generated from the very air we breathe. Every man, woman, and child has an opportunity to contribute to the prosperity around us. To move up in the structure. Now that the world has changed, God has seen fit to adjust our tests.” 
 
    “What a wonderfully horrific view of the world.” Martel stiffened, looking to Taya like he was realizing just what kind of rhetoric he would be working against with James. She wondered if the man normally behaved differently. “You’re making it rather easy for me to point out that your ideology insists on leaving no room for any other personal direction aside from the worship of wealth. As well as insist that my existence serves only to—” 
 
    “In the previous world, there was less pain but more opportunity,” James continued. “But now the world runs on temptation and sacrifice. Heretical temptations like immortality in death.” 
 
    “Coming back to the trending topic at hand, we’ve come here to discuss a bill with an amendment shoved in at the last minute that would allow a private military with no oversight to walk with armed authority in our streets,” Martel said. “At no point in our nation’s history—even before the State Split—has our government granted such power. A power that has no checks in place to prevent abuse of the living or dead. A paramilitary group you personally share your wealth with.” 
 
    “Which is my right to do.” 
 
    “You’re so ready to talk about your right to use your money, yet you never address who exactly you’re sharing it with.” Martel’s finger pointed accusingly. “The Crusaders—” 
 
    “Certainly have certain leaders that need to be put in check. I think we can all agree on that.” James sounded as if Martel was already on his side. “But illegal barriers have been put in place to prevent the leaders of the private sector such as myself from truly allowing our success to work for the people. That’s all I want. I want the freedom to let my wealth spill into the floors for everyone to see the benefit of as I see fit.” 
 
    “Your personal political donation working for the people is a stretch, even for you.” Martel’s finger came up yet again. “The people of this city voted on the issues, and the representatives they chose were vocal in their support of—” 
 
    “Forcing me into finding an organization such as the Crusaders to work with,” James said. “I still believe those laws are in violation of the basic rights laid out in our revitalized constitution.” 
 
    “The polls within the feeds and our elected representatives disagree.” Martel seemed to want to put the issue to rest, but James came back with a darker energy. 
 
    “‘Our’?” James asked “See, that is the crux of it. We were not able to choose who was welcome in our home. Were we? Parasites sticking their fangs into our wallets.” 
 
    “James, I don’t see—” 
 
    “Let’s just say it, shall we? Human blood, Martel. You’re going to tell me my language is too severe while human blood is being spilled—consumed.” James’ eyes bore into Martel, a bright blue shining under the studio lights, though they did not accuse. “You want to reduce my experience to just a simple businessman while refusing to acknowledge the shared experience of us all. Be blunt with me, we’re no longer the apex predator of this world. Congratulations, you are.” 
 
    “And so we should forgo our right to privacy of any kind?” Martel said carefully. “Because of your specific philosophy, we—” 
 
    “Please.” James cut in, rings flashing under the studio lights. “Let’s stay on topic here. This is just a bill. A bill promised to the people as a counterbalance to the leniencies recently granted to the dead. Now you oppose these simple oversights to guarantee our safety. How is trust supposed to be built when—” 
 
    “Because you violated that trust,” Martel interjected. “We were promised that these ‘oversights’ would be limited to business endeavors within the public sector. Amendment after amendment has pushed that line well into our private lives, allowing for militaristic breaches into our homes by civilian organizations. It’s a destruction of our privacy.” 
 
    “We are working hand in hand with the military,” James insisted. “There will be oversights on our end as well. This will be done with members of the cloth overseeing every step. A congregation that welcomes every soul.” 
 
    “James, I didn’t bring you here to advertise your congregation,” Martel said in a clipped tone, his patience having worn thin. “What you’re advocating for ignores the facts. The gifted are transitioning. Every month the feeding rates plummet.” 
 
    “And we’re supposed to patiently wait for that number to hit zero?” James asked. “Until then, should we play the part of good cattle and twiddle our thumbs? Simply wait for the remaining predators to slowly, painfully, transition onto a more humane diet?” 
 
    “And every vampire is expected to surrender to massacre?” Martel didn’t offer time to answer. “This bill is designed to create unsafe situations to be exploited for a headline. A fear mongering generator. To encourage dangerous situations.” 
 
    “Amazing how you can admit to a violent pattern with your kind and object to a need for simple additional oversight.” James sounded as if he were lecturing a child now, the friendly tone turned patronizing. “The Crusaders aren’t simply a neighborhood watch, and this bill isn’t just targeted at putting more boots in the streets. It’s a collaboration to push us further outward. We’ve made strides to not only reduce the haze’s impact but identify its origin. By working with the military’s resources, the limits to our contributions for the good of the living cannot be understated. This isn’t just about the dead, Martel.  Again, you rely on a childish reduction of the issue.” 
 
    “Strange how you tout talks of oversight when Crusaders, in violation of sovereign borders, have claimed a quarantine zone in the Arabian desert for—” 
 
    “Nothing was violated. We’ve come to an understanding with the local authorities on the location. A simple misunderstanding getting in the way of mutually beneficial business.” 
 
    “What’s so valuable out there? Thought you’d retired from the business world, James.” Martel’s mouth twisted. “Seems you’ve found religion more profitable.” 
 
    Looking out into the audience, James turned away from the interviewer, a smirk twisting his face. “Do you see how he treats me? Yes, there is profit in following God. Why would there not be?” 
 
    “As the corrupt have said for generations. You’re not the first person I’ve met who worships wealth.” 
 
    “Power,” James corrected. There was no anger in the word, only a statement of fact. “Everyone fights power. The only difference is I feel no need to lie about it. It isn’t wrong to want power. Power isn’t evil. Only the struggle for it is.” 
 
    “Fear, me? James, there is no—it’s my turn to speak, James. This paranoia of yours is something I have watched fester. No one is trying to make you into a martyr.” At James’ smile, Martel persisted. “Is that what you want? You’ve done it all to die for—” 
 
    “I will never die, Martel. No matter how much you secretly wish for it. Martyr? Christ, I want to celebrate God’s creation in worship. None of you have bothered to pay attention, have you? Martyr, my, oh my. I would never let any of you touch me. I demand what is due to me. What our creator wants for me. Humanity is hunger. We desire. And I desire more.” 
 
    “Are y—” 
 
    James ignored the attempt at a question, eyes seeing far beyond the dead man before him. “I have tasted all this world has to offer. I have sinned in ways no man without my resources could. No lord could forgive me. I know what awaits me in the beyond, and I now, in spite of that fate, want to save you all from the path that corrupted me for so long. I am as selfless as a man can be. I have spent fortunes perfecting my power. No, Martel, I do not fear you. I don’t fear the demons I’ve conquered. If anyone listening wants a sliver of my power—wants the shelter I can now provide—they simply must follow.” 
 
    The air between the men was thick enough for even Taya to feel uncomfortable. Madness flickered within Labór’s eyes.  
 
    “So small.” James whispered before standing, still looking off into the distance. “I’ve revolutionized how every individual in this structure lives. All of you benefit from the work I have done.” 
 
    Martel gave a signal to someone off camera.  
 
    James only smiled at the move. “Power, Marty. This ends when I want it to.” 
 
    To Martel’s credit, he stood tall, matching the Labór’s eyes. “I will not allow you to use my show to recruit desperate people into your cult.”  
 
    “An accusation of ‘cult’ from a man without a soul.” 
 
    Martel seemed to notice something off camera. Shock came over the host’s face as some incident caused a scream off camera. 
 
    “Hope you don’t mind, I brought some of my own crew to keep an eye on the production here.” James took his seat, waving someone forward. “Now, I have more to say.” 
 
    The angle of the broadcast shifted to a wider shot of the studio as a commotion began. 
 
    Taya muted the feed, turning to Oscar. “What the fuck just happened?” 
 
    Oscar’s eyes were glued to the screen. “As Jordan moves, so do the Crusaders. Martel won’t let him take over his broadcast. James just wants headlines.” 
 
    Taya looked back to the screen, the display now showing an apology for the interruption. “Is Martel safe?” 
 
    “James couldn’t get away with harming him yet.” 
 
    “Did we see the same man? James isn’t functioning logically.” The magnitude of the conflict around Taya shifted into focus. “Why would he come back to the debate circuit today? Now?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea.” Oscar stared at the screen, eyes dark with concern. 
 
    “Did Martel know about Sarah?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Jordan said she’d talk with him. No clue if she was able to.” Oscar’s pale red eyes never moved. 
 
    Taya spent the rest of the trip watching Oscar message contacts she didn’t know about ramifications neither of them fully understood. The feed had switched over to some cooking show in which experimental chefs were working with printMeat made to reflect human flesh. Their meat was laid over mashed potatoes before a blood-toned gravy was poured over. 
 
    The two arrived at the wear technician’s office within the hour, Taya’s teeth gritted, Oscar’s expression dark. Stubbs greeted them with his characteristically large grin. 
 
     “Hey, Oscar. If Taya isn’t interested, I might be. You free for a drink?” 
 
    Oscar quirked an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t need much convincing.” 
 
    “Hey, shut up.” Taya stepped between the two. “Stubbs, I’m picking Katya up.” 
 
    Stubbs’ face sank to her. “I don’t suppose it’s too late to change my mind?” 
 
    “Who’s Katya?” Oscar asked. 
 
    “Stubbs, we got an address, and I can’t be pinged. We’re getting tagged by scanners and god knows what else.” Taya had to brace herself before saying the next part. “They tracked me to Sarah’s. She’s dead.” 
 
    Stubbs ran his hands through his wired mess of hair, inhaling deeply. “Taya, I—yeah, just take her. You dealing?” 
 
    Taya gave a grim smile. “I’m choosing not to process and be angry.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” Stubbs hesitated. “Do you need help? I can come.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Taya nodded to Oscar. “I already got backup.” 
 
    “I mean… I got some wear.” Stubbs gave a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Not on the level you’ll need.” 
 
    “Not legally I don’t.” His grin widened. “C’mon, you don’t think I obey those silly little regulations?” 
 
    Oscar threw his head back and shouted out a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Final hours before exams. KMN! Can’t sleep or focus enough to study. 
 
      
 
    Taya: What’s your BCC right now? 
 
      
 
    Juno: BCC? 
 
      
 
    Taya: Blood Coffee Content. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Painful even by your standard. <3 
 
      
 
    Taya: Would it help to know I’m about to get Oscar on Katya? Bet you I can make him scream with a wall crawl. 
 
      
 
    Juno: lol. Send me his info. I wanna see your first fanged friend. 
 
      
 
    Taya: We’ll grab a cup later today if I get the chance. I believe I’ll have updates. Would love your thoughts. <3 
 
      
 
    Taya sent over Oscar’s profile before refocusing on Stubbs awkwardly smiling at a still-bemused Oscar. 
 
    “Still no, Stubbs.” Taya loved him for his earnest desire to help, but Taya was done letting people near her get hurt. “I appreciate it, but Katya can only fit two anyway.” 
 
    Stubbs nodded in understanding. “She’s out back.” 
 
    The back lot of Stubbs’ shop was narrow, just wide enough for the three of them to stand abreast of each other. 
 
    At the very sight of the garage door, Taya squealed, punching Oscar’s arm with small rhythmic hits. 
 
    Oscar remarked, “I can honestly say I’ve never seen you this giddy.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen me with a reason to be giddy. She’s a fully stabilized wall-climber, Oscar! We can take the vents straight up and move at the speed we choose.” 
 
    Oscar smiled. “Do we choose fast?” 
 
    “You bet your cold clammy ass we choose.” 
 
    Stubbs threw Taya a scornful look. 
 
    She ducked her head apologetically. “Reasonably fast. Borderline slow, actually. A well-measured pace of ascent.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Stubbs’ eyes unfocused. There was a loud groan as the garage door pulled upward. 
 
    Oscar grumbled something about ‘clammy’ under his breath. 
 
    And there she was, the ride of a lifetime. Stubbs rolled Katya from her home and into the small alley. The neon lights from the ads out in the street slid along the bike’s melted curves, inviting Taya to straddle the magnificent beast. Her eyes drank it all in: the twin matte-black engines, the row of nozzles aimed in a flared skirt along the oval frame, a sleek windshield equipped with traffic-predicting technology. 
 
    Oh, the nozzles! We’re going for a wall-crawl! 
 
    Taya punched Oscar’s arm again. 
 
    “All right, verging on ‘ow’ now,” Oscar said. “Your wear is on.” 
 
    “No, it’s not! There. She. Is!” she gushed, seeing Katya for the first time in months. 
 
    Blood red, with blue highlights, the bike was all hard edges and long lines. The front was bulked up enough to completely shield the rider from headwinds, yet Katya still managed to look sleek. A circular headlight reflected a neon ad from above, flashing at Taya with a purple wink. Taya told herself it was a greeting, Katya returning her own excitement back to her. Never mind that the bike only had the most rudimentary A.I. 
 
    Stubbs walked the bike to Taya, bearing the same expression as a father handing over his child for weekend custody. “If these people are that dangerous, we’ll need to wipe her first.” 
 
    True to his word, Stubbs made them remove Katya’s plates and tracker chip, then grind down the registration number. Taking a somber moment with Stubbs before doing so, Taya sent her A.I. into Katya’s system and wiped it clean. If the bike was lost, it would be untraceable back to Stubbs. 
 
    Noting the solemn atmosphere between the two, Oscar scratched at his neck. “You two are pretty weird. There are, like, hundreds of these. You recognize that, right?” 
 
    “We do,” the two of them answered in unison. 
 
    “But this one’s Katya.” Taya turned to Stubbs. “I’ll treat her right, Stubbs, I promise.” 
 
    The technician wrapped his arms around Taya. “You stay safe, okay?” 
 
    Dropping all of the pretense around the bike, Taya returned the hug. “You did incredible work on me, Stubbs. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Of course you will.” Pulling away from the hug, Taya was surprised to see a tear on Stubbs’ cheek. He wiped it with his sleeve. “If you get hurt…” 
 
    “I’ll call a medical drone.” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Stubbs said. “You come here, and you let me fix you right. Free of charge. Okay?” 
 
    “Promise.” Taya squeezed his shoulder before mounting the bike. Oscar balked at the idea of riding behind her until she began mocking him for his fear. “You’re a fucking vampire. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good lord, fine!” Oscar mounted the bike clumsily, his knee bumping painfully into her back. “It’s kind of immoral to play the ‘you can take a hit’ card.” 
 
    Taya flipped the big, red switch. Twin engines roared to life. She took a pair of helmets and road jackets from Stubbs. “Well, we can worry about the morality of it if you die.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15: Up and Down 
 
      
 
    The vampire let out an uncharacteristic yelp as Taya cranked the throttle, taking the turn onto the street out front of Stubbs’ shop too wide, nearly hitting an oncoming delivery drone stacked high with raw printer plastic cubes. Only managing to stay vertical with the assistance of a few of the nozzles along the side of the bike flaring for balance, Taya let out a cry of glee. 
 
    “What the fuck, Taya?!” Oscar screamed over the engines. “I thought you could drive this!” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Taya motioned for Oscar to lower his face covering. “I’m not even licensed. Why do you think Stubbs hates me driving her? I’ve failed the test twice.” 
 
    The city moved in a blur. Running a security check through her systems, Taya ran through all possibilities of how they could be followed. Even if they had been tracked to Stubbs’ place, the odds of street cameras being able to track them for multiple floors was extraordinarily unlikely with her chosen path. 
 
    “I’m going to call Quinn,” Taya called over her shoulder. 
 
    Oscar’s arms tightened around her. “Is that a good idea? We don’t need him right now.” 
 
    “If things get hit, there’s no one else who could bring us the kinda backup we’ll need. I won’t tell ’im what we’re doing, but I’ll make sure he’ll stay available,” Taya assured him. “Just stay quiet.” 
 
    Opening her contacts, Taya saw a new message from Stubbs. 
 
      
 
    Stubbs: I fucking heard that. 
 
      
 
    Taya: No idea what you’re talking about. 
 
      
 
    Stubbs: Stay safe kid <3 I got a date tonight, but I’ll keep my alerts open. If you need me. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Hot date? 
 
      
 
    Stubbs: Potential husband date. You’ll be meeting him I’m sure… if you live (; 
 
      
 
    Taya: Bring them to my funeral if I don’t. 
 
      
 
    Taya set her system to mute the noise from the bike she usually enjoyed vibrating through her. The physical sensation remained as the roar of the bike became a dull moan. She rang Quinn. After two rings, his avatar entered her screen, black uniform perfectly pressed and red-striped police badge shining. 
 
    “Hey, Q.” 
 
    “Taya? Jesus. Are you okay?” The man’s voice sounded haggard, lacking his usual snide undertones. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay. Just caught up in a hurricane of all this.” 
 
    “You’re not… hurt?” 
 
    “Nah. I promise, I’m okay. You? 
 
    There was a long pause before Quinn responded in a much darker tone. “Did you take a job from Thomas?” 
 
    Oh… shit. 
 
    “So, hypothetically, if I—” 
 
    Quinn turned away before taking a long breath. “Taya, the fuck is wrong with you? Do you know how this looks?” 
 
    Oscar leaned forward as she stiffened on the bike. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taya murmured. 
 
    “Who are ya with, Taya?” 
 
    Taya considered lying. “Oscar. He’s been helping me.” 
 
    “You’ve been digging into this behind my back. It was you.” Quinn began to grind his teeth. She could hear it through the call. “That bartender you had me look up showed up at a hospital. He was brutalized, Taya.” 
 
    Taya hit the accelerator, dodging between two silver cars moving in perfect, automatic synchronization out of her way. “Quinn, you don’t understand where this—” 
 
    “No, Taya, you don’t understand what the fuck you’ve done! You won’t be able to come back from this. I can’t protect—they’ll fucking. Jesus, you goddamn moron.” Quinn’s words felt like an official condemnation. “You haven’t checked in for days. You’ve kept on a case after lying to me about it. Do you have no respect? No fucking character, Taya? I was right about you.” 
 
    Quinn’s words burned into her. 
 
    “You’re not my apprentice anymore, Taya. Do ya understand that? I’m done covering up for your bullshit. I’m not buying ya out of Thomas’ debt. I tried. I tried to believe Syd was right and you weren’t the motherfucka I thought you were.” 
 
    Taya’s hands became rigid on the bike. “Quinn, shove that fucking badge—” 
 
    “Good luck being a murderer for hire.” Quinn’s city accent fluctuated wildly, struggling with rage. “He’ll never let you out from under his thumb. So much for never going into debt again, eh? Oh, and ya place was clear. Has been every day I’ve checked. A year! A year I’ve cleaned you up.” 
 
    Taya’s eyes burned. The hurt within her was slipping away, replaced with something that had been long simmering under the surface. She wanted to scream at him in response, but she held back. “Then it must be a huge relief to be rid of me.” 
 
    Oscar leaned off from her back. She wished she could see his face, but keeping the bike moving between cars was consuming all of her concentration outside the call. 
 
    Quinn’s avatar laughed. “You really think you’re on top of it all, don’t you? Shit, ya stupida than I thought. Nothing but a wreck for yourself and everyone who gets near ya.” 
 
    “I’m sure as shit better for the city than you!” Taya shouted before swallowing. 
 
    There was no mercy in Quinn’s final words. “Ya gonna take this call out on Juno too? It’s great to have a willing punching bag, ain’t it? Always showing up and letting ya take out your fucked-up shit on her. You ignoring her messages too? You even ask her how her exam went? Or has it still been all about you?” 
 
    Taya ended the call, unmuting her system, letting the roar of the bike back in. She almost blocked Quinn altogether but stopped herself. 
 
    What the fuck was that? 
 
    “So…” Oscar’s voice was barely audible over the bike. Taya had cranked it to speeds well exceeding the legal limit. “Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” Taya ripped the throttle as she veered right. The light had been red, but the space between passing cars had been plenty. Taya squeezed the brakes harshly as she skidded the bike onto a pedestrian street, flying through a projected holomodel on the walking path. Jets flared on to slow the bike, startling several people out of Katya’s burning trajectory. 
 
    Oscar was clinging to her back, breathing heavily. He regained himself as they slowed. “Gods, Taya! So is Quinn working for James?” 
 
    A drone in their path went straight up, jumping the bike entirely to avoid getting plowed through. 
 
    Taya thought back over the conversation. “I don’t know. He knew about Paul.” 
 
    What had that been about ignoring messages? 
 
    Taya checked their conversations, seeing several messages from Quinn asking where she was and how she was dealing. There were well over a dozen missed calls as well. Her system had been completely muted. 
 
    When did I do that? 
 
    Taya turned again, bringing the bike into an alley between two delivery hubs. Small shop doors similar to Jordan’s lined the street. A few booths for quick sales divided the strip in two. Signs on all sides advertised products her mind didn’t bother to register. At the back of the alley, a large vertical slit exhaled the closest thing to fresh air Taya had ever experienced. The air was frigid, lacking any stench of sweat or people. Pure filtered air. It was being piped in from the ventilation floor on Thirty-Three. An entire city floor devoted to cleaning and distributing the air and water from outside. 
 
    Feeling the cool breeze over her skin, Taya tried to force down her anger toward Quinn. The man had stepped out of line before, but never such a brazen attack. He’d known about Paul. Jordan had said that would be impossible. Meaning Quinn had to have an in on those circles. Or… Paul had gone to the police for protection out of fear of the Labórs for talking. Quinn could have been pulled aside to ask why he’d run a trace on a man who was then beaten bloody. 
 
    Shit. Which is it? He’s saved me s— 
 
    “Taya!” 
 
    Oscar’s voice pulled Taya out of her focus. 
 
    They were within four meters of a black void in front of them. A blinking ‘Stop’ sign pulled back to avoid collision. She knew what would come next; Oscar obviously did not. 
 
    The bike’s engines roared as Taya prepared for the leap. She let the noise through her system again, savoring the consuming scream of the jets blaring to life. The stimulation was enough to become everything. A void made through chaos. 
 
    As the bike plunged into the darkness. 
 
    Oscar screamed. 
 
    The bike’s headlights illuminated a vast expanse within what looked like endless ductworks. Taya clung to the bike with her thighs as they began to sink into the darkness. The noise of the engines fell away and came back in a trembling echo. Taya’s mind fell back to the space in between life and death she’d been in before her encounter with Syd. 
 
    Darkness. 
 
    The far wall became visible. Taya flipped two switches with her thumbs, and every front nose flared. Activating her wear, she aided the bike by pushing with her feet, aligning it vertically. Her violet light mixed with the headlights’ illumination. Oscar crashed into her as their momentum shifted harshly. Two larger back jets kicked on, and the bike began its ascent, panel after massive panel of the ductwork zipping by. The airways of the megastructure were only populated by her and Oscar. In the truest way someone could be in Seven Zero Three, she and the vampire were alone. 
 
    Alone in the dark with a biter and… I know he’s nothing to fear. 
 
    The continued acceleration put serious strain on Taya’s arms and back. With Oscar’s added weight gripping her from behind, Taya kept her wear on high to maintain her grip. 
 
    “You good?” she called. 
 
    “I’m afraid of heights!” he yelled back, arms nearly crushing the air from her lungs. 
 
    Finding the humor in that, Taya took the risk of removing one hand from the bike, locking the direction, and squeezed Oscar’s arms across her chest. “You’ll be good. Just don’t look back—er—down.” 
 
    Aside from the occasional drone they whizzed by, the two of them were allowed to find peace in their ascent. The void around Taya gave her a feeling of security she’d hadn’t realized she’d missed until it returned. These drones were low-end maintenance machines, capable of monitoring the systems around them and little more. She doubted they even had the necessary parts to scan a human, let alone two speeding by on a lightbike. For several minutes, they rode in silence, the vibration and echo providing a blanketing white noise. After some time, her heart found a relaxing, slow rhythm, down from the adrenaline-fueled ride. Taya let her mind go back to Quinn, slowly, without emotion. 
 
    Quinn had to have known Taya had taken small gigs without his consent. It was common practice for apprentices to go off the list. You gotta make some extra cash and gain valuable experience without records being kept of your possible mistakes. Wasn’t legal, but everyone accepted the practice. Taya was pretty sure she’d even drunkenly told him about going on a stakeout with Stubbs. 
 
    The only difference she saw was this had been a kill job—but against a vampire, something Quinn despised. No, Thomas was the problem. Quinn had a powerful hatred of the man, partially because the dealer wouldn’t work with cops part-timing as enforcers, but mainly due to Thomas’ practice of dealing in kill jobs. Making things worse, while Quinn had been okay with her popping off on targets before, he’d never come close to the outright torture she’d inflicted on Paul. There were too many factors, and none of them gave her clarity on Quinn’s outburst. 
 
    A perfectly painted ‘Ninety-Six’ let Taya know she didn’t have much more time in her peaceful place. Exhaling, she turned to partially look back at Oscar. “We’re about to make it back into the street. We don’t know what will be waiting. I’m thinking this might be Robert’s property where Nita was taken. Are you sure you want to stick around for this part? Could be a fight.” 
 
    “Of course. You’ll need looking out for.” 
 
    Anxiety rising once again, Taya slowed the bike’s ascent and aimed for an exit. She’d never exited onto this floor, but all shafts led out onto some form of street. 
 
    Prepping the jets took only a few clicks, and then a blinking green light was projected onto the windshield. 
 
    “Hold on!” she hollered over the wind. 
 
    “More,” Oscar replied. 
 
    Pressing the source of the green light, Taya felt the bike launch beneath her. The bike spun off the wall, released as the magnets balancing the push and pull from the wall deactivated. They were freely launching upward into the middle of the vent. Light from the slit she was aiming for fell onto Taya’s face, the neon glow reflecting off her helmet into her eyes. Floor Ninety-Nine celebrated in pinks, reds, and purples. Already music was audible within the dark space now that the engines only hummed at a low rumble. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Taya throttled the bike back into gear, jets shoving the remaining momentum toward their way out. The bike twitched beneath her, making small corrections to stay on the path her A.I. instructed the machine to take. With her wear still cranked, it all came together to make her feel synchronized. It was a feeling unlike anything else. The bike’s power was hers to direct, and her body could keep up with whatever requirements were demanded. 
 
    Light washed over the front of the bike as their rotation completed. The world around Taya shifted from control within a magnificently peaceful void to distorted neon and startled faces. 
 
    Skittering and spinning, they came to a clumsy halt. Katya only showed mild scrapes and scuffs from the treatment. 
 
    Regaining her breath, Taya smiled at two men regaining their feet after diving out of the way. “Sorry, guys.” 
 
    The weight of the world hit her a moment later, causing her grin to melt away. 
 
    Oscar nearly leapt off the bike as they came to a complete stop. He was trembling, with his normally dark skin somehow seeming a touch paler than usual. “Probably shouldn’t take this to the house, right? It’ll be safer to walk. For sure. Shouldn’t ride. Just gotta bring the chip key thing. We can leave it here. Here is fine.” 
 
    Taya patted the seat behind her with a grin. “We’ll take it to a nearby garage and park it. From there we walk, keeping our faces covered. Promise we’ll go slow.” 
 
    He took a hesitant step back toward the bike. “And how will we do that? Helmets stand out in a crowd.” 
 
    “This is Ninety-Nine.” She pointed toward some curious onlookers gazing into the alley from the street. Each of them wore an elaborate party mask. “And it’s a New Orleans celebration. Look at the masks. We’ll be able to approach just fine.” 
 
    Thank you once again, Juno, for your fabulous intel. 
 
    She wanted to send Juno a thank-you message, but messages meant data being sent off, and that wasn’t something Taya wanted to risk right now after having her system breached by the drone. She settled on buying Jun several rounds on their next night out together. 
 
    They found a garage and tucked Katya inside. Emerging, Taya kept her helmet on and Oscar his hood up. A cart selling masks was located mere feet from the exit of the garage. Taya pulled herself a violet and gold as Oscar dawned a black and red with fangs hanging low over his lips. When she grinned at his choice, he only shrugged. Everything was going smoothly. Even if the cameras were trying to register faces from behind the masks, the dense crowds of dancers in the street mixed with the constant low-flying drones refilling the cheapest drinks Taya had ever seen meant clear shots for the occasional cameras were few and far between. She even snuck in a couple of small jigs with Oscar before they reached the most densely packed part of the district. Even if things went poorly, this felt like the beginning of the end. Taya would be free of… whatever this was soon enough. No more would Carlson’s eyes judge her actions. A pull from her vape would never taste better than it would tomorrow. 
 
    As they walked, Taya went over everything that had led them there. Her encounter with Sarah had been brief but vital. Nita had recognized Sarah Labór, which panicked Robert. Robert had been afraid enough of his father to kidnap and eventually murder a child. He got ratted on to his father, and James used an opening provided by Taya to kill Sarah. Now Taya wanted them both. The only question left unanswered was how an orphan with barely any access to the feeds had appeared in Dánkoma and recognized Sarah. But Robert had gotten rid of Nita, something he wouldn’t have done without finding out that answer for himself. Taya was sure of it. But still, something darker tickled at her mind. 
 
    “Oscar!” she shouted over the rhythmic bass. In clubs, the music was typically often only broadcast in systems you had to tune in to. Out in the street, the music was played out loud and in your face. Something she would greatly enjoy on any other day. The problem was that the overlapping songs were nearly impossible for even the best systems to properly tune out. 
 
    “Yeah?” He said something else she couldn’t make out. Her system did its best to filter out the street around them, but Oscar’s voice was getting chopped up by the algorithm as well. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I asked, ‘What is it?’” 
 
    Taya had to strain to be heard over a floating speaker system hovering above them. “Sarah didn’t know who killed Carlson.” 
 
    A larger man wearing a mask designed to resemble a stone statue fell into Oscar, forcing Oscar to push him back into the crowd. The drunken fool tried to throw his drink at Oscar, but the vampire simply batted the cup away. The man in gold and white tried to escalate the conflict with a raised fist, but a simple flash of Oscar’s fangs sent the stranger shoving his way through the mass of people in a panic. 
 
    “Jackass.” Oscar turned back to her and pulled her close. “Can it wait till we get to a different street? I can’t hear you.” 
 
    Frustration twisted her face, not with Oscar, but the crowd. The golden and white colors within the crowd began to stand out to her. Crusader colors. She wondered if their doctrine required repentance for the debauchery of the celebration. Probably not. Taya nodded to Oscar while shouting an unheard, “Yeah.” 
 
    They continued to be pressed together by the crowd as they moved away from the heart of the festival. Just as they finally got some room to breathe, an elbow smashed into Taya’s head and then into Oscar’s chest. 
 
    “Shit,” she growled, ignoring the apologizing man. 
 
    Oscar put an arm around her and moved them both into an alley. Aside from a drunken couple enjoying each other’s bodies in the darker end of the shadows, they finally found relief from the crowd. 
 
    “You good?” Oscar was able to ask. 
 
    She nodded, rubbing at the point of impact. Someone without armor woven into their skin would get a lump. 
 
    After several minutes within the twisted alleys buzzing with service drones supplying the districts, the two of them emerged into a small, purely residential district. Slim townhomes made of a combination of brick and steel now lined both sides of the street. A surprising amount of greenery, largely fake, decorated the center of the boulevard, holograms projecting falling flowers from the branches. 
 
    Looking back where they had come from, Taya watched an oversized holomodel dancing above the redlight district. Lights from the streets below shone up on her colorful skin, covered in glow depicting coral. 
 
    They shouldn’t call it glow on holomodels. Their skin already fucking shines. It’s just patterns. 
 
    Oscar was looking back with her. “The coincidence of this party only being one floor away from the college level isn’t lost on me.” 
 
    Taya turned from the drunken revelers. “Coincidence? Necessity. Rite of passage of the youth.” 
 
    “Youth? You’re twenty-seven.” 
 
    “And? Oh, I guess compared to an immortal—” 
 
    “I’m physically twenty-six. Just been around the sun a few hundred times.” Oscar pulled a bag of packblood from his pocket. He looked at her hesitantly. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Ya gotta eat.” 
 
    An artificial cherry blossom tree caught Taya’s eye. She approached the pink tree, watching the projected petals fall from plastic branches. The tree looked almost exactly like the real thing, almost. Even ignoring the waterfall of flush petals streaming from the branches, it struck Taya as too stiff. Nothing swayed like the trees she’d seen in the nature documentaries. No birds rested on the branches. 
 
    Removing her mask—wealthy residential areas rarely had extensive monitoring systems—Taya extended her hand and let a petal fall into her palm. The unseen projectors captured her movement and adjusted, stopping the flower from slipping through her fingers. Whoever the artist was who’d designed these petals was a master of their craft. Down to the smallest veins within the flower, the depiction was perfect. Even the way the flower bent in her hand as it rested was exact. 
 
    Letting the flower drop to the plastic printed to look like clay bricks, Taya felt the sadness she kept in check begin struggling its way to the surface. The flower vanished from existence the moment it touched the floor. A hand touched her shoulder. Taya turned, meeting red eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Oscar asked. 
 
    “No.” Taya cleared her throat, dusting her hands on her jacket before realizing how needless the move was. “But I will be.” 
 
    Oscar’s eyes drilled into her, seeking answers she wouldn’t give. 
 
    Taya tried to walk off, but Oscar grabbed her hand. 
 
    “I…” Oscar struggled with whatever he was trying to say. 
 
    “Just spit it out.” 
 
    Oscar looked away. “Nothing… I just wanted to say I’m sorry again.” 
 
    “Oscar, this isn’t going to happen.” Taya pulled her hand back. “I’m not ready, and I wouldn’t be good for you. I think you’d be decent for me, but that’s not a formula I find worth happening right now.” 
 
    Those red eyes caught hers again as he tucked his hands back into his jacket pockets. “That’s not—uh—yeah, Taya. That’s fine. I’m just sorry.” 
 
    Taya gave an uncertain smile, unsure what this response was. “You’re not going to leave me hanging here, right?” 
 
    “Attraction is not why I’m here.” He began to walk down the street. 
 
    Taya joined him. “Thank fuck, I was terrified I’d have to talk Jordan onto a lightbike. I think Stubbs might be projecting a bit as well. Think he’s keen on you too.” 
 
    “Ah, I’ll have to keep that in mind.” Oscar reached out and put an arm over her shoulder. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taya hesitated. “You know, I never thought the undead were much for friendships with mortals. Kinda seems like a bad move emotionally. How do you stay sane?” 
 
    Oscar didn’t answer. 
 
    “Have you, I don’t know, dated a human while dead?” 
 
    “Once.” Oscar’s voice became solemn. “It didn’t go well. I bit my ex. Didn’t turn him, but I wasn’t in control back then. He couldn’t trust me after that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Taya gave his arm a warm squeeze. “I mean, you seem in perfect control now. Have you reached out?” 
 
    “He’s been dead for seventy-eight years.” 
 
    “Ah.” Taya felt the need to try to find a better subject. “So how’s it being turned by the most famous vamp in the structure?” 
 
    Oscar’s mouth twitched into a grin. “It’s a working relationship.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I tend to get entrenched in negative thoughts while Martel has a sort of toxic belief in the good of others—at least, now he does. When we work together, we can agree on goals but struggle with how to get there.” 
 
    “Funny, I don’t see you as a particularly negative person.” Taya patted him on the back. “Despite all the black glow. You got a shiny shadow, Oscar.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He grinned at her. “We’ve just found it more productive to work toward the same cause at a distance with the occasional help given. Distance helps the overall relationship when we do see each other.” 
 
    Taya nodded. “Sounds like family.” 
 
    The neighborhood around them began to shift into a more downtown aesthetic. Many of the buildings began to loom above. Ads shone gloriously across a glossy street. The claylike bricks had been replaced with a dark, solid-looking print. The lights contrasted pleasingly over the street. A holomodel leaned down and pointed at Oscar, beginning a pitch about some product meant to warm up vampires’ core body temperatures. He waved the giant man away with, “Piss off.” 
 
    Halting in surprise, Taya remarked, “That was surprisingly efficient.” 
 
    “Learning a thing or two from my partner.” 
 
    Taya smiled. 
 
    “There.” Oscar pointed to a tall black building with relatively few ads running along its sides. 
 
    “Stay here.” Taya stepped off the sidewalk, donning her mask. 
 
    Oscar did the same, stepping back into an alley to keep watch. 
 
    She did several laps around the block, watching for anyone keeping watch themselves. No one stood out to her. There were couples at a small, cozy café. Several groups of people packed into a restaurant across the street. No drones stayed in the area longer than required, and all the cameras were resistant to even her most ambitious attempts to hack. This part of the city was like any other mixed district, and that bothered her. A pack of rowdy partygoers, also still wearing masks, broke her concentration with catcalls and whistles. Taya lifted her jacket and rested a hand on her folded rifle, causing the slobs to start off in the opposite direction. 
 
    Trash. 
 
    She headed back toward the alley she’d left Oscar to watch from, and he nodded for her to join him in the dark. She posted up next to the masked biter. 
 
    “Anything?” she asked. 
 
    “I thought a woman was following you, but she peeled off too soon.” He pointed to the café. “We can watch there for longer if you want to be sure.” 
 
    “Don’t think it’s needed.” Taya shrugged. “Seems clear to me, and we gotta head way up. Did you bring Sarah’s blade, by the way?” 
 
    “Blade?” Oscar’s head tilted to the side, looking perplexed. “What blade?” 
 
    “The lightknife that was in the laundry room with Sarah and me. The lightblade I used to tear that fucking drone in half. The one thing that can cut through just about any armor on the market, Oscar! Please for the love of god tell me you saw the sword. Did you not see the half-melted drone?” 
 
    “…I got the watch.” 
 
    “Oscar… fuck.” Taya just turned and walked away. 
 
    He caught up to her after only a few steps. “I’m sorry, Taya. I didn’t—” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She took a deep breath and realized she meant it. “If you didn’t see it, you didn’t see it. I didn’t mention the tattoo, you left a million-dollar weapon behind. We don’t get mad at ourselves for heat-of-the-moment oversights, right?” 
 
    He nodded approvingly. 
 
    They made their way to the entrance, unguarded and rather unassuming. 
 
      
 
    Juno: Hey, saw you’re getting close. Wanna meet? 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
    Taya shut off her system entirely as the front-door sensor tried to register her. The message had reminded her just in time. Oscar would be flagged immediately. Vampire lenses, by law, couldn’t be turned off. If a vampire let them die while in public, a ticket could be issued. Whirling, Taya put a hand on his chest and pushed him back from the sensor’s line of sight. 
 
    Oscar’s brows rose. “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t want another drone dropping in on me.” Taya nodded toward the censor atop the door. 
 
    He followed her upward nod and grunted. “I’ll… wait in the café. Keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Watch everyone who comes near this door.” Taya’s system had plenty of charge. She’d plugged into the bike, which provided a sensationally quick hit. “If the print quality is decent, get me a latte. Vanilla. I’ll try to keep this short.” 
 
    Turning, Taya took in the large lobby. It took up most of the foyer of the building with a café of its own run by buzzing bots. The attempt at an industrial aesthetic didn’t quite land right with the amount of neon light coming in from the street. People moved about the space in finer clothes than most outside. It all came together to ring solidly of expensive housing even for this high-floor district. 
 
    Heading inward, Taya rebooted her system, hoping no one who worked there would notice someone entering without the door scanner chiming. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    A humanoid robot sat with perfect posture behind the reception desk, staring at her with shining eyes. Its clear skin revealed a hyper-organized collection of electronics within in shades of grays and dark blues. “Welcome, guest. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “I’m good.” Taya walked past the desk and café, heading toward the elevator well. 
 
    “Have a beautiful day,” the fiercely human voice of the robot called after her. 
 
    “I just might,” Taya murmured. 
 
    She was about to repeat the same hack that had allowed her into Sarah’s building but froze as she reached the elevators. Depending on the building’s level of security, a careless hit from her could sound silent alarms. If the Labórs were as paranoid as they seemed to be, she could get made the second her system touched the building’s network. 
 
    “Are you in need of assistance?” 
 
    Taya jumped at the words, whirling on the robot. Her hand touched her pistol before she jerked it away. “No. Go.” 
 
    “May I ask whom you’re visiting?” The machine continued its inspection of her. 
 
    “No. My business is private.” 
 
    The robo-receptionist nodded with a slightly mechanical sound but didn’t move. Taya swallowed, unnerved by the textureless eyes weighing her. She ticked up the strength of her glow until it reflected in the dead eyes. 
 
    “May I see some identification?” 
 
    “I’m not required to provide I.D. to your kind.” 
 
    “Security is our residents’ m—” 
 
    “Stop,” she commanded. “I want to be left alone.” 
 
    Taya turned to the elevator keypad, knowing the machine was watching her closely. She barked, “I’m calling your management.” 
 
    Faking a call, she sent her A.I. at the building’s system, into the separate security network, and breached the pad. All while trying to mime punching in some code. 
 
    The machine didn’t back down. “You seem unable to summon—” 
 
    The elevator lit up. 
 
    Forcing a grin to her face, Taya turned on the machine. “See? Just needed a moment to remember. Christ.” 
 
    “I apologize.” The eyes never budged from her face. Emotionless voids incapable of wavering. “I notice your system is private. May I have your name for our ledger? Returning guests can benefit from—” 
 
    I’m made. 
 
    It didn’t matter what she said. The machine began pinging her system. “No. Leave me immediately.” 
 
    “Apologies, ma’am.” The receptionist began moving back to its desk, head turned completely around to watch her, a blinking light in its eye signaling that a recording was being taken. “Have a nice day.” 
 
    Taya entered the elevator with an exhale of frustration. If the Labórs didn’t already know she was here, they would soon. No machine, even in a position of security, could restrain a citizen. Normally Taya could flash her ‘almost an enforcer’ badge and get by. Now there was either Crusader muscle or the police on the way. She had minutes. If it was police, she would spend the rest of the day answering questions. No way Quinn would help her. 
 
    After a quick ride, Taya arrived at the sixth and highest level. 
 
    Getting to the apartment bearing the number Six Eight Six, Taya tried the handle. Locked, of course. To her surprise, the handle itself wasn’t connected to any system. It required an old-school key. A simple measure to keep the apartment safe from outside influence. None of the other doors in the lavishly decorated hall had the same mechanism. 
 
    No time for subtlety. 
 
    Taya flared her wear and slammed her elbow into the door. The printWood frame cracked from her second blow, and the door swung open on the forth. The quality was stronger than any real wood she’d heard of. 
 
    The sound of a neighbor checking on the noise caused Taya to turn. A man in his middle years stared at her from a cracked door, red diamond glow complementing wide brown eyes. He stood with confidence and pulled the door open further. “May I help you?” 
 
    “Nah.” Taya answered. Knowing the clock was already ticking, she lazily pulled her pistol from its holster. “Just here to rob the place. Unless you’d rather I come do yours?” 
 
    The man slammed his door. 
 
    She turned back to the now open apartment, the darkness within cutting the faint light from the hall startlingly short. Taya stepped through the threshold, closing and locking the door behind her. At the motion, the home’s system kicked on, bulbs burning to life all along the trimming. The space maintained the white-and-gold scheme of the hall. Furniture was sparse, all with hard lines and monochrome colors. The living room was structured around a massive rock set into the floor. 
 
    There was no way Sarah would have decorated a place to look like this. Taya went deeper into the home, noting a man’s shirt tossed lazily over the back of a recliner. 
 
    “So, someone’s still hunkered down.” 
 
    After she pinged the home’s system, a list was revealed of functions open to anyone within the apartment. Basic lighting, the metal blinds currently blocking the ads from outside, and several other functions such as activating various appliances. All painfully standard. Taya wasn’t expecting to find a public database titled ‘Evidence,’ but it was all unremarkable. She sent her A.I. to get her access to whatever the admin had control over for the home. An alarm was counting down to summon the police. Quinn’s gift of a police-grade A.I. made preventing that easy. 
 
    Unwashed dishes were in the sink, a common-looking gold watch on the kitchen table, and— 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Across the living room Taya spotted an open office door with a large data pad hooked into a keyboard setup. She walked across the living room, imagining the office door would somehow slam shut and lock itself. 
 
    A familiar smell kept tickling Taya’s nose. 
 
    It only grew stronger as she entered the office. The harsh decor matched the rest of the apartment. The only illumination came from warm track lighting encircling the office. Plopping down in a black leather chair behind the glass desk, Taya poked the desk’s display and— 
 
    Taya’s throat went dry. A cold chill ran down her spine as the pit in her stomach she had ignored for so long exploded with the force of confirmed suspicions. A mixture of rage, fear, and betrayal made Taya grab the screen and slam it closed into the desk. 
 
    She took several long breaths before lifting the screen from its case. A series of long cracks now ran from one end of the screen to the other, splitting the image of a gold shield with a red stripe, the insignia of the structure’s police department. The number at the bottom of the shield was Quinn’s precinct. 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    Not wanting to wait for an attack to penetrate the home’s data bank, Taya began rifling through the desk, finding further evidence in the second drawer from the top: an old-school pistol that fired powder rounds. A powder pistol she recognized, down to the make and exact model. The last round the weapon had fired went directly into Taya’s chest, cracking the netting she’d just paid Stubbs to install. Last Taya’d seen it, Quinn had pocketed the weapon, promising to turn it over to the S.P.D. 
 
    But here it is. 
 
    Taya continued her search more frantically, spilling the contents of the draws to the floor. More proof—rings, ones Quinn rotated through. She picked one up, recognizing a printed sapphire nestled under metal bent to look like frayed wire curled in a tight knot. 
 
    A call from Oscar began pinging her. 
 
    Is he here? 
 
    She wanted to confront Quinn. She wanted to break his fucking legs and get every answer he could provide her. If she just ignored the call and waited, Taya could do exactly that. The problem was, it could also be the police. If so, getting out of the building would be nearly impossible. 
 
    She answered. 
 
    “Taya! Get out now! He’s here! Move!” Oscar was panicking. 
 
    “Good. I want to ask him why.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Oscar exclaimed. 
 
    Taya tucked the powder pistol into her waistband before drawing her own pistol and chambering a round. 
 
    “Robert has got security with him. Two Crusaders in that bulky armor.” 
 
    “Fuck. It’s not Quinn?” 
 
    “Why would it be Quinn?” Oscar’s avatar began jogging in place as he moved. 
 
    “It’s Quinn’s apartment.” 
 
    “Taya, it’s not Quinn! It was Robert and security!” 
 
    Taya started out of the chair, stomach knotting in a new way. “Shit. Wait, really? How long ago did they enter?” 
 
    “About thirty seconds. They went straight for the elevators. Move!” 
 
    Ending the call, Taya weighed the odds of running into Robert in the elevator. The hall was long, but making it to the stairwell seemed doable. Six flights of stairs before they realized the apartment was empty didn’t seem crazy. Taya just couldn’t be in the apartment when they arrived. Crusader soldiers were ridiculous, but their training wasn’t. The armor they often wore provided much of the benefits of internal wear while not having to worry about regulation. But it was what the Labórs themselves could bring to the table that terrified her. She wanted justice, but at a range with a high-caliber rifle. Not outnumbered and likely outgunned. 
 
    Running from the office, Taya made it to the front door before a familiar rolling voice reached her ear. Maintaining her momentum and lurching away from the front door, Taya ripped open another door to find a coat closet. She fell into it and crouched down. As the lock began to roll inward, Taya sent a command to turn off the apartment lights as she shut off her entire system. On a last-second whim, she left the door cracked just wide enough for her to be able to see out, a thin beam of light slipping into the closet with her. 
 
    The door swung inward once again, and three men spilled into the room. Two wore the standard white suits and gold fringe of Crusader security. After them came Robert Labór. He walked with a stiff back, a leaner image of his hulking father. Blond instead of white hair and without the short beard. The youngest Labór kept looking back over his shoulder as the security began opening doors. He stopped just outside Taya’s closet, a nervous bounce in his posture. 
 
    She took in his expensive suit, lack of outwardly visible glow, and uncomfortable aura. The way his head jerked from side to side as the sounds of searching came from deeper within the apartment. 
 
    I could end it. 
 
    Taya’s mind froze at the thought. Quinn worked for him, had to have been responsible for her being used to set up Oscar, which meant Nita’s death was at this man’s feet. Taya realized her hand was on his pistol, drawing it from its holster. 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    The words made Taya start. 
 
    She watched as Robert pulled a small holoprojector from his pocket, then squatted down to set it on the floor. If he just turned his head to the cracked closet door, Taya knew he’d see her. The device clicked as Robert stood, an array of toe-knuckle-sized black orbs detaching and floating upward. 
 
    It took Taya a moment to realize why she found them so unsettling. They made no noise in their ascent, no visible motor propelling them upward. Only when they reached a concentric positioning did a click split the air. A section of each sphere opened, revealing projection lenses that faced back toward the baystation they’d released from. Flashing lights rose and fell before the drones synchronized, and the image of James Labor appeared. The drones clicked again as outward-facing lenses were exposed. 
 
    The projection of James Labór wore a flashier suit than his son, a pearl-white jacket over a golden shirt. It was a change from his interview earlier in the day. A white tie completed the look with a golden, two-tiered cross. The interview had hidden just how large James was. Taya had thought about how Labór had dwarfed the tall Martel. Each shoulder couldn’t have been much smaller than Taya’s head. Easily over two hundred pounds and most of it not fat. James turned to take in his son. “You’re in focus now.” 
 
    Moving beyond the closet, James’ stride reminded Taya of a bear, slowly pacing itself around a cage it had yet to grow comfortable in, a layer of fat veiling muscle underneath. The drones moved in sync with his progress, a faint glitch in James’ step marking where the projection accommodated for any discrepancies in environment. He moved from Taya’s field of view. 
 
    “Did you find her?” James asked, the baystation’s speaker struggling with his booming voice. 
 
    “No, Cardinal,” one of the men responded. “But the desk said she hadn’t come back down. We have men at the doors. She’s not getting out.” 
 
    Robert was nearly bouncing on his toes with apprehension, still in view of Taya. “She still could have slipped out. We should have teams searching the floor.” 
 
    “Is that so?” James came back into view, hologram stepping uncomfortably close to his son. Taya heard the older man let out a long exhale through his nostrils, the positioning of the baystation making every word sound as if he was staring Taya directly in the eye. “And do you have any idea how she found your man’s home?” 
 
    Robert’s eyes dropped to the floor as he took an uncomfortable step back from the image of his father. 
 
    James turned from his son. “I’m beginning to grow weary of my family’s sins.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    Looking at his men tossing the apartment, James said, “Can’t even watch over your brother’s home without letting your rats run amok in it.” 
 
    “It should be impossible to find this place. The Ghost couldn’t have gotten to him,” Robert answered. “Paul must’ve—” 
 
    “It was Sarah, boy,” James interrupted. “She’s still working to ruin all of this. You were just dumb enough to let your swine live here.” 
 
    “Quinn earned a raise. You cut me—Father, I don’t think Mother—” 
 
    “Mother? Still?” James rolled over him. “May god help you, child.” 
 
    I’m not the only one hunting Quinn now. No way he’s out of the Structure. Where is he?  
 
    For a time, only the sounds of the Crusaders searching for her came. Taya pulled herself deeper into the closet, terrified they’d somehow hear her heart beating. 
 
    “She was returned to me.” James’ voice made Taya flinch. 
 
    “You found her?” Robert asked. 
 
    “This Ghost did exactly as I thought she would. Watching the movement of pawns always gives away the grand strategy. The witches must be desperate if they use someone so sloppy.” 
 
    “Is she… okay?” Robert’s voice betrayed his fears. 
 
    “She was resting on my couch last I saw, peaceful as a woman in her condition can be. Though, I am willing to admit, it was good to see her again.” 
 
    Taya’s hands went numb as James lied to his son. Robert clearly didn’t know Sarah had been killed, and something in James’ tone let Taya know he liked Robert’s not knowing. Her stomach twisted, feeling pity for the child of this monster. 
 
    An actual smile cracked the tension on Robert’s face. “If you allow me to take her into my custody, I promise there won’t be any more trouble. She’ll be able to answer some of our questions, I’m sure. She can still find the light.” 
 
    “Promises,” James rumbled. “You should know, she’s joined the dead. Not one of the living anymore.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the measures she took when… abandoning us,” Robert assured him. “I know what to expect.” 
 
    “So nothing has changed for you then.” The voice from the floor outside the door held false mirth. “Unfair. So much has changed for me.” 
 
    The patriarch of the Labór family walked out of the slit of Taya’s view, but his steps sounded louder than those of the guards. “Anything?” he called. 
 
    “Broken display,” came from a new male voice. “Screens cracked to hell. Some drawers pulled. Aside from that, it’s just an empty apartment. No Ghost. No Pig.” 
 
    One of the guards walked back into Taya’s view, ignoring Robert as he approached the closet. 
 
    Taya pushed her way to the back of the space, allowing a trench coat to drape in front of her. A heartbeat later, a shadow blocked the light spilling into the closet. 
 
    “Dad, did you hurt her?” Robert asked. 
 
    A stillness hit the air. The closet door remained only slightly ajar. Taya desperately wanted to reboot her system so she could be ready to protect herself. All the bodyguard needed to do was look down to see her boots. But activating her system would make her wear visible in seconds. 
 
    “Sir, I d—” The guard just in front of her was silenced by something Taya couldn’t see. 
 
    “Before I allow you to see your stepmother, Robert, find me either the Pig or the Ghost.” James’ voice wasn’t cold or scolding. He held the exact same tone he had when speaking with Martel an hour or so earlier. “Consider it a mercy I don’t require both.” 
 
    The closet door swung closed, causing Taya to start. Could they have heard her jacket whisper against the coats around her? They’ll think it was a coat pushed by the wind of the door closing. That’s all. Right? 
 
    “Both of you, start knocking on doors. She could have forced her way into another apartment.” James’ voice came from deeper in the apartment. “Robert, you’d better hope our fine security missed something here.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t believe we can leave Robert alone—” 
 
    “Robert has made it well known he feels comfortable in Stewart’s home. Comfortable enough to invite the unbaptized to sleep here.” James’ voice seemed to come from the kitchen. He seemed more jovial. Encouraging almost. “I won’t have Robert seen hunting some woman throughout the building, Federico.” 
 
    There was a brief silence followed by the front door opening. 
 
    “And Robert…” 
 
    “Yes, Father?” 
 
    “Find both and I might remove my men from your security detail. Make me proud.” The tone was thick with disappointment. 
 
    There was an unmistakable sound of the drones returning to their baystation. 
 
    The door closed. Taya was alone in an apartment with Robert Labór. There was a long drawn out silence broken by the sound of glass shards being swept up. She heard a bin open and the sprinkle of glass landing in it. 
 
    Quinn’s on the run. He fucked up bad enough to earn James’ ire. 
 
    Taya decided it was time to reboot her system, sending a command to skip her wear’s usual start-up sequence. 
 
      
 
    Taya: Wait for me outside. 
 
      
 
    Oscar: Just give the word. 
 
      
 
    She listened as Robert rummaged through the apartment, an occasional curse murmured in the dark. Taya dared to push open the closet door, thankful for the expensive silent hinges. A slightly larger crack provided her a view of the Labór, now sitting on the couch in the dark, a hand rubbing his face in a sign of stress. The man looked far younger than Taya expected. She assumed the images had been out of date, but Robert couldn’t have been past his early twenties. Even if they had started him with surgeries young, he still hadn’t lost his boyish aura. His blond hair was shaved around the sides, long bangs half covering his face. No wrinkles cut through his deep frown, resulting in an inhuman expression. His light eyes shone slightly. The only feature that shocked Taya was how worn his suit looked. It fit perfectly, but Robert clearly hadn’t changed in days. 
 
    Robert sprang to his feet, hollering, “Fucking cunt!” 
 
    At first Taya thought he was talking to her, but she quickly realized the outburst for what it was. 
 
    Robert made his way back toward the kitchen. As he opened the freezer, still murmuring under his breath, the light illuminated a large stain across the front of his button-up shirt. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    Holstering her pistol, Taya pulled the pack from her back. Afraid to breathe too heavily, she pulled the zipper one tooth at a time. Listening for any warning from Robert, she slowly lifted her new rifle, keeping it in its folded state. Leaving her pack on the floor, she turned and allowed herself two deep breaths before acting. 
 
    Taya silently pushed open the closet door. She leveled her rifle as the man stiffened, slowly turning. Golden light burst from Robert’s eyes, the activation of wear Taya was sure. He froze at seeing her, a glass of vodka lowered from his lips. Fear slipped onto his face before vanishing in an instant, replaced by a cocky grin. 
 
    Taya raised her own glow, dwarfing the man’s weaker light. 
 
    He turned to face her. “I can honestly say it’s nice to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Did you kill Mrs. Carlson?” Taya’s finger slipped onto the trigger. 
 
    “What?” Robert’s voice didn’t sound cowed anymore, a hint of mirth coming with the question. Under Taya’s barrel, the grin remained stretched across his molded face. “Fuck no. I mean, I had her killed, but I didn’t kill her. Jesus.” 
 
    A pang of distaste almost made Taya pull the trigger. She wouldn’t miss this close. Taya settled for hurting him the only way she knew she could. 
 
    “Sarah is dead. Your father murdered her with a drone.” Taya let no emotion enter her voice, trying to be as cold as Oscar. “She died regretting helping you.” 
 
    Robert’s grin slipped before he could paste it back on. “And why would I believe any of that? Seriously, if you’re trying to get—” 
 
    “Because I watched her die, Robert. We talked. Who do you think gave me this address?” She drilled on. “You think your father would just leave her at your house? Are you as daft as he thinks you are?” 
 
    He turned from her, taking a drink, then turned back with a stilted twist on his face. “He wouldn’t—fuck…” 
 
    Robert put his hands on the counter and bowed his head, his hunch reminding Taya of a rabbit, always on the watch for danger. Robert dramatically thumped the counter with a fist. Something about it felt wrong to Taya, performative. “How the fuck did that girl recognize her? Did your people do that? How? Tell me.” Practiced fury. No tears came to his eyes; his breath came evenly. “Jesus, why didn’t you just shoot the fucking vampire? One biter dead, and you’d get your license, right? That was the deal?” 
 
    He stepped toward her. 
 
    The rifle ignited, loud whipping snaps filling the apartment as a burst of three rounds launched at Robert. He stumbled back, letting out a pained cry as the hiss of the cartridges died. 
 
    Taya watched for the spread of blood, but none came. 
 
    Robert looked down at his suit. “Well… I didn’t expect you to do that.” He smoothed his suit and looked at her with a wry smile. “Quinn was right about you.” 
 
    It didn’t even split the suit. 
 
    He counted off three fingers. “Impulsive, trigger-happy, idiot. Just not as stupid as him. Possibly not as stupid as him. Wow, good god. I’ve never actually been shot before. Exhilarating.” He began making himself another drink, clearly struggling with something within himself. His voice stabbed between pain and held anger. “My father, he’s taken me under his wing. It’s good, you know? I get it all now. I just need to stop… disappointing. M—Sarah left us. She abandoned Stewart and me, right? The church—it’s letting me see the light.” 
 
    Another burst of anger and swearing caused Taya to slip her finger back onto the trigger. Hoping it would make a difference, she adjusted her aim toward the man’s head. 
 
    Robert slowly walked toward her, glass pulled from the freezer filled nearly to the brim with clear spirits. The liquid sloshed over the rim, spilling onto white knuckles. “I’ve been given power. The power of God and man. We’re warriors fighting demons.” 
 
    She backed toward the door as Robert moved for the couch. 
 
    “No,” Robert commanded. “Go that way, and I spill the friendly beans.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Robert’s anger evaporated, a perversion of his previous grin sliding in place, a pale imitation of his father’s confidence coming over him. “Cheaper than you think to get access to the wear registry. Stubbs? Did you know he’s got unregistered wear in ’im? Nice little shop, though. Then there was the pretty thing with the pink glow. Beautiful really. Quinn told us all about—” 
 
    She shot Robert’s skull. 
 
    Robert’s head snapped back. No blood came. Just a long chuckle as he slowly lowered his eyes back to Taya. The glass had spilled most of its contents onto the couch. “Shit. You are stupid.” 
 
    “Quinn was right. I would have shot Oscar on sight.” Taya lowered her rifle. It was useless. There wasn’t even a blemish on Robert’s skin to show where her rounds had impacted. This would be physical. “But Sarah called me. When you told her what you planned, she tried to save Oscar from you. She hated what you were doing. Saw what a lapdog you’d become for daddy.” 
 
    Her words brought a tightness to Robert’s face, the grin struggling to stay in place. “And you knew her so well? What we went through together?” 
 
    “‘We’?” Taya asked. “So you went through so much, helped her hide, and now you’re falling in line with the man who killed her?” 
 
    “Why are you wearing my mother’s watch? Did you steal it from her after you killed her?” Robert’s imitation of his father vanished, replaced by something far darker. The desperation of a dog kicked too many times, finally finding a rodent it could take its abuse out on. She realized there was no way Robert was going to let her out that door. There was no intel to be gained from him. Robert wouldn’t turn on his father. He would blame her and go back to licking the hand that hit him. He took a step toward her. “The lies of the sinner are drenched in self-righteous justifications. Mother had a path to redemption corrupted by you. It doesn’t matter how she died, you got her killed.” 
 
    “Oh, you are gone. I get why she lost faith in you.” Taya cranked her neck from side to side, feeling every piece of wear Stubbs had put in her whir to life. “Are you going to keep letting me mouth off, or are you waiting for Daddy to come handle me too?” 
 
    Robert reached into his jacket. 
 
    Taya launched herself, wear cranked to its upper limit. Her knee slammed into Robert’s chest, driving the air from his lungs. She blindly threw a fist and connected with his jaw, sending spittle onto the couch. Robert’s armor could stop bullets from shredding his insides, but rocking someone’s brain inside their skull tended to have a universal effect. 
 
    “What was I even afraid of?” Taya threw a solid follow-up hook, cranking Robert’s head the other direction. “So much armor, nothing to back it—” 
 
    Faster than she thought possible, a hand found her throat. She choked as it tightened, lifting her effortlessly upward. Robert stood, holding Taya as she kicked and clawed at his hand. Panic seized her mind as she struggled to breathe. She felt Robert’s hand reach for her side, drawing the pistol at her waist before punching it into her ribs and pulling the trigger repeatedly. Taya felt the armor crack, but Stubbs’ work saved her from far worse. With a roar, Robert brought Taya down, slamming her into the stone table. Her system flashed several warnings as it worked overtime to keep the blinding pain from sending Taya into shock. Lifting her again, Robert screamed as he slammed Taya down again, causing her teeth to crack. 
 
    A broken wheeze was all she could manage, having only barely managed to prevent her skull from splitting on the rock. Doing her best to roll away, she began to struggle to her feet, a shameful groan escaping. Her only strength remaining came from her wear, allowing her to shakily rise. 
 
    “C’mon. Can’t go down with one,” Robert mocked. 
 
    A kick landed against Taya’s broken ribs. She felt the full weight of the pain before any numbing could intervene. Taya clutched her side, shattered ribs moving under her hand. The sensation made her stomach churn. 
 
    The Labór walked back to the kitchen, slamming his drink before putting it in the sink. “I’ll give you a moment. Try again.” 
 
    Feeling her system catch up with the damage done to her, Taya managed to stand as half her body went numb. 
 
    “Ready?” Robert asked. 
 
    Taya ran at him, faking a kick before spinning into an elbow strike. The blow landed, as well as her follow-up. With every bit of strength available to her, Taya was able to land well over half the blows she threw at Robert. She even managed to bring a trickle of blood from his nose and a slug of the crimson fluid from a hook to his jaw, but she never managed to wipe the smile from his face. 
 
    Unable to find an opening of his own, Robert threw his entire weight into Taya, sending them both to the floor. Ignoring the pain that managed to slip through, Taya pivoted under the larger man and surprised him with a headbutt. Robert tried to dip his head to avoid another hit, allowing Taya to enter a guillotine hold. Arm snaking under Robert’s chin, Taya locked Robert’s head under her armpit and squeezed. 
 
    Then all of her added strength vanished. 
 
    Taya fell clumsily down to the ground, her entire system evaporating, her strength switching off, her hud blipping out of existence. 
 
    Robert’s laugh filled the air around her as he easily pulled his head from her grasp. A giddy chuckle escaped him as he rose above her. “He was right. I didn’t understand. You all do want us dead. You shot and attacked me in my brother’s home. Then you beat me.” 
 
    Taya raised her arms to protect herself from Robert’s downward hook, her entire body snapping to the side with the force of the hit. The next hit caused her head to bounce off the floor, sending lights dancing before her eyes. Another came, powerful enough to make her forget to keep her arms up. The final rocked her jaw with a painful crack, several teeth shattering. 
 
    The pressure on her chest eased. Slowly rolling over and pushing herself to her hands and knees, Taya looked up at the man, who wiped blood from his knuckles. 
 
    “I need to focus and prepare for what’s coming. I need to become the man the cause needs me to be.” Bending at the waist Robert forced her to meet his gaze. “Don’t you understand? God chooses favorites. And your kind, those,” a lazy hand pointed downward, “wallowing with the infection, none of you get to touch us without being punished. Now, how did the girl know? Did the fucking witches tell her?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Taya spat a mixture of blood. 
 
    He leaned in close enough for her to smell his breath—or would if she could smell past the blood in her mouth. “We own this world. You’re all just our little fucking toys. I’m going to make you believe that before I’m done with you.” 
 
    With a roar, Taya found her strength and launched herself at Robert, pain slowing her attack to little more than a lazy shoulder strike. Robert moved with her momentum and grabbed Taya by the jacket collar. In a blink, Robert’s leanly muscled arm was around Taya’s neck, pinning her against his chest, standing tall enough for her feet to kick above the floor. 
 
    Panic set in as he slowly squeezed, a steel vise closing in on the struggles of a child. She fought for breath, something in her neck crushing as Robert whispered a soft, “Husssshhhhh.” Robert picked up his glass and finished the last drops, ignoring Taya’s thrashing. “I haven’t done this since Stewart was locked up.” He walked her toward the kitchen as he strangled her, movements casual and controlled. Taya’s discarded pistol lay on the counter. “It will hurt. More than you thought possible.” 
 
    Bringing her nails up, Taya gouged at his eyes. 
 
    Robert slammed her down onto the floor. A pathetic rattling gasp was all she was allowed before he lifted her by the back of the jacket. Robert dragged her back to the stone centerpiece. “Fine then. Let’s get rid of that pesky fight first.” 
 
    Her fingers found her discarded rifle. Robert hadn’t even bothered to make sure it was kicked out of reach. As he lazily tossed her onto the stone, Taya sloppily aimed the weapon with one hand and fired. 
 
    Ignoring the impacts, Robert snatched the gun from her with ease. 
 
    “Frustrating.” Robert firmed his grip on the barrel before slamming the hardened plastic down onto her head. He brought the weapon up again, aiming for her nose. She felt her face crunch under the blow. When she raised her hands to block the next hit, Robert punished her by stomping on her stomach, a torrent of blood spraying from her mouth as she gasped. She lost count of the impacts before the rifle finally shattered in his hand. A knee pressed into her face, smearing the blood flowing and congealing there while he yelled something her mind couldn’t process. 
 
    Robert threw the broken pieces of the rifle away, hard enough to crack the glass of one of the large windows lining the far side of the apartment. Taya felt the man’s sweaty hands grab her belt and collar. He lifted her off the rock, high above his head. 
 
    No. 
 
    The force with which Robert slammed her down broke the world. Taya’s vision went white. Pain exploded throughout her. Bones bent and snapped in unnatural directions. Stubbs’ work was ruined; she was broken. 
 
    The sensation of being lifted again brought a renewed wave of pain as bone ground on bone. Robert draped her over one of his shoulders, a sack of broken limbs in a suit of skin. Her eyes managing to focus, Taya saw the kitchen drawing nearer yet again. 
 
    Fight or die. 
 
    Taya tried desperately to turn her wear back on, but there was no interface to send commands with. A pain in her back reminded her of the last weapon available to her. She tried to close her fingers around the powder pistol grip somehow still tucked into her belt. Only three digits responded to her panicked grasps. 
 
    It was enough. With her thumb, middle, and ring finger, Taya drew the weapon. 
 
    Robert showed no fear at the small-caliber weapon. 
 
    Sluggishly, Taya tried to think where she could possibly inflict pain. Unable to aim beyond raising the weapon, Taya went with the only plan her broken body would allow. Taya brought the muzzle of the pistol’s barrel up to Robert’s ear and fired. 
 
    The powder round erupted with a loud enough bang to fill the entire apartment. Robert cried out, dropping Taya and clapping a hand to the side of his head. 
 
    Taya landed in a horrid tangle and let out her own scream of pain. A numbing stiffness was building throughout her, terrifying her. Already the rush she’d felt was sinking away, consumed by pain. A foggy thought of the vampire blood still within her connected. It was likely the only reason she could still move. 
 
    She looked up at Robert, vision clearing. 
 
    The man pulled a palm away from his ear, examining it as if expecting to see blood. “Fuck! Jesus! Holy shit! What was that?” 
 
    I will kill you. 
 
    A kick to Taya’s stomach sent her spiraling. She bounced off the far window, unsure if more crunches came from her or the already cracked glass. 
 
    “Go on! Pick it up!” Robert commanded. “See if it makes a fucking difference!” 
 
    Taya coughed, spittle dripping from her lips. She’d landed on her shattered rifle. 
 
    She took solace in not having called Oscar for help. She doubted the Labór could be hurt by a packblooded. Whatever tech he was using was far beyond what the open market offered at any price. He shrugged off rounds strong enough to shred armor, and a beating from her had failed to crack his teeth. Or, worse, it was magic Taya couldn’t begin to understand. 
 
    “FIGHT OR DIE!” It was her mother’s voice this time. 
 
    With a scream of pain, Taya planted her hands beneath her and pushed. One of her knuckles slid out of—or back into—place. Her knee slipped to the side as she tried to regain her balance, but eventually it cooperated. One of her wrists buckled, but Taya kept rising, refusing to give up. Blood dripped from her teeth as she growled. 
 
    “Genuinely, seriously impressive.” Robert loomed above her now. He grabbed her under the arms and hauled her to her feet, sending pain lancing through her, her automatic suppression no longer functioning. “Can you stand?” 
 
    Taya’s legs shook as she loaded a punch and threw it. Robert’s head didn’t even turn at the impact. 
 
    He retaliated by bashing his head into her already broken nose. 
 
    The world went white, a ringing preventing her from hearing whatever Robert was yelling. 
 
    Everything came back as the cold floor impacted her face, her jaw shuddering out of place, dislocated. 
 
    “Stand!” He bent and picked her up again. “C’mon, get up! You were doing so well.” Robert grabbed her by the face and tossed her back down to the floor. “Up! Again! C’mon! Up!” 
 
    She coughed weakly and felt her limbs jerk with effort. 
 
    “There it is!” Robert grabbed her by the collar yet again, continuing his play. He lifted her high, resting her against the cool glass of the window. “Father says we should appreciate a strong spirit.” 
 
    Taya tried a kick, but her leg only twitched. 
 
    “Here.” He gently let Taya down onto her one leg before retrieving the powder pistol. He made her grip the weapon in a broken hand. She cried out as he manipulated her fingers. “Want to try again?” 
 
    She knew it was useless against him. She wasn’t even sure her numb fingers had enough strength to pull the trigger. Still Taya aimed the pistol at the only escape she had. 
 
    “Robert,” she slurred. 
 
    “Yes? Last words. Let’s have them!” Robert stepped back, leaving her leaning on the glass. He beat both of his fists into his chest. He spat on her just as she had him. “What is it?” 
 
    She leaned heavily against the glass, feeling the cracks spread under her weight. “I’m bringing the devil with me next time.” 
 
    Taya squeezed the trigger. The glass behind her exploded. Weightlessness provided Taya with relief. The pain of standing evaporated as she fell through the window. 
 
    Robert launched himself forward, grabbing desperately for her, but he was too late. Taya was out of reach. 
 
    Shards of glass danced past Taya, reflecting the neon all around her. She expected to hear the roar of the city, but there was only wind. No more pain, no silver spoon-fed child attacking her, only the white noise of falling toward her death. Taya smiled, knowing she’d stripped Robert of the pleasure of killing her himself. 
 
    Buzzing intruded on Taya’s peace, then something crashed into her—a drone. She bounced limply off it, turning end over end, causing the city to blur into a nauseating mess. The peace was gone, replaced by her own scream. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: #8F00FF 
 
      
 
    Syd’s laugh brought Taya back into the moment. She had to blink several times before her eyes would focus. Syd was wearing a beautiful burnt orange sweater, pulled tight across his chest in her favorite way. It matched the general color aesthetic of the restaurant around them. Soft chords were being plucked on some out-of-sight stringed instrument. 
 
    “God, Taya, you really are somewhere else today.” He waved down the waiter. “I think we’ll be needing the check. Time to mosey on out of here.” 
 
    The woman nodded before walking off. 
 
    “Sorry I just—what are we celebrating again?” Taya asked. 
 
    Syd frowned at her. “Celebrating?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taya noticed her own dress. It was a splendid piece of blue and white with a magnificent Grecian neckline and a diamond slit. “Why are we here?” 
 
    Syd wiped his mouth with a bloodstained napkin before sighing. “Taya, we’re mourning.” 
 
    She didn’t know why he was so disappointed at her question. “Mourning? Why?” 
 
    “You.” Syd took a bite from a hunk of flesh on his plate. His teeth stabbed into the thick morsel of meat hanging from his fork with an animalistic hunger. “Babe, you’re dead.” 
 
    “You… What?” Taya asked. The music was becoming too loud, distracting her thoughts. “This isn’t like last time?” 
 
    “Last time?” 
 
    Taya blinked, feeling more of herself come into existence here. “I was falling.” 
 
    The waiter returned, presenting Syd with a long razor blade. 
 
    “Thank you, but no,” Syd dismissed. “This one’s special and coming with me.” 
 
    The waiter bowed, emitting only a grunt. 
 
    Taya had to do a double take. The woman’s lips weren’t closed—no, she lacked a mouth. As Taya watched, narrow eyes began to sink back into the woman’s skull, pulling the skin around them shut like sand into a pit. 
 
    “Shit.” Taya tried to stand, but shackles held her to the chair. And yet part of her did leave, standing with Syd, a hollow husk moving with Syd from the table. 
 
    “Taya, just come with me.” Syd said comfortingly. “You can let go now.” 
 
    “Syd, that isn’t me. Syd!” 
 
    Rapidly blurring, the two disappeared into the unseeable end. The waitress returned, beginning to clear the table as though she weren’t there. Fear building along her spine, Taya began feeling a powerful loss pull at her heart. Something beyond loneliness. A complete loss of something that had always been with her. Disorientation slammed into Taya, causing her to slump clumsily onto the table. 
 
    Twisted, human-esque beings in the surrounding tables turned from their meals, staring at her. Try as she might, Taya couldn’t focus on any of them, seeing only horrid shadows of lust and pain as the reality around her cracked. Trying to lift herself, Taya’s hands sank into the table before her. 
 
    “I don’t understand. This isn’t like before.” 
 
    “Taya, you expect to understand what comes after life?” The creature occupied the seat Syd had vacated. Empty eye sockets dripped black fluid into a grinning, lipless mouth. “I’ve been told someone back there wants you. Part of the deal of a Reaper.” 
 
    Taya tried to close her eyes and wake up, but nothing happened, she was forced to watch as blood and decay began to fall from the beast’s mouth. Veins pulsated beneath creaseless skin as it leaned over the table, coming close as she struggled. 
 
    “We would have been a magnificent pairing. Still, you must know…” Rot tore its way through its emaciated body, skull pushing to the surface from underneath paper-like skin. The sound of tearing flesh was impossibly loud. “You are nothing but what remains. Death has had its way. A remnant of life without companion or guide. When you wake, identity will be lost.” 
 
    Taya tried to scream, tried to thrash free of the reality melting around her—anything to get away from the demon crawling toward her. 
 
    “No escape from what was with the pain of what will be.” Wet liquid dripped onto her from above. She looked up to see nothing but the face of horror, blood-soaked features grinning down at her, bits of flesh clinging to the muscle and obsidian bone, the world itself merging with the decay and death of its existence. “Though you’ve learned to love pain, haven’t you?” 
 
    A white light exploded from above Taya. The purifying energy cast away the nightmare around her, a cacophony of howls dying under its burn. Taya fell into nothing, the protection of the void destroying the nightmare. 
 
    “Please forgive me, Taya.” Jordan’s soft caress ushered her away from the pain. “The deal had to be finalized.” 
 
    The words shattered the reality around her. Taya’s eyes tore open, a hunger deep within her roaring to life. She was on a table, the bright light above searing her eyes. 
 
    What before had been the all-encompassing pain of a fever dream was replaced by the sharp reality of anguish. Her skin split and tore as wear was forced from it. The always composed Jordan was sweating heavily, hands soaked in Taya’s blood as she tried to aid the rejection of the artificial materials. 
 
    “Put her back under! Now!” Oscar was with her. He stood well back, eyes redder than she remembered. “Taya. I’m so sorry! I had to do it.” 
 
    “She would have been dead if your blood hadn’t already been in her.” Jordan moved to tighten restraints on Taya’s wrist. “Gods, twice in as many days. Such a mess.” 
 
    “I know you planned this!” Oscar exploded. He grabbed the witch by the shoulder and spun her to face him. “You sent her—” 
 
    A loud cracking sound split the air, but Taya was unable to focus enough to decipher what caused it. Through the pain, through the horror of watching what she had worked for burst through her skin, she was consumed by a hunger. The craving electrified her mind. Taya existed to satisfy this compulsion. Her reality was consumed by the fire of uncontrolled need. 
 
    “W-What…is… h-happening?” she moaned through the convulsions of pain. 
 
    A cool hand rested on Taya’s head. 
 
    Jordan’s figure solidified in her vision. “Oscar saved you, Taya. Now I’m doing what I can to make you better. We have a rare opportunity before us… and I’m sorry. A fresh frenzied is something many of us dream of coming across.” 
 
    Frenzied? Impossible. No. No no no. 
 
    “Please,” Taya begged. “Let me die.” 
 
    Sympathy pained Jordan’s face. “You don’t mean that, sweetie.” 
 
    The words meant nothing to her. A scent had come to Taya that made everything else insignificant. There was the light citrus perfume Jordan wore, the intoxicating smell of the witch’s sweat and breath, but beneath that was her. A raw aura of human. It detonated the temptation with Taya. 
 
    She lunged against her restraints, tearing at the prey before her. Something ached in her mouth, stabbing into her own lips, and she bit and screamed with desire. 
 
    Jordan lurched back, falling into a tray filled with medical supplies. “Gods, this is happening faster than I thought.” 
 
    Oscar stepped nose-to-nose with Taya, locking his red eyes into her own. “Taya, listen to me. You’re frenzied. I’ve been through this. You have to fight every instinct you feel. They’re new to you and out of control. We’re going to put you in a safe place. We’ll make this as easy on you as we can. Just don’t give up. FIGHT!” 
 
    It was the greatest joke Taya had ever heard. Fight? More? Still? Beyond the physical, Taya was worn to near annihilation, and Oscar wanted her to fight this? The burning desire lighting her mind afire could not be extinguished or reduced. It consumed all will before it and fed of failure. 
 
    “I’m going to do what I can to lessen the hunger.” The witch had regained her composure. “And keep any demon from you. But I’ll need your help, Taya. I still don’t know what having Gavin’s blood—” 
 
    “She’s losing too much blood!” Oscar lifted a bag of packblood to Taya. 
 
    Taya snarled in revulsion at the chemical smell. That was supposed to satisfy her? 
 
    Logic seeped into Taya’s way of thinking. Nothing to lessen her desire, but a knowledge that she would need leverage to break free from whatever Jordan had used to hold her in place. Looking up, Taya’s eyes landed on thick steel bands wrapped around her wrists, forearms, and elbows. She felt additional sets on her shoulders, hips, thighs, and ankles. Jordan had been prepared for this. 
 
    Despite wanting to deceive Jordan, wanting to make her captor believe she was safe from Taya’s carnal desires, she couldn’t remain still. She compulsively tugged toward the woman. Her pupils twitching and spasming, unable to remain focused on anything but her potential feast. Any semblance of logic Taya put together was drawn out by need. 
 
    “Oscar, hold her down.” 
 
    “What have you done to me?!” Taya’s voice was far too loud, booming off the walls. In the distance, she heard Juno weeping for her. 
 
    With a defeated expression, Oscar lay into Taya and did his best to keep her still as Jordan got back to work. 
 
    Taya fought, biting at Oscar, feeling long fangs—hers—pierce his cold flesh. Taya drank hungrily at the cold wet seeping from the man but found no satisfaction, just a foul, bitter fluid that stung her mouth. 
 
    Dislodging her fangs, Taya whispered, “We can kill her together. Feed with me.” 
 
    “It gets easier,” he said somberly. 
 
    Screaming, Taya bit into him again, rage driving her. He did not pull away or make a sound. Oscar only brought a hand to her face and pushed her off as gently as he could. After several seconds of their wrestling, Oscar began humming a soft tune, looking anywhere but at Taya. 
 
    Time melted into the fever of reality, but Taya suspected they had to have been within the back room of Jordan’s shop for hours before the witch finished removing the wear. A bloody heap of Stubbs’ work sat in a pile on the floor. 
 
    Now a sensation of pressure had begun building within Taya’s face. Deep lines of tension and knots under her skin vibrated and ripped. She felt pieces of herself melt away and solidify again. What felt like foreign objects rotting within her began to move, detaching as her internal organs remade themselves. 
 
    “Looks like more’s coming. Move back a bit.” Jordan returned with needle-nose pliers. “I see a sensor surfacing near the right eye.” 
 
    “Jordan, just do it!” Oscar shouted. 
 
    Terror struck through Taya’s hunger as she realized what was about to be done to her. “No!” 
 
    Both of Oscar’s hands seized her head, forcing Taya to look to the side. Jordan brought the pliers down, stabbing just deep enough to seize not a sensor but a crucial part of what controlled her glow. 
 
    “Hold her still!” Jordan commanded. 
 
    Oscar’s grip tightened, one hand forcing her jaw shut. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Taya squeezed between closed teeth. “I’ll kill you and your witch sisters! I murder them all! I’ll drown you in their blood!” 
 
    A crackle of energy came from Jordan, lancing through the room and slashing into Taya’s mind. A voice came from within her, simply stating, “Try it.” 
 
    Jordan pulled the pliers away, ripping long wires from deep within Taya face. Tugging violated her skull. Taya screamed, feeling a terrible relief as the pressure built before exploding outward. Something connected to her eye snapped. Her scream was loud enough to cause Jordan to stop her work and cover her ears. Taya felt something within her body shatter before melding back into place. It took her only a moment to recognize it as the feeling of healing—far faster than any human could possibly dream of. More strength came to her. Taking advantage of the shocked reaction to her cry, Taya pushed, fighting the restraints with all the leverage she could muster. The table beneath her groaned. 
 
    Oscar was atop her again, awkwardly trying to hamper her effort to escape. “She doesn’t deserve more of this. Find a way to put her under, now!” 
 
    Jordan looked about in desperation. Her eyes landed on an escape cable. “Maybe! Hold her! The power core in her spine will be worse.” 
 
    “She’d only going to get stronger!” Oscar’s full weight came down on Taya’s neck and head. “Find a way to put her under, NOW!” 
 
    “You destroyed my home!” Taya sobbed into his rough hands. “My life!” 
 
    Jordan plugged the cable into her own port, a slight gloss coming to her eyes. 
 
    “Still! Keep her still.” Jordan landed a hand on Taya’s head with enough force to be called a slap. “It won’t connect her to anything, but should still work to put her out. Once she’s out I c—” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The endless expanse of a blank escape. No void or weightlessness, only a true emptiness. Slowly, the empty filled itself with the basic package every new user got, loading in through blurred reality before solidifying to anything to allow her mind to orient itself. Blinking, Taya took in what was now before her. A plastic table, two chairs, and, finally, blank white walls rose, enclosing the space. There was no source of light, yet it was all perfectly illuminated. Enough detail was present to ground her in this creation, yet her mind kept noticing how much of it was off. A lack of shadows of any kind made Taya feel like she was in a dream. 
 
    A thousand differences in herself let Taya know, even in this lie of existence, she was no longer the woman she’d once been. Her mind was too quick, the emotions far easier to control. Taya sat up in one smooth pull at her core, bringing her naked, muscled legs into a comforting fold against her chest. 
 
    Her way of thinking felt unfamiliar. Time itself slid by so that Taya could feel a type of momentum alien to her. An unnatural numbness let Taya’s thoughts delve deep into memories that normally repelled conscious thought. Death, violence, grief, and pain from her own life could all be examined with a clinical distance. It provided her with clarity normally unreachable by any living person. 
 
    But it wasn’t just the negatives she saw. 
 
    Without the shadow of trauma, Taya was able to push through the pain usually preventing her from enjoying sacred memories. Instead of clinging to the present in fear, she strummed through her life with the clarity of a summer breeze. A rare hug from her father when she’d been accepted to university. Waking up next to Juno after a night out drinking, making each other laugh despite the hangovers pounding away within their skulls. A concert with Syd, his favorite band, the tickets a gift from her. She couldn’t recall the name of a song they’d played, but his childish grin was clear as day. 
 
    Deciding not to care about what was next, Taya lay back with wet tears of joy streaming down her face and just let her mind wander over her life. Taya was fairly certain she was dead. Jordan had warned her not to try to make sense of the afterlife, and if this was it, she’d be able to manage. 
 
    Like a madwoman, Taya laughed at remembered dumb jokes between friends, cried at the first notes of a precious song long forgotten, and breathed deep at lovers’ nights blurred in the living of them by the fever of passion. All of it previously held captive from her by the distortion of living. 
 
    It wasn’t until something appeared within the space that Taya realized she must have been here for hours. It was Jordan walking across the void behind her, bare as Taya herself. The lack of tattoos made the witch seem somehow exposed, beyond her nudity. She rested a hand, intended as comfort, on Taya’s shoulder. 
 
    “Am I dead?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Depends on how you mean.” Jordan matched Taya’s sitting position, crossing her legs. 
 
    Taya smiled. “Still can’t get a straight answer from you.” 
 
    Jordan returned her smile. “Just because your heart doesn’t beat doesn’t mean you’re dead.” 
 
    The environment shifted around them, not the smooth transition provided by escapes, but instantaneous. Taya and Jordan sat in knee-deep, crystal-clear water. In the distance, a long train circled the pair, a low ripple always coming but never arriving. 
 
    “Bit more relaxing.” Jordan was now in a plain gray T-shirt under a flannel with loose matching sweatpants. Taya wore essentially the same but found the fabric remained dry. A basic feature in escapes but somehow more real here. 
 
    “Judging by what Oscar said, I’m one of your ‘returned,’” Taya stated. 
 
    “Could be,” Jordan said. “Or more. Funny, first time I’ve heard you use that word.” 
 
    “What is this?” Taya asked. “It can’t be an escape.” 
 
    “For several millennia, technology scrambled to harness the powers of magic, whether intentionally or not.” Jordan gestured. “This is a controlled dream of sorts. An old spell garnering new interest these days from many of my brothers and sisters due to all these damn escapes. Seems like a sign of a larger trend.” 
 
    That same disarming hesitation that had been there when Taya first met Jordan had returned. She was at ease enough to let her discomfort through. Either that or it was just another calculated pull at Taya. 
 
    Taya said, “Robert knew about friends of mine. Stubbs and Juno. I need you to get them safe.” 
 
    “Oscar will handle it. I’ll send him now.” The witch unfocused for a moment. 
 
    “I should be furious with you.” Taya’s unfiltered emotion brought a bitterness to the words. “You’ll never let me be, will you?” 
 
    Jordan didn’t answer, eyes delving deep into Taya. 
 
    After a long pause filled with expectations, the witch finally sighed. “People build their plans to go from A to B to C. It leaves room for failure. I believe it is better to prepare for all possible outcomes of your next move instead of reaching into the abyss of the unknown. Guide events as they come toward the end goal. Never force things. Nudge. Then you came along.” Jordan ran a hand through her hair, blue strands falling perfectly into place as they only would in an escape. “We’ve been preparing for war, and my job has been to sow discord.” 
 
    “Seems you’ve done well.” 
 
    “I’ve done fucking incredible.” The mask slipped ever so slightly, showing Taya a part of the woman she held back. “You deserve honesty, and here we can give it to you. I told you I was in the Labórs’ data banks. In that time, I found your partner. Quinn Tuhplet, correct?” 
 
    The lack of the pit that should be forming within Taya’s stomach terrified some part of her that screamed to be heard. 
 
    Jordan continued. “An enforcer working for none other than Robert Labór. So if I introduced a bit of chaos into Robert’s life, I had a suspicion of who he’d go to. After a few tests, my theory was proven correct. The well-connected muscle Robert liked for problem solving. If you overdevelop a muscle, weakness comes. Robert became predictable. I was able to move on to B.” 
 
    Taya clawed for rage, any emotion that would allow her to lash out at the woman. “This was you?” 
 
    “Some of it. I nudged here and there, always watching for opportunity. Started watching you.” 
 
    “Opportunity.” The chained part of Taya’s mind began to panic. “How long?” 
 
    “Got into Quinn’s data bank easy enough. Idiot kept the codes for his internal system in an unencrypted file. Started watching right through his eyes.” Jordan sat perfectly still in the water, the peace churning into stillness. “Yours were more difficult. But I liked what I found. I felt for you, Taya. I watched as you… hurt. You needed purpose, and I could provide it.” 
 
    Taya wanted to feel anger, violated, something human. Instead, it was as if she was a zombie dangling on unseen strings. “Tell me exactly what you did.” 
 
    “I have my shields, but I need a sword—a gun. For decades I’ve wanted to make my own Reaper,” Jordan said. “I told you, we’re gifts for each other.” 
 
    “How?” Taya demanded. 
 
    “A returned bonded to a witch. You saw something while you were out, right? Something demonic? Waiting for you? Ready to claim you? I filled the space that demon wanted to occupy. We’re linked.” 
 
    A splash startled Taya, not realizing she’d hit the water. “Did you get Nita into this?” 
 
    Jordan reached over and squeezed Taya’s hand, a look of regret on her face. “Opportunity came when I looked into your clients. Being thorough yielded results. A child with a spark of magic. Weak, but there it was. She was lonely, needed someone to guide her.” 
 
    Taya jerked her hand away, mind still entrapped in peace. “Nita could use magic?” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Gifted girl. I told you, magically inclined individuals can speak without systems, Taya. Oh, and you and I can now. But I became her friend. Confidante. Kids need friends sometimes. I tried to give Nita that.” 
 
    Taya swallowed. “You manipulated a little girl into going into that fucking bar?” 
 
    Jordan began to gently rub Taya’s back. Taya found herself unable to resist. “I trained her a bit. Let her push and pull on some drones, under my supervision, of course. I was responsible. Gods, she had potential.” 
 
    Something in Taya hammered away at the invisible barrier wedged into place. 
 
    “I need you to believe me, I had no intention of her getting hurt. I can’t plan for everything. If she’d just run—it’s not important. After, I was certain Robert would take the child and get Quinn to try to cover it all up. Quinn seemed like the type to fuck it up.” Jordan stopped touching Taya. “I was watching on cams the whole time, but Nita didn’t listen. I told her to run, but she froze when Robert started yelling. It was a game to help ‘sow a little chaos.’ To be honest, I wasn’t sure if Quinn would try to sell out Robert, but I watched as he went to James. Leeches will always try to climb the ladder. Juno’s right about him. You really should listen to her. Oh, don’t worry. I’ll leave her alone. She wouldn’t be powerful enough to bother with. You’re our priority.” 
 
    “How—you can’t have done all this,” Taya said, agonizing over Jordan’s confessions. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    “You’re assuming all of this was A to B. Remember? I adapt as people react. Trying to frame Oscar, Sarah reaching out to you—none of that was me. Oh, if we’re being honest, that spell with your vision wasn’t what I made it out to be. I was guiding you a bit. I knew where Robert hid his mother.” 
 
    “You knew where Sarah was hiding?” 
 
    “I just wish you hadn’t gotten at Oscar. He didn’t tell me what you all were up to this time.” Jordan’s eyes begged Taya for some forgiveness. “I used you and lied to you. You have every right to be mad about that. But you must know, I did not kill Nita, and right beside you, I want to burn those who did.” 
 
    Taya was panting. Her mind rested in an infinite calm, but her body seemed yet to have fallen in line. 
 
    “But Oscar has grown to appreciate how I use him. You won’t, but… I think you’ll grow to love how you hate me. You’ll see soon enough. This is about history. It’s so much bigger than you or me alone. But together, I think we can begin to make a difference.” Jordan took a breath. “You’ll have centuries to get over it.” 
 
    Taya was stuck, physically held in place, only able to move her head. “What did you mean, ‘We’re linked’?” 
 
    Jordan’s tone held no sympathy. “Understand the price of what I’ve done. I gave you half of me, Taya. To stop that demon from being involved in our partnership.” 
 
    Taya recognized the pain on the woman’s face for the first time. Her head hung low, as though a great weight bore down on her, short hair dangling over her face. “I tore off a chunk of my soul and shoved it where yours was damaged and in the process of… passing. You’ll hunger, especially while you’re frenzied, but your control will be far greater than the rest. No voice chipping away at your will.” 
 
    Taya had to take a minute to process what the witch had said. She’d have to ask Oscar about whatever demonic voice he carried with him. 
 
    “You’ll need to feed on souls, and you’ll still crave blood. Our link comes with a cost.” Jordan took a shaky breath. “How exactly to go about this… To pay for a new soul, you’ll have to feed on life. If the hunger grows too strong, a demon could break its way in, and I would become something terrible. I would be lost, a soulless witch. You would die.” 
 
    Taya could only stare at the witch, held more by fear than Jordan’s magic ever could. 
 
    “But, when you feed well, the strength you’ll be able to conjure for us both will be magnificent.” Jordan eyes took on a vicious gleam. “Return to frenzy at the cost of a soul. With how much good we can do, a small price to pay, no?” 
 
    The implication was subtle, but Taya caught it. The pain Jordan had put Taya through to get her here in the grand scheme of things wasn’t worth being upset over. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Taya managed to ask, “Why was I so special?” 
 
    “Special?” Jordan lay back in the water, body lifting from the ground as her chest expanded. “You caught my eye. I saw potential and showed you truth. What you do next decides if there’s anything special about you. What I’ve done to you many would consider a curse. I expect you’ll come to appreciate it with time.” 
 
    “You sound like a Crusader.” Taya meant it as an insult. 
 
    “I’m as fervent as they are,” Jordan conceded, unbothered. “Only difference is they want to impose their doctrine on every living person. I’m using every weapon at my disposal—willing or not—to prevent their dream from becoming our reality. I’m at war, Taya.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Taya took a breath, remembering how she got here. “Or wasn’t. Fuck.” 
 
    “You have been at war since you crossed the Labórs.” Jordan wasn’t done. “Surprised the shit out of me when he sent you at Oscar. I hadn’t known he’d been made. Brilliant move on James’ part. Lets the cops forget about the missing girl, chalking her up as just another victim, and gives the Crusaders another bad vampire connected to Martel to point at, and allows Robert to look for Nita without scrutiny.” 
 
    “But you didn’t warn Oscar?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “I did.” 
 
    A breeze pulled at Taya’s hair, rippling the water they shared. 
 
    “We’ve lost on all fronts, Taya. This is a loser’s endgame. We are swinging for the morsels of victory.” 
 
    Despite her numb condition, Taya blinked at the deep sadness within Jordan’s voice. 
 
    “The haze was an accidental side effect from a deliberate move of control. This is and always has been about power and control.” 
 
    “Power you also want.” Taya wasn’t sure why she said it. “Whose accident? Who fucked up that bad?” 
 
    “No, Taya, I want to break their very concept of power, and you want to kill me. Men long dead. Killed by their own foolishness. Crusaders aren’t the first to play with things they don’t understand.” 
 
    “I have a right to want you dead. You’ve pushed me here, you’re controlling my emotions, and now I’m supposed to fight for you?” 
 
    “The motives of immortals. You’re simply in the current of something greater than yourself—your former self. I don’t need you to like me now or tomorrow. Honestly, ever. But I believe as years pass, you will see it. The end humanity demands to embrace. A death I am trying to spare the rest of us from. Congratulations, I’ve brought you into the fold of survivors. We have an eternity to settle our differences if we win. Now help me kill those doing harm to our kind.” 
 
    “Our? You think you’re a savior?” 
 
    “It’s too late for that. World’s beyond saving, and these structures will rot and fall. I’m just trying to keep out of power those who will make this death more painful than it has to be for the rest of us.” 
 
    Taya had no response. She wanted to argue but couldn’t find a point to hit. Her mind was pure, unfettered by the cloud of emotion, and—maybe because of that—there was nothing Taya could find to dispute. 
 
    Instead she asked, “Why can’t I feel?” 
 
    “I’ve got a leash on that part of you. While you’re frenzied, I believe it will be a necessary evil.” Jordan said the words as if they weren’t insane. 
 
    “Fuck. I’m dead.” 
 
    And she was a prisoner without even the faintest idea of how to break out of her prison. 
 
    “Dead? Still calling it dead when so clearly not.” Jordan gave her a knowing look. “I’ll work to gain your trust as long as it takes. You can bring Oscar if that helps.” 
 
    “He’s just as big a liar as you.” 
 
    “He just doesn’t know the same set of details as you do.” Jordan’s hand on Taya’s shoulder pulled her into a new escape scene, a dock floating in the ocean. “You’ll be sick when you wake up, T.” Jordan’s voice filled with sorrow. “I can take away the demon, but you’ll still be in pain. A danger to everyone. Oscar helped me secure you, but—” 
 
    I want to die. 
 
    “Drop me on Robert.” 
 
    “What?” Jordan smiled at the question, unsure if she was joking. 
 
    “I’m stronger than I’ll ever be right now. I’ll be able to keep focus. Let me get them Robert and James.” Taya rolled over to stare at the witch. “We’ll settle whatever this is after. You did this to me ’cause you think I’ll be your killer, right? Do it.” 
 
    “Did you listen to me at all?” Jordan shook her head. “Outcomes, Taya, are controllable when you move carefully. As you see with Nita, even then things can go wrong. I won’t turn you out into the cold. With time, more power will come. More than I think either of us is prepared for. But until then, caution is required.” 
 
    Falling back to stare up at the blank sky, Taya realized how much she needed Juno at that moment. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: New Normal 
 
      
 
    Waking brought need. The thirst returned, yanking Taya from her slumber. Bolting up, Taya was surprised to find a thick comforter draped over her. She threw it to the side and stood, falling from Oscar’s bed to the floor with a thud. Contrary to what she’d assumed, it wasn’t due to some sluggishness—quite the opposite. Everything required less effort than she was used to, everything. Taya sprang back up to her feet with one push from her palms. She would have marveled at the ease of it if it weren’t for the crushing need in her core. 
 
    Her mind noted the fan was gone, not stirring the room’s cool air against her skin. The entire room was different. Aside from the bed, which now had a metal frame, all furniture had been stripped from the space. The only light now came from the green-tinted window out into the haze, sickly light trickling through the glass to wash over her. Even the window now had bars on it. 
 
    God, even being tired feels different. 
 
    Her eyes scanned the space again, desperate for anything to feed on. 
 
    Nothing else mattered but the thirst. It was less sharp than when she had been smelling her own blood on Jordan’s table, yet the dull ache remained all-consuming. 
 
    Desperate to unlatch the door, Taya realized the cheap door had been replaced with a steel one. The walls themselves looked to have hasty reinforcements welded into place. Taya banged her fist into the steel. An echoing bang came back to her from the other side. 
 
    “Help!” she screamed. “I need to eat. Please!” 
 
    I’ll force down that wretched pack shit. I will not drink human blood. 
 
    After a few moments of her pleading, a metal plate pulled back from the door, revealing Beurs’ confused face. “That was spooky. Jordan just messaged me saying you’d be awake. Freaky.” 
 
    “Please,” Taya begged the man. “Food.” 
 
    A tinge of sympathy made Beurs frown. “They said to give you some of these packs… You sure I can’t just order Chinese?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “Please, I’m—I’m fucking terrified. Just let me eat.” 
 
    His scent came to her then. Taya felt her eyes dilate, fangs hanging low in her mouth. Salivating, Taya stepped back from the door, finally understanding the compulsion. Every fiber of her physical being wanted to lunge at the man and tear his body through the slim opening. She’d lick the gore from the door and— 
 
    Most have it worse? 
 
    “Aw man, don’t be scared,” Beurs said. “You’re safe. I promise. The vampire community in the structure has recovery systems in place, and you’re on the list. They gave Oscar’s bedroom a fast-as-fuck makeover. Oscar will be back soon, if that helps. Said to feed you all the packblood you wanted.” Her keeper extended a fat blue bag through the slit. “Seemed to really worry about you, ya know?” 
 
    Taya snatched the blood like a feral dog before stepping further from the door. It sat cold in her hand, drooping to one side. Packblood, the substitute to a satisfying meal she’d have to accept for the rest of her days. The ache in her gut pushed her on. She ripped into the sack, pulling the metallic, tangy fluid into her mouth. Taya gulped larger pulls than she’d managed even on her most depraved benders with Juno. As the bag emptied, the gnawing in her stomach subsided ever so slightly. She was still solar systems from being satisfied, but a modicum of dignity had returned to her. 
 
    “More,” she crooked around a now sore throat, her disgust at her carnal desire overwhelmed by the hunger. 
 
    The man extended another. It received the same treatment but without hesitation. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a frenzied so calm.” Beurs was openly staring at her. “Are we really sure you just turned?” 
 
    Taya continued her drinking. 
 
    “Freaky.” Beurs paused as if expecting her to reply. Then, sighing, he went on. “Can I do anything to make you feel more relaxed? I know what it’s like to be trapped in a room for a few weeks. Ain’t easy. Magazine or something?” 
 
    After the bag was sucked dry of its contents, Taya looked back up, realizing how sincerely concerned Beurs was, his eyes wide behind those thick lenses. Blinking, she asked, “Lenses? Can… can I get a mirror?” 
 
    “Normally, no… ’cause you’d, ya know, break it. But, uh, yeah, sure.” He slid the panel shut, but Taya still heard him remark, “My brother spent three days pulling out his own fangs. Had to put him down when I found him eatin’ dogs. Said it wasn’t as bad as people. Can you believe that?” 
 
    Taya thought back to what Jordan had said about her needs, her hunger, being different from those of most vampires. “No.” 
 
    He returned, passing her a small display before pushing his glasses further up his nose with a rotund finger. “I can get you lenses by tomorrow. I don’t mean to be rude, but you remember my name, right?” 
 
    Taya snatched the display, pausing before opening the camera. “Beurs.” 
 
    “I just wasn’t sure ‘cause you hadn’t used it yet. Not that you gotta, I just didn’t want it to be weird.” 
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    “It’s all good,” Beurs assured her before closing the slot one last time. 
 
    She watched the door, a thousand questions failing to solidify in her mind. After what felt like several minutes of standing perfectly still, Taya realized how uncomfortable that wasn’t. 
 
    She sat on the bed, trying to ignore the already growing hunger within her, and turned on the display’s camera, taking in her transformation. Of course her eyes jumped out at her first, but not for the reason she had expected. While red dominated her irises, flecks of purple remained, the ink not completely healed out. 
 
    That’s… “Me.” 
 
    Her cheeks weren’t as gaunt as she’d expected, though the color she’d so enjoyed about herself was slightly drained. While she still wasn’t as pale as the likes of Quinn, something about her skin seemed less alive. She looked the same five foot two, just leaner and with different musculature. 
 
    Finally, Taya dared to open her mouth. Two long fangs hung over her bottom row of teeth. Thinner than she’d expected them to be, they felt natural within her mouth. Taya remembered getting dental gear as a child and how much she’d hated having the additional material within her mouth. Her fangs already registered as a part of her. 
 
    New normal. 
 
    The hands gripping the display bore thicker nails, almost clawlike, and the tendons and bones beneath her skin were more visible, closer to the surface. 
 
    An ad appeared on the display, a jingle being broadcast to a system she no longer had. As she watched, a wave of disorientation hit her before being seized by something in her mind, something foreign, and forced into submission. 
 
    Jordan? 
 
    In the silence left behind by the absence of her hud, Taya heard the hum of the megastructure like she never had before. No whispered temptations asked her to upgrade something outdated with her system. Her vision was unfettered by readouts and notifications. Everything was as it really was. This went beyond a premium ad filter. She was disconnected from the world around her entirely for the first time in her life. 
 
    I’ll have to wear lenses from now on. 
 
    Hacked lenses with illegal ad filters installed were an option she’d never seriously considered. The advantages of an internal system that didn’t need things like frequent charging had been too great an advantage to ever think of using the mostly outdated lenses. But if she had no choice… 
 
    You’re dead and worried about ads. 
 
    Curiosity took hold. Taya pulled off her shirt and looked down at her arms. While she’d always been well muscled, now she seemed downright predatory. Muscles she didn’t ever remember working flexed against her skin, seeming closer to the surface. Muscle control was easy, unnaturally easy. She did some basic stretches to properly evaluate her body, growing certain that every limit she’d had even at her peak fitness had been smashed. The amount of effort previously required to do simple things like sit and stand was gone. Thought was followed by instantaneous action, a difference she would never have been able to comprehend until she felt it. It wasn’t like having her wear on, like she’d assumed. It felt like being completely in charge of her body. It felt as if her wear had taken over her natural muscle, but without the straining that came with activating the implanted tech. 
 
    Turning the camera on once again, Taya propped the display against the headboard and began to strip. She wanted to see her new form. The rest of her body echoed the changes. Squatting before jumping as high as she could, Taya easily touched the ceiling above, stopping her head from hitting with her fingertips. 
 
    She walked over and picked up the display, searching for any and all advice on how to handle becoming one of the undead. The absurdity of what she was doing forced an awkward smile to her face. 
 
    So I can feel positive things… “That’s wrong,” she said to the empty room, feeling comfort that her own voice seemed relatively unchanged. But that made her curious as to why hers wasn’t like Oscars. Thousands of hesitations and questions struggled into her thoughts. 
 
    Taya wanted to want to scream, shriek, tear her hair out, or throw the display against the wall. But she didn’t. The void within her mind sucked up the emotions and numbed them to a fraction of their potential. She was under control. 
 
    Feeling something snap, Taya looked down, the display a ruin between her hands. The pieces fell to the floor along with a trickle of her too-dark blood. She examined the cut on her hand as it slowly knit itself back together in under a minute; unmoving, perfectly still, she stared at her flawless re-formed skin. 
 
    A knock came at the door. 
 
    Taya re-dressed before walking to open it. Realizing she couldn’t, she simply called, “What?” 
 
    The panel was pulled back. Familiar red eyes looked in. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Oscar asked. 
 
    Taya didn’t answer, turning and walking away. If Jordan’s emotional barrier hadn’t been there, Taya thought she might’ve tried to kill him. Part of even her logical brain called for it. 
 
    “Can we talk?” 
 
    “We can, but I can’t promise it will be pleasant for you.” 
 
    She heard him rest his head against the door. “I won’t check in too much if you don’t want it. We just gotta wait until you’re cleared for the public.” 
 
    “Are Juno and Stubbs safe? Robert knows about them both.” Taya lay back in the bed, undirected anger burning inside her. 
 
    “Juno is safe. She’s actually staying with Martel. Stubbs…” Oscar trailed off. 
 
    Taya turned her head to look at Oscar. “What?” 
 
    “I checked his shop and apartment. Tracked down his contact info and called him. Nothing.” There was a beat as Oscar tried to figure out what to say. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Pangs of pain, anger, and grief broke through the filter Taya was beginning to more clearly recognize. It was like having to acknowledge what should have been there and then pretend she felt it. This was worse than the numbness. Taya murmured just loud enough to know Oscar would hear, “Leave. Please, I need… time with this.” 
 
    Taya could tell Oscar was desperate for some positive response from her. A sign she’d—they’d—be okay. Before closing the latch, he said, “We won’t leave you alone during this. If you need me, just tell Beurs.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and listened to the sound of Oscar obeying a command she didn’t regret giving. 
 
    Two days passed. In that time Taya drank, meditated, and explored her new limits. Her new power was different than the wear that had been taken from her. There was no on and off, only a lack of limits. She’d managed to bend and twist one of the solid metal legs from the bed frame before pushing it back in place with ease. Taya had found she could now lift herself completely from the floor from a push-up position with just the fingertips of her non-dominant hand. The real shock was how little that much weight hurt her splayed digits. Her stretching routine was only stopped by the physical limits of her reach rather than tight muscles burning in pain. All of it registered and was filed away in her imprisoned mind. 
 
    Beurs kept her company when he could, fascinated by her controlled frenzied state. She grew to quite like the man. He didn’t carry any of the swagger most of the people she knew put on. Instead, he was boisterous and sometimes down right jolly. 
 
    Oscar kept his word and visited several times on both days. The first was filled with mostly silence. Taya was grateful for his presence yet angry with him for what he’d done. Oscar seemed hopeful for forgiveness but understanding of her discomfort in the fact that he’d saved her life by killing her. 
 
    Then there was Jordan. When she visited Taya on the first day, they became acutely aware of each other. Taya felt her coming long before the latch slid open. She was aware not only that it was Jordan, but of the mood the witch was in. A complex mixture of anticipation, anxiety, love, and rage. The closer the witch came, the clearer it was. 
 
    At first, Taya gave her the same treatment as Oscar, only answering every third question. She only gave in when Jordan pointed out that their link provided some of the answers without Taya needing to speak. 
 
    “Not only am I a prisoner,” Taya sat up in her bed, glaring at the opened hatch, “you lied again!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Jordan’s head bobbed along the bottom of the hatch. “I haven’t changed your emotions, just made them more manageable. Trust me, I feel what you should be. I literally get it. It isn’t pleasant out here either. I yelled at my plants yesterday!” 
 
    “And I should believe that?” Taya walked to the door, enjoying the tinge of fear she felt from Jordan. Jordan couldn’t hide her feelings from Taya in this new bond and hadn’t known this part of the relationship would exist—Taya was certain of that. Taya wished she’d managed to somehow keep the secret for herself. “Well, it’s good to know you can feel that.” 
 
    “Of course I can, Taya. I’m a fucking human being.” Jordan stepped close again. “You got drafted. Deal with it.” 
 
    “Drafted? Are you fucking kidding me?” Taya didn’t wait for a response, forcing herself to appear angry. “I need to get close to Robert fucking Labór. You can get me there.” 
 
    A pang of hurt came from the woman. 
 
    Taya gave a false smile. “Maybe you can’t control what I feel from you. Maybe you can. How should I know?” 
 
    “I’ll return when I feel you’re ready.” Jordan walked away without closing the hatch. “Look on the bright side, no more ads in your sleep.” 
 
    “Psycho!” Taya shouted. 
 
    Hours later, she was pulled from her meditation by the sounds of music coming from outside. Curious, she went to the door, looking through the still-open hatch. Beurs came sauntering into sight before flowing out again. Taya pressed her face to the opening, watching the man sway back and forth down the hall to Oscar’s living room. It was safe to assume Oscar was out and the currently waddling man was on guard duty. The soft piano reached a zenith as Beurs spun on his large feet with surprising grace. 
 
    She watched the man in silence, envious of his seemingly relaxed state. It didn’t seem likely her future held many easy evenings dancing anytime soon. Then again, in the grand scheme of things, maybe she’d be able to dance more than ever now. Perhaps, if she bought into Jordan’s bullshit, she and the witch would be able to dance to their hearts’ content as the world choked its last breath. Taya just wasn’t sure that was a better life to live. 
 
    “Well done,” she called out. 
 
    Beurs whirled on her, stammering and ducking his head as he ran for the speaker system. The far wall display lit up, a large crack still running from end to end. Beurs tapped a large ‘Pause’ button. “Sorry, did I wake you? I just need to blow off steam too, ya know? Gosh, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Not at all, Beurs. Wasn’t asleep.” Taya kept her eyes on the man as he approached her door. “Good to see someone… not insane here.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Beurs gave her a smile. He took another step forward. It was then his smell hit her. The man was sweating, blood pumping through his body at an increased rate. Taya’s claws flexed involuntarily. The packblood wasn’t enough. She could feel full but never satisfied. “Never took lessons or anything. Just been doing that since I was a kiddo. Like a little kiddo.” 
 
    “Beurs.” Taya said, perfectly still, praying the man would continue down the hall. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If you come any closer, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Oh shit.” Beurs looked down at his feet and took one massive step back. “Thanks for letting me know. I got a new cologne, did that make it worse for you or something?” 
 
    Taya chuckled and said, “No.” She eyed him through the opening in the door for a moment. “Oscar said you’re dangerous. That true?” 
 
    Beurs’ eyes bulged. “Dangerous? No way. Oscar’s just playin’.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” For some reason Taya couldn’t place, she didn’t believe him. 
 
    “Yeah. Just a dude—ya know—letting the time pass.” He smiled at her. 
 
    “How much time have you seen pass, Beurs?” 
 
    The smile became too stiff. “A while.” 
 
    Taya echoed, “A while. I think I’ll be around for a while too.” 
 
    Things went better the next day. Taya had come to some measure of terms with her new condition; the cravings for blood, while still exponentially greater than any thirst she’d ever felt, were controllable. When Oscar stopped by for breakfast, he drank packblood with her. 
 
    “Jordan filled me in on your… special condition.” He tossed the empty bag to the floor and came closer to the hatch. 
 
    “I heard that, man,” Beurs shouted from down the hall. “Pick up after yourself, nasty. I still own the place.” 
 
    “Sorry!” Oscar called, picking up and pocketing the bag. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Taya asked from her seat on the bed. “Why is he still helping me?” 
 
    On the other side of the slit, Oscar made an exaggerated scan of the space around them. “’Cause you need help.” 
 
    “Last time I believed that, I ended up tied to terrorists.” But then her question and his answer didn’t matter anymore—she smelled a human. Taya held her eyes shut, trying to ignore the scent even as it grew stronger. It tore at her new primal side. The lust for gore, blood, death. 
 
    She whispered low enough for only Oscar to hear, “Why did you let her come?” 
 
    “She insisted,” Oscar whispered before pushing off from the door. 
 
    Juno’s eyes appeared at the opening, now glowing pink to match the petals along her jaw. “Taya?” 
 
    Taya stood, approaching Juno hesitantly. The craving became worse but was still within her power to ignore. “Hey, Jun.” 
 
    Her friends tried to extend a hand through the hatch, but Oscar stopped her, shaking his head before leaving them some privacy. Taya knew he’d still be able to hear everything they said. 
 
    Juno gave him a hateful look before turning back to Taya. “They’ve told me a lot, but I don’t know what to believe. Are you okay? Are you safe?” 
 
    Taya nodded, watching Juno’s reaction to seeing her new form in the dim light. Juno didn’t bat an eye. Her friend’s face only showed concern and a lack of sleep. 
 
    “From my experience,” Taya replied, “believe none of it, but they’re telling the truth. Oscar doesn’t know what’s really going on, and Jordan talks out of the side of her mouth. But I’m safe, I think. I like Beurs.” 
 
    “Taya, they’re isolating you. You see that, right? This is textbook cult shit, Taya.” 
 
    Taya chuckled. “It isn’t that simple.” 
 
    “That’s the problem, it is that simple. Can’t you just walk away? I’ll help. My dad, I could call him. He’d set you up out of structure.” 
 
    “I can’t. I hate it, but I need them. I might hurt someone otherwise. I just need to gain control. Oscar was right to stop you. I’m not… regular.” 
 
    “I believe you, but…” There was a silence as Juno clearly wanted some other sign Taya would be okay. 
 
    “Jun, I don’t even know if I’m still me, but I’ll still be around.” Holding her breath, Taya stepped forward and extended a hand. “I promise. I’m trying to still be me. After some time, things will return to adjacent to close to normal, I hope.” 
 
    Juno extended her own hand and squeezed Taya’s. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” Taya returned the squeeze. “But I don’t think I’ll be drinking what we used to.” 
 
    Juno chuckled, letting go of Taya and pulling her arm back just slightly too quickly. 
 
    “Wait… Oh fuck, can I still get drunk?” 
 
    Jordan answered from the living room. “The alcohol you drink can still pass into the blood resting in your veins. Your body still works, it’s just different now. Anatomy lessons later.” 
 
    Oscar returned, noting how strained Taya’s face had become. “C’mon Juno, she needs rest.” 
 
    “She does? ’Cause I didn’t hear her say that.” Juno looked at Taya. 
 
    “I do.” Walking back to her bed, she took in her first breath since Juno had arrived. “It hurts smelling you, Jun. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I wanted to kill her. God forgive me, I almost tore her arm off. 
 
    The next day was meant to be her final day in confinement. But when Oscar arrived, he began opening the door immediately. “Time to go.” 
 
    Taya stopped her set of dips and watched in confusion. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Big one.” Oscar entered the room. “So the world thinks you’re dead.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Hush. Camera caught me carrying you off, but no one knew you’d already had both my blood and Gavin’s. Whole structure thinks you’re dead—Jesus, Taya—dead. All right?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” Taya dropped her head into her hands. “My dad.” 
 
    “He thinks you’re in a coma.” Oscar started putting her belongings in a bag. “Don’t look at me like that. Didn’t exactly feel like telling him I made you dead. What matters is the bill passed. It’s being followed through on today. Crusaders are sweeping the lower levels and if I haven’t already been breached, I soon will be. Our conversations before you turned will be in their hands. I crushed my lenses but lord knows what they can still salvage. With their interest in you, I’m not willing to bet they aren’t already on their way. Calling it ‘neighborhood check-ins.’ If we want people to keep thinking you’re really—well—really dead, we gotta leave.” 
 
    Taya began to move. “Got new lenses? Any for me?” 
 
    “Part of the bill. Any system that registers a vampire now starts a trace and scans your iris to try to match it to your previous system. We’re going silent.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Taya pushed past him, walking for the still-open door out into the hall for the first time in three days. 
 
    “Wait.” Oscar grabbed her wrist. 
 
    She broke his grip without effort or thought. Taya looked down. “Huh, nice.” 
 
    “Look, you would have died if I hadn’t turned you. After I got you in the alley—god, look, I just did what I thought was best.” She let him pull her back into his room. “Just tell me, should I have let you die?” 
 
    “I am dead, Oscar.” 
 
    Oscar tried grabbing her again. Taya yanked him off. His hands rose in surrender. “If it helps, I don’t know what I’m doing here either. I’m scared and don’t know what’s about to happen. But Jordan’s on the warpath. Whatever this was all for is starting. It’s in the air out there.” 
 
    “And you fell right in line like the good little soldier, didn’t you?” 
 
    Hesitating with open hurt in his eyes, Oscar reached into his jacket and withdrew Gerald’s powder pistol. “Hit the street next to you. Got a bit scuffed.” 
 
    Taya took the weapon. “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “I just figured after the blade thing—” 
 
    Anger flaring in a way it hadn’t in days, Taya realized how much her emotions were coming through. 
 
    Why now, Jordan? 
 
    She turned again, continuing down the hall. 
 
    “Taya, you—gah.” 
 
    Taya entered the living room. Beurs sat behind Oscar’s desk looking up from talking with Jordan. The witch sat with legs crisscrossed on Oscar’s couch. Taya could feel the woman’s genuine pleasure at seeing her outside the room as well as the tension she felt at a vampire so recently frenzied. 
 
    Jordan smiled. “Red eyes suit you.” 
 
    Taya tried to open a nonexistent system out of habit and swore. She’d wanted to flare her glow in anger. 
 
    Jordan smiled up at her. “How are you?” 
 
    “You know. Why am I feeling all this now?” The smell came. Blood flowed within Jordan. A physical wave crashed into Taya, pushing her forward. It hurt, deep within her mind. Clenching her fists, Taya swallowed the saliva rapidly filling her mouth. But there was something under it, a building repellent. 
 
    Jordan cocked her head to the side. “Feeling empathy seems a pretty strong deterrent to murder. I don’t want to numb that now that you’ve felt the cravings for a while.” 
 
    She smells… different. 
 
    With a cold certainty, Taya knew if she drank the witch, the darkness she’d craved for so long would be hers. The last remnant that was her would fade from her being. Whatever souls she had left would fade into that eternity Jordan had once given her a glimpse of. 
 
    Beurs stood, keeping one hand under the desk. “How are you feeling, Taya? Oh, sorry. I got a Taser here, but I feel like showing it would be rude. You’ve really been doing great.” 
 
    Jordan broke eye contact at last. “It’s true. She has. Taya’s not like the others you’ve seen. She’s mine.” 
 
    Beurs slowly sat, eyes defocusing to send a message. “Jordan, you want me to come with y’all? T and I are cool, and, no offense, she seems like she wants to hurt you.” 
 
    “She’s handled,” Jordan answered. “Besides, they’ll be here within the hour. Be sure you have everything in order. They’ll shred you to pieces if even a single box isn’t ticked. Make Oscar look like a model tenet.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Beurs finally brought the Taser out, resting it on the desk. 
 
    Jordan uncrossed her legs and began to stand, a pink blouse hanging loosely on her frame. “Taya, we have a deal to complete. I’ll give you R and J, and you don’t kill me before I do.” 
 
    “Fine.” Taya felt Oscar join them in the room. A torn sadness pushed deeper into her, an acknowledgment she’d not wanted to process. Her life among the living was over. No matter what Jordan had done, that fact was beginning to set in. She was about to enter the structure she’d called home in a whole new way. 
 
    Taya put her face in her hands before squatting where she stood. She took several long breaths, flinching as Oscar tried to lay comforting hands on her back. He pulled back at her reaction. 
 
    Jordan came to her, no visible measures being taken to protect herself. Jordan took Taya’s hands and placed them on her face. Through their bond, Taya knew it was a sign of trust. 
 
    “Taya…” Jordan breathed. “We will do incredible things together. You’re angry now, and I think you’re right to be. But will you feel the same a hundred years from now? A thousand? All of this could be gone, but we won’t.” 
 
    You will. 
 
    “Time will tell,” was all she said, pulling her hands away. 
 
    “You’ve been dealt a shit hand.” Jordan smiled. “I helped deal it to you, but I will be looking out for you. I will do everything I can to give you a new life you can find purpose and joy in.” 
 
    Shit… I’m immortal. 
 
    Jordan stood and moved away. “There are such joys you’ve yet to experience.” 
 
    Oscar and Beurs were speaking quietly down the hallway. Taya wondered if her own hearing, which still felt far better than it should have been without a system, would diminish in strength. 
 
    The witch turned, moving her petite face into Taya’s view. “They can’t hear us. What is it?” 
 
    “So we’re sharing a soul? That’s why this was easier?” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “It took a lot of prep, and I didn’t know it would be you. We both won’t ever be what we were, but I’m hoping what we share can make up for some of that. Taya, just feel me.” 
 
    Unsure of how to do that, Taya focused on Jordan. There was nothing but emotion, but then… she felt it. Another. Something existing in the two of them, connected in ways beyond her mind’s ability to fully understand. 
 
    “You’ll get a better feeling. It’s a scab now. The flow will become smoother.” Jordan blushed slightly. “I have experience with these things, but you will learn to hold just as much power in this as I do. To control what is shared. I’ve read this bond can—basically we decide how much we share after it heals.” 
 
    Taya released a burst of laughter. “Didn’t expect you to be a prude, Jordan. I get it, physical sensation. If I get a good tumble, I’ll let you in.” 
 
    The red in Jordan’s cheeks deepened. “That’s not what—” 
 
    Oscar came back over to them. “Time’s up, they’re on the floor. Soldiers with guns.” 
 
    “All right.” Taya made for the door. Jordan and Oscar took a beat before following. “Bye, Beurs!” Taya called. “You’re surprisingly great!” 
 
    “Thank you,” he shouted after her. “You, uh, you too.” 
 
    Taya looked over her shoulder at the two behind her. “Jordan, I’m assuming you have a plan or five?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight.” She extended Taya a gas mask. 
 
    “Great.” Taya’s own plan began to solidify as she pulled on the haze mask. Smells became duller through the filters. “What day is it?” 
 
    “Friday,” Oscar answered, keeping annoyingly close to her. 
 
    She nodded. “Where will we hit ’em?” 
 
    “Dánkoma. In two days,” Jordan said. 
 
    “Robert has been there all week,” Oscar added. “I think he’s afraid to face his father. Quinn has vanished.” 
 
    “Oscar.” Jordan smiled. “You’re certainly taking the reins.” 
 
    They exited the complex. People milled about them, the smell of life coming to Taya once again. Saliva building, her fangs became heavy within her mouth. The mask’s dulling effect was a blessing, but she was also grateful for the physical barrier between her mouth and the people around her. 
 
    I want them all. 
 
    Oscar looped an arm around her shoulder and kept her moving. “You okay?” 
 
    She almost scolded him before stopping herself. He was trying to keep her and the people around them safe. “No, but I’m not lunging at anyone.” 
 
    “Destinations help,” he murmured into her ear. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “A friend’s.” 
 
    “Stubbs? We still haven’t—” 
 
    “No.” The hunger was making her curt. “Jordan, do you have money?” 
 
    “Loads. Centuries of investing, then realizing that was stupid and just storing it in the mattress, so to speak.” The witch had moved between Taya and the crowd, looking nonchalant if you didn’t notice the white of her knuckles. 
 
    Taya nodded once. “We’re getting weapons.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: The Proper Tool 
 
      
 
    The lift and train ride were agony for Taya. The smell of human blood flowing through veins was stronger out in the megastructure than Taya thought possible. Unless someone smelled exceptionally bad or good, it was rare to notice a person’s natural odor. Now it felt impossible not to. Oscar passed her a new vape pen, which Taya puffed ferociously. The powerful strain didn’t lessen the desire to feed, but it allowed her to focus on other things. Or, more accurately, it just made her mind more prone to wandering. Either way it helped. 
 
    It wasn’t until Taya noticed the looks that she was able to distract herself. Parents on their train car stepped between her and their children. Most avoided her eyes like the red within could kill. Oscar received the same harsh reception. He was right: This felt worse than before. A tension permeated the air, a calm making way for the storm. Taya was leaning heavily on one of the standing poles, trying to keep her breath shallow through the mask. 
 
    But one woman stood out against the rest. Tall, with long straight black hair, her eyes only left Taya once to glare at Oscar. As far as Taya could tell, she was unarmed, with nothing about her hinting at wear, but still she was openly showing her hostility. When Taya looked back for too long, the woman stood. The anger filled the space between them as the woman snaked a hand behind her back. 
 
    Jordan stepped forward before Taya could react, hands clenched as she whispered under her breath. The stranger stumbled back, hands fumbling for the seat she’d vacated. 
 
    “Show me something worth my time,” Jordan called at the woman. Heads all around them turned to watch. “Come play this game.” 
 
    “Christ.” Oscar stepped in front of Jordan, putting his back to the disoriented woman. “Must I bring up one of your lectures on discretion?” 
 
    “I just tickled her sense of balance. I have a feeling rules regarding discretion will soon need an overhaul.” 
 
    Taya turned away, watching the district glide by through the window. Ads blurred before her. Glaring reds, pinks, blues, greens, all reflecting off the train itself back onto the steel city. A holomodel atop a building was broadcasting a test of a home printer capable of complex meal orders. Billboards showed the latest assistant drones. Most captivating of all: upgraded packblood promising to taste more ‘lively.’ 
 
    “We’re all fucked.” 
 
    “Us or them?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “Both. More us. How much more is there beyond us?” Taya asked. “Three people who use and resent each other. One who wants to kill the other two.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jordan said. “Safer that way.” 
 
    Taya tried to loosen her muscles, wondering why her tension headache hadn’t returned with the pressure she felt. “Vampires, witches, splitting souls—so, what else?” 
 
    “Ghosts, gods, demons, shapeshifters, aliens, and, well, a lot more. But not as much as there once was. The great unrecorded extinction event.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Humans. Specifically the shitty ones. No, I don’t hate them all,” Jordan said as Taya glared. “Lack of understanding. A sense of ownership of this world. The haze’s punishment did the rest.” 
 
    “So the haze really wasn’t just some space cloud or pollutant from within Earth?” Her curiosity gave Taya’s mind something to latch onto. 
 
    “You gotta understand, the magic on this rock was dying long before the haze. That kind of rot takes ages. Just like it did on Big Red.” The witch nodded upward. “Dead planet now, no soul.” 
 
    “None of this makes sense.” Taya stood from her pole and leaned into Oscar. He wrapped an arm around her. She tensed at the move, then accepted the support. The smell of him helped cover the aroma of life around her. 
 
    “It’s a lot more logical than you think. Chaos can be wonderfully logical in the abstract.” Jordan seemed more than happy to educate Taya. “We used to pray to the many pantheons of power that made the universe. We never got every facet right as far as I can tell, but we’re close enough to garner attention. Faith, love, hate, life, death, all of it has power—magic. Entities beyond us are drawn to it. Handle the balance well and a lush planet can be bred. Abuse it and—” 
 
    The train began to slow. People around them began to move toward the exits. Taya stood back from Oscar and gave him a small smile. He returned the look, and she wondered yet again if he had known what Jordan had been planning for her. More than anything, Taya just didn’t want to be lied to again. 
 
    A man with multicolored glow depicting chains around his neck and wrists pushed past Taya. An insult for the stranger died on her lips as she smelled his sweat and flesh. 
 
    She lunged, hand moving to pull her mask off. A cold hand stopped her from making contact. Oscar yanked her bodily back, then smoothly slipped his arms through hers from behind, pinning her against him. 
 
    Taya watched as the man ran. She snarled at him, furious at her failure. 
 
    “There’s packblood in my pocket,” Oscar shouted over several yelling passengers fleeing the train. 
 
    “Which pocket?” Jordan’s face pushed into Taya’s vision, blocking her ability to focus on anything else. “Taya, focus on me.” 
 
    She did, allowing the woman to consume her thoughts. Jordan’s lips were pressed into a stressed line. Her hair was less straight than it had been; bits stuck out at odd angles. If Taya had to guess, Jordan hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in days. She even appeared to have lost weight, those lean cheeks hollower than they had already been. Again the lack of smell beyond the flowery deodorant the woman was wearing struck Taya. She’d somehow hidden herself from Taya’s need, and the longer they were around each other, the more complete the cloaking was. 
 
    “Got it.” Jordan pressed the cold pack against Taya’s lips. 
 
    Taya viciously tore into the plastic bag, drawing in gulps of the dyed fluid. Though Oscar claimed otherwise, she could have sworn this green packblood tasted different from the red or blue bags. 
 
    “Goddamn, she’s strong.” Oscar loosened his grip. “Honestly, she’s not doing that bad. If she wanted to, she could have tossed me off.” 
 
    The pack made a wet ripping noise as Taya used her hands to get to the last droplets. Breathing heavily, she threw the leftover wrapping at Oscar. “God, fuck the both of you for this.” 
 
    People began to poke their heads into the train car, clearly unsure what the commotion had been about. Seeing only two vampires calmly talking with a human, the bold among them began to take seats. 
 
    Jordan was staring beyond the car, focusing on the milling crowd outside. “Think anyone will call the cops?” 
 
    “Doubt it.” Taya wiped green packblood from her lips. “We’re getting off at the next stop regardless. I have to see a friend.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “You may be able to force me into this war, but I’m not going in without firepower,” Taya said. 
 
    Oscar said, “I don’t think you understand just how powerful—” 
 
    “No, Oscar.” Jordan smiled at Taya. “If she wants weapons from a friend, I’ll cover the cost. She isn’t used to her abilities yet, and some extra bang might be useful. Plus, she looks good with a weapon in hand.” 
 
    Taya walked for the train door. “Just c’mon the both of you.” 
 
    The early departure meant they had to walk several blocks to get to Naomi’s shop on foot, but the better ventilation was a relief to Taya. She decided she would avoid small spaces for a few days. 
 
    The neighborhood leading up to Naomi’s store was pleasant in its lack of trash or graffiti. It seemed fitting for Naomi’s neck of the woods, and Taya knew the tidiness was also partially due to their efforts. Taya had seen the arms dealer picking up litter as well and fixing odds and ends for the neighborhood. Despite dealing in weapons of death, Naomi was a comfort for all who knew them. They always justified it with a shrug and, ‘I only sell to people I trust to do well.’ 
 
    A street vendor selling nutrient-rich ‘printer porridge,’ a cheap, healthy meal as it was marketed, nodded to the three of them as they turned the final corner to their destination. He gave Jordan an especially deep smile. 
 
    “Hungry for a bite?” The portly man tugged on one of his printer’s handles, dispensing a purple slop into a printBoard bowl—the cheapest printed material available in the structure. He turned back to the three of them, focusing on Taya and Oscar for the first time. “S-Sorry. I meant no offense.” 
 
    He directed the bowl at Jordan. “Free! For you. As long as you leave a review.” 
 
    Jordan waved off the proffered lukewarm snack, glancing at a name emblazoned across his printer cart. “You work this corner every day, Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “Most days,” he answered politely. 
 
    Taya and Oscar stepped off to the side as Jordan began interrogating the man. 
 
    “Bit paranoid,” Oscar said. “Don’t think Robert has the resources to watch everyone you’ve ever talked to.” 
 
    A tug came from Jordan, different from the others Taya had experienced. It came and went like the flash of a camera, twinging her mind in a pocket Taya was coming to recognize as Jordan. 
 
    “…Doing magic,” Taya murmured before turning back to watching the street with Oscar. “I just bought from Naomi. What could it hurt?” 
 
    Oscar huffed. “Not like we’re short on time.” 
 
    “Well, I got plenty of that now, don’t I?” 
 
    “Do you wish I hadn’t turned you?” 
 
    She didn’t hurry to answer, choosing her words carefully. “I’ve been ready to die. You didn’t let me. I honestly don’t know how I feel about that.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “Oscar, what exactly would you say Jordan is doing to that man right now?” The witch’s hands twitched while she talked, the vendor nearly drooling in adoration of her. “If she had limits, she forgot them a long time ago. Best I can tell, she’s on the right side of things, but it would be stupid to believe that means she’s safe to be around. If I started pushing back… Well, she broke into my system and ruined my life just because she thought I’d make a good soldier—or plaything.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. She saw potential.” 
 
    Taya interjected. “It’s exactly like that, Oscar. Exactly. Even if she’s deluded herself into thinking otherwise.” She watched as Oscar considered Jordan, her own plan inching forward. “I’ll do something you’ve yet to do for me. I’ll tell you a straight-up, well-informed fact,” she continued. “Jordan’s less human than you and I.” 
 
    “And yet.” Oscar shifted as Jordan stepped away from Mr. Jones with a skip in her step. The vendor watched after her with an openly love-struck impression. “She’s the best I’ve ever worked with.” 
 
    Jordan shot Oscar a curious look at the final words. “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Just Oscar helping me figure out biter life.” Taya smiled. “What’d Mr. Jones have to say?” 
 
    Oscar grunted before making his way to Naomi’s. 
 
    Jordan continued to watch Oscar walk toward the weapons shop. “Couple guys bought guns a few hours ago. Shopkeep shouted someone out of their store yesterday. Do you plan on pursuing him if we make it out of this?” 
 
    “If I make it out of being forced to assassinate two of the most powerful men in the megastructure because of a case I was manipulated into being on by the partner I thought I could trust so he could help one of our targets continue to hunt his abused wife who we failed to protect and probably got killed all because you made a little girl say a woman’s name in front of her stepson to sow a little chaos?” Taya finished her flood of words with a deep breath even though her undead lungs didn’t need it. “Probably not, no. I don’t think I will.” 
 
    “I think it’s ‘whom.’” Jordan’s smile faded from her face, replaced by apprehension. The witch looked anywhere but at Taya. “Well… they say if you’re not looking, that’s when fate drops something special in your lap. Especially with all this stress, it’s only natural to need some stress relief.” 
 
    Taya scoffed. “The gym is a reasonable substitute.” 
 
    Jordan’s head cocked to the side. 
 
    “I found the man I was supposed to be with. I don’t think there’ll be another.” Taya felt heat rush into her own face. 
 
    Jordan misread the flush, smiling until she seemed to register, through their link, that she had misunderstood. She stilled her features. “I’ve never said this, but I am sorry for your loss. I hope one day, when all of this is done, you’re able to find someone worth getting dinner with.” 
 
    “Not very likely.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jordan agreed. “If you end up with a mortal, hold some of yourself back. It will be just as hard next time if you don’t. Most won’t be around long enough to realize what’s missing in the relationship. We all deserve to keep our smallest secrets. Sins of the past deserve to be let go after a lifetime.” 
 
    “Live long enough and your consciousness becomes unbearable?” 
 
    “Exactly. Part of an evolving mind.” 
 
    Taya eyed the witch, unsure what exactly the implication in her tone meant. “Dinner dates were never my favorite.” 
 
    Jordan’s lips twitched into her masking smile. “Think of it as lunch in another time zone.” 
 
    Taya chuckled uneasily at what she felt through the link. “Think I’m going to keep as many human people near me as I can for as long as possible. Seems healthy.” 
 
    “Most say that until they notice everyone around them starting to age.” Jordan’s tone softened slightly. “It’s a part of growing up again in a new life. You see how our hidden community is the strongest family you’ll ever have, as long as you’re welcome.” 
 
    Opening her mouth didn’t result in any words. Taya’s mind got twisted in several questions at once. By the time she managed to solidify one, they were already at the entrance to ‘Small Arms’ underneath the neon T. rex. 
 
    Jordan glanced at the name before grumbling something that sounded a lot like, “Better than mine.” 
 
    “Look, Taya’s never mentioned you,” Naomi was saying to Oscar, who had reached the store ahead of them. “And I don’t sell to—” They cut off as Taya entered the store. “Taya!” Naomi called cheerfully. “What’s with the m—” 
 
    Taya pulled the mask off without thinking, causing Naomi to go silent. 
 
    “Hey, Naomi.” 
 
    Naomi’s hand dropped below the counter, snapping up with a pistol in hand. To Taya’s surprise, they didn’t point it at her, but Oscar. 
 
    Taya had to slap Jordan’s hands as the witch took a breath in. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Naomi’s gaze shifted to Taya. “Taya, oh fuck…” 
 
    “I’m not happy about it either, Naomi.” Taya approached with hands high. “Shit went—” 
 
    “Was it that kill job?” Naomi interjected. Their finger slipped onto the trigger. “Is this him?” 
 
    Taya stepped between Naomi and Oscar. “Hey, it’s okay. Look at me. I’m still me.” 
 
    I think. 
 
    Naomi slowly lowered the weapon, unwilling to train it on Taya, a blank expression coming over their face. “Taya, I need your biter to leave, now. You can stay. In fact—” Naomi pointed the gun at Jordan. “I don’t like the way she looked at me. Taya stays. Both of you leave.” 
 
    A tug in her mind caused Taya to look at Jordan. The witch was already meeting her gaze. Taya shook her head a minuscule amount. After a brief hesitation, Jordan’s hands unflexed. 
 
    “Wait outside,” Taya said. 
 
    Oscar and Jordan complied, Naomi watching them sharply, the pistol still in their hand. 
 
    “I need you to put that away, Naomi.” Taya’s words were as soft as she could allow them to be. It tore at Taya’s heart to watch the fear bloom in Naomi’s eyes as they lowered the weapon, wanting to trust Taya. 
 
    Naomi nodded toward the door. “It’s sealed. They can’t hear what we say. Tell me, are you okay? Are you safe? Do you need help?” 
 
    Approaching the counter as casually as she could, Taya answered. “Tall and dark who just left turned me. The tiny hacker chick is a witch—yeah, a real one. I’ve made the mistake of letting people get close to this shit before, and I’m not doing it again with you. I’m here as a customer and customer only.” 
 
    Naomi nodded to the exit. “He did this to you?” 
 
    “Yup.” Taya answered honestly. “They fucked me. Problem is, they’re the only ones able to help me hit something a whole lot worse… debatably.” 
 
    Naomi nodded once. “Do you want to drink my blood?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t lie to you. You smell better than a steak dinner to a starving man, but I’ve drunk plenty of packblood and can control that right now.” 
 
    Naomi brought the gun back to their side. “I hope you understand.” 
 
    “I do.” Taya took a long shaky breath. “You’ve sold to me before, and I hope you’re willing to do so still. You may think what I am now is bad, but Naomi, what needs killing is far worse.” 
 
    “I don’t normally ask for specifics, but I think the situation requires it.” A bead of sweat slipped down Naomi’s brow. 
 
    Taya nodded. “You still hate Crusaders?” 
 
    “Annoying dangerous extremists.” 
 
    “And abusers, hatemongers, and they’ll kill me and my… people if I don’t move first.” Taya added, “One of them beat me half to death. That’s why I got turned. These people, they work to keep power where it is. My friends are pushing against them. I hope you can appreciate that.” 
 
    Naomi holstered the fat revolver and let out an exhausted grunt. “Taya, I know what I am. I put as much sugar as I can around it, but I’m a merchant who deals in death. I give people the tools to solve problems with no other solutions.” 
 
    “You do it well.” 
 
    “Thanks. But I don’t supply radicals, religious nuts, or political groups. I don’t add fuel to fires I think can spread out of control. If you can look me in the eye and promise you’re going to be able to handle the fallout from this, I’ll sell to you, but I need that promise.” 
 
    Taya met Naomi’s gaze, but no words came. She couldn’t do it. Maybe it was the resolution she saw in Naomi’s eyes, maybe she’d run out of lies, but Taya couldn’t bring herself to lie to a friend on behalf of Jordan and Oscar. “I can’t. I’m throwing a firebomb in a well, and I don’t know what’s at the bottom of it.” 
 
    “All right. Now I know ya ain’t full of shit.” Naomi took their hand from the weapon holstered at their hip. “Honestly, I’ve sold to worse.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Taya blinked before letting an uncontrollable grin spread across her face. “I fucking love you.” 
 
    “That won’t get you a discount.” Naomi returned the smile. “Now, what do you need?” 
 
    “Still got that lightblade?” 
 
    “Plenty of ’em.” Naomi nodded excitedly. “In fact I got one with a specially weighted hilt to help the balancing issue a lot of ’em have. Happens to be on sale. Would you believe me if I said the blade can be tuned violet? Kinda thought you’d look good with it. That red doesn’t suit you. You need more violet.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: Trigger Man 
 
      
 
    The continuous tik tik of a large grandfather clock sharpened Taya’s nerves. She wanted to rip the thing to pieces, smash it into oblivion. This want for destruction and pain had grown within her over the last day as they planned their next moves. The drive for blood had been primal, easy to control. In comparison, her new hunger was complex and impossible to handle, born out of the connection to Jordan. The witch had taken her into her own home as a result, keeping Taya as close as possible to monitor her condition, saying it was something to do with her hunger for souls. Problem was, Taya didn’t know how to eat one and neither did Jordan. 
 
    The frustration with her own lack of progress was amplified by watching Jordan work. In the last twenty-four hours, Taya had watched the woman weave together a loose plan of how exactly they were going to hit the Crusaders while providing Taya a clear shot at Robert Labór. Dozens of encrypted calls, mysterious packages, and more called-in favors than any mortal could have possibly collected. Taya watched all of it, forced to rely on the metallic dissatisfaction of packblood. Only Oscar providing her with several different brands and flavors brought Taya any semblance of joy or control. 
 
    Taya finished the last drops of Dr. Amber’s Packblood: AB, the rarest flavor, before slopping the bag down on Jordan’s kitchen table. Taya had expected the decor of plant life and tinctures from the shop to be amplified in the witch’s home. Instead, Jordan’s apartment was surprisingly modern and boring. The witch kept her house orderly and reserved. When asked about it, Jordan had said she never wanted to raise questions with her neighbors. 
 
    “It’s your burden,” Jordan said. They were playing chess while waiting for—well, for everything. Jordan picked up her queen and pushed it down the board, taking Taya’s hung knight. “I thought it would come naturally.” 
 
    “Naturally? What about me screams ‘natural’ to you?” Without much thought, Taya responded to the move, lifting a bishop made of real wood and positioning it to attack Jordan’s queen. 
 
    Tik tik tik tik tik tik it doesn’t stop. 
 
    “Okay… drinking blood.” Jordan took the bishop with a move from her own knight Taya hadn’t cared enough to notice. “Comes pretty natural. It’s mate in three.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taya leaned back from the board. “Not my game anyway.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning, Taya. Half a day. Everything is set; now we wait.” Jordan walked to kneel in front of Taya, her scent now completely hidden. 
 
    Leaning forward, Taya inhaled. Still nothing, though she was close enough to count the tiny veins in the other woman’s eyes. 
 
    Jordan mistook the gesture and stood. “I don’t think that, uh—” 
 
    Taya felt something adjacent to mirth. “Not that. I just smell everything. I see everything. But despite the fact that I can feel every emotion that crawls through that head of yours, you’re still a goddamn ghost to my nose. Why?” 
 
    “It’s a simple spell.” Jordan picked up their empty glasses and walked toward her small kitchen. 
 
    “You can’t explain away everything that way, Jordan.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    Taya sank even lower in her seat, picking up the lightblade from the floor beside her and sending the blade clacking from the handle. Layers snapped out until it reached its full meter length, straight as an arrow. Taya considered lighting it, just to have Jordan freak on her again about possible damage if she somehow dropped it. “When will Oscar be back?” 
 
    “He’s picking something up for you from another of my sisters.” Jordan moved to the kitchen, a mug zipping to her hand before she opened the fridge. 
 
    “Is there usually this much waiting before a hit?” Taya twirled the unlit blade in her hands. 
 
    “Actually, yes,” Jordan said. “Lots of waiting and putting things in place. If you aren’t prepared way in advanced and waiting for the right time, you’ve massively fucked up.” 
 
    Taya stood. “Are you used to doing all this?” 
 
    “No, Jesus—no.” Jordan leaned over the kitchen bar. “I keep running through all of it in my head and, honestly, praying I can trust your follow through.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Try and understand that the longer we wait, the harder hitting this family becomes. I don’t even want them to be our first targets, but I owe you.” Jordan smirked. “I always strive to be fair.” 
 
    “Well, you wanted a weapon.” Taya folded the blade back in on itself. 
 
    “I’m not making you a monster, Taya. You’re a factor in a fight now. One I intend to treat well. You keep acting like I’m the reason you’re here. I didn’t make you go knocking on Robert’s door, did I? You wadded into this on your own volition.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think that’s only half the story.” 
 
    “It’s a fraction of a fraction,” Jordan said, “And you’ll die if you leave my side. I’m sorry you got swept up in all of this, but I’ve made you strong enough to survive. Soon, you’ll be grateful. Think I— He’s back.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    A knock came at the door, followed by Oscar carrying Taya’s backpack. “I couldn’t find your pistol. You’ll have to do with the powder one, but I did manage some more bullets for it. Enough for… is it ten a clip? Two and a half clips then.” 
 
    Taya stood, snatching the pack from him. Its white-and-black-printed fabric looked unharmed. 
 
    Oscar pushed past Taya as she pulled the ammunition from the bag. “Any luck with the soul drinking?” 
 
    Jordan shook her head. “Everything I’ve been able to find says it will come naturally. Like breathing. I’m masked, and you’re not what I would consider palatable for her condition. Someone has to be dying, and I’m not exactly wanting to offer up someone off the street.” 
 
    “Yeah, not trying to venture into the serial killer game,” Taya said. 
 
    Jordan blew air from her nose in amusement. “Suddenly in a better mood?” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Taya slid the clip in with a satisfying click, “we all have odd things we care about.” 
 
    “Indeed we do.” Jordan looked to Oscar. “Still outside?” 
 
    The vampire nodded abruptly before heading back out the front door. 
 
    “What?” Taya unconsciously touched her holstered weapon, grateful for the comfort despite the unfamiliar feel of the grip. 
 
    “We need your new face to stay hidden. We also wanted to keep you from having to test that healing of yours in a trial-by-fire sort of way.” Jordan came to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Taya. “So I called in a favor, several in fact, from a sister of mine embedded in the military. In fact, I owe her now.” 
 
    Oscar returned with a torso-sized, low-hover delivery drone, dented to a cartoonish extent. Many on the second floor were old models, but on closer inspection, Taya found this was a recent one beaten to appear less appealing. Even the graffiti didn’t specify anything beyond haphazard patterns. 
 
    Giddily, Jordan approached the delivery drone. “It will be worth every oath sworn.” 
 
    “Is it smart to move this stuff in the morning rush hour?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s in it.” Oscar’s voice was husky today, still seeming tired despite the hour. He walked past her into the witch’s kitchen and got a pack from the fridge. “But moving a package during the day? One in a crowd of a million. Skulking in the night with a big box? That draws eyes.” 
 
    “All right.” Taya glanced at Jordan as the witch did a small dance of excitement. 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    Pointing at her head, Taya said, “With what system?” 
 
    Jordan stopped her hopping in place. “Sorry, I got it.” 
 
    The drone’s top rolled back. A silver container within was marked with several warnings stating, ‘Property of the United Structure Front.’ A red button shone bright enough to reflect in Jordan’s eyes. 
 
    Hesitating, Taya leaned down and pressed in the light. It clicked, followed by a harsh snap. The case popped, sliding slowly open within the drone. 
 
    A set of silver armor was revealed to her, an angled helmet with a white visor resting atop the neatly folded nanotube suit. It was the same outfit given to special forces sent to infiltrate megastructures on foreign soil. The technology was focused on disrupting any and all network-connected systems to prevent recording of any kind and hide the identity of the soldier within. Taya felt a momentary urge to thank the witch, in awe of the incredibly expensive set. The feeling was extinguished as a pang of bloodthirst rolled through her. 
 
    Jordan snatched up the helmet with red-nailed fingers. “It’s been wiped, or never registered, I should say. Straight from a dusty forgotten shelf resulting from a bloated military budget. You’re our special surprise, so I wanna, you know, go all in where I can. Help in my own fucked-up way as I’m sure you’d put it. So anyway, here’s a couple-years-out-of-date spec-ops suit. Should help you murder for us.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Oscar called from the kitchen. “Better than what you had.” 
 
    “Will your military friend help us more tomorrow?” Taya focused on Jordan, squashing her awe at the gift. 
 
    The joy on Jordan’s face wavered. “Do you not like it?” 
 
    Taya maintained her neutral look. “I think it’s one of the most badass pieces of equipment I’ve ever seen. Now why won’t you tell me how exactly your friends are helping?” 
 
    Putting the helmet back, Jordan said, “What if you get caught? Can you hold up to torture? No pattern. No network. If two of us are together, that leaves implications to patterns. It’s what we can afford. What if we fail tomorrow? Others need to know one loss isn’t the end and won’t lead to our collapse. Hell, we mostly talk through the Faces. It’s all about—” 
 
    “Right. And what do I owe you for this? A promise not to kill you?” 
 
    Some of the previous joy returned to Jordan as she pulled the box from the drone and walked toward a small dining table. “The ward has been moved. It appears James has a heart or is afraid of what we’re going to do now the bill passed. Either way, you’ll never guess where this structure’s ward is now.” 
 
    “Just fucking tell me, Jordan.” 
 
    The witch’s lips twitched into a grin. “He’s kept it right by his last respectable son, Robert. Closer I get to that boy, weaker I am. James made his son a walking witch deterrent, I’d like to think for me personally. Put his best Crusader muscle around him too. Guess he thinks I might send some of my cold friends.” 
 
    Taya looked down at the armor. “So instead you want to send a Reaper?” 
 
    Jordan’s grin spread wide. “It’s a win-win. You get Robert, and I get the ward. Hell, do this for me and I’ll even start teaching Juno basic magics.” 
 
    Taya froze at the offer. 
 
    “Thought so.” Jordan’s head tilted slightly. “Or, if you destroy it, I’ll promise to leave her alone, letting her potential go to waste.” 
 
    “Deal.” Taya met the woman’s eyes. “But I don’t buy it. James just happened to put the ward by his son? What did you do?” 
 
    Jordan did one little hop before concealing her excitement again. “Oh, you are learning. I might make a soldier out of you yet. There’s a safe in the back of Robert’s office. I have a sneaking suspicion your new blade can cut through it like butter. I have a kit to crack it if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “And that’s worth all this?” Taya asked. 
 
    “And so much more.” The slight strain in Jordan’s voice as the small woman carried the box off added something sinister to the statement. “Well, I want Robby killed too. And if you fully understood this ward, you’d want it gone as well. Just it being in the same megastructure as I am has an effect—and it’s an insult. It will take them years to make another.” 
 
    “What exactly does the ward do?” A desire to try on the suit was finally rising within her. 
 
    “Friends and favors, Taya,” Jordan answered. “You’ll be making and earning many from powerful people if you do this.” 
 
    And she dodges again. 
 
    Taya picked up the helmet. It felt rock-hard yet remarkably light. It came to a harsh point at the chin, curves with embedded lights pointed down and out. Once activated, they would glow bright enough to disrupt any sensor or recording. The entire suit also gave off a cacophony of random data. Hundreds of thousands of randomly generated identities, pings, and data entries. 
 
    Jordan touched Taya’s shoulder, causing their eyes to meet. “Stop resisting who you are. I know what you feel. This all excites you.” 
 
    Slipping it onto her head, the helmet adjusted without prompt, automated for the user to not need a system. After several seconds of small whirs, the helmet rested perfectly on her head and face. A hud sprang to life within the visor, asking for an alias. Taya thought for a moment before entering ‘Ghost.’ 
 
    I’m not her Reaper. 
 
    As the system accepted the name, the hud shifted toward a ‘Focus’ layout. The hud became extremely minimal aside from a top-down wipe that sped up until it became invisible. Taya was about to ask what it was when she noticed the blade folded on her hip had become highlighted to her eyes. So had the pistol on her other hip. Looking toward Jordan’s home display, the tech glowed with the same soft aura. 
 
    Glancing at Oscar pulling packblood from the fridge, Taya blinked as his fangs gave off the same light as he bit into the bag. 
 
    “It highlights weapons and tech?” 
 
    “More than that.” Jordan’s excitement had returned in full force. “Focus on my display.” 
 
    Taya did, and without prompting, the helmet’s system attacked. In a heartbeat, Taya had full access to Jordan’s home system. With minimal eye movements, she could send the armor to do whatever she pleased with the home. “Well… I like that. Holy shit.” 
 
    “I knew you would. Watch!” Jordan hungrily reached for Taya’s pistol. 
 
    She didn’t need the warning light that popped up around Jordan’s hand. Taya snatched Jordan’s arm and twisted, bringing Jordan against her own chest in a similar move to what Robert had done to her. 
 
    Gasping in pain at her wrenched arm, Jordan stood on her toes. 
 
    Oscar tossed away the empty pack before saying, “Yeah, Jordan, that was on you.” 
 
    To Taya’s surprise, Jordan’s muscles relaxed, allowing her to come back down. She leaned into Taya before saying, “Good to know it’s not all brawling.” 
 
    Shoving Jordan off, Taya removed the helmet. “I’ve been training for over a year. Enforcers aren’t all guns and threats.” 
 
    “And yet I keep having to put you back together. Oscar, the boom coming?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’ll be here tonight.” 
 
    “And the van?” Taya added. 
 
    “Already a couple blocks from Dánkoma. Stubbs’ bike is parked out back. Wasn’t being watched, and I swept it. Totally clean.” 
 
    “You drove Katya?” Taya asked incredulously. 
 
    “Absolutely not. Autopilot.” 
 
    “Well then.” Jordan lowered her tone. “I just need to get my preparation under way and all will be set.” 
 
    “Assuming he stays there,” Oscar said. “The guy is trying to get back in the good with his dad. You sure he won’t go to the sermon? James is doing his Sunday broadcast, and they’re making a big deal about it being public for the first time ever.” 
 
    Jordan said, “I’d bet my torn soul he’ll be holed up in Dánk too afraid to open the upper floors to even a delivery drone.” Jordan moved toward the door outside and threw over her shoulder. “Stay busy tonight, Taya. It will help the time pass.” 
 
    After Jordan left, Oscar moved to pick up the lightblade and activated it. Flames immediately ignited across the blade, hissing and spitting. Taya watched as the air surrounding it began to warp and twist beneath the intense heat. “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Silver isn’t my color. Jordan’s got a fabric printer in the back.” Taya wanted to take the weapon from him. Not that she thought he would or could harm her, but it felt like watching someone else sleep in her bed or use her shower without permission. “I’m going to work that armor. You?” 
 
    “Honestly? Jordan told me to make sure you stay here and out of sight. So…” Oscar took a long breath. “Care to show me how to work one of those printers?” 
 
    Taya gnashed her teeth. Of course she wasn’t going to go out into the city, but the fact that Jordan had given such instruction made her want to go door to door screaming the entire plan. 
 
    Oscar smiled at her. “If you’ll let me, I’d like to spend the night apologizing for what happened.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Taya said, “No. I mean you should, but that would be miserable.” She hesitated before asking, “Did you… drink any of my blood?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to.” After a spin with his wrist, Oscar made the blade pull back into the handle, resulting in several harsh cracks filling the air. He placed the hilt on the table. “It just happens.” 
 
    “How’d I taste?” 
 
    Oscar let out a full-bellied laugh. 
 
    “What?” Taya protested. “I can’t be curious?” 
 
    “You tasted like blood, Taya.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I just thought—” Feeling the bloodthirst within herself, Taya made a noise of discomfort and walked to a second bedroom that had been converted into a studio. 
 
    Following, Oscar took on a more playful tone. “Do you have any idea how to use a lightblade?” 
 
    She cracked her neck from side to side before sitting in front of the large printer, its gray and blue curves wider than she was. “Hit ’em with the burning bit.” 
 
    “What? Taya, using a sword is an art form that—” 
 
    “Shh.” Taya leaned back, reached up, and put a finger to Oscar’s lips. She tried to use the same hypnotic voice the man had first used on her. “Quiet time.” 
 
    “Doesn’t work on our own kind.” Oscar caught her hand as she pulled it away. “Same reason you don’t hear it in your own voice.” 
 
    Taya cocked her head, wishing she could hear how any of the living would hear it. She knew, intuitively, she’d put something in her voice, but none of it registered to her. “Frustrating.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” Oscar said. “By the way… if you happen to ever find yourself near another of those blades…” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off.” Taya pulled her hand back and manually powered on the printer. “Just get Jordan to buy you one, bud. Woman’s got cash.” 
 
    “We’re at ‘bud’ now?” 
 
    Smiling, Taya turned to meet Oscar’s eyes. “Trust me, ‘bud’ is great with me. Drinks, grabbing a bite—the food kind—house-sitting. The whole shebang.” 
 
    Oscar seemed to like that. “I think we can be fine friends.” 
 
    Annoyed by his positive response, Taya grabbed Oscar by the collar and pulled him in for a kiss. She removed any passion from the act, a dry, bleak exchange of false affection. Releasing his shirt, Taya pushed him away before saying flatly, “Yup, friends for sure.” 
 
    “So ‘bud’ it is. ”Oscar seemed to think better of saying something smart. He watched in silence for a moment as Taya began to work the fabric, altering the colors with a moderately practiced hand. “You asked me how I stay sane as an immortal.” 
 
    Taya looked up at him, eyes meeting his. 
 
    Oscar continued, “The story of it all. This may sound ridiculous, but when you sit still in time, everyone else’s story becomes so much clearer. It took me so long to realize it, but life is endlessly fascinating to watch. Now that you’re in this for the long haul, you’ll see it too. We get to observe humanity in a way impossible for the living. Generations of change will happen before your eyes, and you’ll be here for it. All of it. After a few centuries, it becomes impossible to not become enamored with the world of the living. And now that they are aware of us, seeing how it has all changed, I’m grateful to have seen it.” 
 
    What he said terrified Taya in a way she’d never felt before. Decades bleeding by as she remained the same, removed for the mortality she’d been born with. She’d watch her friends and family age and die as she slowly lost what made her human even more than she already had. It sounded incomprehensibly lonely. It sounded like a trap her mind had been ensnared in. 
 
    “Taya, I don’t think you want to do that.” 
 
    “What?” She looked down, seeing the printer inject coloration into a port behind the shoulder she was working. “Oh, shit.” She pivoted the armor under her hand. “Don’t tell Jordan.” 
 
    He laughed before asking, “Where’d you learn to do this?” 
 
    “Mrs. Carlson, actually. She taught me while I watched over her on the first job we had together. Older generations all had to learn. Seems fitting to do it now.” Taya rotated the shoulder pad under the printer, adding a deeper black to the armor. “Never could get my edges like hers.” 
 
    She continued working until she realized the comment hadn’t brought up images of the dead woman’s crimson-haloed face. She saw it now, though, and a pang of guilt struck at her core. She wanted to still feel the fervor as strongly as she had. Now it had all become so messy, Taya wasn’t even sure how much the murder still served as motivation. 
 
    “I’m sorry you still haven’t gotten your final answer.” Oscar’s voice pulled her in from her drift. 
 
    “Yeah.” She moved the pad, cursing the sloppiness of her work. “Still don’t know who did in Carlson or Nita. Guess it had to be James and he was lying to Robert?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but no.” Oscar’s tone shifted into a dull curiosity. “I mean, I’ve always thought James ordered it, but no way he pulled the trigger. Probably used one of his guys to clean up a mess he saw Robert handling sloppily. Had to have an informant on Robert’s crew too. Someone sold him out to the big dog.” 
 
    “True, I guess. Well, we know…” She trailed off. 
 
    No. He wouldn’t hide in my home. Quinn isn’t that stupid. 
 
    After several heartbeats, Oscar’s words cut through. “What is it?” 
 
    Taya stood, leaving the armor under the unwatched needle. “I have to check on something.” 
 
    Oscar jumped to the machine. “Hey! Taya, where are you going?” 
 
    She exited the second room, mind both racing and frozen on one singular thought. “I know where he is.” 
 
    “What?” Oscar called, pulling at the trapped suit, tugging desperately to stop the violet from painting wildly over the silver. “Taya, where are you going?” 
 
    Taya spotted the keys to the lightbike chip, resting on the counter where Oscar had dropped them. Grabbing them and snatching the party mask from her pack, Taya headed for the door. 
 
    Oblivious to Oscar’s yelling, she darted off on the bike, speeding as quickly as she could for the vents. Pulling the parade mask over her face had been the only thing her mind had been able to process as an absolute necessity. It had all fallen into place and had been so blisteringly obvious in hindsight. 
 
    She found no peace in the void of the vents as her bike ascended. Floor after floor flashed by, unregistered by her mind. Flying out onto Floor Ninety Four, returning to the floor she knew best, felt like crashing back into an old life. It took Taya only a few minutes to reach her district. The same ads for tech and higher-end, life-oriented wear beamed down on her. Directly across the street from her apartment, an ad for new programmed cats read, ‘The Friend of the Future.’ 
 
    Taya dismounted the bike, walking for her front door. Her lack of system was no problem, the emergency override code on the console only took her two tries to remember. Her front door slid open, welcoming Taya into her already occupied apartment. 
 
    Clothes were strewn everywhere, the bed unmade. A pile of dishes filled the sink. A smell that was not her own, not welcome in her home, touched her nose. A shirtless Quinn sat at her kitchen table, eating a meal for himself he’d made in her kitchen. He looked up at her, shock turning to terror as his eyes widened. 
 
    Slowly, painfully slowly, Quinn lowered his fork before raising his hands. “Please… I don’t—Taya?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: Home 
 
      
 
    Taya walked into the apartment, hand drifting toward the manual close. As the district’s noise became muffled, Taya pulled the mask from her face, dropping it to the floor. 
 
    Quinn’s eye bulged as he started to his feet. “You’re dead!” 
 
    “You always liked how I refused to stay down.” Taya smiled too wide. “Really? Staying at a dead woman’s place and didn’t expect to see a ghost?” 
 
    Her former mentor stood as she walked toward him, backing away from the kitchen table, sending her chair clattering to the floor. “Taya, tell me that’s makeup ’r somethin’, right? Y–ya ain’t walking dead.” 
 
    The studio space was too small for Quinn to maintain any substantial distance from her. Out of desperation, his hand whipped to his waistline, drawing his pistol but keeping it lowered. 
 
    Taya’s eyes flicked to it before she pulled the smile to a painful extent, causing her fangs to slip into view. “On the run from Daddy and heard I was dead. Thought to yourself, ‘Well, she’s died, might as well use hers,’ no?” 
 
    “No.” Quinn swallowed. “It broke me up, Taya. Honest. I was a mess. Heard Robert is going around telling everyone he tossed you from a window. I came here hoping it wasn’t true. When I heard it was from Stewart’s place—I knew what ya must’ve found. I never meant to break your heart.” 
 
    “Break my heart?” Taya let out an involuntary laugh, mirroring Oscar’s full-bellied glee. She took two threatening steps forward. “You think I give two shits about you?” She licked her lips as Quinn raised his weapon. 
 
    “Stop it, T.” His hand shook. “I handled this all wrong, I can admit that, a’ight? But simple mistakes, they happen.” 
 
    Despite how much she’d worked her body since the change, trying to gauge her new limits, healing from a gunshot wound had failed to get a dry run. Without her armor, Taya had no idea what would happen. But she wanted to find out. 
 
    Taya raised her eyebrows. “It was all just… handled wrong, then?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Quinn breathed. “Yeah, you gotta undastand. James ordered it all. Had me cleaning up after Robert for a while. It’s all them, T. Ya right. They’re terrible people.” 
 
    “Very forthcoming of you.” Taya took another step toward Quinn, causing him to back into her shower. 
 
    “Please, Taya. Please. Don’t.” 
 
    She stopped, not bothering to focus on the barrel aiming at her chest. “Which Labór ordered you to kill Mrs. Carlson, Quinn?” 
 
    “James. Trying to kill this at the roots. I told him we didn’t need to. I swear ta god, but he’s dangerous. I couldn’t disobey him. He’da killed me too.” Quin took a half-inch step forward. “It was a stupid idea. Dumb. I told ’im ya—uh—I told ’im ya’d dropped it. That the Nita girl could probably just be let go. But, look, I’m not going ta lie ta ya, I killed Carlson, and I’m sorry for it, but I didn’t kill Nita, a’ight? I couldn’t. It’s why I had ta run. Some other grunt framed it up to look like a biter did it. Someone without a heart in their facking chest.” 
 
    “So those were the clients you were,” she exhaled, feeling raw unfettered anger “oh so proud of?” 
 
    Jordan’s filter was pulled away. Taya felt her emotions come crashing home, a torrent of anger she had to battle. Her whole body tensed at the sensation, an unrecognized adjustment to the numbing now making it all so much more difficult to handle. 
 
    “Why?” Taya asked aloud, not meaning the question for Quinn. 
 
    “The pay, Taya.” Quinn took a shuffled step back into the shower, cornering himself further. “Enough to retire a bit sooner. She would have died even if I said no, okay? I couldn’t do nothin’ about it.” 
 
    He smelled so sweetly afraid. His breaths were rapid and shallow. He would fight her, struggling as he died. 
 
    Taya emitted an involuntary low growl. “Finally saw your place, Quinn. Left it in worse shape than when I arrived.” 
 
    Pulling the powder pistol from her back pocket, Taya tossed the weapon at Quinn. 
 
    He caught it with his free hand, careful to keep his barrel trained on her. 
 
    “You’ll need something bigger to put me down. Keep all this from Syd, too?” 
 
    “Stupid girl.” Quinn’s mouth twitched before he leveled both weapons at her. “Yeah I did. Listen, a’ight, ya may be dead, but I don’t want to put ya down. Out of respect for someone we both loved. We can work together. I love how fucking good ya are, Taya. I didn’t think you’d drop the case. When you told me about ‘Helga,’ I knew where ya’d end up. We can get out of this together, right?” 
 
    Taya paid no attention to his rambling, another realization coming to the surface. “You let me find her.” 
 
    “Sarah?” Quinn gave an innocent shrug. “It didn’t matter if you tracked her down. James woulda found her sooner or—” 
 
    “Carlson.” Taya didn’t feel the words as her lips let them pass. “You let me find her.” 
 
    “Oh… look, anonymous tips can’t always be so anonymous these days. I couldn’t exactly afford to pay for—hey!” 
 
    Taya stepped forward. 
 
    Quinn’s back hit the wall. “Taya, stop! If I didn’t kill ’er, James woulda had me killed.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she have heard you break in, Quinn? Why was she still in bed?” Taya lost control of the rage, her voice sinking into a cold certainty of what would happen next. She savored watching Quinn realize it too. “So paranoid, always waking up to check for her husband breaking in.” 
 
    His finger flexed on the trigger. An incredibly loud crack filled the apartment. Taya felt her shoulder jerk back. Fury overrode any pain her body registered. At first, she assumed armor her skin no longer bore would stop the bullet. It wasn’t until she saw Quinn’s eyes bulge that Taya bothered to break eye contact and look at the damage. 
 
    The metal slug had torn clean through her, leaving a hole in her jacket. No blood spilled from the point of impact. Only a bubbling of flesh pulling itself together. In seconds, a nasty-looking scar had closed where Quinn had shot her. The only indication the injury had been recent was the splatter of dark fluid ruining her jacket. As the wound closed, a dense exhaustion flowed through Taya, making one of her knees jerk near buckling. 
 
    “That ain’t biter healing.” Quinn’s aim adjusted. The gun rose to point at Taya’s head. “What the fuck are you?” 
 
    Taya moved closer. “You’ll still need something bigger.” 
 
    Quinn’s finger began to tighten. 
 
    Taya ducked, stabbing her hand forward like a spear, driving it into Quinn’s side. He shrieked as her fingers tore into his flesh. Bones cracked and shifted against Taya’s claws, drawing a hollow shriek from the policemen. Wrapping her other hand around his shoulders, Taya used the leverage to sink her hand deep enough to cleanly feel what had to be a lung. The violation fascinated her. 
 
    Her former partner tried to crumple forward, but Taya shoved him back against the printed tile of the shower, hand coming away in a sopping crimson mess. “How easy was it?” 
 
    The smell of blood. It made Taya freeze. A thrill shot through her.  
 
    Watching her victim begin to shake, Taya inhaled, pulling in the iron smell. Leaning in close, Quinn’s fear became irresistibly alluring. “How easy was it to bypass her security with that pig system of yours, Quinn?” 
 
    A rattle of pain caused Quinn to convulse against her. 
 
    “You mother fucker. You knew. You knew I wasn’t fucking ready for this. You counted on it!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he croaked. “Taya, please. Just let me go. I’ll get you out of this—gah—I promise.” 
 
    “Why did you do it, Quinn?” 
 
    “Fuck—money is money! It was supposed to be clean.” 
 
    “Money is money,” she repeated. “Money is just money! MONEY IS JUST FUCKING MONEY! Jesus, you fucking killed her!” 
 
    The man recoiled at her screaming. “Ya just had to shoot the fucking biter!” 
 
    Crimson seeped between Quinn’s fingers as he tried to stem the flow of blood. It was beautiful, liquid life spilling to the tile. Her will was smothered by ange—a hunger to inflict pain on the main.  
 
    “Well I’m one of them now, Quinn.” She shoved him back, forcing her partner into the shower. Catching him as he tried to fall, she clutched his throat with one hand and forced him to remain standing. He whimpered as she twisted her hand, exposing his neck. Her lips parted. The man struggled and kicked at her, voicing a wordless protest. She felt his wear flexing in his body, thrashing against her. He struggled with everything he had left. It was pathetic.  
 
    Her fangs slid through his armor with ease. 
 
    Quinn screamed. 
 
    Ecstasy. Taya felt pure ecstasy as human blood filled her mouth. 
 
    The gun went off, firing uselessly to the side where Taya had Quinn’s arm pinned. Quinn’s screams descended into a throat-tearing wail. Taya ripped her teeth away, dragging in a blissful breath. “Oh my god. I never thought it would be this good.” 
 
    Tears streaked Quinn’s cheeks as he begged her to stop. 
 
    Taya continued her feast. 
 
    Surprising her with a ferocious headbutt, Quinn managed to force Taya’s hand from his abdomen. A single hit to the head was all that was needed, sending Quinn to the floor. His eyes rolled back as his legs began to seize. 
 
    Remembering how Gavin had tried to rip through her stomach and chest, Taya bit at his chest, where the thickest armor was. It was incredible how easily the armor shattered underneath hand and fang. This was power. No implant or training was needed. Taya willed pain upon her victim, and it came. She tore into him, dragging nails through his ribs and stomach. 
 
    “I should have done this months ago.” Taya spat blood back onto the dying man. “Fuck knows you deserve it.” 
 
    A hand rose weakly, a dying man’s attempt at fending off his killer. 
 
    She bit the hand, causing him to pull it away. Her razor fangs ripped through him again, again, again. No more screams came. Small twitches of life were the only sign Quinn could still feel what was being done to him. Licking the blood dripping from her chin, Taya stopped her feast. Energy burned in her mind. Every particle of her body felt electrified. 
 
    Then it happened. 
 
    She heard it first in a way no technology could mute, a sensation of a presence filling the space. A dark instinct moved Taya’s body for her. All she had to do was watch the light fade from him. With one hand forcing open his eyes, Taya caught the most sacred of moments. Life left Quinn, and the true feeding began. 
 
    In a break of time too small to be observed, his essence was vulnerable to her. Taya seized the energy. Her jaw snapped instinctively as her darkness emerged. Something Jordan had killed rolled to the surface, contained within the part of her bond controlled by Jordan but driving what she was now. It drank Quinn in a way Taya never could. In a way Oscar never could. 
 
    Energy pounded within her as the beast beneath drew in more and more of Quinn’s soul, consuming what was meant to pass on. Taya fell atop the dead man, quivering as something in her mind roared with pleasure before retreating back to wherever Jordan had imprisoned it. 
 
    Taya rolled from atop Quinn, an exhaustion of the mind blurring her thoughts. An awareness of Jordan’s emotions let her know the witch was happy, allowing Taya to feel her own pride at what had happened. Wanting to not move, Taya rolled over to finish the physical end of her feeding. Without even realizing it, she’d been starving. Sacrificing strength for moral grandstanding. It was a sacrifice she was done with. 
 
    Euphoria lifted Taya into a blur of sensations. She felt complete as her shared soul fed on another. 
 
    She became aware of movement near her. A figure, no, two figures were entering her home. The first paused, ushered on by another. A scream—Juno’s. Taya’s eyes failed to focus, but the face before her matched the coloring of Jordan. Water—the shower had been turned on. A voice rose, followed by a tugging in Taya’s mind. 
 
    Juno… magic. NO! 
 
    The body beneath her was dragged away, the form of Juno sobbing above her. 
 
    Her mind roiled at the realization. Taya tried to yell for Juno to get out but only managed a groan. Silence came over the apartment, only the liquid hush of her shower soaking Taya back into reality. 
 
    “Hush, dear.” Jordan’s wet face pushed into her vision once again, Taya finally able to focus on ruby-red lips inches from hers. Jordan cradled Taya in her arms beneath the fall of freezing water. The witch moved bloodstained hair from her face, whispering into her ear, “You’ve done magnificently.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: Take Me to Church 
 
      
 
    Taya woke from her half sleep, mind finally pushing through the ecstasy Quinn’s soul had provided her. She was back in Jordan’s apartment, Juno asleep in a cot across from her own. Her slumber seemed deep, long breaths pushing a distinctly human scent into the air. It had no draw on Taya. Whatever barriers Jordan had put up around herself seemed to protect Juno as well now. 
 
    Pushing sheets away from her body, Taya walked to Juno and knelt by her friend. Juno’s glow was off, only the faintest lines showing any trace of its existence. Taya marveled at Juno’s natural beauty in silence. The woman was joy, grace, and warmth captured in flesh. The faintest of freckles set in dark skin only enhanced the smile that always reached her wide eyes. 
 
    Taya stroked Juno’s hair, gently coaxing her awake. 
 
    The woman opened her eyes and bolted away from Taya. “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    Slowly pulling her hand back, Taya only felt a flash of hurt at the reaction. It was understandable to say the least. If anything, Taya expected more. 
 
    Then it came. 
 
    Juno began to weep and shake violently. She kicked at Taya to get away, crawling from the bed and toward the door. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    Juno banged on the metal. “Let me out!” 
 
    “I can’t smell you, Jun. Jordan’s protected you. You’re safe with me.” 
 
    Juno slowly turned, panic alight in her eyes. “Safe? What the fuck was that back there? What happened?” 
 
    “What Quinn deserved. He’s working for the people who did this to me.” 
 
    “Deserved? You murdered him.” Juno’s voice quivered. “Taya, I–I don’t care what he did, he didn’t do that to you. These people aren’t your friends.” 
 
    “Jun, I need them,” Taya said carefully. She waved a hand, trying to signal that the witch was probably listening. “I know this is scary, but… my perspective has changed.” 
 
    Juno stared at her in silence, only her rapid breaths filling the air. 
 
    “Jordan… provided me with tools.” Taya considered for a moment, realizing her own shift in thinking. “I will use those tools to our—everyone’s benefit. Afterward, we’ll deal with this all together. We’ll clean this up.” 
 
    Juno closed her eyes, trying to slow her breathing. 
 
    “He killed Mrs. Carlson and left her for me to find,” Taya answered, gesturing to her still stained sleeve. “And shot me. He was muscle for the Labórs. He set me up. Put me on this fucking case as a throw away patsy.” 
 
    Juno flinched, staring at Taya with wide eyes.  
 
    “Quinn pulled the trigger first, Jun,” Taya pleaded, trying to calm her tone, struggling with unfettered frustration. 
 
    “Taya, I saw. You fucking ate him.” 
 
    Taya didn’t have an answer. 
 
    Juno almost took a step forward before thinking better of it. “You can’t clean this up. Taya, this is your mess. This is you, and I can’t help you anymore.” 
 
    A sensation came from Jordan through the link. Pride was the emotion Taya’s mind understood. The witch was listening. “There is a war happening, Jun.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking call me that!” Juno’s gaze moved up and down Taya. “War? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Taya hesitated. “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I tried so hard to help you Taya. Syd—” 
 
    “This isn’t about him!” Anger flooded within Taya, spilling over her obsolete walls. “I got good at handling panic attacks, Juno. Breathing and counting. Trying to handle—Jesus, you never understand.”  
 
    “I fucking lost him too!” Juno took a shaky breath. “I tried, Taya. I tried so hard to get you back.” 
 
    The door was pulled open, revealing Oscar.  
 
    Juno pushed past him, fleeing Taya’s presence.  
 
    Oscar moved to grab her, but Taya commanded, “Don’t.” 
 
    Obeying, Oscar turned to her. “You sure?” 
 
    Taya nodded coldly. “Can you make sure she stays safe?” 
 
    Oscar nodded. “She’ll be watched.” 
 
    Jordan came into the doorway, looking after a fleeing Juno. “You understand?” 
 
    “Kept us both in a room that locks from the outside after traumatizing her,” Taya said. “You brought her to Quinn’s on purpose. You played with her like a toy. Rile my emotions, get her out of my life.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to stop filtering you?” Jordan sighed. “Now, after this is done, she’ll be safe. Away from all this.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Taya intoned the words dispassionately, filing away another justification to handle the witch someday no matter how numb she felt. “She’ll be safer this way. You did me a favor in your own fucked-up way.” 
 
    Jordan smiled. “You’re so much more than I’d hoped you’d be.” 
 
    All this pushing and pulling, so clear once you stop fighting it. 
 
    “Church begins in an hour.” Oscar turned from the door. “This little side quest of yours—” 
 
    “Was the final piece,” Jordan inserted. “Now she’s ready. Our Ghost understands us now.” 
 
    “Does it always just… start like this?” Taya asked. “A… battle?” 
 
    Her two companions exchanged a look before turning to her and saying in unison, “Yeah.” 
 
    It took Taya only minutes to put on the reworked armor. It seemed Jordan had finished what she’d started the night before, coloring the set to match her aesthetic. In true witch fashion, Jordan had added ample amounts of black where Taya had intended to leave the silver. 
 
    It works. 
 
    “I’ll keep the van running,” Oscar said as Taya allowed the helmet to resize itself to fit once again. “Second floor, closest shaft to the shop. Bike is stashed nearby.” 
 
    “Yup.” Taya picked up the lightblade and attached it to her hip. 
 
    “Let’s go over the plan one last time,” Jordan said. After thoroughly going over their plan beat by beat, Taya and Jordan made their way out of her home. Uncommonly, Jordan lived well above where she worked. They were in the twenties, right where the middle class began. The air outside in the structure hummed with life. Drones buzzed through the air, but something was wrong. Merchants didn’t battle with the holomodels still shouting from the rooftops. Display boards didn’t roll with new commentary on topics, instead only having ads to show. 
 
    “While you hit Dánk, our friends will hit the church,” Jordan finished. “Chaos will be our ally.” 
 
    “Ever find out who those friends will be?” Taya asked. 
 
    “Four freshly turned.” Jordan took no pleasure in the statement. “They’ll be dumped outside the church doors, providing a beautiful distraction.” Jordan noticed Taya’s wandering gaze. “The raids have been happening just a few floors down. People are afraid of just how high they’ll come.” 
 
    “Has it gotten this bad?” Taya asked. 
 
    “People aren’t stupid,” Jordan said. “They can feel it coming. Pulls you back to reality a bit, knowing a boot might kick in your door because your neighbor thinks you might need a ‘security check.’” 
 
    “But they wanted this.” Taya’s mind beat her mouth to the realization. “They want us under scrutiny.” 
 
    “People often want things until they actually have them. I’ve seen it happen across centuries and continents. The public gets riled up and wants the government to extinguish a problem.” Jordan flicked her wrist uncaringly outward. “Then the government begins the process, and the reality of what must be done to accomplish said solution is more than many can handle. Humanity is… repetitive. At least the culture evolves. That keeps it at least looking different.” 
 
    “We don’t have culture in here.” Taya felt a deep sadness at Jordan’s perspective. “We buy shit and stimulate ourselves.” 
 
    “C’mon, Taya, this is peak human culture,” Jordan said sarcastically. “Though I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to enjoying how good humans have become at stimulation.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Taya said. “We’re all hypocrites.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can to keep anyone from coming in after the crowd is out, but illusions can only do so much.” Jordan motioned toward a delivery drone with a large storage compartment. “When they get drones there, you’ll only have minutes. I’ll keep the real fires to a minimum. I’ll hook you up to my company car and drive you down myself.” Jordan winked. “Safest vehicle in the structure.” 
 
    “I thought you had money?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “Because I save.” 
 
    “Did those frenzied volunteer for this?” 
 
    Jordan gestured for Taya to get in. 
 
    Taya positioned herself belly-down, arms holding her upper body off the floor, ready to launch herself. A few days prior, her muscles would have screamed at being forced to maintain this push-up-like position for so long; now it required little to no thought. There was no strain, only anticipation as the drone Jordan manually drove made its way onto an interfloor highway and began its ascent. Before, she would have loved being in a space such as this. There was no light creeping into her box. Most of the noise of the city was drowned out in the all-consuming rush of air as they sped along the highway. The closed space was enough to make her nervous even now, but her mind addressed the anxiety and squashed it. Though she did wonder how much a crash could actually harm her. 
 
    Calm that ego. A decapitation is a decapitation. 
 
    Wanting to escape the dark, Taya powered on the helmet. A soft violet filled the compartment with her. She smiled at the familiarity. She did miss her glow. The idea of surface glow that would stay in her skin just didn’t have the same appeal. Plus, until she could get a system, it wouldn’t be controllable. 
 
    Control. 
 
    Robert was in her sight, drawing nearer by the second. Jordan would smuggle Taya as far into the club as she could before beginning a panic. Taya would smash through Robert’s security fast enough to avoid whatever backup was called. For Jordan, Taya would shatter the ward, and the way would be clear. Robert would be in reach, and James would be vulnerable for another day. The witches would ignite a new era of their struggle, and Taya would get her payback, Carlson’s payback. 
 
    Juno wouldn’t get hurt. Quinn had paid what he owed. Stubbs could be rescued or avenged. And Taya had a new pain. 
 
    She tensed as the drone veered, slowing as it excited the highway. The time was close. Taya would be able to play a final game with the Labórs, a reckoning for the trivial decisions made by the powerful. 
 
    She was still pondering all the steps that led her here when the drone came to a rather abrupt half. Jordan certainly wasn’t as smooth as the standard autopilot would be. But setting a destination would hit the drone registries, a system they had no confidence would be secure from monitoring. After the extreme access the family had been shown to have, paranoia seemed rational to embrace. 
 
    The momentum of the vehicle came to a stop. 
 
    She heard the door to the front cabin open and close. There was a muffled male voice walking behind the vehicle. As the voice came level with Taya’s chest, it stopped moving and asked a question. Jordan’s voice responded with what sounded like a quip, followed by a soft laugh. 
 
    The male voice didn’t return the chuckle. 
 
    Taya unclipped the blade at her hip and pointed it at where the male voice had come from. 
 
    A hand slapped the box followed by the trickle of drumming fingers. A silence dragged, leaving Taya wondering how good at bluffing Jordan was. Or would she just use magic? Was the ward close enough to prevent her from— 
 
    The tugging sensation returned. 
 
    The male voice chuckled as the link tugged, pulling from some shared source. 
 
    Jordan said something teasing, and heavy boots clumped away from the box. The momentum returned for a few moments. Three solid slaps let Taya know she didn’t need to be hostile when the box opened, and then beeps sounded as the code to release her was entered. Taya clipped the hilt back to her side and relaxed as the compartment opened. Fortunately, the lights from the distant ceiling were still in their morning dim, preventing Taya’s eyes from being seared. 
 
    A smiling Jordan gave her a hand, helping pull her into the light of the alley. 
 
    Taya glanced around the lot, taking in several drones beyond the corner in which Jordan had parked. A high printStone wall protected the back lot of the Labór property from prying eyes. A high garage door would be Taya’s entrance point; it was the least secure entrance Jordan could find in her time breaching the club’s layout. 
 
    Motion drew Taya’s attention, and she looked across the lot to see the security guard come to a stop in a different corner. He seemed to stare blankly at the gray printed stones, controlled by Jordan’s magic. 
 
    “Just the one?” 
 
    “Two more where I came in. Crusader uniforms.” Jordan gestured toward an alley leading out to the main street. “One was here to double-check any cargo. James seems to have forced his men on Robert. Something spooked him.” 
 
    “Maybe it was Quinn being found dead in the home of a woman he thought he’d killed.” Taya realized with a sharp pain that she was biting her lip. She licked the smear of blood away. “I can see why they fear witches.” 
 
    “It’s why that ward needs your attention. It weakens us all. Limits our advantage. Once you’re inside, you’re on your own. I got into Dánk’s cameras with your old police system. Got their cameras playing on loops. They won’t see you as long as you keep the noise down.” 
 
    “You have my old system?” Taya had to consciously unclench her jaw before the rise of frustration was suddenly drained from her mind. She felt the emotion slip from her, like a noisy toy yanked from a child. “Is it really this simple?” 
 
    “Murder often is.” The witch made for the vehicle’s cabin. “Vampire lenses can’t handle this software. Think of it as still a part of your toolbox. I can bring whatever probe or hacks you need.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the problem here. The lack of accessibility.” 
 
    “Oh, and here.” Jordan reached into the back of her waistband and drew the black powder pistol. Taya noticed a second firearm under her jacket as Jordan handed the first over. “Oscar told me this was yours.” 
 
    “Thanks, and I think I owe you a another for last night. As much as it pains me to say.” Taya wanted to move on, so she rolled over Jordan’s reply. “Do you know how to use guns?” 
 
    “Umm, duh?” 
 
    “Just with the whole magic thing—” 
 
    Jordan slammed the door of the car’s cabin, then cracked the window. “Get to the ward. Break that, and I might not need a pistol anymore. Trust me, once it’s shattered, I’ll be all the backup you need.” 
 
    Before Taya could ask any more questions, the car and drone rolled off, carrying Jordan toward her part of the plan. 
 
    Breaking open a garage door was simple enough. Squatting down and gripping an iron handle, Taya ripped the door upward, the sound of grinding metal coming from within. Someone shouted as she released the door and let it slide on the rest of its track. Two workers came running, both freezing when they spotted the masked figure. 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    The suit finished its digital assault faster than Taya thought possible. A readout let Taya know both hostile systems had been breached. With the flick of her eye, Taya shut them down. Both men blinked. 
 
    “My hud!” The taller of the two looked down as his glow deactivated. Flames twirling around his arms, programmed to flicker, were now dimming into invisibility.” 
 
    The second worker began rubbing his eyes. “Why can’t I see my shit?” 
 
    “Give it an hour.” Taya ran at the two, the necessary work hardly worthy of the word. 
 
    Leaving the men with enough broken bones to guarantee they wouldn’t be able to reach a display, Taya moved into the next room. Rows of stacked, cheaply printed boxes piled taller than Taya made it difficult to find the stairs Jordan had told her would be there. After pushing deep into the long loading dock, past kegs lining the walls, Taya finally found what she thought lined up with the blueprints. 
 
    The suit alerted Taya of another camera. With a flick, Taya sent an attack to hijack the device. Looping two seconds of the footage, she was able to push forward and came to a wide door. After getting over the shock at discovering a manual lock, Taya yanked the handle in frustration. The mechanism came free, plastic snapping from the door. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Taya threw the twisted thing away. Ramming her hand into the torn hole, Taya flexed her hand, and the remnants of the destroyed lock snapped free. 
 
    The doorway led into a long hallway that, according to the blueprints, curved toward the kitchens. Taya just needed to count her way down three doors before the inevitable alarm was sounded. A team had to be on the way to investigate the breach, if the disrupted camera hadn’t already prompted them. It all came down to speed. She had to keep her momentum to have any chance to keep the drop on James. 
 
    Only seconds remained. 
 
    I’m no delicate assassin, this is a smash and burn. 
 
    A display mounted on the interior wall showed a broadcast of the church interior. Taya tuned the helmet to the broadcast as soon as it snagged the display. A woman in gold-and-white priestess attire was finishing off what seemed to be a lavish introduction, listing off titles and achievements that brought no recognition to Taya’s memory. 
 
    “—our Father of Treasure and ward of the Anomaly, James Labór.” Polite applause came from the audience, the tone of reverence and dignity emphasized by soft organ music. 
 
    Walking into the stage light, James wore a pearl-white suit with a black shirt. Bright silver rings with blue stones sparkled as he shook the hand of the priestess. He showed no signs of stress or pain. James stood tall as he took the podium wearing a solemn expression. 
 
    As the congregation became quiet, James began reading from a display. “After so much searching, my wife Sarah has been found. It seems our worst fears were true.” 
 
    An audible murmur came and went in a breath. 
 
    James loosened his tie before continuing, a hint of sorrow quivering in his voice. “It seems… she’d been taken. Interrogated over a great length of time and, as a final insult to my family before she was killed, infected with the demonic disease.” He raised a hand for silence at the roar that came. 
 
    “When the politicians, the sophists, and the godless ask us, ‘Why?’—Why do we need these laws? Why do we need control and order?—point to me, brothers and sisters. For my family has been violated. Not even I, with my resources and you behind me, not even my loved ones are safe. So what does that mean for you? Your families?” 
 
    No response came from the crowd. James stared at the audience, his eyes drinking in their hushed captivation. 
 
    “Our raids have already found trafficked children, blood dens, and altars to false gods. Even attempts at black magic. But as I have long feared, we have found evidence of so much worse under the surface. Past the fanged smiles and false promises, an organized effort to cattle us. To establish control over the living.” 
 
    Taya ducked through her target door, losing sight of the screen but keeping the audio. A long kitchen made for line cooks to pump out printed bar meals stretched before her. Her heart began to pound as James continued. 
 
    “Predators and beasts of nightmares want to pacify us with hollow assurances of love and a desire for peace. But where is my wife’s peace? Where is Sarah’s peace? Where was peace for her when they violated her right to reunite with God?” 
 
    Finally the crowd responded, offering up a collective cry of sympathy. 
 
    “For the first time, our broadcast is being made visible to the inter-structure network. Millions of eyes are upon me now. Let me take this opportunity to respond to a man I was once foolish enough to believe a friend. An accusation was made that I treat religion as if it were a business. The business of religion… I thought on this. It felt vile to me. Cold. Dispassionate. But as I prayed… truth came to me. Let me say now to all watching, I am absolutely in the business of religion. I am here to work our cause and bring it to the people. The cost, well, it will be high. I’ll charge a premium. A price on salvation. The cost of showing you all the truth of this world. The dangers that—” 
 
    Feeling sick to her stomach, Taya cut the audio as the audience responded to his lies once again. She reached the far end of the kitchen, passing two cooks preparing for the evening. They stared at her with open confusion, the printer between them spewing too much of its fleshy fluid into a mixing bowl. 
 
    Taya brought a finger to her lips before butting open a wide door meant to accommodate large carts carrying the quick meals into the corner booths adjacent to the dance floor of the main level. As the door swung open, Taya saw several guards, white jackets and colored rifles signifying their allegiance. Each of them was turned to a large display overlooking the brightly lit dance floor and its changing colors, James’ face staring out at them. The distracted team barely paid any notice as she stood tall, knowing the time for stealth had come to an end. 
 
    At her approach, the nearest guard did a double take and snapped his weapon up. 
 
    “There!” the white-clad guard called. “Stop!” 
 
    Taya crouched, pulling her hilt from her belt. 
 
    Men guarding the locked front doors raised their rifles, firing as she sprang into the air. Taya felt several rounds graze her, tearing at her armor. Her display dismissed the impacts from the air-powered weapons, none causing substantial damage. 
 
    Crusaders in light, white armor disguised as casual bomber jackets dove from her path as she landed among a cluster of three. 
 
    With a snap of her wrist, Taya activated her violet blade, flooding the already colorful room with its light, tinging all with violet. She saw shock on their illuminated faces. 
 
    There was a brief moment of peace, the only sound the harsh snap and hiss of the fire extending from her hand. Taya realized how inexperienced they must be, a show of security rather than the premium soldiers she knew the Crusaders could bring. 
 
    Taya watched as the guard closest to the front of her slowly raised his rifle, a shaky determination coming over his face as the image of James Labór dominated the display leaning over them. Taya allowed him to level the barrel at her, knowing what would happen with her next move. This would be a slaughter. It was her final step into fully committing to what she was, what Jordan had made her. These men and women were enemy soldiers in a war Taya had agreed to fight in, but they were still human. Something Taya no longer was. What happened next, something far too late to avoid, would act as the beginning to a terribly bloody future. 
 
    She watched as the soldier squinted, tension coming into his knuckles as his hand tightened on the grip of his rifle. Taya whirled, lightning-fast, bisecting the soldier at an angle. The two others nearest to her fled, trying to clear the line for the remaining four guards to open fire from a distance. Taya sprang for the closest white coat, rifle coming up to blindly fire in her direction. Her blade burned too hot to let any blood spurt from the neck left behind as it severed a head. 
 
    Finally, an alarm began to sound, an earsplitting siren accompanied by every flashing light turning a hazardous red. Whether it was for her or the fires she knew Jordan was setting outside, Taya was unsure. It didn’t matter. 
 
    From the bar, two guards opened fire. Taya felt their hissing rounds smash into her armor, bits of metal ricocheting from her. Taya hurled her blade, impaling the woman on the left before the sword could turn itself off. By the time the blade retracted, causing a gush of blood from a half-cauterized wound, Taya was over the bar, catching the blade and beating the remaining man with the weapon before it could fully reignite. On her second hit, the man was silenced forever. 
 
    Surprised by the lack of gunfire, Taya scanned the room. 
 
    Some guards were fleeing; others were frozen after witnessing three of their own die in a matter of seconds. It did not matter which path the guards chose. All died in a savage flurry. Her only challenge now was reaching Robert before he could make his way to an emergency evacuation on the roof. A landing for personal drones adorned the top of Dánkoma, and Taya was certain Robert would head there. Jordan would do her best to slow things down outside, but Taya had no way of knowing how successful those efforts would be. 
 
    Taya sprang up to a balcony halfway to the second floor, then sprinted for a stairwell and continued upward. Blood soaked her gloves. She’d been forced to use her fists on the final white-clad Crusader after the sword had been knocked from her hand. She carried the blade loosely in her left hand now, the burning tip deliberately being used to start more fires as she ascended. 
 
    Taya only had to stop twice to massacre men and women sent to slow her. Each pairing died before rounds could be fired. Taya’s mind became numb to the gore she inflicted. Whether it was some form of shock or induced by Jordan, she could not tell. All she knew was it helped her act as a harbinger of death. 
 
    Breaking through a door to the higher office levels, Taya encountered several more displays along each stretching hallway, all showing James’ fervent sermon. She ignored his passionate ravings. That’s what they were to her, nothing more than the pleas of a desperate madman needing everyone to believe in the strength he’d purchased rather than earned. 
 
    You’re next. 
 
    She ran past a display with its manual volume cranked too high to be ignored, causing her to miss her human system’s ability to filter unwanted voices. 
 
    “—will not desert our home! This is our sanctum, refuge, and holy ground. God stands with us. If they want to challenge us here in this way—” Taya looked to see the bodies of four men—no, vampires—on the stage with James, each with its head removed. James was pointing at them with saliva flying from his mouth. “Must we live in fear? Must we—” 
 
    Snarling, Taya turned the final corner to Robert’s office, which doubled as a small apartment where she was sure he entertained patrons stupid enough to be impressed by his wealth. 
 
    There, waiting for an elevator outside the office—armed Crusaders and Robert Labór. Robert was the first to turn, eyes widening at the sound of a burning lightblade and only growing larger as he took in the approaching figure cloaked in violet light. 
 
    Elation shot through Taya at the confirmation of her target’s presence. “I’ve done what I promised, Robert.” 
 
    He stepped back at her words, and three Crusaders in power armor moved in front of the youngest Labór. Paladins, the elite warriors composed entirely of military veterans. The decorative masks shaped into statue-like faces had become an iconic symbol of the Crusaders’ military arm due to their popularity within the organization’s supporters. 
 
    “Stop or be stopped.” The lead paladin with the most elaborate decorations swirling over their armor physically pushed Robert to the rear. Taking her in through golden glowing eye slits, the Crusader drew a blade of their own. Golden light flooded the far end of the hall as two other paladins followed suit. “Father, take Robert from this place.” 
 
    The voice was familiar to Taya. Oscar’s… associate? Charlie. 
 
    Without hesitation, a priest hidden behind the wall of Crusader armor moved to obey, grabbing Robert’s sleeve and pulling the stunned man further down the hall. A silver briefcase was chained to the ‘holy’ man’s wrist. 
 
    I’ll be taking that too. 
 
    Taya watched in respectful silence as Robert resisted the priest. “Father, let me fight! I handled th—” 
 
    “You are above such troubles.” The priest, to Taya’s surprise, slapped Robert in the face before ramming the case into the younger man’s chest to keep him moving. “Go!” 
 
    Robert stopped resisting, eyes glued to Taya. “Impossible. Impossible! Father, it isn’t her! It can’t be—” 
 
    The priest got the Labór through a stairwell door and pulled a heavy door shut behind them. 
 
    “Do you even understand what you’ve done?” Charles called to her. “After this, it will be open war, witch. Where we once had to work behind bureaucracy, now we will be able to crush you with public support. The purge to come will be on your shoulders!” 
 
    “I am no witch.” Taya began to slowly walk forward, the burning steel crackling in her hand. 
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t talking to you.” Charles shook his head once, a remorseful anger coloring his command. “Kill her.” 
 
    The two subordinate paladins came at her, each flourishing a golden blade. 
 
    With a scream, Taya ran at the paladins, a pulse of foreign rage granting a ferocious fever to her attack. Bringing her blade down in a snarling arc, Taya hit nothing as the leading paladin slipped to the side. 
 
    A whirring sound to her left was followed by an impact that sent Taya soaring, smashing into a door. With a grunt, she tumbled into a large room, finding herself in a makeshift nave before an elevated altar. A warning on her hud screamed of significant damage to her armor. The pain twisting in her side confirmed a severe breach. The paladin had ducked her swing and punched a repulsor directly into her ribs. Looking down, Taya watched as smoke rose from her side. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Recovering enough to kneel, Taya watched the three paladins spill into the room. The golden light of their blades overwhelmed her violet. Fanning out, the beacons of gold forced her violet light into the middle of the room, surrounding her. She could hear the immense batteries in their suits crackling with power. 
 
    Designed to incorporate the same benefits of the highest levels of wear without the limitation of having to conform to the human body, power armor could bring any human to become a threat to even a blooded vampire. The only limitation was the reaction speed of those within, a disadvantage Taya hoped their training wouldn’t make up for. 
 
    They made Robert put a church in here? 
 
    As Taya tried to overcome the pain of her body’s healing, the pool of energy returned. Smuggled away from her after Quinn’s death, Taya felt it trickle back into her blood, bringing a heat to her existence. Something fed her the reserve, bringing life in its purest form, cultivating a power she didn’t understand. It easily destroyed the fear within her, and Taya felt a moment of gratitude for Jordan. An instinct told her the witch was somehow aiding in her ability to rise again beyond the power in her blood. 
 
    The pain was extinguished. Taya rose, standing tall. 
 
    “Did you really make Robert put a church in his club? No way this was his idea.” 
 
    The hiss of a Crusader blade drew closer from behind. Rolling, Taya brought her own weapon up, white sparks erupting as the two burning metals clashed. 
 
    The paladin rolled his blade along hers, forcing Taya’s wrist to bend unnaturally. With a sharp pull, her sword deactivated as it soared from her hand. 
 
    An elbow smashed into her face, sending Taya stumbling into a line of pews. 
 
    The paladins, unhurried in their confidence, closed in. The female paladin staring down at her spoke. “All strength, no ability. Waste.” 
 
    Growling, Taya pushed off the pew with all her might. She slid along the bench as the blade of a paladin obliterated her seat. 
 
    Kicking up to her feet, Taya was only able to take a single stumbling step before being forced to duck another blade aimed for her head. She felt the heat of the metal through the small gaps in her armor. There’d be no healing from that. 
 
    Out of desperation, Taya sent her armor’s A.I. at the warriors. Every digital attack was rebuffed with ease. Their suits ran on operating systems her A.I. couldn’t even recognize. It seemed the Crusaders had been busy finding ways to legally skirt government limitations on their equipment. 
 
    Singed by two more coordinated attacks, Taya was effectively herded into a corner of the room. The soldiers fanned out again before her, pinning Taya near a small altar. 
 
    She spared one look for the door, debating trying to escape this fight and going directly for Robert. A ticking clock began a count in her head. 
 
    “Put it down!” Charles barked from the center of the line. “We have a prison you’ll be taken to. We can get you away from this fight. If Robert is right and you are who we think you are, you’re in need of an out. This is it. Your one and only. Trust me. Take it.” 
 
    The two subordinates glanced at their commander; Taya could practically see the shock concealed by their steel faces. 
 
    The emphasis on ‘out’ sent a chill through Taya, but a surge of anger solidified her resolve. 
 
    After a beat, Charles nodded. 
 
    The paladins came slowly for her, looking ready to react to any move she made. 
 
    Taya kicked the end of the nearest pew hard enough to shatter human bone. The printWood tore away from the faux-stone floor, splintering into a thousand harmless pieces aimed at the nearest paladin. The masked figure raised a hand out of instinct, and the largest chunk of wood bounced harmlessly off their armored face. 
 
    Screaming, Taya followed up the distraction, aware of the others moving in, taking the opening. 
 
    Waiting to hear the whine of repulsors behind her, Taya leapt at the sound of building power—except she undercut her own jump. Pushing off with only a fraction of the effort she’d made a show of using, Taya instead regained her footing as a shot echoed above her. 
 
    The warrior in front of her braced, raising a golden blade in a defensive posture. 
 
    Taya dipped to the side, kicking off an undamaged segment of pew, sending her in an arc over her target. 
 
    They swung for her. 
 
    She felt the blade scorch along her shoulder’s armor, the deflected blow sending an explosion of heat through her. She reached down at the zenith of her arc, fingertips curling under the visor of the helmet. It didn’t pull away from Charles’ head. 
 
    YES! 
 
    The suit was bonded to itself in an attempt to keep frenzied from tearing the armor away. But Taya wasn’t a typical frenzied. 
 
    Taya pulled at the armor with all her strength coiled in her back. 
 
    The paladin lifted as she came down screaming. Planting her feet, Taya continued her momentum into a spinning throw. In a blur of gold and white, the warrior went flying, their blade skittering to the ground as they tumbled. 
 
    She watched as the paladin impacted a herd of pews, bursting through the first row and coming to a stop in a spray of shattered wood in the third. Blood dripped from within the armor. 
 
    Taya leapt for the deactivated weapon and lit it as she spun, sparks nearly blinding her as she parried a strike seeking her skull. 
 
    Having to fall back to avoid yet another attempt at decapitation, Taya managed to get to her feet. Every swing dodged or deflected was powerful enough to cleave her in two. Her attackers wanted this over with, but it was a testament to the paladins’ training that they showed little reaction to one of their own going down like a child’s doll. No hesitation polluted their advance, bringing a panic to Taya’s own defense. 
 
    Dodging an overcommitted stab gave Taya an opening to attack Charles, but before she could take advantage, the veteran brought the pommel of his blade into her gut. She let out a gasping grunt as Charles easily avoided her own weakened swing, pulling the stolen blade from her limp hand. 
 
    The paladin furthest away from her spun back before taking a powered leap into the air. Taya, forced to fall backward to stay out of reach of Charles’ blade, watched as the armored body soared above her. Repulsors fired from the paladin’s boots above her, slamming Taya back to the floor as she tried to rise. The burning energy returned, weaker this time, but healing enough for her to move without hesitation in reaction to a follow-up swing from Charles. Just as she rolled, the paladin’s blade plunged into the floor where she’d been. The power from the stab was enough to drive the burning steel down to the hilt. Taya kicked at the hand that held the blade, and it deactivated as Charles’ hand crunched under her foot. 
 
    Taya changed her momentum, snatching the unlit blade and ripping it from the ground, to blindly stab at the paladin coming to support their commander. The dull metal screeched as it scored along white armor, igniting too late to cause substantial harm. 
 
    Another practiced move tried to take the weapon from her, but Taya was ready. Instead of resisting, she rolled with the maneuver and stabbed again, the now ignited blade swinging upward with a snarl. The paladin tried to lean with her, repulsor whirring to life. Taya dropped her blade and seized their arm, bending it to point back at their own head. The helmet exploded as the lightblade seared into it, the face within collapsing in on itself from the force of the point-blank impact. Blood and gore flew onto Charles, who watched his soldier die by their own weapon. 
 
    A scream of grief came from behind Taya, the whir of a repulsor undercutting the howl. 
 
    She spun and stabbed wildly at the noise, bisecting the paladin from the shoulder down to the navel. A mist of half-evaporated blood burst into the air, sizzling from the heat of the burning metal. Pulling the blade from the cauterized flesh, Taya turned on Charles. 
 
    He was already moving. 
 
    A lance of pain sank into Taya’s side, and it was her turn to scream as she looked down at her abdomen. Her armor barely slowed the strike, and the sword lingered in her body. Leaping back, Taya felt the blade pull from her gut, leaving a burning gash behind. 
 
    The energy came again, a faint flicker of what it had been, and Taya’s body consumed it all before she was able to rise again. 
 
    I need to feed. 
 
    Charles had been in no hurry, bending down to pick up her own lightblade, igniting its violet light as he raised both blades in her direction. “She’s already got you too deep. I’m sorry, but this is how it has to end.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Charles.” The words did not feel like her own. Someone—Jordan—spoke through Taya. “I’ll tell Oscar it was painless.” 
 
    Get out of my head! The thought screamed through Taya as she launched herself at the last remaining paladin. 
 
    Charles retaliated with his own offense. 
 
    Taya accepted the impact from the lower blade on the thickest part of her leg armor, feeling the heat immediately. A lack of force behind the blow prevented any major damage aside from a warning on her readout. The second blade she took on her elbow, surprising Charles with her willingness to accept pain. 
 
    Snarling as she crashed into her target, Taya kept sprinting, lifting the warrior from the ground with her momentum. Screaming, Taya carried the armored man for several paces before slamming him into the far wall, the force of her charge enough to cause a dent in the printed metal of the church’s painted walls. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. 
 
    A fist slammed into her jaw, dazing Taya. 
 
    Charles pushed from the wall, blood dripping from his expressionless helmet. “I was hoping you were smarter than to end up here.” 
 
    No healing energy came to fix her bleeding mouth or burned limbs. She was out of— 
 
    Oh, guns. 
 
    Taya pulled the powder pistol from her hip. The warrior ignored the weapon at first, confident any air-powered round wouldn’t penetrate paladin armor. He staggered for her—and the sharp crack of gunpowder rang out. 
 
    Taya discovered supernaturally steady hands were a blessing for aiming. Her fired round slipped into the slit under the helm she’d previously used to throw him across the room. Blood began to seep from Charles’ face as he dropped both blades. 
 
    Taya attacked, kicking Charles to the ground with enough force to shatter ribs. A rattling choke came as the man slammed to the floor. 
 
    “I don’t think you deserve this.” Taya shook her head, ashamed of her excitement at what she had to do. “I’m sorry it has to be you.” 
 
    With incredible speed, Charles’ limp hand seized one of the dropped blades and reactivated it, thrusting before the burn finished. The powered stab drove into the already damaged section of her armor, breaching and burning away nerves in an explosion of pain. 
 
    Charles fell back, the shock of his injury causing him to seize. Taya lurched on top of him and heard him growl, “Foolish child.” 
 
    She recovered, pulling away as something in her mind gave out. The world began to dull as her connection to Jordan weakened. The witch was screaming in her mind, commanding Taya to get back up. Taya listened and crawled back onto the paladin even as he bled out. She could see his jaw tremble as she leaned in close and whispered, “I don’t know if this will hurt.” 
 
    As Charles coughed blood, Taya struggled to pin his arm with her knees. Commanding her own visor to lift, Taya took in her victim one last time. His breath was hot on her face. The scent of blood was overpowering. Craving, no, lusting after her earned feast, Taya allowed the hunger to overwhelm her existence. Nothing else mattered but satisfying it. 
 
    That was all that was required for this type of feeding. Surrendering to the hunger within. 
 
    Charles began to scream as the pulling began. His eyes couldn’t move from her own as Taya looked down at the man, drinking in his essence. The light-life within Charles’ eyes flickered even as he fought. Something was stolen, ripped from the paladin and ignited within her. The energy returned, healing Taya’s wounds. 
 
    It was faster this time. Her connection with Jordan pulsed in delight, the witch somehow pulling at the soul herself as well. Taya had suspected the witch could fuel her magic with whatever Taya drank, and this pulse of power from the witch only confirmed it. 
 
    After Charles went completely still, Taya slumped over, shivering overtop the corpse before her—no, not a corpse. To her surprise, she felt breath in him yet. Getting to her hands and knees, she looked down at the broken man. 
 
    He stared back at Taya, eyes lacking any light. His mouth moved, but no words came—not a sound. 
 
    Taya stared back, terrified by the empty eyes locked onto her. She felt Jordan writhing in pleasure within her mind. A voice that wasn’t her own came from her lips, “Charles, look at her, look at what you could have been for me. Now… hollow. Unholy. A wretch.” 
 
    Blood stopped seeping from the hole in Charles’ neck. The tempting smell of his blood was replaced by something sickening, the stench of rot and death. 
 
    Taya ran, unwilling to process what had just happened. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but Jordan had claimed to be able to stall any drones headed to the roof. Whether with magic or tech, Taya was unsure. She only prayed it was enough for Robert to still be there. 
 
    Cries reached her from the hall. Backup had arrived. Taya had no time for whomever or whatever the Crusaders had sent. 
 
    She commanded her helm to return. Stepping into the hall, Taya looked at what had been sent. Well over a dozen paladins charged for her, blades roaring for her flesh. 
 
    “Now let me unleash what I’ve prepared. Get to the ward, Reaper!” 
 
    Taya ran, sprinting past the stairwell Robert had taken, heading for the favor she hadn’t planned on following through on. 
 
    Kicking her way into Robert’s office, Taya slammed the door behind her and pressed an emergency lock. Bolts slipped into place. 
 
    It wouldn’t hold long. 
 
    Taya turned and took in the signature Labór decor. The monochrome minimalist office was adorned with an obsidian-colored desk far too large for the space. Behind the high-backed chair stood a large bookcase, a flex of wealth common among those who bothered with real books in the digital age. One of the shelves held a safe, maybe the only piece in the room not ostentatiously begging for attention. 
 
    A crucial decision stood before Taya. According to Jordan, that was where the ward would be. The key to helping the witch redouble her power and allowing her magics to work within Dánkoma. 
 
    The crackle of a lightblade stabbing into the office door forced Taya’s hand. With several slashes with her blade, the door to the safe dropped free just as the door to the office burst inward. Taya withdrew the small, glowing crucifix. 
 
    There was a presence coming from the cross, a voice begging her to spare its existence. Unsure how, Taya knew the ward was aware of exactly who and what Taya was. She was in the presence of… something that understood. Something from beyond. Taya would have given nearly anything to be able to study the cross in her hand, but shouts from behind her demanded her attention. 
 
    The line of paladins froze at the sight of their holy artifact in her hand. She smiled at them from beneath her mask. 
 
    “So close.” Taya dropped the crucifix to the floor and stabbed down on the Crusaders’ protective device, obliterating it. 
 
    “What have you done?” A new priest pushed to the front of the soldiers, uncaring of the danger to his person. “Not even God could forgive such—” 
 
    The lights in the building died. A sensation of primal anticipation came through Taya’s bond with Jordan. The energy within Taya’s reserve was stolen from her, its warmth felt only in its sudden absence. 
 
    During their preparations, Jordan had risked a single message to her sisters—asking them to unleash a curse on Dánkoma once the ward fell. Jordan had assured Taya that every witch in the structure would feel the breaking of the ward the moment it occurred. 
 
    Taya watched as the devils unleashed their anger. 
 
    A single cough escaped the priest. He raised a hesitant hand to his throat, terror widening his pale blue eyes. His lips parted, one small finger from a hand not his own slowly emerging from behind trembling lips—then a second and a third, reaching, clawing. The paladins stepped back from the man of the cloth, gasps of horror muffled by armor. 
 
    As the man touched his mouth, the hand reacted. Tiny fingers contorted around the bottom lip, tearing it inward in a wet pull. More hands followed, a roiling mass of arms snapping the priest’s jaw as they devoured the man, pulling flesh from his face, chest, and shoulders inward. The consumption continued until the hands began ripping bones. 
 
    The curse spread until every soldier in the room was being feasted on, some creation within all of them devouring its hosts. The sound of bones snapping and muffled screams became overwhelming. There was no fight, no chance of survival for the victims of the curse. Only the wriggling masses of arms, growing larger as their feast continued. 
 
    Taya’s frozen attention was pulled back to the priest as something began rising from his corpse. Tearing through what little flesh remained, the blood-soaked creature pushed through ruined robes. Gray arms surrounding one large eye flexed and contorted, bringing the eye almost level with Taya as it rose. 
 
    Just as she overcame her fear and prepared for an attack, the eye rolled back into its socket of limbs and dropped to the floor in a dead heap. 
 
    Numbly walking from Robert’s office, Taya left the carnage behind. No amount of soothing emotions from Jordan could stop her trembling. The scale of what she’d unleashed hit her as she reached the hall, legs unsteady despite her inhuman strength. She finally knew the true power of the woman who held her leash. Jordan had gained the weapon she’d wanted, and every step Taya took played exactly into the witch’s plan. 
 
    I have become desire beyond reason. A Reaper at the hands of a monster. 
 
    Something still out of Jordan’s control wept within her mind. Taya felt Jordan try to seize that corner of her. The force of their bond seemed to grow. It kept the Reaper moving up the stairs, but Taya remained below. Some part of her was trapped forever in the room with the paladins, unable to stop witnessing the horrors of the magic she’d invited in. 
 
    Reaching the top of the stairwell, Taya burst through the door to the roof, taking in a supernatural spectacle before her eyes. Sirens wailed throughout the district, a voice overwhelming everything else instructing residents to stay indoors. Every light on the floor seemed to have been cranked to the max, chasing away any possibility of shadows. It clashed with the torrential rain, water mixed with some concoction to help extinguish fires, each droplet reflecting one of the thousands of colorful lights from the district. While Taya had only been inside Dánkoma for a few minutes, it seemed Jordan had delivered on her promise of chaos. The building directly across the street, nearly as tall as Dánkoma itself, roared with hellish flames. Taya had to remind herself that much of what she was seeing was an illusion. Or at least that’s what Jordan had claimed the show would be. Smaller fires amplified by her magic to delay any aid for Robert. 
 
    Still, it seemed too much. Taya had expected to come and kill a man with a few of his guards. What sprawled out before her would be inter-structure news. The faces of the dying Crusaders swelled in her mind, the magnitude of this attack settling on Taya’s shoulders. This wouldn’t just be harming the Labór family; it would be reported as the largest attack on the Crusaders since their founding. Possibly one of the bloodiest vampire attacks in the history of structure Seven Zero Three. 
 
    Was this what I agreed to? 
 
    As Taya watched, every billboard began displaying the same warning, commanding all to stay inside or face arrest. Projectors that usually streamed holomodels instead displayed the sigil of the megastructure police. The colorful rain became tinted overwhelmingly by the warning’s red. 
 
    A new sound caught Taya’s ear—chanting, and close by. Taya walked further from the doorway, tracking down the voice. Turning onto the printIron stairs leading to the club’s drone pad, Taya placed the voice as belonging to the priest who’d pulled Robert away, then climbed high enough to see the white-robed man. 
 
    Standing with one arm raised above his head, the holy man had encased himself and Robert in an orb of dark gold light. Taya blinked as she realized the rain coming from the ceiling less than a hundred feet above was bouncing off the edgeless dome. Not splashing, but as if turned by an unseen force, each drop missing the two by several feet. Robert was shouting and not at the man creating the ward. 
 
    “Not two minutes, NOW!” he screamed, voice cracking. “It’s her. She’s been turned. The father said the ward is down. Whatever backup you sent—what?… Good.” 
 
    A drone crested over the flames across the street, coming straight for Dánkoma. 
 
    Robert focused on the priest. “It’ll fit one. Another is coming for you.” 
 
    Taya stepped onto the pad. 
 
    Robert’s gaze snapped to her, terror widening his eyes at the sight of the blood-soaked assassin. 
 
    “Father!” he cried, pointing her way. 
 
    The priest spared a glance for Taya, a snarl twisting his face. Looking back at the Labór with what looked like resentment, the robed man lowered his hand. Instead of disappearing, the golden aura condensed into a single, glowing ring decorating the Crusader’s hand. His fist vibrated with energy, bringing a grimace of pain to the man. 
 
    “Halt, witch!” the priest commanded, raising his clenched fist as if it was a weapon of immense power. “Your curse is nothing!” 
 
    Taya tilted her head. “Prove it.” 
 
    The drone approached for a landing. 
 
    Robert’s panicked hands raised a shaking pistol before being pushed down by the priest. 
 
    “No use, boy.” 
 
    Lifting one boot, Taya stepped forward. “I said, ‘Prove it.’” 
 
    Robert matched her movement. “Not one more step.” He was trying for his father’s commanding tone; the effect left something to be desired. 
 
    As the drone touched down, Robert blindly ran for his escape. 
 
    Taya took another step. 
 
    Rain stopped pattering against her armor. 
 
    Pressure registered, and then a crushing, unrelenting light enveloped the platform, forcing Taya to raise her hands to protect her eyes. She expected pain, a physical impact beyond the uncomfortable weight on her skin, anything. But nothing more came. Slowly, the light faded, leaving Taya feeling unaffected. 
 
    Looking from his ring to Taya, the Crusader before her wilted. “Impossible.” 
 
    The door to the drone snapped shut, Robert frantically slamming the controls. 
 
    Jordan’s pain was immeasurable as it came through the bond. Whatever the man had done, Jordan had borne the effects; willingly or not, Taya did not know. A flicker of concern she felt for the woman was buried in an instant. 
 
    She continued her advance, and the priest came within range. 
 
    With the flick of her wrist, Taya activated her lightblade and rammed it to the hilt into the white robes, staring at Robert as she did so. She didn’t bother to look as the priest fell, wanting instead to watch the terror grow in Robert’s eyes. 
 
    This is what I came for. 
 
    “It’s too late to run, Robert!” Taya called, voice modified to a vicious growl by the armor. “Don’t make me pull you out of there.” 
 
    He stared at Taya for a long moment, hands frozen on the controls of the craft. It would take seconds for the vehicle to take off, time Robert no longer had. 
 
    “Finish what you started.” 
 
    Taking a beat, Robert powered down the drone’s engines. The capsule snapped open, allowing Robert to step back out onto the pad. 
 
    Something in the bond told Taya that Jordan had recovered somewhat from whatever the Crusader had done. And she was close. Close enough to watch what was happening on the roof of Dánkoma. 
 
    A twist of fear stabbed through Taya as she realized Jordan was drinking away the energy shared between them. 
 
    Damn you, witch. 
 
    Sneaker hitting the printIron, Robert called, “Would you really have jumped on the drone?” 
 
    Taya shrugged, watching the drone take off behind Robert. “Doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    She felt an unbidden grin slide across her face, hidden behind the helmet. She’d hurt him already, made him feel vulnerable. Taya wanted Robert to see her face, see the joy that harming him brought her. Knowing if she removed her helmet, her face could be recorded, Taya settled for clawing her way under the man’s skin. “You should have listened, Robert. I told you I’d be back with the devil.” 
 
    “You don’t see it.” Robert drew his pistol once more. “You’ve lost more than you could ever take from me.” 
 
    Taya brought up her blade, hissing droplets sizzling before her. “Disagree.” 
 
    Pistol whipping up, Robert fired. The crack of air-powered rounds cut through the wailing sirens. Taya leapt, feeling an impact on her thigh. Energy seeped from her as she came down on Robert with a mighty swing. 
 
    Diving out of range, Robert regained his footing with remarkable speed. 
 
    Seeing the pistol rising once again, Taya slashed at the weapon. Metal clattered to the roof in pieces. Howling in pain, Robert clutched a deep gash between his middle and index fingers. 
 
    Smiling down at the bisected weapon, Taya said, “Go on, Robert. Pick it up.” 
 
    The man stepped back with a growl, raising bare fists. “Fuck you.” 
 
    With a massive advantage over the unarmed man, Taya kept her attack restrained. Not wanting to give Robert a single opening to exploit, she slashed and hacked with as much control as she could muster. Taya’s lack of training with the weapon made her moves sloppy, fast yet predictable. 
 
    To her shock, when Taya scored a hit on Robert’s thick forearm, the blade didn’t sink through, instead burning skin and sleeve before he shoved himself away. 
 
    Her hesitation cost her a powerful blow to the face. 
 
    Stumbling back, Taya watched Robert clutch his burned arm. There was damage, but it wasn’t catastrophic, a remarkable feat for under-skin armor. The Labór had incredible strength, and power beyond what Taya thought possible with wear, but he had openings. Taya just had to find them. 
 
    Pulling a knife from his belt, it was Robert’s turn to push the attack. A series of swings sought Taya’s core and head, wild swings driven by passion and fear. Trying to position her blade between a blow to her ribs turned out to be a mistake as Robert simply pushed through, accepting pain in a mirror of Taya’s own strategy. The skin of his forearm melted away as Robert forced Taya’s blade into her side. He retracted the blade with a cry of pain as the violet light on the platform died. 
 
    A powered kick from Robert sent her down with a grunt, and she dropped the hilt to the wet printIron. 
 
    Those ice-blue eyes looked down on her with elation, Robert seeing victory within his grasp. “Keep those fists up.” 
 
    A vicious knee sent Taya stumbling back, the lack of energy within her the fault of Jordan’s greedy curse. The hulking man jumped at her, a knee bearing his full weight attempting to crush her against the roof. 
 
    Rolling, Taya snatched the discarded sword as the rooftop cracked under the impact of Robert’s knee. The man’s eyes flared golden, his technomagic bringing a fervor to his attacks. With a surge of light, Robert was on her again, an overextended kick seeking her head. Taya took the force of the blow on raised elbows, skittering back along the wet roof. She only managed to crouch before yet another knee slammed into her. Robert’s fists began to connect as Taya stumbled back, unable to keep up. 
 
    A hook sent Taya’s jaw right, causing lights to dance before her eyes. Out of blind desperation, Taya ducked and sprang forward, wrapping arms around Robert and lifting the man from the ground. Ignoring elbows pounding into her from above, Taya brought him as high as she could before slamming the Labór down to the roof beneath them. She heard the air purge from his lungs as her jaw snapped painfully. 
 
    Straddling him now, Taya began raining down blows onto the man beneath her hips. Robert’s blocking technique was terrible, and, screaming, she delivered a hit hard enough to smash the skull of any regular man. With a grunt of pain, Robert spat blood from his mouth. A golden glow bubbled through a split in his perfect skin. Blood quickly covered the light, but Taya knew what she saw. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Another thrown fist revealed the light again. Blow after blow did the same, the light beyond anything installed by glow, bursting from deep within Robert. A blend of rage and curiosity kept Taya hammering from above, until Robert bucked his hips, throwing her off. 
 
    Getting to her feet as quickly as she could, Taya froze as she looked at him. Broken golden light leaked through the man’s bloody face as he stood before her, a twisted grin still showing his teeth. 
 
    “Guess Father was right, I should have trained more.” Robert blurred with motion again, Taya half catching a fist ramming into her throat. Coughing, she failed to anticipate his follow-up impact to her belly. 
 
    It was Taya’s turn to go on the defense, but understanding how routine Robert’s attacks were prevented her from losing her ground. That was until Robert caught her raised arm and painfully pulled her against him, throwing his full weight to tackle Taya to the ground. Something metal stabbed into her back as she hit the ground. Taya’s eyes widened as she recognized the shape of her lightblade. 
 
    Expecting fists, she was completely taken by surprise by Robert’s headbutt. Something cracked, pain radiating through her skull. Stupidly, Taya raised her hands to her ruined face, and something slammed into her side, eliciting a grunt of pain. She reacted by curling and rolling to protect the spot, the movement hiding her reach for the hilt beneath her. Robert slammed his weight down on her, pinning her as he wrapped a hand onto her throat. 
 
    The man emitted an animal-like growl as his fingers tightened. 
 
    Desperately, Taya pulled at the hilt trapped beneath her. 
 
    “I’ll make you b—” 
 
    With a twist of her wrist, Taya ignited the blade and blindly thrust upward. Activating it too soon, she felt the fire scorch along her side at the holes in her damaged armor. She stabbed in the direction Robert rolled, desperate to escape her slashing blow. Taya’s blade found resistance, impacting something that resulted in a shriek that made all the hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention. Crawling to her feet, Taya looked down to see the face she’d mutilated. Robert’s right eye had exploded as the heat of the blade cut through his face, bringing forth a torrent of blood. Fingers groped into the cheek-to-cheek wound as burned flesh continued to crack. The fragments of skull visible were quickly hidden by the fluid. 
 
    Taya clutched her sword tightly. “You almost had me.” 
 
    His system clearly conquering the pain, Robert managed to pull one hand from the wound and began crawling away from her. 
 
    “C’mon, Robert.” Taya followed his retreat, breathing heavily. “Get up! Get the fuck up, Robert!” 
 
    The man tried, turning to run before stumbling on a ruined leg, his boot slipping on wet printSteel. Robert rolled onto his back, panic in his eyes. 
 
    Not wanting to chance any last-second tricks, Taya stabbed, plunging the blade into Robert’s gut. The man’s armor melted as Taya pushed with all her might. Hollow gasps and breathless cries came frantically as his hands clawed at the blade slowly being driven into his body. 
 
    With one last heave, the Labór’s armor split. Taya shouted with jubilation as her blade sank into flesh. She pulled the shard of violet light free, raising it high above her head. 
 
    Realizing how near the end he was, Robert raised a pleading hand. Drawing in a gurgling breath, he met her eyes with his remaining one. 
 
    “You want mercy, Robert?” Taya couldn’t help it; she laughed at the begging man. “Mercy?” 
 
    “The horrors ahead, I can protect you. Get you out of the structures.” Robert reached the edge of the roof as he continued to edge away, the street below in chaos as drones soared below, fighting fires that refused to go out. A line of police was approaching, a small army descending on the building. “I never wanted anyone to die. My dad killed Nita! Or the witch. It was one of them! I can help you get him! No one else knows what he really is, the forces he works with. We—we can work together.” 
 
    The blade lurked near his cauterized eye socket. All she had to do was push. He had no place left to go. “Can you prove it?” 
 
    “How?! Listen to me. You will end up destroyed by what she brings, just like the rest of us.” Something close to hope came into Robert’s eyes as death didn’t come. “I’ve heard them. The voices from the depth beyond time. What the witches worship. We’re trying to protect humanity!” 
 
    A push came into Taya’s mind. The sensation of someone prodding, poking into what she was. What she was doing. It was her. Jordan. Wanting to take control, wanting to force her hand—wanting to prevent Taya from hearing something. 
 
    “The witch thinks she can control them.” Robert lowered his hand, trying to gesture for her to remove the threatening blade. “Echoes from the void, aware of us. They come. The living dead? The haze? Only forerunners.” 
 
    “Let me help.” It was Jordan’s voice, trying to take the blade from Taya’s hand. “End this and his lies.” 
 
    “No!” Taya barked, causing Robert’s eyes to widen in horror. 
 
    “I can get the devil out of your head.” Robert did his best to appear disarming. “Please. Let me help—” 
 
    The memory of her head bouncing off stone caused a zing of imagined pain. 
 
    Taya was back in the apartment. Robert stood over her, screaming. “Get up!” Rage surged within her, forced in from a foreign source. With a scream, Taya whirled, blade snarling as it scorched a wide arc. 
 
    There was resistance, then Robert’s head rolled. She watched as a face full of shock spiraled from the roof down to the streets below, trails of blood sailing through the air. Robert’s body slumped, golden streaks flowing with the blood in equal amounts from the dead man. 
 
    Confusion and pain broke through Jordan’s efforts to dominate Taya. Clarity split through the fog of Jordan’s influence for one brief moment, her will overwhelming the witch. “NO MORE!” 
 
    There was only one way to describe the sensation she got in return from Jordan: pride. Her voice came again. “Your exit is closing.” 
 
    Taya found no joy in her victory, only a new pain resting heavily on her shoulders. It wasn’t grief, loss, or even anger. The only emotion left to her was guilt. A deep, hollow emotion, a sickness over all the mistakes that had led her here. So many errors. Revenge that meant nothing. She’d been played, and it was so clear now. 
 
    A tear of frustration dropped from beneath Taya’s helm. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: After Mass 
 
      
 
    The escape was the part of their plan Taya doubted the most. It required moves she considered near suicidal, but after looking down from the roof of Dánkoma, seeing the growing legion of police making their way through the faux flames, Taya knew there was no other option. 
 
    Still, she hesitated. This was it. This was where Nita had come to be alone. It was the closest to the child Taya had ever really come. To think what an impact the girl had made, and Taya had never even met the girl. She didn’t feel real, just an image on the screen at Dánkoma and a picture from Mrs. Carlson. 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    Taya’s head snapped up. A line of heavy police drones were closing in on Dánkoma, moving just below the height of the floor’s ceiling. 
 
    Running for the opposite edge of the drone pad, Taya leapt into the air. At the zenith of her jump, Taya grew close enough to the ceiling of the floor to make out the individual bulbs shining down on the city below. Millions of them, illuminating the lives of those so unaware of the powers around them. 
 
    The sound of the approaching train overcame the wailing sirens. Taya rolled, landing on the connective tunnel between Dánkoma and the hotel across the street. The first car passed beneath the printed tunnel as Taya recovered. Taking a breath, she jumped again, managing a slightly more graceful landing on bent knees. Buildings and display boards rolled by, the city a blur as Taya stood. 
 
    She turned at the sound of a larger drone approaching. A police dropship trailed behind her, figures in black uniforms readying to jump onto the train car. A loudspeaker asked for her surrender and declared the use of deadly force if she resisted. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Taya activated her blade and sliced into the car, making quick work of the thin metal. As she dropped in, the few people still on the train trying to get home during the chaos had already made their way into another car, leaving her in an unexpected solitude among the panic. The contained space made her blade’s feasting of the air all the more intense, snarling as it burned. 
 
    Making her way down the rows of orange seats, Taya reached the back door just as the sound of heavy boots hitting the floor echoed throughout the space. She turned just in time to duck into the next car as shots rang out. Rounds hissed through the air, and glass shattered over her as she scrambled deeper into the car. 
 
    Focusing on her hud, she looked back. A series of notifications flashed in her vision, warning her of attacks attempting to shut down her suit. 
 
    “Lay down your weapons and come out!” a voice called. 
 
    Seeing a gun snap to her through the shattered window of the door, Taya ducked back and sent her system at the only target she could think of: the brakes of the train. The car lurched around her, sending an armored man spilling through the door. Taya leapt for his gun, hurling it at another officer who followed. 
 
    An arm snaked around Taya’s throat from behind, and she was pulled down roughly. Something sharp stabbed into her side, bringing a gasp from her lips. A second stab made her slam her head back, her skull meeting the face of the officer beneath her. Something snapped, and his grip loosened. Rolling off the man, she threw a blind fist that connected. 
 
    A projectile impacted her shoulder. She processed the sound of the rifle shot a split second later. More officers were coming. She ran. With a command, the brakes of the train released. She was still much too far from her next destination. 
 
    People still occupied the next car, terrified faces looking at her as she approached the door. Two men stepped forward, bracing themselves against the door in an attempt to stop her. She hesitated, unwilling to drag innocent people into danger. 
 
    Another shot smashed into the back of her armor. 
 
    Growling, Taya turned. 
 
    Four more officers marched toward her with weapons raised. 
 
    “There are civilians behind me!” she called. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    Her suit registered the weapons aimed at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Taya moved, the crackling of a Taser igniting the air around her as she leapt. She extended her blade without igniting it and used the unlit blade as a club. Cracking the first man across the face faster than he could react, Taya whirled, extending a kick that sent the man falling back with cracked ribs. 
 
    More Tasers fired, two diodes connecting with her raised arm. Her arm spasmed painfully as the suit struggled to deal with the power surging through it. Two officers tackled her, but Taya easily pushed them off. Too late she felt something dangling from her back. The restraint puck shot a cable into the wall of the train car and began reeling Taya in. Her back slammed against the train, legs painfully bouncing off the seats beneath her. 
 
    With a roar, she ripped the diodes from her arm before trying to reach behind her back to free it from the restraint. The glint of a glowing lightknife stopped her from reaching for the hook in her back. Catching the arm wielding the knife, she twisted, feeling bones splinter. With a double kick, the black-armored man cracked against the far wall. 
 
    Fuck, don’t be dead. 
 
    Taya reached for the hook, trying her best to rip it free of her armor, but the remaining two officers were on her. A second puck struck her arm, lashing to the ceiling and ripping her arm upward. A pistol was leveled at her helmet and fired before she could duck out of the way. Her visor cracked. 
 
    If she was only willing to kill these men, the situation would be so much easier. 
 
    Instead, Taya wrapped her still-free legs around the officer who’d fired the round and pulled him into her. She headbutted the man before bucking him off into the final officer. They fell together, giving Taya enough time to pull her blade from its holster at her hip and ignite it. 
 
    Both officers froze as the air began to crackle. 
 
    She cut her wrist free before pulling away from the wall with all her might. The train car groaned as cord pulled free from the puck on her back. Taya reached behind herself and sliced the final restraint. 
 
    The two men backed away from her. She pointed the blade toward the man she’d kicked into the wall. 
 
    “Help him.” 
 
    The train was slowing. Looking out the window, Taya saw a mass of gathered officers at the approaching station. 
 
    Now or never. 
 
    She picked up one of the discarded rifles, shot out a window, and climbed back onto the roof of the train. Looking up, Taya found what she needed. While the air around Dánkoma had been evacuated of any drones not within the law enforcement network, this far out, easy targets still buzzed about. Hijacking into the largest drone visible, she commanded it to her. Grabbing her leg, it lifted her into the air and away from the gathered police. No shots came; the police wouldn’t risk hitting the civilian buildings around her, but her ride wouldn’t last long. After three blocks, the drone deactivated, sending Taya down to the street. 
 
    Taya crashed through the window of a bike shop and careened into a line of perfectly aligned bicycles. She had to tear her arm from the mangled metal, struggling to her feet. Taking a moment to orient herself, Taya noticed the warnings flashing within her hud. It seems she’d finally reached the limit of the armor. Something was wrong with the power source. It flicked in and out of a boot cycle. It had been built for stealth combat, not to be thrown through a storefront after being shot and stabbed. 
 
    As she straightened, pain in her back caused her knee to buckle. “Goddammit.” Missing her pain dampener, Taya grit her teeth and stood. Sirens were already approaching. She had to move. 
 
    Heading for a back door that seemed to head to the right alley, Taya limped as quickly as she could. The streets behind her erupted in a swirl of sirens and pursuit drones. Spotlights from drones found her as she burst from the store, falling against a dumpster amid piercing calls for her to surrender. Taya scrambled deeper into the alley, drones quickly closing in. 
 
    Turning into an alley barely a meter wide, Taya was greeted by the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Katya’s red shine sparkled back at Taya, begging to get involved in a high-speed chase. 
 
    Taya threw one leg over the machine just as three drones turned into the smaller alley, tracers firing. 
 
    Drawing, extending, and igniting her lightblade in one motion, Taya slashed the three tracers before they could touch her motorized stallion. 
 
    Pushing Katya to the limit, Taya burst from the alleys without fear of oncoming traffic. Their measure to keep citizens safe allowed her to accelerate the bike far beyond what would normally be possible within any part of the megastructure’s populated districts. 
 
    As she wove and darted through the streets, drones had a hard time predicting her turns, and the few human-operated police vehicles that managed to find her were far too slow to keep up with the hyperbike. 
 
    By the time Taya reached the edge of the floor, the sirens sounded a full district away. Cameras would eventually be used to track her path here, but that didn’t matter now. Ahead, a massive opening into the void welcomed her and Katya into the ventilation shaft. Taya gunned it and sent herself and the bike into the vent, smashing through a flimsy fence. 
 
    The chaos was left behind as Taya deactivated the bike, all light and noise from the machine dying. She heard only the sound of her heavy breathing within the helmet, even the wind of falling muted by the system. Letting her thighs relax, Taya pushed herself from Katya, only loosely keeping her hands on the bike, wanting to feel their descent on her own. The wind brushed over her wounded skin, cool air easing the burning pain still throbbing in her side. The sirens, lights, and panic all fell away. 
 
    Taya had done it. She’d lost her friend, gotten taken advantage of by a witch for a war effort, and died, but she’d killed the man responsible for— 
 
    No she hadn’t. Jordan was responsible, and James had likely killed her. Even if not, he’d taken Stubbs. 
 
    If you’re alive, Stubbs, I’ll make it up to you. I swear on my torn soul. 
 
    As she fell, a desire for escape blossomed in her mind, the seed finally craving light. If she followed the plan, Oscar would be waiting for her. An unmarked van picking her up near the second-floor vent exit. Cameras within the block taken care of by the vampire that morning. 
 
    But if she escaped even one floor early, she’d have a few moments before the pursuit would be able to find her. Could it be enough time to find her own freedom? Taya envisioned finding her way back to Juno, begging her friend to take her in. 
 
    Her face had remained hidden. Juno could come on the run with her. Maybe they could escape the megastructure together and start a new life— 
 
    You don’t even know if she passed her exams. You never bothered asking. 
 
    It was a pathetic fantasy. There was no escape for her, and ruining Juno’s life further was a repugnant thought. 
 
    A tug from Jordan reminded her of the leash tethered around her neck. Until the witch was dead, Taya would never be able to escape. Wherever she went, Jordan would know. 
 
    With a scream, Taya brought Katya’s engine back to life. Light flooded the shaft. A colossal [7] let her know how little peace she had left. Taya narrowed her body, building speed. She caught the bike, mounting it for one last ride. Engines all around the bike flickered to life, giving control of the fall to Taya. As a [3] darted by, Taya yanked the bike upward, her descent slowing at a rate that would crush a regular human. She saw the sickly light of the second floor pouring into the void. 
 
    Screaming, Taya leapt from the bike, deactivating Katya as she abandoned her. The hyperbike was consumed by darkness, disappearing as it headed toward inevitable oblivion at the base of the megastructure. 
 
    Misjudging the jump, she hit the lip of the edge of the shaft with her hip. As she kicked back onto the second floor, thick haze pouring in around her, pain set in. There was nothing left within her to fix where the armor had long since begun to fail her. Even the healed wounds were still sore; a new limit to her power had been found. While she fed, her body healed faster than any vampire. Once depleted, it seemed Taya’s body struggled to match even Oscar. 
 
    The collected pain brought a cry from her. Strength still surged within her, but Taya was used to having a vast majority of the pain within her muted. Now she felt every remaining tear and bruise. 
 
    Oscar exited the van at the end of the alley, moving cautiously for her. 
 
    “We’re clear here. Are you hurt?” He began jogging when he saw she was hurt, openly checking her for injuries. 
 
    Taya lay still, breathing heavily. “I think my hip is broken. I can’t recover anymore. I don’t have any more soul to burn.” 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    She tried to roll over but was stopped as something inside her moved. “Fuck!” 
 
    “We’ve just got to get in the van.” Oscar helped her ease back down. “Then it’s on me. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    “No matter how much I scream, carry me,” Taya directed. “Please.” 
 
    Oscar bent down and picked her up, carrying her against his chest. Pain lanced through Taya’s side as he did so, causing her to cry out. Realizing her shrieks could draw attention, Taya instead bit into Oscar’s arm. He understood immediately and didn’t pull back. The thrill of it all was draining away, leaving only pain. He opened the back of the van and placed her inside. 
 
    Taya pulled a heavy blanket over herself. Cameras all over the structure would have reflections within reflections analyzed by A.I. to try to find anything that might be the terrorist who attacked the Crusaders. A blanket was a simple but stupidly effective measure against the small chance any cameras on the second floor were powerful enough to be part of such a search. 
 
    After several moments of silence between them, Oscar said, “Feeds are full of what happened. Robert Labór hasn’t been announced dead yet. Did you get him?” 
 
    “Yes. But it wasn’t about him for you and Jordan, was it?” 
 
    “Yes, he was one of two objectives.” Oscar took a long breath. “We work by sowing chaos where we can. You accomplished that today more than Jordan or I could have ever hoped for.” 
 
    Taya removed her ruined helmet, purposefully drawing the haze that had snuck into the van into her lungs. Her breath wasn’t under control. She felt Jordan still trying to soothe her, but Taya had come to recognize the limitation of what Jordan could do to her. Her emotions weren’t filtered out, only dulled. Her subconscious still roiled away freely. 
 
    Within the hour, the slow-moving van entered the same district as Jordan’s shop. Several police vehicles had passed by, leaving the van unmolested. It was clear the connection had been made with the destroyed cameras and Taya’s dive into the shaft, but by the time anything could be done, they’d moved far enough away to be impossible to suspect or track. Thinking they’d actually managed an escape, dread filled Taya when she began to hear the sirens as they drew nearer to Jordan’s shop. 
 
    “Fire, not police.” Oscar kept the van moving forward, apprehension tightening his grip on the wheel. He didn’t react when Taya winced as she moved herself to be able to see out the windshield. “See that?” 
 
    Taya did. A soft orange glow two blocks over, exactly where Jordan’s shop stood. 
 
    As soon as Taya laid eyes on the flickering light, she felt Jordan move. The witch had slowly been making her way down from the chaos, floor after floor in a manner Taya couldn’t quite read, but at the sight of the fire, the witch blipped. In the space between breaths, Jordan had arrived. 
 
    Cursing, Oscar began to slow the vehicle. 
 
    “No.” Taya pushed from the blanket and leaned forward into the driver’s cabin. “Get closer.” 
 
    After meeting her eyes, Oscar nodded. 
 
    They pulled into the street just as the fire drones got to work. A dozen of the tank-bearing machines began to jet white foam into Jordan’s store. Something inside the building exploded, sending the closest of the drones crashing to the ground. Shards of glass sprinkled the street as Taya removed her helmet. 
 
    Oscar parked the van at the end of the block, concern shadowing his face. “You said—” 
 
    A scream split the air, echoing from the flames of the shop. 
 
    Cursing, Oscar opened the van door. Taya grabbed his shoulder and forced him back into his seat. 
 
    “She can’t die!” Oscar pleaded. 
 
    Taya spoke coldly, knowing exactly where the witch was. “It’s not her.” 
 
    As Oscar stared at her in confusion, Taya watched the neon [20:27] glowing over the door flicker, still radiating its light within the fire. 
 
    “My Reaper. Desiring purpose; destined for infamy,” Jordan’s voice whispered from the back of the van. “You managed to live. I’m so proud.” 
 
    Taya turned slowly, drawing her sword but refraining from extending it. It took her several heartbeats to convince her finger to remove itself completely from the activation switch. It wasn’t the right time. Something about the woman felt different, a blooming flower to the dark bulb they’d known before. 
 
    The flames in the distance reflected in the witch’s eyes, a cold joy frozen over her face. “I’d lower that weapon, Taya.” 
 
    It was then Taya noticed the witch’s transformation in the darkness. Ancient eyes looked back at Taya, gray skin marred with countless wrinkles. A balding head with wisps of hair leaned heavily against the wall of the van, haggard breath rasping from the woman’s throat. She had been thin before; now Jordan was skeletal. Dregs of spit dribbled weakly from her lips as Jordan smiled back at Taya. 
 
    “You drew much from me,” Jordan rasped. “More than I thought possible. It seems an understanding between us must be reached if we are to continue.” 
 
    Movement from Jordan’s sleeve caught Taya’s eye. She glanced down, starting at the sight of a snake slithering from the fabric, its eyes focused on her. A black tongue flickered from the serpent’s mouth, tasting the air. 
 
    Taya pressed her back to the van wall, dropping her weapon. 
 
    Jordan said, “Thank you, Taya. My sisters and I are in your debt.” 
 
    The final question around Mrs. Carlson’s case came to Taya’s tongue. Despite her fear of the witch cloaked in burning shadows, the words came. “Did you kill Nita? They had her, but you were connected to her the whole time, speaking with her.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes slipped from the blaze and focused on Taya, her expression unreadable. 
 
    Taya pushed on. “Did you tip off the Labórs about Sarah’s location? Did you send me to watch her be killed?” 
 
    A long silence stretched between the three, Oscar’s knuckles white on the steering wheel. Taya could feel Oscar’s thoughts, almost as if she shared a bond with him as well. He was frantically trying to decide what to do if the situation between the women became violent. 
 
    “Jordan wouldn’t order the death of a child, Taya,” Oscar insisted. “No matter—” 
 
    “That’s a lie, Oscar.” Jordan’s voice was disturbingly neutral. “I would go to whatever length necessary to preserve what little we have left.” 
 
    Taya frantically clawed for the rage that was rightfully hers. The rage Jordan was pulling from her as they spoke. “Did you?” 
 
    Jordan didn’t waver from her gaze. “No.” 
 
    Taya’s hand twitched against the lightblade, but she kept it lowered. 
 
    If Jordan noticed, she ignored the move, looking back at the desolation down the street, the false scream dying slowly. “Don’t worry, Taya, things will be more open moving forward. Helping find your friend or what’s left of him is among my top priorities.” 
 
    Defeat incinerated the fight left in Taya. There was no path forward without the witch. Jordan had tied Taya’s life to her own success, and Stubbs was dangling from that same tether, a lock keeping Taya from betraying Jordan for now. It disturbed her how certain she was she might never be able to break that lock. 
 
    She’d been gaslit, manipulated, and lied to every step. Unable to see any of it until it was too late. Jordan had told Taya she’d known their paths would cross. Jordan had been twisting and drawing at the ever-shifting web she’d created, Taya acting as her spider. Jordan had used her to seek out a long-desired goal, compensating Taya with the blood of the Labórs. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter either way, Taya.’ Jordan’s voice echoed within her mind. ‘From now on, we’ll be making decisions together.’ 
 
    The façade of control was shattered. Taya was trapped, her only real friend too terrified of her to stay in the same room with her. She felt acceptance pollute her mind and saw her former life die in the smoke before them. Her mind was not her own, her emotions played by the devil’s hand. As the neon of [20:27] finally died in the inferno, Jordan turned her head to Taya, freed from the trance of watching her livelihood burn. “The history of this world is stained by the blood of gods foolish enough to show humanity mercy. We will not make that mistake.” 
 
    The lights of the floor were brightened as alarms sounded. Tears in his own eyes, Oscar drove the van away from the fire. Jordan pushed past Taya into the passenger seat, the light around her face churning her features into those of a woman Taya had never seen before. 
 
    “The Faces have a safe house prepared. Oscar, get in touch with Martel. Keep him on the line until he’s brought in.” 
 
    That afternoon, for the first time in her life, Taya left structure Seven Zero Three. 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Without anyone claiming responsibility, we will have to wait for the investigation to continue before we can get any answers as to what exactly motivated this attack on a local club or if it was related to the frenzied captured outside the cathedral on Ninety-One.” The holomodel took a blink to process the feed’s reaction to its coverage, recalculating its words before continuing. The backdrop behind the digital reporter came from a drone slowly circling a still-smoking Dánkoma. With the fires now under control, having taken an unnaturally long time to tame, armed teams of black-uniformed officers moved into the building in snaking lines. “The clash between Crusaders trying to enter Dánkoma and first responders continues to dominate the conversation, many wondering why the organization was so determined to breach the security line while the fires still—There has been—” 
 
    Martel Mancini finally noticed the alert blinking within his hud. To his surprise, it was Oscar. 
 
    Muting the display before answering, Martel breathed a sigh of relief as Oscar’s updated avatar appeared within his hud. “I saw.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” Oscar’s voice was strained, as if he spoke over noise his system had already muted. A common unconscious habit many never overcame. 
 
    Looking back at the display consuming most of his living room wall, Martel loosened his tie. He’d been so taken by the scope of the attack, he hadn’t even begun to consider the ramifications if the claim of terrorism was true. Deep down, he knew it didn’t matter even if it wasn’t. The narrative was being painted already. A letter from a Crusader high priest had called for the military to work alongside the paladins to ‘bring the parasitic menace under control.’ 
 
    Taking in as full a breath as he could, Martel answered, “I’m home.” 
 
    “Good, stay there for now.” Oscar’s avatar blurred in his vision as he talked to someone off call. As Oscar came back into focus, Martel noticed just how much concern painted the man’s face. “Marty…” 
 
    Martel turned from the display, looking out his penthouse window. “So this was her plan? All those favors for this? All-out fucking war?” 
 
    “It’s all part of Jordan’s… she doesn’t like when I call it a plan, so let’s say vision.” Blurring briefly again before continuing, Oscar’s avatar crossed its arms, mirroring the man’s real-world tension. “We’ve set them down their path to failure.” 
 
    “You’ve given them a path to redemption. You attacked them, Oscar.” Martel battled with the roiling emotions within him. “The escalation that will come from this, beyond even Seven Zero Three, you think you and your network of revolutionaries can handle what’s coming? I’d have never helped if I knew.” 
 
    “Jordan realized she could use our lack of communication to shift the agenda. I was against it, but…” Oscar’s voice held the closest thing the man could get to fervor. “The ward is down. The bindings are off.” 
 
    “And those thought safely tucked below will now be viewed as a threat.” Martel had long since abandoned the idea of convincing Oscar to stop viewing all beings outside of humanity as allies. His cousin was adamant in the existence of an insane notion of supernatural unity. “Congratulations, you got your violence. Now the hard part is clawing your way to peace.” 
 
    “Martel, we don’t want—Will you just stop trying to fight me? You think those debates of yours will result—FUCK! We were already viewed as rodents.” 
 
    Expletives from Oscar weren’t something Martel could ever remember hearing. 
 
    Taking a deep breath of his own, Oscar continued. “I watched as Jordan’s weapon butchered one of our own. A struggler, consumed by his demon. She decapitated him with a power saw. But I understood then. What else could be done? There was no help for the struggler, no path forward. Our kind are being reduced to rabid dogs in need of being put out of our misery. We’re fighting for a chance for a path to recovery. They’ll never give it to us willingly.” 
 
    “And you expect murdering the son of a high Crusader to bring you sympathy?” Martel snapped. “God, so Jordan did it. She manufactured her figurehead, and the Crusaders got their war.” 
 
    “And James has just become the face of that war,” Oscar responded. “An egomaniacal lunatic will be the face of the movement against us. He’ll want to talk. We’re counting on it. If you’re able to keep your show, bring him on. Let him make you out to be an animal. Give him enough support to become the voice of our opposition. No longer a fringe element, the voice.” 
 
    Martel was forced to pause. James had already become known as an extremist within the feeds. In recent months, a narrative comparing him to historic cult leaders had taken hold. If his fervor reached new heights, it could become cancerous. “You want to make James the face of the entire Crusader cause?” 
 
    “The entire anti-dead movement,” Oscar corrected. “Jordan does, anyway. I’ve learned to trust her designs.” 
 
    “All these years and you still trust her damn—” An alert came through Martel’s home security feed. He flinched at the warning. 
 
    Oscar asked, “What is it?” 
 
    Martel turned to the elevator leading to his apartment. A lift he’d not approved was coming up. Blinking, Martel realized he’d been locked out of any controls to his home system. It had happened in an instant, faster than he’d be able to command a light switch. 
 
    “I have an unexpected visitor.” Martel took off his tie and jacket. 
 
    “Martel, listen. Go with them peacefully. You’re just being taken in until the initial backlash dies down,” Oscar said. “Is Juno still with you?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her since she left last night. Oscar, who the fuck did you give access to my systems to?” The lift was only a few levels down now. All across his apartment, automated shades began to fall, cutting off the colorful lights outside. “Goddammit, they’ve taken my home.” 
 
    The call cut off before Martel finished his words. 
 
    Christ. 
 
    His personal system shut down as the power to his apartment died. The vampire was plunged into darkness, only his kitchen emergency light coming on. 
 
    Unsure what to do, Martel took a deep breath before taking a seat facing the dark hall leading to his door. Oscar promised he would be unharmed, so he wouldn’t go for the pistol hidden in a safe under his bed. He would trust his cousin. 
 
    That didn’t stop his muscles from tensing or his tongue from licking his fangs. 
 
    His personal lift dinged its arrival, doors pulling back to spill light into the darkness. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Martel flinched at the voice. It was calm, almost jovial in its friendliness. 
 
    “Hello?” it came again, followed by soft footsteps. “Martel Mancini, I come with a message.” 
 
    Throat dry, Martel called back with the only words that were allowed. The only words he dared use. “I heard you bring word.” 
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