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For all the broken things that have not learned to love themselves.

Your shards are starlight in the dark.

For all the hands that hold us and will not let us go.

Your blood is more precious than the riches of the earth.

    

  

    
      Prologue





    

    
       


    
        RYANN

    



Blood spills rich and crimson from the vein. It runs down my arms, muscles like riverbanks, dark as the ink parted by the blade. I strain and the knife cuts deeper; the scarlet tide swells. With every drop, I lose a bit more warmth. My fingertips are already numb, cold like the stone hands encasing my wrists. I wonder how much more I can lose until it’s fatal. How much already coats my shoulders and sides and back is another question. It crusts the lines of ink into a violent smear and soaks the ground around where my knees are pressed into cemetery dirt. 

My killers shift as the smell rolls off me, a red haze. They lick their lips. Two of them hold a different woman between them, smaller than myself. Even with her hands zip tied behind her back, she struggles with all the desperation her wiry build can house. She’s lean, built for running, not escape once caught.

“How much longer is this going to take? This place is filthy.” My eyes flash to the speaker, a slim man whose skin catches the moonlight. He grimaces down at his shoes, muddy with the remnants of recent rainshowers. Everything about him looks well-manicured, expensive. I imagine his perfectly shaved jaw cracking under my fist. I hope he stumbles and never gets the dirt out of his fancy clothes.

“Not much longer, Michael.” A hand tugs sharply in my hair. I fight it with a grunt, but the coppery taste fills my mouth by force. The flavour explodes in shades of orange behind my eyes, more vibrant than anything I’ve ever tasted before. Rotting fruit. I’ve given up biting at his arm, but think about trying again.

My jaw is too weak to follow through.

Michael sighs, apparently inconvenienced by how long it’s taking me to die. “Can’t you hurry it up?”

“He’s already going too fast!” One of the others interjects. “If he dies making you your bespoke pet monster, we’ll have an entirely different problem on our hands!”

“Then let’s hope he knows what he’s doing.” Michael’s eyes rest on my captor. “Don’t fuck this up, Lucas. Your little family is counting on you.”

Lucas growls in response. The bickering fades into the background as he moves around me. He crouches, tucks a strand of his long hair behind his ear, pale eyes locked on me. I want to spit in them, but only manage a dribble of blood. My head spins, and I can’t say whether it’s from the bloodloss or the skull fracture. Colours dance on my tongue. Orange, mostly. A hint of red and black, like a festering wound.

Lucas’ grey eyes bore into mine. “Don’t worry,” he says, “the pain is almost over. You’ll feel as strong as you’ve ever been. Stronger, even. This is a gift.”

“Fuck you,” I rasp. 

“I’m giving you my fangs, Ryann. It’s a rare and special privilege.” My name sounds wrong from his lips. Of course it does, I’ve never met this man before he decided to murder me.

“You’ll regret this,” I promise, voice coiled tight. The stone feels warm now, as does the earth beneath me. Compared to my dying body, maybe they are. There is a pounding in my ears. The blood smell that flits red in my vision is a glow in Lucas’ chest, pulsing in time with the sound. Something tries to slip past my lips, a quiet mewling, a whimper, almost. I choke it down. What comes out instead is a growl, a clicking sound, alien to my body.

“It’s time,” says Lucas, directed over his shoulder. 

I jerk forward. There is a gasp, a muffled protest against my lips and teeth, the wet pop and tear of something pulled apart. Fractures in the stone widen into wounds and weak points. I break free in a shower of splinters and come to my feet like a starving animal, crouched, jaw working. Something cracks between my teeth. It goes down bright red.

The pulsating thump abates but only for a moment. Then it is replaced by shouts I can barely make out through the rip of connective tissue as I half tear a woman’s clavicle from her chest. Warmth coats my skin. My fingertips are still cold. I dig clawed hands into her chest and shred a caged heart. Hands grip me. I free myself with a haphazardly thrown elbow. The claws flash out by instinct. I have a tiny bit of room, and I use it.

The fight is desperate—and that’s what it is, a fight, not a brawl. Chaotic, frantic, marked with headbutts and stomps against knees, broken noses and broken knuckles. Each time I hit someone, a fresh taste blooms across my tongue or face. My hands refuse to remain fists. A human body crumples under a strike. The skull splits beneath my heel. Guts lie in a steaming pile.

I’ve found my balance now. Red smells colour the night like an open wound and I fight until I am the only thing tearing it wider. Then, finally, I pause. Raindrops have slicked my shoulders and arms, carving lines through the sticky mixture of sweat and blood. Lucas split my tattoos with his blade, but now my ink lies unharmed.

In the patter of the rain, a sound persists. Or not a sound. A pulse, rippling through the air thick like water. The low thump-thump of a heart. I follow it, back to the center of this wound. Wet bits of gore and dirt squish beneath my bare feet. Lucas is alive. No, not alive. Moving, one hand desperately trying to keep all that red from seeping out past his jaw.

His hand reaches out to touch stone and will it to move, bloody fingertips almost grazing it. I drag him back by his heel. My hands digs through his back, through sinew and muscle, bone coming away in splinters until I hold that pulsing light in my hand.

I am so very hungry. “This is a gift,” I find myself saying. My voice rolls with a growl like the thunder above. I don’t recognise the words. I’m… not sure I’m really me anymore, or what the grime sticking to my skin is.

No response comes, save for the sweet call of blood, unleashed. I am sure to answer.

I speak teeth to Hunger. It speaks back.


    
        MEG

    



Hunger stirs in the city. It is a faint promise of violence, a fang laid bare in the dark that quickens my steps like the beating heart of a prey animal. Something is happening. Monsters stalk the shadows, sensing this rising tide of Hunger. The foundations shift. Streets grow longer or shorter without rhyme or rhythm, and I dart through an alley, the shadows of which are populated with small and scurrying things. These are not the monsters that concern me. Those ones are hunting after me like a pack of sharks. My feet splash through puddles streaked with amber earthblood that leaks from gurgling pipes that cling to decrepit houses. The thin fumes part before me like a curtain, are disturbed behind me by my pursuers. They’re not closing in, simply curious where I am going. I sense their heartbeats ring cold in my wake.

Even in the dead of night, the streets are filled. Cars and people form the bloodstream of a city that eats and eats like a living thing. The streets are the veins, the buildings bones, the painted walls its skin just as much as the pretense of normalcy.

It’s more alive than I’ve ever seen it, and a part of me wonders if it’s leeched that life out of me.

The crowd has its own rhythm, its ebb and flow. I look for the silence between, slip into the cracks. It is alive and unsteady. A shivering nervous system of interconnected heartbeats all unwittingly influencing one another, and I, a splinter, invasive. But the size of the crowd makes it unable to truly perceive me. Unobserved, I burn blood in my stomach and fade my presence until only a ghost remains.

My curious pursuers are lost behind me, whining dissatisfied like dogs robbed of their toy. My hand stops inching toward the knife.

A building looms before me when I step from the crowd, nestled between others like a blade into flesh. It is an onyx thing of impossible proportions, grown so rapidly from the blood-drenched soil that its facade is scarred and cracked. Jagged glass panels push toward a central point, its tip, connected by golden scar tissue.

I slip inside like a scalpel under skin.

The inside is a network of floors and stairways, similarly confused as the rest of the city seems to be that night, and with exactly as many landings as there are people. I count as I go up. Thirteen floors, tonight. Hm. Less than there should be.

I look down through the glass floor before the penthouse when I reach it. It’s a dizzying height. More than thirteen floors, definitely.

I open the door an infiltrate. Beautiful piano music finds me, and I pause for a moment, compelled, before pushing on. The penthouse is a wide open space surrounded by rooms on three sides, and a wall with floor to ceiling windows on the other. Square pillars support a gallery, in the shadow of which lie similarly sensible and geometric double doors and cushioned seats from which one can observe the central dais and grand piano that dominates the room. The stairs up to the gallery are wide and angular in their curve. Bookshelves line the gallery itself, filling the high walls. Everything here is built with space in mind, as though the walls themselves are to make way for the master of the house.

“I can sense your Hunger,” the voice comes, fitting itself with a perfect ease into the rhythm of the notes. Slender fingers do not pause their playing. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

My faded presence snaps back into reality. I stagger, catch myself. I do not like feeling so grounded.

Lake of the Scorching Dawn turns their head to face me. Crimson eyes pierce mine like the very sun, drawing on a memory of seared flesh that I quickly shove into the furthest recesses of my mind.

“I feel it,” I finally say, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. Lake does not need such confirmation. They should know simply from me being here, but when they ask a question, others are expected to answer. “The House of the Scarlet Song seems to be making some sort of move, but it’s unsanctioned by the higher echelons. Likely a rogue scion vying for attention.”

They take in my form. Slightly dishevelled, dress shirt dirty, lip freshly split. Their own curl upward in a smile that is part mischievous, part gleeful. I shiver. It’s a predator’s smile. “I can see that information has not come cheap.” The music dies unceremonious, like a life cut short. “At least you’re not bleeding all over my floor this time.”

“I do love to be of service,” I say, dry. “Consider it a special bonus for repeat business.” My lip still throbs. It’s the part of me that hurts the least, and after the climb up the stairs, my legs are particularly unhappy. Should have taken the elevator. But that just felt a bit too much like being swallowed.

The Head of the Scorching Dawn slips off their chair and prowls toward me like a panther, all feline grace and hidden claws. They are the beating heart of this place, elegant, with gold clipped into their box braids and threaded into the half cape of their black dress. Their fingers are sheathed in golden claws when they come to rest on my cheek. The palm is warm. The contact burns. “Take better care of yourself, Meg. You’re a valuable asset.”

It takes an extraordinary amount of will to keep my jaw from tensing, and a greater one to not pull away. I am out of place among the onyx floor that reflects us. A pale ghost with white skin where dark and soothing tones are wanted. I focus on that dissonance. It’s soothing.

“Why did you call me?” That’s what it had been, them calling me. I felt their Hunger reaching out, tugging at me like a leash.

Lake beckons to a couch for me to sit on and continues their pacing, stopping briefly at one of the large windows. It is one of the few buildings high enough to pierce the shimmering film of earthblood smog, and one of the few that—come morning—will be bathed in the pure and undiluted power of the sun.

Definitely more than thirteen floors. I focus on that, rather than the echoes of screams and burning flesh etched into the bones of this place.

Starlight filters down from above, resisting the city’s light pollution, and limns the vampire at the window in a hollow glow. Their body is at once strong and sharp, a well-honed blade, slender shoulders squared and holding an unspeakable weight. Were Lake not bound to peace by blood magic pacts, they could make a feast of the Blood of this city.

“The Wolf Queen has been exerting greater pressure of late. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

I frown. “She’s the Wolf Queen. I wouldn’t be able to get near her, let alone sniff out her secrets.”

“You’re… close with her daughter.”

“I am.” I’m not. She simply tolerates me, but I have ways of making myself useful. “That doesn’t mean I’m privy to family affairs.”

Lake turns to me, sharply, and their crimson eyes pierce me. They smile, handsome with an edge to it, like a knife trailing across skin. With feline grace, they step closer and cup me beneath the chin. It’s like flames licking at my skin. Their gaze lingers on my lip, a cut still marring the flesh. “You’d tell me if you knew what she’s up to, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course,” I lie again. It’s enough to satisfy them.

Blood burns within their body. I can sense it being devoured as they free their fourth digit of its golden sheath, commanding the gold to move with a Blood gift. Slender fangs nick the base of their palm.

I wince. Hunger gnaws at me. The feeling of the tooth splitting skin is sharp and present in my own skin. I am a perfect mirror of their pain. Lake tilts my head back.

“Remember whom you owe your allegiance to,” Lake purrs, almost. There’s a dangerous note to it. A scent of wine and gold envelops me as they lean close. “I am the only one who understands you, so do what needs to be done. Find me something I can use, an angle to exploit. Against the Wolf Queen, against the other Houses… You have been singularly useful to me. It would be a shame for this partnership to no longer be fruitful.” Blood trails across Lake’s naked finger and down the perfectly manicured nail.

I give no acknowledgement save the parting of my lips after the first drops have hit them. A rush of energy, a rejuvenating surge; my eyelids flutter at the taste, I drink not only blood but life. Vampires burning in the sun room, pleading for mercy that they’ve never given, a slender blade staking a ravenous foe, musical craft honed over a century—

Hunger floods across the city. My eyes fly open, meeting Lake’s, now locked on my throat. Their hand clamps across my mouth, claws and nails digging into the soft flesh of my cheeks. I lap the blood from where knuckle meets palm and wonder if I could tear it open wider. Lake would hardly notice, too fixated on my neck, studying it, tracing the vein with their eyes. Their claw digs in deeper with strength beyond mine.

My knife beckons. What am I doing?

My hand is on their back. I pull away quickly, and they push off me with the same swiftness. Hunger churns in the city beneath us, rousing Blood and beast alike. Lake straightens. Their lips part with a curse.

“Someone has just done something incredibly foolish,” Lake spits, venomous. They’re right. I recognise the Hunger of the newly turned and ravenous thing. My jaw is tight. My teeth ache. Lake’s fingers grasp my mouth, moulding to my jaw. In their eyes glows a frenzy that is barely constrained, a hate that rivals the sun itself, and Hunger that urges to break free from the skin containing it. “Forget the Wolf Queen. Find whatever Blood has been brought into being. Kill it. Then kill the ones who made it.”

I swallow the burning taste they leave on my tongue when they pull away, and rise wordlessly. A new Blood has been created, likely to specifically circumvent the same pacts that bind Lake to inaction. I’ll put it out of its misery quickly.

It’s what I do best.
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        Whet Your Teeth

    




    
        RYANN

    



Darkness presses down on me from all sides, held at bay by a single buzzing streetlight. It’s like an ocean threatening to overflow and drown me. The things that live in it are the sharks. There is, of course, nothing in the shadows just beyond my sight, but that doesn’t stop my brain from conjuring imagined horrors anyway.. 

I put them in a box and bury them deep. My foot crosses the threshold and the dark doesn’t swallow me whole. It doesn’t even blind me. The night is filled with colours, same as it’s always been. They curl faintly behind my eyes like smoke and fractal patterns, more vibrant than ever before. Even my mask does not keep them at bay.

Dying is not supposed to make the world more vibrant, I think. Maybe it’s because I’m dead that everything else seems so much more alive.

No time to wallow. I have a crime scene to find.

The smell of grave dirt meets me before I even reach the cemetery wall. Rich and fertile, purple like a bruise. It swims in the golden petrichor of the week’s rainfall. My hands brush stone—rough, and not slippery. Good. I am warmed up from my jog here. My shoulders roll once. Two steps back, deep breath, go.

With a dash, I dart up the wall. Stone presses against my soles, fingertips latch across the hard edge. I grit my teeth against the weight of my own body, dig my toes in to hoist myself up and roll across. It takes so painfully long. Even just a few weeks unable to move has left my body stiff and weak. But muscle memory remains.

Mostly, anyway.

My legs don’t catch the impact well enough. I tumble into a roll, uncontrolled and frantic, and come to a halt painfully shouldering the edge of a gravestone. Not glamorous, but it’ll do.

The dark is even more oppressive here. Grave smell lingers on my tongue, and beneath that is something else, something dark and red that makes my teeth ache with a need I won’t acknowledge.

A beam of light cuts across the graves. I freeze. There wasn’t supposed to be anybody here?? What person in their right mind would be— Okay, no time for that! Footsteps approach quick and heavy.

Move.

Light sears the patch of grass that still carries my imprint. The man holding the flashlight pauses. In the dark, he’s a phantom of booze smell and sweat, a light mop of hair, hand clenched over the bag at his side close to his belt. There is a familiar and threatening weight in how he lumbers, turns, and nearly catches me in my new hiding place. The hairs rise on the back of my neck. I push down memories of a time when I was just a small, scrawny kid, and press myself against the stone.

“Fane? That you?” His voice is rough and hoarse. I listen for steps, muffled on hard earth.

Both of us go very still. He, like an animal that knows it’s not alone, me, like a child that heard a noise and can’t tell the settling of the house from the thing that hunts in the dark. I realize my hands are pressed painfully across my lips. My lungs shudder.

Why do they do that? I’m dead, I don’t have a heartbeat, I certainly shouldn’t need to breathe! But there it is again! Another shiver, an ache for air, slowly building into a scream. Panic grips me. I can’t be found here, in the dark, sitting on what I judge to be (from the little statue on the gravestone) the grave of someone’s pet! This definitely counts as desecrating a grave but I can’t think about that. Bury it deep, right next to Fido.

“Fane, I swear, if this is you playing a prank, I will actually shoot you!” The man receives no answer. Which means the shadow he caught in his periphery was something else, and he knows it. His steps depart, quicker now. I wait a moment longer to draw in a choking breath. My vision has narrowed into shades of grey, sharp with contrast. Good. Seeing things is good. It eases the hold the dark has like hands around my neck.

There is… something new in the air. It paints itself red across my monochrome perception, trails goosebumps where it curls up my arms to slip across my tongue. My mouth waters. What is that? I have to know. Have to stalk after it, catch it in my teeth.

I follow the stranger. My steps trace his path like fingers do the hilt of a knife. He moves erratic, light darting from side to side, forward and back. I take cover between the gravestones interspersed with monuments and spires that pierce gothic into the sky like barbed stakes to the heart. Vegetation clings to them like flesh to bone, providing all the shadow I need. I slip from one to the other and escape my prey’s notice. More than once he almost catches me, but by the time the flashlight swivels, I’m already somewhere else.

The abruptness of my heartbeat returning nearly startles me into being caught. My pulse jumps at a narrow escape.

I catch another scent, cold and blue. Fear. Prey on the run.

Black claws push from my fingertips. I trace them across stone. It took me a week to learn to control them. I’ve cut myself so many times, nearly added more scars to my face. Now they feel natural, as though I’ve never gone a day without them in my life.

I wonder how they’d feel pinning my prey’s limbs to the cold earth.

The red trail guides me like a lure. I am almost there, emerge from the dark behind him, mask pulled down, teeth angling for his throat—

Something slams into my side with force, and I am back to myself. What was I just doing? No time to think—I am thrown off my path, and something is on top of me, dripping with a red scent. My stomach lurches. I feel weightless, and my prey’s scent vanishes into the distance. My back hits the ground hard. The impact draws a sharp oof from me.

“No sudden moves, killer,” a voice purrs in my ear, like I give a shit. I pull my knees against my chest, kick the heels up. Another oof, much louder and satisfying, but without the impact I expect. The thing on top of me collapses into shadow and reappears a step back. Teleportation. Sure, why not. I jump to my feet and throw a jab that cracks against their nose.

My knuckles sting with bone-to-bone pain. The vampire curses, glaring at me from between bloody fingers. A little moonlight filters past the clouds to add the lavender colour of their eyes to the bright red blood on their hands. Despite my hit, a jagged, crimson smile blooms across her face. “Oh, you must not know who you’re messing with!”

“I know enough,” I growl deep in my chest. There are real monsters in the dark. Real things need bodies, and bodies can break. I know how to do that. Their smile sharpens.

“Bold for Fresh Blood! It’s kinda hot!” Oh, no thanks. “Still going to introduce you to the neighborhood, though, if you don’t step off.” Their foot taps the ground. Hah. I really hope they try!

I don’t point out that they’ve attacked me first and size them up instead. The person before me—it doesn’t quite feel right to call them a thing—isn’t physically imposing. Smaller than me, slender in the limbs, but toned. A Black person in a fishnet top and ripped pants, hair in cornrows, braids and pompoms. Not the look I would have chosen for this place, and the ease and comfort with which they inhabit this space only has me more on edge. A scent as red as their grin pierces the amethyst of their natural smell. There is death in it. Hunger lurks in their eyes, running up and down my form like I’m a piece of meat to savour.

I’ll show them exactly how bad the attempt will go.

“We can be civil about this,” the monster lies. “Name’s Fane, they/she. What’s yours?” My tongue plays across my teeth, but I don’t taste her honeyed words. Only that red scent. “You good, bud?”

“Shut up,” I say, the growl not quite as sharp. Living heartbeats are dull and individual, thumping in a way that feels ever so faintly erratic. Not so Fane’s. Theirs is sharp and focused, a cold sliver of light. Like the glint of a knife in the dark, a brilliant red star that spills blood taste across my lips even at a distance.

Fane shifts, their brow furrowed, lips falling into an unsteady line. I want to crack them open and drink what’s inside.

A shriek cuts through the night, then a gunshot that carves a chunk out of a tree nearby. Something snaps in me like a tether. Fane’s eyes have already left mine when I explode across the distance, claws reaching for her chest, the jagged top surgery scars there, as she collapses inward into darkness. I don’t rend flesh. Pain shoots up my wrist. My hand is somewhere wet and hot that pulses. Cold, blindness, a split second of falling, then fresh blood smell hangs around me with fear and screams to match. Muzzle fire burns white through my night vision.

“Jacob!” Fane’s yell barely reaches me.

The man—Jacob—is pinned across a gravestone. His chest is open, the organs wet and glistening. He flails, somehow still alive despite the pieces of him spilled across the floor. Life leaks out of him with every moment. My mouth waters with Hunger, but it’s not mine. It’s Fane’s, it’s the monster’s before us raising its head to pierce me with glowing eyes, it’s the open grave’s separating us from Jacob, whose gun falls limp from his hand only now. Great wings rise and fall. The gust staggers me as I find my footing. Jacob is tossed over the stone and disappears limp into that darkness. I do not hear him hit ground.

Something large moves overhead, a shadow that I can’t make out clearly. It lands heavily behind me. Fane darts forward, blood smell pulsing around them like a heartbeat of its own. They step and teleport through the shadows like they’re walking through a door. I catch a glint on the ground.

The gun! Blood burns in my stomach, through my legs as I lunge for the weapon and send it flying into the darkness. Fane has already passed me by and instead snatches up the bag in the glow of the fallen flashlight. Their eyes meet mine, then dart behind me. Without a word, they disappear collapse into darkness, leaving me unarmed and with the monster.


            ***

        

“Motherfucker!” I want to grab Fane and break their smug fucking grin on a gravestone, but the monster breathing down my neck has other plans for me. I pivot, foot sliding back. The familiar footwork helps me feel not completely helpless.

My night vision is ruined, thank you Jacob, but I can vaguely make out the monster in the moonlight filtering past the clouds. It’s something like a bat, tall as a person, with coarse black fur and a slender neck. The head looks… canine? At least until it folds open like a nocturnal bloom.

“Oh, absolutely the fuck not!” I take off so fast I almost forget about Fane. Almost because the fact that they left me to rot here is my second most burning thought right after getting out of here!

Wings rush behind me, the flashlight shines in front. I snatch it up and throw it blindly as I flee. Jacob clung to it for safety, and in the shadows it cast I was able to get right behind him. No way I am putting a beacon on myself like that! My thoughts race and I dart behind a grave. Something large barrels past and slams into a monument with a shriek.

I need to get out of here, but thanks to Fane teleporting me I have completely lost my way. The only thing I have to guide me is my sense of smell. And the only lifeline is them.

Maybe I’ll get to punch them in the face one more time before this thing kills us. For old times’ sake.

The monster has gathered itself. I sprint down the path, hoping not to stumble. A faint trail of red connects pockets of Fane’s scent, and I track by instinct, cursing them every other step of the way. Air rushes above me, the predator approaches. I narrowly duck under swiping claws, roll and come back up onto my feet. The creature lets out a high-pitched chitter.

A glow in the distance. Safety! Or not, but I don’t have the time to check first. The swiping claws fail to grasp me again, but slash at my clothes instead.

My foot slips on muddy ground. The creature slams into me and brings me down, pinning me with its weight. It’s not as heavy as its size would suggest, but still too heavy to throw it off with ease. I struggle and fend off the snapping jaws. My night vision is back just in time to show me its long, piercing tongue, thin and barbed at the tip as it comes for my heart. Hunger rolls off the beast in waves.

I snarl, more desperate than threatening. Heat floods from my stomach into my limbs, and in a burst of strength, I throw the creature off me. My fingers rake through mud and I claw my way out and run. The light I spotted appears before me as a bright white tent, draping and shimmering iridescent. I move so fast I nearly miss the silver emblem—quill and chain on a shield—as I sprint for the tent flap. Wind rushes over wings. It’s right behind me—

Blinding white floods the dark. There is a shriek, and I run face first into oily fabric, stumbling and making a complete fool of myself. But I’m alive! Any run that ends with you alive is a good one, and the monster’s wing beats veer off quickly. My vision comes back as I push myself up on my elbows.

A decapitated angel statue looms over me. I freeze

“Oh! Oh no, you are lying right on—” Someone stands over me, a slight person with round glasses that magnify the dark circles under their eyes. They clasp their hands before their face. “You know what? Don’t worry who you’re lying on, just… get up? Quickly, please?”

I look down at the dark spot beneath me. Not a grave. I was wondering why it smelled like that. In a heartbeat, I am up and off the spot, turning my attention to the person before me. Their hair is a mousy brown, their tan skin pallid, but with a glow that very much speaks to them being alive. That, and I can hear their heart beating in their chest, fast and nervous, as they hover there, remote in hand.

But there is something else I catch. A curiosity, a Hunger. Their eyes fall to my throat, not with the look of a hunter, but something else. It’s the one place my sweater doesn’t hide my tattoos.

“She’s fine,” says Fane, completely nonchalant. She walks past me like she just came back from a stroll. “Just a little winded, I’m sure.”

“You!” I step forward, ready to punch them in that smug face of theirs.

Fane smiles. “Hey, buddy,” they say, sweetly. “So glad you— Hey!” They collapse into shadow despite the relative light and appear on the far side of the tent in a shaded corner. “Stop that! You have any idea who put the lights on that just saved your ass?”

“Like I give a shit!” My aggression is only curbed by the scene surrounding us. Dried pools of blood, cordoned off with thin pitons and tape. Flags denoting bone fragments and bits of splattered gore, teeth splintered across gravestones. The rain has washed and diluted the smell of death into a note of rust that lies in the cemetery’s purple like a jagged puncture healing.

I’ve found my crime scene.

“Bah, you’re fine! It was just a vertilacc!” I do not care for Fane’s dismissive tone, and they raise their hands placatingly when I step forward again. “They don’t even hunt! They’re scavengers! Right, Rowan?”

“Well, they’re carrion eaters,” Rowan says, adjusting their vest and dress shirt. They look and smell as though they’ve slept in those clothes. “The eat foulness and corruption, and if they happen to find a moving undead, then they do hunt. But that shouldn’t be a problem for a Blood with a beating heart…” Their eyes fall on me when I snarl, on my pallid skin, the rips from mandibles and teeth and barbed tongue in my sweater. Their mouth closes.

A growl sits deep in my throat, almost in the chest. It’s sharp, a click that could perhaps be mistaken for a purr were it just a bit softer. To make it is not a conscious decision, but I don’t care to suppress it. Fane left me for dead! I can’t search this place in peace with them here anyway.

I roll my shoulders. Fane tenses.

“Wait, wait!” Rowan steps before me, even though they look like they want to be anywhere else. “Let’s not do anything hasty…” They look at Fane, who doesn’t take their eyes off me, then back at me. “Actually, I don’t think I got your name.”

“You didn’t.” My words are rough like the gravestone I want to smash Fane’s face into.

Rowan smiles nervously. “In that case, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Rowan Zoagli, and this is Fane Silas. We are a small but not insignificant part of the Argent Institute’s Supplemental Field Research Division! Here’s my card.”

“Cool. Don’t care.” I step forward. Rowan blinks.

“No, no,” they say as if I don’t understand. “We’re with the Silvers! We’re Institute members, I’m an Archival Assistant! We’re neutral! We’re not supposed to fight— Which House do you claim?”

“None.” Houses. Information filed away for later. For now, face cracking time!

“No, stop! I invoke the Accords!” Their eyes go wide when I don’t answer, and they take a step back, closer to Fane. Maybe they can see the Hunger burning in my eyes, above the mask wet with perspiration. “Oh. Oh no. It’s you. The New Blood. Wait, that’s all the more reason for you to stand down! Listen, the Institute only researches the supernatural, ghosts, vampires, monsters and the like. We keep the peace, we’re the good guys!”

“I still haven’t heard a compelling reason for why I shouldn’t cave that one’s face in.” I nudge my head in Fane’s direction.

“Because the world would miss my beauty,” she says.

“Because there is peace in the city right now,” Rowan says with a glare in Fane’s direction. “But whatever faction made you, if you just go around attacking people at random, that all could fall apart!”

“Peace?” I snap, taking a step closer. “What they did to me wasn’t very fucking peaceful!” Rowan retreats, that hint of fear wafting off them, same as I smelled from Jacob. Prey before a predator. Fane is suddenly between us, slips into the gap Rowan’s retreat has formed, hands gently flexed at their sides.

“Don’t,” they say, all humour gone from their voice. “I’ve already called for backup.”

There’s a heartbeat approaching the tent, quick and with the thrumming rhythm of a mortal in a rush. I step closer, meet Fane’s eyes, a couple of inches beneath mine. “You think that’ll be enough to stop me?” There is death in Fane’s scent. She’s dangerous, I know that, but so am I. I wonder how much blood she has left to fuel her gifts with.

Fane falters, just for a moment. Their eyes dart, momentarily searching for Rowan. I didn’t think they’d care. They left Jacob behind easily enough. Who could blame them? Caring only gets you hurt. In this case, it provides me the momentary distraction I need to clip their chin with my knuckles, even as they dart back. All the lights go out, and in the second my eyes need to adjust, Fane has grabbed Rowan and disappeared.

I expect to be furious, ravenous even. But instead, the ache in my gut, the need for violence and pain abates as though Fane has taken a portion of the collective Hunger in the tent with her.

For the first time since I entered the cemetery, I stop and breathe. There is… so much here. Anger and pain. I can barely look at the spots of spilled blood. The space is empty save for the memories of carnage, hazy and undefined. I close my eyes and take a breath, trying to loosen the knot that wants to close my throat.

Two smells stick out to me. There is something about them that sets them apart from the rest. Instinct reasserts itself once more, but rather than the violent, aching Hunger from before, it’s a… prodding. A searching. My limbs move, eyes dart to catch the origin of the strange colours that flit across my soft palate. The first is the bag. Jacob had it, and Fane returned it as if it is more important than anything else. There’s a book inside. The title swims before my eyes when I pull it free. I make out The Butcher’s Guide to Hearts and Hungers. Fane’s reinforcements draw near but curiosity gets the better of me. I open it.

Old paper. That smell never loses its comfort. There is an iron tang to the rust-coloured ink, thin lines that scratch across yellowed pages so densely that it turns them black in places. Every two pages have a title, and a diagram. Strange creatures, some humanoid, some not. The dimmed lights flicker, and I catch drawings hidden in the drawings. More diagrams. Different creatures. Bodies opened and dissected, the different parts labelled neatly.

The book is not large, and in fact seems to fit my compact backpack perfectly. But it’s the second scent that really catches my attention. Red and bloody, like Fane’s. There’s death in this scent, and fear. It’s old like the rest of the smells here, but the water has preserved it. It’s one of the few that leads away from here.

A survivor. 

A woman breaks through the tent, broad-shouldered, wearing a stained tank top that clings to a body thick with fat and muscle. She smells cigaret smoke, and her eyes glimmer like coals when her arms tense and bring a sledgehammer to bear. I’m already back out in the night. I move among the shadows, quickly and with purpose. Blood burns in my gut, sharpens my hearing to keep me appraised of any ambushing monsters, humanoid or otherwise, but I make it out of the cemetery unhindered.

Gravestones pass behind me, then the wall, then the street. I am in the alleys, hunting on narrow paths, following the winding thread of crimson that dances in my eyes. My feet splash through puddles. Walls fly by either side, brick and stone. The path is blocked by a chain link fence—I jump off the wall, grip it and swing my feet across as it rattles. Rain splashes up in my landing, the drops hovering before my eyes for a split second, and then I am off. With every step I take, the smell around me changes, and so do the buildings. They are dark and gilded, their straight facades rising like swords held in ceremony. Sleek and elegant, mixing black and gold.

The joy of running and leaping returns to me in the midst of the hunt. I clear obstructions with ease, ascend low walls in lieu of taking the stairs beside them, jump between points to get higher. Falls are shortcuts, buildings are stairs, stone rips at my fingertips with the speed of my passing. The path opens up before me, a railing melting out of the shadows. My foot hits the railing and I soar over a narrow street to catch myself in a roll on a flat building, heart pounding, a smile on my face. I hit the opposite ledge so quickly I have to brace myself with my hands, body half over an abyss. Before me lies a city, shimmering in the dark like a golden oil slick, the fumes of earthblood curling across skyscrapers and ornamented facades that seem to stretch for miles.

Stars glow among the grime, red and slowly pulsing; the hearts of vampires. I can’t tell their number, nor their exact location. They are at once far away, and right there with me. In the distance, the sky begins to colour with blistering light. Dawn will come as it always does, but it won’t matter.

I have the scent now.


    
        MEG

    



The bloodsport arenas of the Scarlet Song are many, and each one thrums like a beating heart. The shouts of the audience are the rush in your ears, the vibrations of their stomping feet a steady pulse. The shoves and frustration of bodies pressed in close quarters are the microabrasions of a muscle tensed, but it is the fight itself that is the spark and rhythm.

Tonight, the band that has muscled in on this particular arena gets to set the rhythm. The crowd loves them, despite the change in program. and looks upon the fangs painted across their faces and their glowing neon fingernails with the same ravenous excitement that they would a fight. There is a violence to the performance, and Logan’s neck beads with sweat as they shred. The metal strings of their guitar shriek like garotte wires pulled to a breaking point. Their usually hard and annoyed expression is pulled into a wide, fanged grin. Their russet hair is messy with red neon streaks and moisture.

Next to them, Valerie Sōng’s purple mohawk glows under the blacklights. Her voice is raw with brutal emotion, each spike on her black leather vest glowing in the colours of the band, and Mila Bishop’s two-tone pink and blue hair shines behind her as she strums her bass with calculated precision. At the drums, Jin’s sticks are a flurry of neon green that match the demonic countenance painted on the bandana they wear across their eyes.

Neon Drip is a niche band of what I can only describe as punk rock agony, but they fit into the blood-marked arena like a blade in the hand of a killer.

I touch my own as I watch them perform. It wasn’t my idea for them to play here, but it was fortuitous. Everyone readily agreed to it, Mila and Jin out of boredom, Valerie because Logan suggested it.

Fresh sparks of pain join the dull aches of my body when fighters and venue staff alike try to drag the band from the scene, and Logan intervenes. Guitar abandoned, they dart between blows. Their eyes glow wine red, intoxicating. Every punch of their reinforced knuckles sends a sting of pain across may jaw or lip, and with my presence as faded as it is, I can almost imagine it’s me they’re fighting.

What is a fight, but a dance? And Logan is a studious dance partner, making a spectacle of it as their lithe body moves with the elegance of a foil in a duellist’s hand. The attention they receive in turn feeds a Hunger deeper than blood.

“Thank you, thank you, girls, gays and theys!” Logan raises their arms as they stand victorious with the last notes of the song. Blood burns in their stomach, making their voice and music audible over the crowd. “You’ve been a wonderful audience! I hope you’ll have us again sometime. In the meantime, you can catch news of our performances on our website and buy our album on our merch store—” She rattles off the URL as Valerie pulls them off the stage. More security floods the pit, only to lose sight of the band in explosions of iridescent pink and blue glitter.

The exit is swift and practiced, and—thanks to Logan’s gift to Compel—peaceful. I join the group behind the venue, where they pack their instruments into a sleek but roomy pickup truck. Emotions are high, smiles on all faces. Logan picks Valerie up and twirls her playfully, interrupting her attempts to wipe the blood and neon paint off the sternotomy scar peeking out over their tank top.

None of them notice the ambush.

Hunger stalks the periphery of the alley. I slip away and find its source. Scarlet Song. I’d have known them by the ache in their teeth and knuckles alone, but I’ve met the well-muscled woman who leads this cohort. I’ve seen her in the crowd, heard her dead heart beat evenly.

Anarie is tall and broad-shouldered, her dark hair pulled back to reveal a tidy undercut. There is a calm to her that her two companions don’t share, fangs bared at the intrusion and ruined bets. Their scents are ripe with lifeblood, their Hungers deep and violent. They don’t appreciate their turf being invaded by a gaggle of artists. Anarie’s ringed fingers tap her bare arms, tightly muscled to swing the sword she keeps at her hip. She watches from the shadows as the band load their speakers.

“We should teach them a lesson.” One vampire, a woman with a snake tattoo running up her neck, idly tosses a short blade from hand to hand. “Logan’s Blood. She’ll survive a few stabs.”

“The witch is a problem,” says the other, flanking Anarie. Their fingers flex in gloves studded with spikes. “But we can take them. Mess up their car, maybe the instruments. That’s not a breach of the Accords.”

“You could always show some backbone and settle your disputes with a duel.” Both of them flinch as my gift of Fading dies, the spark that keeps it alive snuffed in an instant. I wasn’t invisible before, simply unnoticed. There is no flicker across my form, no shimmer, I am simply there. Right in front of them. Facing down three opponents in an alley too wide for a choke point, and too narrow to evade.

This was maybe a bad idea, but I don’t like the way Anarie looks at Valrie. Now she turns her attention on me. “Oh hello, Meg. Fancy meeting you here.” Her voice is a smooth purr with an edge, a fang hidden behind full lips. Her Hunger deepens, aching for blood, violence, sex, the red-hot thing of pleasure found between them. Anarie is a vampire who embraces what she is, and that makes her dangerous.

She stalks closer as her cohort encircles me and cuts off my escape, leans in so the heady smell of leather and blood can reach me along with her perfume. “And what would you know of backbone? You’re more at home in the shadows than we are.” She shows me her teeth. “Besides, those who claim no House do not fall under the accords. Logan is technically an independent. And so are you.”

“Try it. See how that goes.” Empty threats is all it is. They wouldn’t dare make an enemy of the Wolf Queen’s daughter, whom Logan is intimately involved with.

Not that I’d let it get to that.

“Always the loyal dog to your betters.” Anarie smiles. I hold my tongue. Let her think she has the upper hand. “I wonder if they value you as much as you do them.” She leans in, eyes glowing hungrily, coiled tight like a spring. Almost… “I wonder how long it’ll take for them to notice you’re gone!”

Anarie moves like a striking snake, her hand grasping for my throat. A blood gift flares inside her, Proteation augmenting her muscles. But I am faster. My gift doesn’t burn, it pulses, all focus sent into a singular motion that pulls the knife from my belt as I crouch. The silver arc of the blade opens her stomach. Blood paints my cheek and runs down her legs. She snarls furiously.

The other two are already on the move. Miniscule strains accompany each movement, just enough information for me to know the one on my left is slower. I fall in that direction, escaping Anarie’s punch, but a blade still nicks my side. I pivot out of the way of a strike, catch my attacker’s elbow and ram the knife in twice, heart and throat. The cycle of blood magic sputters and dies, and she collapses, her body instinctively working to mend her.

The other two are on me with renewed fury. Even without her Blood gifts to fall back on, Anarie is a lethal opponent. Her blade is longer than my knife, and it doesn’t need fuel. Steel hits steel. The two vampires press me, pushing me into a corner. Anarie’s fist cracks against my lips. I burn Blood and spit a spray of crimson that burns the tattooed vampire’s face. A pommel strike collapses her throat and muffles her cry. Neutralised, for now, but Anarie doesn’t leave me time to finish her off.

I listen to the breaths of my opponent, her footfalls, the rush of air across her blade as she swings in tight, controlled arcs that leave little room to attack her. We move to the rhythm of flesh and violence. I find the gaps and place a cut across her arm. A fist cracks retaliatory against my jaw. Her sword leaves a crimson gash across my chest, and I will it to close. I am parched and running out of blood. She’s lost hers entirely.

There’s a desperation in our movements now. The dance is hitting its climax.

Fading won’t work. Even a ghost cannot be easily forgotten when you’re dancing with it. Acid blood requires her striking me, and she will stake me if I let her. No tricks, then, just raw skill. I break her leg with an enhanced kick and tear apart her shoulder with my knife. She collapses, cursing through gritted teeth, and stares up at me as though she knows I’ll kill her.

I can smell the death on her, the mortals she’s drained for fun, for the rush. Monsters are well at home in the Scarlet Song, and I am the one who kills them. Maybe she can smell that on me, too.

I want to break her throat under my heel, but I don’t. My knee presses into her torn stomach as I grab her by the collar and pull her close. “Where is Michael? What’s he doing with the Daywalkers?”

Anarie grins, her hair spilling out messy behind her. It’s rough and pained. “You know what he’s doing, Meg. You’ve felt the Hunger. He made a new Blood, not that any of the other houses can prove it!”

A violent new thing, one that can walk in the sunlight unhindered, without so much as having to wear shades, let alone burning. A ravenous assassin. I grit my teeth. “I’ll kill it.”

She laughs in my face. “Good luck!” she says, her voice a malicious sneer. “I’ve seen her fight. She’s strong. Better than you. Better than Logan and that mutt of hers without her sword—” I break her collarbone with a burst of strength. Her choked cry fades into a pained laugh. “Gods, you really are loyal!” Her grin is bloody from the bone piercing her chest. She still smiles when I stake her with my knife.

A week of hunting the different Fontaines, the Daywalkers, and nothing. Not a single Blood will tell me anything, if they’re even high ranking enough to know anything. How hard could it possibly be to find one ravenous monster? But Michael’s new killer hasn’t shown any signs of Hunger since that first flare. How are they keeping it fed? I run a hand through my hair, leaving the white streaked crimson with blood from my knife, and regard Anarie.

The wavy edge of my weapon grows thick toward the hilt and leaves wide punctures. Along with the hole in her stomach, that seals her fate. But for the moment she’s still alive, hovering just at the precipice of death. My eyes fall to her throat. It’s slender and elegant, beautiful, the skin smooth under my fingertips. Hunger gnaws at me.

“Thought that was you.” A rough voice, even and low. I flinch as Logan makes themself known. I flinch away from Anarie. If they noticed me salivating over her throat, they don’t mention it and instead survey the scene, finger hooked into their carabiner.

“Logan…” I stand to meet them.

“It’s okay.” Their hand finds my cheek. I want to recoil. I don’t. The touch burns. It’s… something like affectionate, the way her thumb digs in to rub out the drying blood before it can settle, leaving a pink smear across my cheek. I want to lean into it despite the agony, but pull away after all.

Logan’s expression tightens. They look down. “Let’s clean this up.” I watch with a heavy heart as they grab Anarie’s feet. No words pass between us as we dump the bodies in the truck, making sure they won’t move or be spotted. Only then does Logan address me. “You good?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Just scratched up.”

“Lie.”

I give them a look. “Say what you really mean.”

Logan frowns. They rub their toned arms, sigh, and lean against the truck. “I don’t like to see you like this. I don’t like that you kill for Lake.”

“Someone has to handle the monsters.”

“It’s bad for you, Meg!”

I tense, expression pinched. “Cooking large amounts of hormones isn’t cheap, Logan! Especially when you give them away for free.”

“Kay’s family is rich, you don’t need the Scorching Dawn’s money!” But I do. They don’t see that. Womanhood is something I’ve carved out for myself with a knife, and so is my place in Kay’s community. I won’t let it go, and Logan sees it in my eyes. “At least… let me help you,” they say, not knowing what they’re asking, and look at the covered corpses. “You could be better than this.” Oh, is that what they think? I harden.

“Stick to music, Logan, it’s what you’re good at.” The words come out sharper than I intended, and Logan doesn’t stop me as I round the corner of the truck to escape the conversation and fade my presence, burning blood. I don’t want the rest of the band to see the cuts.

We join the others in the truck. Mila and Jin have taken the front seats, myself, Logan and Valerie sit in the back. Logan enters first and reaches across my lap when they’re sure I’ve had enough time to slip inside. Her smell hits me, leather and blood, the sharp scent of the neon paints and sweat. Their slender neck invites me to trace a finger across the vertebrae. I don’t. Nobody questions the empty space next to them.

Valerie kicks her neon painted boots up across Jin’s shoulder. “That was fun! We should do it again!”

“Why do all our performances somehow end with your boots in my face?” Jin complains. “Take ‘em down, you know that paint smells!”

“You can drive, if you don’t like it.”

“Sure, right into a hospital. Or a morgue.”

Logan settles into her seat. “Val, put your feet down.”

“Make me.” Valerie bats her eyes at them.

They easily grab and pull her into their lap. Valerie kicks her legs and struggles playfully. Logan teeth dig into the side of her neck, and she feeds on her, drinks deep of human blood, of Valerie’s life. The performance, the love and affection between her and her girlfriend, the feeling of hands on skin and teeth on lips. I sense them through what Logan takes.

The car starts, and I stare out into the night as it starts to roll, fully unaffected by the scene beside me.
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The night club thrums before me like something living, its austere facade rising like a bladed maw before me. Bodies move and press in dimly lit spaces beyond thresholds guarded with UV lights and rooms with filtered and purified air. There are ten hearts here, cold and unbeating, spread across the space and floors. 

Not my usual scene. Alcohol and blood. The atmosphere alone is enough to get drunk on. More than one hand brushes my arm, inviting me to dance, and is gone again so quickly that I don’t have time to flinch. I force my way through the crowd like knife through flesh and find the closest vampire at the side of the room. They’re pressing a girl against the wall. I grab their shoulder, every muscle tense, fists clenched, eyes spearing those of my opponent—

“What the hell, man? Kinda busy here,” they say and lick some blood off their lower lip.

No violence yet. Huh. I stand there, dumbstruck, before what looks to be a person I’ve interrupted in the midst of their vampiric make-out session. Good god, what is this? Do I want to be here for this? I think I really don’t. But the girl smells… interesting. Alluring.

The vampire’s eyes light up, reflecting a Hunger that is not their own. “Oh, I see,” they say, smiling as they pull their girl closer. “She’s your type, huh?” The girl wraps her arms around the vampire’s neck and gives me an inviting smile, being one of the few people with her mask pulled down. Her lips are bloody and inviting. “Want some?”

“What?” I glare.

“I’m happy to share, if you’re game.” The vampire nods over to a nearby group. Two vampires, by their scents and heartbeats, one biting a girl’s neck before moving to kiss the other. Their bodies are pressed so close it looks like the three might fuse into one, and there is an enviable familiarity between them.

Jealousy pierces my chest. “Not interested,” I say, sharp, and grab the vampire by the arm. “You’re coming with me.”

“Whoa, hey! Buy me dinner first!”

“Shut up.” This place is too loud, too filled with blood, and I am hungry. Maybe I need to drink blood? I haven’t drunk any blood since becoming… this.

I think. The week after was a bit of a haze.

The vampire resists. “Hey, no! You can’t just—” They grab my shoulder and I spin sharply. My elbow cracks against their nose. They go down without a fight, but with a shout that cuts through the crowd and makes half of it turn in our direction. The other half follows when the music cuts out and the lights click on, suddenly blinding. I hiss softly, shielding my face.

“What was that for?” The girl my prey was feeding on glares at me. She and another vampire are helping the fallen one to their feet. And I, once again, am missing the explosion of violence. It was so natural with Fane, the moment we met I knew I’d rather break every bone in their body than talk to them!

“You okay?”

“Fine, fine.” The vampire stands, glaring at me now. I glare back. “Well, the offer to share is off the table.” Their partner rolls her eyes. “You got an issue with me, settle it in a duel! Actually, let me show you how it’s done!” They strip off a fingerless glove, but before they motion is done, another voice cuts in.

“Not you,” it says, deep and firm. My eyes dart and find its owner not far away, in a booth somewhat separated from the main bustle of the dancefloor. A broad woman with dark brown skin lounges on a couch, her arms resting across the back. Her hair is a mass of barely tamed locs, ruggedly handsome. She looks like a fighter. Not just someone who fights, but someone who makes it her profession. She sizes me up with a calculated, self-assured calm that normal people lack because normal people don’t beat each other up for fun.

She rises, patting the women next to her on the shoulders and takes the stage, testing the point of her fang with her tongue. “You smell fresh. What’s your name?”

“Ayla,” I lie. Name of a childhood friend I started using when I still thought I might find her.

The woman frowns. “Hm. I’m Shabani. The one you just punched in the face is Lux. Now, lucky for you they’re sturdy, so you probably bruised their ego more than that pretty face. We can settle this with an apology, or a beating.”

“That easy?” I scoff.

Shabani looks at me evenly. “That easy,” she says. She’s taller than me, if not by much. I growl, low in my throat.

“I’m not apologising for shit!”

“Alright then.” She makes a motion to the crowd, who part as she moves into the middle of the dance floor. Halfway there, she stops and casts a look over her shoulder. “You coming?” Well if she’s begging for it…

A ring forms around us. Shabani cracks her knuckles and neck, the leather of her jacket creaking. “No weapons. Just fists and legs and so forth. We don’t need this to be a formal duel.”

“Fine by me!” My fist impacts her forearms, raised to guard her without hesitation. She’s strong, and not because of some vampire magic. Dense muscle protects her from my strikes. She hits back without hesitation, splitting my lip. My own jab hits her chin. She grunts, steps back, thick neck protecting her. There’s a grin that flashes across her face, briefly, before she schools it back into that controlled expression.

Fists pummel flesh, bodies ram each other, elbows and knees strike. She’s good. Footwork could use practice. I block her kicks before they get off the ground, and she makes mine hard to land by pressing me, but every time she backs off, as if to draw out the fight. Or to make a show of it. I don’t know when the lights in the crowd faded, when the music started back up, or when they’ve started to cheer. I don’t care.

This feels good.

Shabani catches me by the jaw, one arm locked under hers. I could shred her wrist with my claws, but I don’t. That wouldn’t be fair, would it? I feel her breath on my lips. My growl is mirrored in her fangs as she leans in.

“You really need to feed that Hunger of yours,” Shabani purrs, her fingers digging into my skin. The crowd whoops. “What’s your type? Girls, from the gayass look of you, and clearly you need a good fight once in a while. I can give you both.”

“Then stop talking and fight!” I knee her in the stomach, split her lip with a headbutt, crack an elbow against her jaw. Her grip slips. We stagger apart, bloody, half smiling like in a drunken dance. The smell is intoxicating. I lick across my knuckles, taste something red and golden. Shabani laughs.

“You’re a freak, aren’t you?” There is no derision in her words, more of a kinship. I don’t appreciate it, regardless.

She is suddenly on me, catches me in the midst of my savouring the taste
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