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Chapter One
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The cab hit the brakes like it had seen God and decided not to pick a fight. The rosary beads hanging from the rearview mirror were still swinging when the driver turned around.

The driver swiveled toward me. Greasy hair, wet upper lip, the slow blink of an iguana that had learned to drive. South Florida had a way of sanding people down to their simplest survival instincts, and his was ‘nope’. . Same instinct the pythons had after eating all the rabbits—find easier prey.

“You want to go in?” he mumbled. “Then you go from here. This is as far as I go. Bad shit happens there.”

I gave him my sweetest, Instagram-ready smile, the one that says ‘I could be the love of your life or your last mistake’ and tapped my phone to pay. He didn’t say thank you. He didn’t say anything. Just yanked the car into gear and tore off, spitting gravel like a furious lawnmower.

He was halfway down the block when his brake lights flashed. The cab stopped. Reversed. The window rolled down and that iguana face reappeared, this time with a hint of capitalist inspiration.

"You know what?" he said. "Fifty bucks, I wait. You gonna need a ride later, guaranteed. Nobody leaves that place happy."

"I'll be fine."

"Lady, I been driving this city seventeen years. That club? They move it every week, but it's always the same story. Girls go in, different girls come out. Sometimes no girls come out." He tapped ash from a cigarette I hadn't seen him light. "Fifty bucks. I park right here. Doors locked. You text me when you need extraction. I unlock the doors when I see you come out. Not before."

I studied him. His eyes were bloodshot but clear. The eyes of a man who'd seen too much and stopped being surprised by any of it.

"You a cop?"

He laughed, a sound like a garbage disposal choking on a spoon. "Fuck no. I'm a concerned citizen entrepreneur. Big difference."

"What's your name?"

"Héctor." He pronounced it with the full Spanish weight, all dignity. "Héctor Ramírez. I got four daughters. You look like you could be number five, except you got that look in your eye like you might be the problem instead of the victim." He shrugged. "Either way, I wait. Fifty bucks."

I liked him. Which was dangerous, because I liked very few people.

"Deal," I said. "But if you're not here when I text, I'm finding you and keying your cab."

"Lady, this cab's already got thirteen key marks, two bullet holes, and a dent from an alligator I hit on Tamiami Trail at 3 AM." He grinned, showing a gold tooth. "One more ain't gonna hurt my resale value."

I looked up.

The club’s neon was the color of fresh blood under cheap lighting: that theatrical crimson men imagine on their hands when they say they’re “dangerous.” A line wrapped around the building like a hungry snake—glittering bodies, cologne clouds, heat rising off the pavement in a greasy shimmer.

It was almost one thirty in the morning. Miami’s witching hour, when the sensible sleep and the desperate come out to audition for whatever fantasy they’ve been sold. Some people waited for the novelty: ooh, secret club, ooh, I’m edgy. Some were here to go buck wild because their therapist had stopped returning calls. And some... some were bait, whether they knew it or not. The club moved every week, a roving carnival of sweat and bad decisions, but it was always packed: dancers hoping a hip-hop producer might suddenly notice their existence; influencers collecting footage to prove to the universe they were alive; and that soft, sad category of girls who thought being wanted for five minutes was worth being owned forever.

Not all of them would leave out the front before sunrise. The unlucky ones would go out the back. Meat truck. Body bags. The usual.

I walked up to the bouncers. A secretive smile. A flicker of recognition. They parted like velvet curtains. Complaints whined behind me in the humid air ‘hey, why’d she get in’ but I ignored them, strolling inside the way a hurricane enters a trailer park: courteous for half a second, then inevitable.

The air was a living thing, thick with humanity, hot breath, deodorant losing the war. Industrial dance music slammed the room, a mechanical heartbeat meant to drown out thought. Strobes cut the crowd into fragments: hips, teeth, eyeliner, the flash of phones held up like prayer candles to the great God Algorithm. If it wasn’t uploaded, snapped, shared, then it might as well have never happened.

After fifteen minutes of being a statue in the fever, I drifted to the bar.

“Beer,” I told the bartender.

She was young, pretty in that soft-edged way that makes you want to warn her about everything. Hazel eyes like wet leaves. She poured, added a splash of cranberry, slid it toward me, then leaned in with a smile bright enough to get her killed here.

“So why the juice?”

I grinned, all teeth. “I like the color. And the sudden tang.”

She blinked like she’d filed that under ‘acceptable mysteries’ and moved to the four-deep line of people yelling orders as if volume were currency.

I leaned back against the bar’s end. Every time a service door opened behind me, a breeze came through smelling of kegs, diesel, and the hard metal of logistics. It wasn’t the door I cared about, though.

It was the large slab-faced blond with the awful knowing smile.

He stood guard over a door with no handle. No sign. Just that posture men adopt when they’re holding everyone else’s fate in their fists. Like he was a saint at a gate to heaven, except heaven here involved chains and syringes.

So I slumped into my best bored tourist pose, hoping to be invisible.

Sadly, luck is a coin that loves rolling under couches.

A man-child strutted over barely legal, puffed-up chest as the Sabrina Carpenter song hummed in my head, like a backdrop to his approach. His hair engineered to look like he’d been caught in a soft explosion. I nearly drew my own blood biting my lip to keep from laughing as his boys trailed behind him like a backup chorus of mediocrity. They fanned out to watch, and he planted himself in front of me with the confidence of someone who’d never once been punched in the throat.

“So,” he said, grin slick as motor oil, “I see it’s gonna be a hot cougar summer after all.”

He rubbed his chin, licked his lips, trying to sound like a dehydrated bullfrog who’d read one pickup blog too many. He cracked his knuckles. Went back to stroking a beard he hadn’t earned yet. He looked like a housefly that had learned English. His cologne smelled like a Hollister store had fucked a gas station air freshener.

I ignored him, eyes on the crowd, on the glimmering tide of bodies.

He leaned closer. Reached out to stroke my belt, like I was a display item in a store he didn’t own.

I turned my stare diamond hard. Cool smile, careful and empty. I shook my head slowly so he would understand the word never  hears: NO.

He grinned at his buddies, like my refusal was foreplay. Turned back to me.

“I can make all your dreams come true, baby.”

I shrugged. “Go away. You’re ridiculous.”

The laughter leeched out of his face. Anger dropped his perfectly threaded eyebrows into place like a guillotine blade.

In a higher voice, one warm with threat the way a skillet is warm with oil, he suggested I play nicely, or he and his little crew would show me what happened to girls who didn’t know the rules.

I smiled sweetly and leaned in close enough to let him smell the beach on me, the salt and night.

Deadly and utterly reasonable, I explained what I did to boys who took without permission.

His body twitched. Little jerky movements, the kind prey makes before it bolts. I liked watching fear find its way into a brain that’s never had room for it.

He opened his mouth to say something. Panic on the edge of his voice.

I put my lips to his ear and blew softly.

In that low, soothing, calm voice I save for bedtime stories and executions, I said, “If you ever try that shit again on any other girl, I will come for you. And you will lose more than your testicles.”

Then I dug my nails into his sack.

He squealed, staggered backward, and his entourage snapped into motion. They swept him away into the throng like a trash barge hauled by idiots.

God, his little screams were candy.

But I wasn’t here to play. I was working.

Nobody even looked over. Perfect for me, not so perfect for the innocents. Had he not been a distraction I would have killed him. Mercy, really. But tonight required focus.

Then I saw her.

Jet-black hair in a riot of loose curls down to her waist, swaying through murky flashing light like midnight made flesh. She moved to the house beat as if invisible hands were coaxing her into a slow-burn fever. Sweat made her belly shine; a jewel in her navel flashed like a small star every time she rolled her hips.

Our eyes locked for a second across the chaos.

Then we both smiled.

She wasn’t a stripper. Not the slinky, practiced grace. Not the plastic sapphire eyes. No—she was lust incarnate, all muscle and heat and that bright human wanting that can make even monsters feel nostalgic.

She turned suddenly and headed for the bathroom.

I followed.

She leaned over the sink, breasts on display, and for a moment I thought of giving her privacy until I realized what she was: a transwoman. In a place like this, it was like she’d walked into a shark tank wearing a steak dress. Some men in here would see her as a threat. Their loss. Their funeral, if they tried anything.

I stepped closer, caught her eye in the mirror.

“I’ve got only one question,” I said softly. “Where did you get those granny boots with the kitten heels?”

A flicker of amusement crossed her face, but her eyes stayed watchful.

“Custom,” she said. “Boston. State Street. Shop’s been there since 1870.”

I looked down. They were gorgeous, the kind of boots that make a woman’s ankles look like promises.

“They’re my only indulgence,” she added.

Not a pout. A fact. The voice of someone who has stood all day in shoes that hurt and still had to smile through it.

I took a thoughtful drag from my cigarette, ran through my options, then decided truth was faster.

“Have you ever heard of the Nocturnal Knights?”

She shook her head, but her pupils dimmed for just a moment. I watched as she regained her balance. Stillness like a locked door.

Restlessness moved through the room. She radiated sexual tension, sure, but there was something else on her. Something I recognized the way wolves recognize wolves.

I leaned toward the sink, flicked ash, and whispered, “I know what you are.”

She stiffened, fury and fear fighting for first place.

“You’re a cop.”

Her whole face blinked, like I’d said the quiet part out loud.

Before I could warn her properly, the bathroom door banged open. Two frat-looking boys stumbled in, laughing, high-fiving, smelling like the kind of entitlement that turns to tears under pressure.

I jerked my head. She followed. My phone buzzed against my hip. A text from Héctor.

"Big problem. Tow truck here. Parking enforcement. I told him I'm waiting for medical emergency pickup. He said he doesn't give a shit. You want me to hit him with the tire iron?"

I typed back quickly while pulling the cop through the crowd: "NO. Don't hit anyone. Pay the ticket. I'll cover it."

Three dots appeared. Then: "Ticket is $150. Plus the $50. You now owe me $200."

"Fine."

"Also there's a guy taking pictures of your club. White van. Telephoto lens. You want me to get his plates?"

I stopped. The cop bumped into my back.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Nothing. Just my ride having a crisis." I typed: "YES. Don't approach. Just plates."

"I'm Haitian, lady. I know how to be invisible."

I tucked the phone away and grabbed the cop's hand. "Come on. Buy me that drink."

Back on the dance floor, I grabbed her hand and pulled her tight, grinding my hips to hers like we were old lovers or brand-new trouble. Her body was stiff at first.

“Play along,” I murmured. “I’ll tell you what you need to know, but don’t fuck this up.”

She shuddered against me, breath hot at my ear.

“What gave me away?”

We rotated in a tight four-square, letting the club turn like a carousel around us.

“When you leaned over too far,” I said. “I saw your badge. Shirt’s cut too low.”

She hissed under her breath, furious at herself.

“You do realize what this place is, right?”

“Come on,” she said, tugging my arm. “Buy me a drink.”

I shook my head. “You don’t want anything they serve here. Might be tainted.”

She rolled her eyes. “I saw you with a draft.”

“Yeah, and I’ve seen people juggle chainsaws,” I muttered, pulling her through the crowd.

We reached a shadowed corner, climbed a metal stairway, and stepped onto a long balcony overlooking the dance floor. We looked down at all seething mass of humanity from above, a glowing hive.

“Now watch,” I said. “Tell me what you see.”

She braced her hands on the railing. Her eyes swept the crowd, sharp and practiced. In a voice that was dry as a chalk line, she started pointing out the para-military types built like private contractors and dressed to blend, rotating positions like someone had paid them for it. She lit a cigarette with that calm efficiency cops learn young.

Then she nodded toward the back.

“Girls going that way,” she said. “Not seeing them come back.”

I nodded. “Tracking source point. These dipshits vanish daily. There’s some outcry, sure, but the real money is the others. The virgins. Top dollar in certain markets.”

Her face tightened. “What kind of numbers?”

“In this city? Tonight? A few hundred easy. Some get used and tossed back later to crawl home.” My jaw clenched. Rage tastes like iron in the throat. “The ones they keep? Never see their families again.”

She looked at me hard. “What agency are you with?”

“None. I work for myself.”

She exhaled smoke, slow. “So what’s the plan? I was here to meet a CI. And if you’ve got something rolling, I want in.”

I laughed. It came out bitter, like broken glass.

“Plan? There is no plan. Once upon a time I was told  what was wrong with me...it was ADHD. And it turns out it’s pretty fucking useful.”

It was the truth. I didn’t do blueprints. I did instinct. Experience. A lifetime of confidential sins.

She flicked ash, disgusted. “So what are you gonna do? Or are you just here to watch bad shit happen to stupid kids?”

“First off, they’re not kids. These guys don’t traffic kids cause it brings too much heat.” I swept my hand over the crowd like a weather girl predicting doom. “They’re idiot adults who think bad shit happens to other people. And what I’m gonna do?” I leaned closer, let her hear the smile in my voice. “I’m an exterminator. I cull the bad ones... and I enjoy it. I really, really do.”

She gave me a look like I was either insane or auditioning for a low-budget vigilante movie.

I grinned. Held up three fingers. “Scouts honor?”

Her expression said bullshit without needing the word.

“No, seriously,” I said lightly. “Think of me as Karma’s angry hyper-focused little sister. Tonight is their last night before they move on, and I wanna give them a reason to rethink their business model.”

Her eyebrow rose. “So either you’re batshit crazy or dangerous as fuck. Which is it?”

“Does it have to be one or the other?”

She snorted, a bubble of sarcastic laughter.

God, she was beautiful. The kind of beautiful that makes you imagine flavor. She was fine wine and dark chocolate and a steak still bleeding at the center. Dangerous to want. Worse to name.

The strobe lights washed over her face, showing the fatigue around her eyes.

“You’ve got options,” I said, turning toward the stairs. “But I need to know you won’t get in my way.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

I stopped, looked back at her.

“I like you.” I caught her wrist. Instinct yanked her back, but I held her steady. “Please... forget you met me.”

Then I kissed her.

Peppermint. Expensive lipstick. Heat. Her pulse hammered against my palm, and I could taste her fear mixed with want—copper and sugar."

For a heartbeat her mind went silent and her body answered yes, pressing to me, tongue skittering into my mouth, a ragged breath catching when I slid my thumb along her jaw. She was a perfect engine: primed, eager, kind. Not mine to drive tonight.

I pulled back. We stood there, panting.

She looked flustered and furious, like she wanted to arrest me and fuck me in the same breath.

“I need to know you can get backup,” she said. “There are gonna be girls needing a ride to the hospital when it’s over.”

She nodded, and I felt the question building in her ‘what are you?’ but she couldn’t ask.

So I leaned in, trailed my tongue along her neck to her ear, bit just enough to leave a mark.

“I don’t care what you’re packing down below,” I whispered. “You’re stunning. I’d love to take you to bed. Maybe some other time.”

I squeezed her hand once, told her to watch her back. If I was lucky, she’d still want to see me after. If she saw me in action, she might wish she had silver bullets and an exorcist.

Then I left her on the balcony, heartbeat human and furious behind me, and stalked into the crowd.

Work time.

I had my target.

He sat at a table with four bulked-up juice heads. Their muscles were rented, but his were natural, the leader’s build. The one giving nods. The man deciding which girls went through the final door and which got tossed back like small fish.

I caught his eyes.

Let my stare say come fuck me, let my hand glide between my thighs in a lazy little promise. I hiked my skirt just enough to show him a hairless glimpse of paradise.

He got the message. Chest bump to his buddies. Alpha strut activated. He walked over, licked his lips, stared down his nose. I leaned in, voice velvet-dark.

“Did you see me playing with myself?”

He didn’t flinch. Just did that awful thing men under thirty do. You know. I’m sure you’ve seen it. The lower-lip suck, tongue peek, lip plop like a dying fish trying to be sexy.

Jesus Christ. If I didn’t need the access code, I’d have laughed in his face until his ego died of dehydration.

“You didn’t see me putting on a show for you?” I purred. “I was touching myself to tease you. To be naughty. So you could watch me do bad things for you.”

His eyes flicked down to my legs.

“Yeah,” I whispered. “I want you to touch me. I want you to watch me do all kinds of filthy things for you.”

He was stone. But a stone gets warm with enough friction.

“Touch my pussy.”

He closed the distance. Slipped his hand between my thighs. I moaned loud enough for his buddies to hear. My phone buzzed again. I ignored it. Buzzed twice more.

The target's hand was between my thighs, and I couldn't exactly check my texts, but I knew it was Héctor because he texted like a machine gun—rapid fire, no patience.

His hardness surged against my leg, and I let myself enjoy the omen of it, because why waste good heat? My body had its own appetites; I’d never been shy about feeding them.

He leaned in, cock pressed insistently to my thigh.

I rose to my tiptoes, ground my pelvis to his crotch.

“Please fuck me.”

I cupped his balls through his jeans, rubbed slow. Finally, when the target went to whisper something vile in my ear, I glanced down.

"Van guy is ICE. Immigration. Used to be FIRE, then they rebranded it ICE, like that's an improvement. I see the badge when he gets out."

"He's taking pictures of club?"

"No. He's taking pictures of the girls in line. The brown ones. Checking faces."

Jesus Christ. So the traffickers weren't the only predators here tonight.

He groaned, voice gravel-deep. “You bitches are all the same,” he snarled.  "You're gonna love what comes next, baby. All you club girls do."

His hand crawled up my neck, thumb pressing near my carotid, showing me he knew how to knock a girl out quick, how to drop her like a stunned cow in a knock box.

I let my eyes glaze, let my mouth part like I loved surrender.

He raised his chin, pleased with himself, stupid in his power. He saw a simple dark romance book girl he could play with and dispose of. I was nearly giddy with excitement. He’d regret me. I’d make sure of it but first. I’d play with him just a bit before dinner.

Behind him, I could feel terrified hearts beating only yards away. Time was running out.

Fear is a bag of cement hardening in your gut. I still felt it sometimes. I had bad dreams. Regrets.

Killing him wasn’t going to be one of them. I’m a monster. I know that. But I have empathy. Compassion. Pity. For the next hour, though?

I would be death incarnate. And he was going to tell me every name, every location, every buyer before I let him die.

Sliding the body down the hall. I propped him up then looked at my phone. In here there wasn’t enough bars to make a call but Hector had been burning my phone up with text alerts.

"Any cops?"

"Cops don't come to this neighborhood unless someone's already dead. You know that."

He was right. This club existed in the beautiful gray zone of civic neglect where zoning laws went to die and campaign donors got to do whatever they wanted as long as the bodies didn't pile up where tourists could see them.

"Stay in the cab. I'll handle it."

"You gonna handle ICE AND the traffickers? Lady, you got a death wish or a superhero complex?"

"Yes."

Three dots. Then: "I'm calling my cousin. He's got a bat. Actually he's got several bats. He collects them. It's weird but useful."

"NO COUSIN. NO BATS. Just send me the plate number."

"Plate is: FLGOV-2847. Government vehicle. This guy is legit federal."

The door opened for a brief moment but once glance at  me straddling the overly thick thighs was enough to paint the false narrative that the action was continuing. The door drifted shut. I looked down and saw he had some life left. Huh. Wasn’t really expecting that. I shrugged and wondered if his steriod infused blood would do anything to me. I pondered for just a moment. In the end, did it really matter? More information would be helpful. I texted Hector back.

Because nothing says "successful sting operation" like having to explain to your supervisor why you were at a trafficking hub trying to round up undocumented immigrants while the actual traffickers walked away clean.

I was going to make sure that ICE agent had a very long night of paperwork ahead of him.

"Héctor, do me a favor. Take a video of him. Get his face. Post it on TikTok with the caption 'ICE agent hunting immigrants outside Miami club while sex traffickers work inside.'"

"You want me to go viral?"

"I want him to go viral. Big difference."

"This is the best $200 I ever made. My daughters are gonna love this story."

"Tell them after I'm out of the state."

"Deal. Video uploading now. I got 47 followers. All family. But my niece has 15,000. She'll repost."

Sometimes chaos was the best weapon you could ask for. I smiled against the target's neck. Perfect.
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Ned watched the cartoon vigilante swing across a gothic skyline, cape snapping, jaw set in righteous fury. Batman punched a goon hard enough to rattle the tiny TV speakers. Ned didn't smile—not really—but his shoulders softened, the way small animals relax when they can finally breathe without fear.

I started digging through the backpack.

The smell hit me first. Cheap cologne, stale sweat, and underneath it all—the copper-penny stink of adrenaline that men leak when they're doing things they know are wrong. The phones reeked of it. Every monster leaves a scent signature. This one smelled like a high school gym locker fucked a strip club bathroom.

The first phone was locked. Of course it was. Human monsters may be stupid, but they're rarely careless with the tech that sustains their depravity. Burner apps. Fake names. VPNs. They hide behind two-factor authentication like toddlers clutching juice boxes.

I held the phone up. "Anything?"

Ned frowned and scooted closer, crossing his ghost legs in midair like he still remembered gravity. His small hand hovered over the screen—never quite touching, but humming the way a tuning fork hums after being struck.

The phone buzzed. Screen unlocked. I smirked. "You're getting good at that."

He didn't look proud. He looked ancient. It hurt my heart—yes, the shriveled piece of charcoal I still consider a heart—to see a dead child forced into being useful for something as grotesque as this.

The air around him crackled with static electricity. I could taste it on my tongue, metallic and sharp. Most people can't feel what ghosts do to a room, but vampires sit in the space between living and dead. We notice things. The temperature drop. The way shadows lean toward him like he's pulling gravity sideways.

Ned blinked up at me. "I can only do it if they're bad people," he said simply.

I paused. "What do you mean?"

"If they... hurt people. If they made... wrong choices. My hands—" He stared at them, tiny palms glowing faintly. "They feel hotter. Like they want to burn through things."

I watched him in stillness, a kind of holy horror rising in me. The dead are not meant to evolve. They're meant to drift. Fade. Release.

But Ned was not fading. Ned was becoming.

"You're getting stronger," I murmured.

He swallowed. "I don't like it."

"Strength isn't a sin," I said gently. "What you do with it—that's where the trouble is."

He mulled that over, brow furrowed with the gravity of someone who had once worried about spelling tests and now contemplated moral philosophy before breakfast.

My phone buzzed. I ignored it. Buzzed again. Then a third time in rapid succession.

Héctor. Had to be.

I sighed and checked.

"Lady, I got a situation."

"I'm busy, Héctor."

"The cousin? With the bats? He went home but now he's texting me about the video. Says he wants in on 'the business.' I told him there is no business. He says everyone says that when there IS a business."

I typed back: "Tell him I'm a freelance insurance adjuster."

"He doesn't believe me."

"Tell him I work in pest control."

"THAT he believes. He says he knows a guy who knows a guy who can get us industrial rat poison. You need industrial rat poison?"

I stared at the phone. "No."

"That's what I said. But he already bought it. Twelve gallons. You owe me another $50 for storage fees because it's in my garage and my wife is pissed."

"Héctor, I'm working."

"So is my cousin! He's building a website! VampiresAndBats dot com! I told him that's a stupid name but he already bought the domain!"

I closed my eyes. Counted to five. Opened them.

"I'll call you later."

"The website goes live in three days. He wants to know if you do commercial or just residential."

I put the phone on silent and tossed it on the couch.

Ned was staring at me. "Who's Héctor?"

"My cab driver. He's become a problem."

"Is he bad?"

"No. He's aggressively helpful. Which is worse."
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I scrolled through the unlocked phone. Messages. Photos. Contact lists full of fake names: Coach, Uncle D, Slick, Patriot87. Men who loved country music and treason in equal measure. Men who would get into bar fights about "the sanctity of women" and then participate in kidnapping them.

The hypocrisy alone made me want to vomit fumes. And then I found the first breadcrumb. A text thread from "COACH":

"Saint Jude pickup confirmed. Full moon run. Three assets high-value. Bring your A-game. Boss wants clean transit."

Another from "Patriot87":

"Got your girl ready. Influencer type. Perfect for the gala buyers."

My fingers clenched the phone hard enough to spiderweb the case. The plastic cracked. A drop of blood welled on my thumb where a sharp edge bit in.

I licked it away before Ned could see.

The taste of my own blood is always a disappointment—cold, flat, like drinking from a pond that's been stagnant for decades. I miss the way I used to taste when I was alive. Warm. Vital. Human.

"Is that about Kylie?" Ned's voice pulled me back.

I forced myself to exhale before answering. "It might be. But I need more."

He hovered closer, nearly glowing with emotion. His energy tasted like static—sharp, crackling, young. I could almost smell the ozone in the air.

I reached into the bag again.

Next: a folder, battered, stained, edges ragged like it had been carried through too many hands with too little conscience. Pages inside. Ink streaked from saltwater spray.

I brought it close to my face. Salt. Diesel fuel. And underneath—the faint trace of vomit and tears. Someone had been sick on this boat. Someone small. The scent memory made my jaw ache with the urge to bite something.

Ned leaned over my shoulder. He didn't breathe anymore, but the air still moved when he concentrated. A small quirk of ghost physics that never stopped unsettling me.

"What's that?" he whispered.

"A ledger," I said. "Like a menu. The kind only monsters write."

Rows of names, ages, coded identifiers. Columns for "RETURNED," "PLACED," "SOLD," "LOST."

"Kylie's name isn't here." His voice was small, crushed.

"That's good," I said quickly. "If she had been processed, she'd appear. This means she's off-book. Higher-value. Someone handpicked her."

His little fists tightened. The lights flickered again.

Ghosts shouldn't be able to affect electricity this strongly.

"Ned." I put a calm note in my voice that I didn't feel. "I need you centered. I need you here with me."

He blinked rapidly and the lights steadied.

I flipped to the back of the ledger.

There—scribbled in messy blue ink—was a phrase that sent a chill down even my undead spine:

FULL MOON RUN – SAINT JUDE → LONG COURSE | EXPORT RESTRICTED

Ned read it too. He shivered.

"Saint Jude?" His voice trembled. "Like the hospital? The one where I..."

"Yeah," I said softly. "Like that."

He looked at me, panic rising. "Is that on purpose? Is that... about me?"

"Monsters love symbols," I said darkly. "Even the mortal ones. Especially the mortal ones."

"But why?"

I met his eyes. "Because the worst people in the world think cruelty is enlightenment."

A long silence.

Then:

"Is she on that boat?" he asked. Barely a breath.

I didn't look away. "I think so."
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My phone lit up again. Not Héctor this time. Unknown number. Miami area code.

I answered. "What."

A woman's voice, breathless and academic. "Hi, yes, hello, is this the person who was at the club last night? The one with the— I got your number from a parking enforcement officer who said you might be interested in unusual marine activity?"

I blinked. "What?"

"I'm Dr. Sarah Chen, marine biologist with NOAA. I've been tracking illegal fishing operations in Biscayne Bay and someone—a parking enforcement officer named Randy—said a woman matching your description was asking about boats last night and I thought perhaps we could coordinate because—"

"I don't know any Randy."

"He said you paid his ticket? For a cab driver? And that you seemed like someone who 'gave a shit about crime' which is, admittedly, a strange recommendation but I'm desperate because there's a boat—well, several boats actually—operating under false commercial fishing licenses and they're destroying the reef ecosystem and possibly engaging in human trafficking based on some very concerning sonar readings—"

I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it.

"Are you still there?" Dr. Chen's voice was tiny and persistent.

"How did Randy get my number?"

"Oh! The cab driver gave it to him. Said you were 'very motivated about civic responsibility.' Was that not okay? I can delete it if that's not okay."

I closed my eyes. "Héctor."

"Who?"

"Nothing. What do you want?"

"I want to know if you're going after the boats tonight because if you are, I'd like to come along. I have underwater recording equipment. And a wetsuit. And a very strong commitment to justice."

"I'm not law enforcement."

"Randy said you were 'something better.' He seemed very confident about that."

"Randy talks too much."

"So you ARE going after the boats!"

I wanted to hang up. I should have hung up.

Instead, I heard myself say, "If I were going after boats—hypothetically—why would I want a marine biologist with me?"

"Because I know every inch of Biscayne Bay. Every channel, every sandbar, every place they could hide. Also, I have a boat. It's small but it's quiet. Electric motor. The manatees don't even notice me."

Despite everything, I was intrigued. "You have charts?"

"I have seventeen years of research data and a photographic memory for reef topography."

Ned was watching me now, curious.

I sighed. "Fine. But you follow my lead. And if things get dangerous—"

"I'll document everything for legal evidence!"

"No. If things get dangerous, you run."

A pause. Then, quieter: "Okay."

I gave her an address three blocks from my actual location. Told her to meet me at sunset.

She hung up with the enthusiasm of someone who had no idea what she'd just volunteered for.

I looked at Ned. "We have a marine biologist now."

He tilted his head. "Is that good?"

"Probably not. But she has a boat."

#
[image: ]


I pulled the laptops from the bag and stacked them like steps to get us somewhere terrible and necessary. I cracked open the first one.

The screen's blue glow didn't hurt my eyes the way it would've when I was human. Now it just felt like staring into a shallow pool. Vampires see in the dark too well to ever be truly comfortable with artificial light. It always feels like a lie.

Ned whispered, "What if we're too late?"

I paused, hand hovering over the power button. Then I looked at him—the ghost boy with fists full of fire and pajamas too small for the burden he carried.

"We are monsters, little dude," I said quietly. "You and me both. And monsters don't arrive late. We arrive exactly when evil thinks it's won."

He sucked in a sharp ghost-breath. "Okay."

"Rest," I told him. "Even ghosts need it."

He curled himself small against the couch cushion. His body thinned at the edges, becoming mist, then boy again, as if he flickered between states. He didn't quite sleep—ghosts don't—but he dimmed. Softened. Surrendered to stillness.

I could still hear his presence, though. A high-pitched frequency that most living ears would miss. Like tinnitus, but sentient. Ghost white noise. I'd gotten used to it over the months. Now it was almost comforting.

Night would come. And we would tear it open.

I leaned back, laptop glowing cold blue in the dim. Another phone buzzed on the table. I began piecing together routes, codes, contacts, faces. Building a map of rot.

One last text from Héctor appeared:

"The website has a contact form now. Someone from Coral Gables already submitted a request for 'vampire removal services.' I told cousin to take it down. He says no, this is market research. I'm very sorry about this. Also you owe me $300 now. The cousin is charging me consulting fees."

I smiled despite myself.

Above us, the sun climbed higher. I felt it like a weight pressing down on the roof, a presence I'd never quite stopped being aware of.

Forty-three years since I'd seen a sunrise. I missed it sometimes. The way gold light used to feel on my skin, warm and honest. Now I just felt the threat of it. The promise that the world could still burn me if I got careless.

Inside, I felt the faintest flicker of an emotion I had not tasted in a long, long time.

Tonight, I would keep my promise.
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Chapter Three

The Hours Before the Moon
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I don't sleep the way humans do.

Sleep is a human luxury, soft at the edges, like pastry. Monsters don't get pastry-drowsy. We get still. We shut down enough of the noise to keep from coming apart, and we fold inward the way a snake coils in the shade, and we wait for the sun to finish its shift.

So when Ned dimmed into that half-dream ghosts do instead of sleeping, I let myself go still beside him on the couch in the panic room, and listened to the building tick, and the vents breathe, and Miami bake six floors above us under a sun that would have turned me into a very expensive ashtray.

I came back to myself at 6:41 p.m.

I knew the time without looking. Vampires always know where the sun is. It's like knowing where the snake in the room is: you can stop watching it, but you never stop knowing. It had dropped behind the Brickell towers and was sliding toward the Everglades, and the pressure of it on the roof eased the way a fist eases, finger by finger.

The hunger woke a second after I did.

It isn't pain. People think it's pain. It's appetite with an opinion, a low warm pull that starts behind the breastbone and spreads, the way a smell of bread spreads through a house, except the bread has a pulse. Last night I'd fed well. Tonight I'd want more. I always want more on a  reaper moon night.

The ledger lay open on the table where I'd left it. FULL MOON RUN – SAINT JUDE. Under it, in the same blue ballpoint, a time I hadn't noticed at four in the morning: 00:00 — TIDE.

Midnight. On the tide.

Five hours and nineteen minutes.
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Ned flickered awake the way a pilot light catches, a soft blue whump and then steady.

"Is it time?"

"Almost."

He floated up off the couch cushion in his Batman pajamas, which were two sizes too small, because he'd died in them, and ghosts don't get to go shopping. "Is she still on the boat?"

"I think so."

"You keep saying you think."

"Because I'm honest," I said, "and honest people think. Liars know."

He considered that. He considers everything. Death had made him the most serious person I'd ever met, living or otherwise.

I went to the steel cabinet against the wall and took down the suit.

Matte black leather over carbon weave, thin enough to move in, tough enough to make a knife think twice. It smelled of oil and old fights. I'd had it made by a tailor in Little Havana who asked no questions and charged like a cardiac surgeon. Gloves. Boots with enough steel in the toes to make kneecaps negotiable.

"You look like Batman's mean older sister," Ned said.

"He wishes."

The weapons case clicked open. Karambit at the hip. Talon blade in the boot. A silver spike up the sleeve, because nothing supernatural was supposed to be on that boat tonight, and in my experience the word supposed is how most funerals start.

My phone buzzed on the table.

Then buzzed again.

Then did what I can only describe as a drum solo.
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Héctor.

"LADY. Website went live early. Cousin couldn't wait."

"47 inquiries. FORTY SEVEN. In four hours."

"Lady from Kendall says her husband is a vampire. I think she means he sleeps all day. That's not a vampire that's a husband."

"Man in Doral wants to know if we do exorcisms for boats."

"Cousin wants to order business cards. I said no. He is ordering business cards."

"Take my name off the business," I typed.

"Your name isn't ON the business. Nobody knows your name. That's the brand. Mystery. Cousin says mystery is very big right now. Like podcasts."

"Also I booked a job. Hialeah. $800. Lady says there's something in her attic that hisses at night and drinks from the pool. I said that's definitely a vampire. Cousin and me going at 8. Don't worry. We bring garlic. Cousin bought a lot of garlic. Like a restaurant amount."

I put the phone face-down on the table.

Ned was looking at me.

"Is Héctor going to get hurt?"

"Héctor," I said, "is going to find a very large iguana in a lady's attic in Hialeah, and he's going to charge her eight hundred dollars for it, and it's going to be the best night of his life."
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At 7:12 I stood on the sidewalk outside a closed Cuban bakery on Southwest Eighth Street, three blocks from where I actually live, in a hoodie over the suit, and watched a woman try to parallel park a Subaru with a twenty-foot boat behind it.

She was not succeeding.

She'd been not succeeding for six minutes. The trailer jackknifed. She corrected. It jackknifed the other way. A man in a guayabera on a plastic chair outside the ventanita next door had stopped drinking his cafecito to watch, the way you'd watch weather, and had begun, very quietly, to narrate it in Spanish to a second man, who was laughing so hard he had to put his cup down.

Dr. Sarah Chen gave up, left the whole rig diagonally across two spaces and part of a bus stop, and got out.

She was small and quick and somewhere in her thirties, with her hair in a knot held up by a pencil and a NOAA windbreaker over a wetsuit she was apparently already wearing, in July, in Little Havana, at seven in the evening. She was carrying a cooler, a hard-shell camera case, a laptop bag, and a plastic tub of hummus with a sleeve of pita balanced on top.

"You're the person," she said. "Randy's person."

"I don't know a Randy."

"He knows you. He talks about you like you're a superhero." She held out the hummus. "I brought snacks. I didn't know what you eat."

"I'm on a diet."

"Oh! What kind?"

"Strict."

She looked at me for a beat too long. Then she put the hummus back on the cooler without comment and pulled the laptop out of the bag and opened it on the hood of the Subaru, right there on Calle Ocho, while the man in the guayabera continued to narrate.

"Okay," said Dr. Sarah Chen. "So. I've been monitoring marine radio in the bay for six weeks because I thought someone was poaching goliath grouper, which is a federally protected species, by the way, which nobody cares about. And they weren't poaching grouper. They were running boats out past Stiltsville at night with their transponders off, and every run lines up with a high tide, and every tide lines up with—" She turned the screen. A tide chart. A lunar calendar. Thirty-one red dots. "—with these. Full moons and new moons. When the water's deepest over the flats. When a boat with a heavy keel can get out of the channel without anybody seeing it."

The thirty-first dot was tonight.

High tide in Biscayne Bay: 11:52 p.m.

"They'll leave on the tide," Chen said. "That's when the water's deep enough to clear the bar without using the main channel, where the Coast Guard has cameras. They have a window of maybe forty minutes. After that, they're stuck at the dock until morning." She looked at me. "If you're going to do something, it has to be before midnight. After that, whatever's on that boat is in international water by two."

I looked at the tide chart.

00:00 — TIDE.

She'd worked out in six weeks with a laptop and a radio what a trafficker had written in a ledger in blue ballpoint, and she'd done it because she thought someone was hurting fish.

"Why are you doing this?" I said.

She blinked. "Because it's wrong?"

"Most people know things are wrong and go home."

"Most people," said Dr. Sarah Chen, with great dignity, "didn't spend nine years getting a doctorate in marine ecology to watch billionaires' boats cut sea grass beds in half and then get told by their supervisor that the cuts were 'outside the funding priorities of the current administration.'" She closed the laptop. "I have a boat. I have an infrared camera. I have a radio scanner and the tide tables for the next eleven years. And I'm very, very tired of being told it's not my department."

The man in the guayabera had stopped narrating. He was just watching now, with his cafecito halfway to his mouth.

I liked her. Which, again, was dangerous.

"There's a girl on that boat," I said. "A child. Maybe others."

All the color went out of Sarah Chen's face, and then all of it came back at once, and her jaw set.

"Then we'd better not miss the tide," she said.

"Go to the marina at Dinner Key. Get the boat in the water. Stay on the radio. When I send you coordinates, you'll have them by eleven." I paused. "And Sarah. Whatever you see tonight. Through
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