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        What Hungers, there, in the dark, fill your chest

    




    
        LOGAN

    



There is a song to a living body, hot and wet and primal; it is made up of rhythms as much as of bone. The pulse of blood through veins. The measure of breaths puffing into a midsummer night. The tempo of steps, combining intensity and speed to a gait that can be quick with a texture of a bus almost missed, an appointment met too late, or something more fearful and hectic, like an animal stalked.

In that way, a city is much like a body, animal and unmoving. Cars pollute its tar-lined veins, crowds shuffle, lethargic—blood of this concrete beast, clotting by sheer mass and distaste for order and efficiency. Electricity hums in walls, clusters like nerves in lights that never seem to dim. It is a melody. A clockwork thrum, like the rumbling breaths of a sleeping giant through the forest of office buildings and sky scrapers that build its hungry maw.

The mundanity of it could bore Logan to tears. Lucky her, then, that she knows how to make her own music.

Steel clashes, a staccato rhythm building to a sudden climax and violent end as Logan shoots the tip of their feder past her opponent’s longsword. The blade is light, long but thin, and—with blood burning in Logan’s belly like white-hot fury—much too fast for the vampire whose neck they open. Crimson sprays, real blood from dead vein, a fitting mirror to the tapped earthblood pipe leaking its black and amber contents across the stones beneath. It hisses where the crimson hits it, wisps of smoke rising to be slashed by a rapier Logan parries with inhuman grace.

This is the underbelly of the beast, where blood and violence rule. It runs from the earth in grimy pipes that wind over streets and buildings like strangling ivy, and flows from the tongues of those who’ve made their home in the dark, insidious like an infection. Logan is the antibody.

Focus! Measure the rhythm. Rapier on feder. Push and pull. The enemy steps back, sharp teeth glinting, gritted, nearly stumbles over the pipe as Logan presses her advance. She seizes the chance, body snapping into motion ingrained through countless nights of practice and endless drills at Kay’s patient, unyielding behest—a flick of the blade; the edge bites deep. Steel clatter as their opponent’s rapier falls, bleeding hand clutched to their chest. Shallow target. Enough to take a human out of the fight for good, insufficient for a vampire.

Logan hisses disdainfully as their foe turns tail and runs. “Hey, get back here!” Behind them, steel sings as a greatsword clears space and guards their back. They chase their fleeing prey, no thought spent on their companion in this hunt, dead heart beating in their chest.

She quickens her pulse artificially, beyond the memory her flesh holds from when she was still alive, increasing their speed in similar fashion to the fleeing vampire. Their quarry is fast, loses them in the maze of winding alleyways, tracks covered the acrid smell still burning Logan’s nose. Logan burns blood and draws on her Gift of Proteation, further sharpening her already pointed ears.

There you are. More blood burns in Logan’s veins as she sinks deeper into her Gift, wrapping its blood magic around her body and twisting it into its desired shape. Cloth and steel meld with flesh, warp into skin and claw. Her hands bend, knuckles cracking. A ruddy mane sprouts down her back. Fingers grow, skin stretching between them, steel melts to bone and strikes sparks against the stones as Logan’s wings push them forward with powerful beats. Dirty brick and metal rushes past either side as she shoots down the trail, rounding too-sharp corners by impacting hard and kicking off the walls with clawed legs that leave deep gouges in the stone. Stolen blood rushes in her ears. Her breaths go sharp through a mouth bristling with teeth, heated and low.

Their prey comes into view, eyes cast back over their shoulder, wide and blood-shot, then Logan is on them. Her weight slams them to the stones, and the momentum tears away a good deal of skin. A minor concern before the long wing claw Logan pierces through their chest, right above the heart.

She shrieks, jaw unhinged, a sound that shatters every still-intact window up to the third floor around them and darkens the alley in a shower of glass as lightbulbs burst. More. She wants more, wants to release her catch, toy with them until they stray into the populated parts of the city, where she can make a show out of pinning the rapid heartbeat trapped beneath her feet like an insect beneath a lens. Her tongue flicks out, long like her snout, licking over dagger-sharp fangs like she can already taste the thrill of it.

Unfortunately, she has no time to be so self-indulgent, so she begrudgingly musters self control. Her jaws snap shut. She pulls herself back into human shape, heel pinning their prey with no more kindness than the claws did moments ago.

“Who sent you? Talk!” Her voice is low and rough, a growl, as though her body remembers the shape she held a moment ago with greater fondness than the form of their still shifting esophagus. The biting edge of her words is punctuated by the twist of the blade and a crescendo cry of agony.

“Nobody sent us—!”

Lie! It rings in Logan’s ears as clear as shattered glass.

“Tell me!” More blood burns in their gut, stolen life devoured by her Gift to impose her will over another and compel a truthful answer. Not easy to do over the sting of Logan’s steel. Pain has a way of focusing the mind, so instead of compelling obedience, she turns that focus in on itself, lets her blood-tinged words lace into the pinned vampire’s cries like needle and thread, and pull truth from beneath their ribs in a moment of panic.

“The House of Song!” Truth. Immediately, they clamp their mouth shut. Logan feels the melody of their own blood magic cut off with a discordant snap. She growls, but it was to be expected. Compelling the dead is a difficult task, and she has no intention of befouling herself with the stolen blood leaking from this one’s wounds.

“Why?” Logan continues to question, gift or no gift. “Does the House of the Scarlet Song not have the spine to face us in an open challenge?” Their question is sharp, pointed. It’s not rare for one of the vampiric houses to attempt to shift the balance in Toronto in their favour, but they are bound to rules and armistice by a blood pact. So why risk reprisal now?

The vampire’s mouth remains shut tight. Logan’s glare sharpens from violent to murderous. She grasps them by the throat, slender fingers digging sharp into pale flesh. The blood pooling beneath them sings sweetly to Logan, but the scent of it is one of desperation. Rage. Fear. The adrenaline-choked throes of prey in the clutches of a predator.

Her eyes glow with fury. How does it feel, she wants ask. How does it taste, the irony of gorging yourself on the pain of others, of taking what you want, only to find yourself in the same helpless position? But there is no point. No vindication for the terror colouring the stones.

Her prey squirms. Not with pain, primarily, as Logan’s steel slides over bone, not with fear. Instead, their eyes glint feral. Hunger prickles against Logan’s skin like a burn. She digs her nails in sharper, pressing the vein where stolen life keeps this corpse alive.

“Speak, or die,” Logan growls, eyes cold and steady like the steel they wield so adeptly.

“Play dumb all you like,” the vampire spits, “it won’t save you! We know what you did. And we’re coming for you.”

… Truth. Logan’s eyes narrow. “I would remember picking a fight with the Song,” they say, contemptuously. “What exactly is it you think we’ve done? The answer may save your rotten life.”

“The police stations, dumbass! Thought we couldn’t track you through all the ask, did you?” Truth.

Logan tips their head back, expression hard, but inwardly thoughtful. They can put context clues together, and a precinct burning down or its officers going missing does pretty reliably point to her and Kay. Except they haven’t done anything to any police… not lately, anyway. It’s a lot of work to make a body disappear, these days.

The vampire beneath Logan shows their teeth, bloody from what has leaked up their throat in hacks and coughs that make them quiver on her blade, pressing on their heart. “You fucked up! You think us poisoning a few streets is the worst that’s coming? Hah!” They laugh, blood and spittle hitting Logan’s cheek. She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t move as their voice cracks with gleeful hate. “This was nothing! An appetiser!” Their eyes flick across Logan’s shoulder. “This was bait!”

A shadow moves on the stones, cast into a pool of pallid fluorescence by the singular remaining light fixture above them. Things happen very quickly and all at once. The vampire beneath Logan grasps for her wrist and steel to restrain her as she whips around, spraying bits of throat and stolen blood across the wall with supernatural strength and long sprouting claws. Her other hand darts to the dagger on her lower back, blood supply melting rapidly down to dregs as she enhances her reflexes and the threefold gift use takes its toll. Too much. Her blood runs empty, body cold, and her gifts falter as the miscalculation costs her precious moments.

Her movements slow to human speed. The vampire that has snuck up behind them already swings her saber. Time slows to a moment on a knife’s edge, steel flashing in Logan’s eyes.

There is—in that moment between half-life and death, between awareness and grave bodily injury that would make their facsimile of life a mangled corpse—the low whistling sound of something sharp cutting air. A wet crunch follows, like bone wrenched from socket. Five spots of colour bloom on their attacker’s blouse, blood dripping down invisible claws. Her eyes are wide, and her steel only nicks Logan’s brow as she is dragged into the dark.


            ***

        

Logan’s breath comes quick. Blood runs down the side of their head, a crimson trail framing the contours of their jaw and throat, dwindling only when even the last trickle of life leeches unceremoniously from her body. Their heart stops. The instinct to breathe is there, but the nerves go still and dead, and their chest stops heaving in mimicry of life.

Logan snatches up their sword as they dart from the ring of light. Their movements are stiff, limbs cold, numbness spreading from the fingertips down. Even holding their weapons requires conscious effort, like each joint of her fingers has to be bent around the handle one by one, as though her body is puppeteered, not inhabited, by a need so deep and primal it won’t let their corpse rest. An ache settles in Logan’s empty stomach, climbs up their spine, sharp-clawed and looking for purchase as it itches in the stillness of their meat. Hunger, unlike anything Logan has ever faced while still alive.

Their eyes search the dark to no avail. Vampires feed on humans, and where humans are, there is light. Night vision is not nearly so useful as charm to lure and strength to take, so it doesn’t come with the base set of skills. Logan swallows thickly, clutching her sword in a long-clawed hand, thumb shifting from handle onto the blade in nervous fashion. Her eyes dart to the blood pooling on the street. It’s contaminated with death, and what is there in life is… disgusting, frankly. The Scarlet Song are prone to indulging in their hunts, their dominance.

But beneath that lingers a note that does appeal to Logan; the single-minded drive to survive. She has bled into it already, her life already mixing with the blend. She lifts two fingers. Blood rises upward, first rippling and rising like stalagmites before braiding into a singular thin flow that curves along her dagger blade. There isn’t much Logan can use, lest they risk cannibalism, but it’s enough for a spark of proteation that sharpens their eyes, pupils slitted and dilating to dip the street in monochrome shadows.

Immediately, Logan groans, a sound that comes out choked for a moment before they remember they have to breathe to speak.

“I had that,” they claim, rising from their crouch.

“I think what you meant to say was ‘thank you, Meg, for saving me from getting eviscerated by that nobody.’ You’re welcome, by the way,” a dry voice comes from the dark, its owner’s brow arched and lips struck in a line that quirks up ever so slightly on one side.

“Yeah, yeah. Fuck you too.” Logan makes it a point of rolling their dead eyes, glad that her heart does not beat and give away her relief as she pulls the blood from her weapon in a gross misuse of blood magic and sheathes her steel. “Not like I was out here trying to welcome your sorry ass to the city, or anything. Now stop standing in the dark like some creep and come here!” They open their arms. Meg’s eyes blow wide, she takes a half step back, startled. A bright grin spreads over Logan’s lips by no action of their own, showing every tooth as they rush in and hug her tight around the shoulders before she can flee. “Missed you, idiot,” they murmur into her hair.

Meg is stiff, her back straight and arms held out at her sides like she doesn’t know where to put them. Logan doesn’t mind. She’s here, she’s alive, smelling like old paper, wildflowers, and black tea steeped too long. Her body is warm, her breaths gentle. She relaxes into them, finally, hands finding purchase at the small of Logan’s back, both carefully reserved and tender as she relaxes into them.

“That makes one of us,” she murmurs, and they feel the smile in her words.

“Lie,” Logan chuckles, leaning back to take her in. Meg’s heartbeat sings cold and steady in their ears, not silent, but like an undercurrent to the distant city ambiance. Her Hunger is a gentle buzz beneath that, humming in concert with Logan’s much stronger one. She is warm. Her body is full of life—not all the way, she has a foot in the grave, same as them, but there is a weight to it, like a ghost made solid.

“Look at you!” Logan lets her hands slide to her shoulders taking the excuse to squeeze gently and burn the reality of her presence into their mind. She runs a hand up to take Meg’s jaw, leaving dark blood smears on her light skin, and lifts her chin with gentle fingers, turning her face, inspecting her, the gentle flush of her cheeks, they way her hooded eyes follow, bright blue run through with enough pink to turn them red. “Living body—and look who finally made it into the estrogen!” If there is a note of jealousy over Meg finding some way other than Logan to become herself, it is drowned out by their genuine joy. They were worried—scared, even—that they would never see each other again.

“Told you I had it.” Meg boasts, eyes glinting with mirth as she leans back and the distance steals the warmth of her breath from Logan’s skin. “How’d you know it was me?”

“Your shit-eating grin.” They ruffle her hair, marring the star bright strands. In truth, there are only so many Chinese women with albinism, but they would still have recognised her regardless by the way she carried herself alone, how she steps, the rhythm of her breaths, how a laugh for her is a huff through her nose.

The relief of seeing her, alive and unharmed, is tainted by the knowledge of the pain she hides in every movement. She must’ve been close enough to sense the fight. And indeed, as they watch, Meg flinches, eyes darting, sharp like blood-shot gemstones.

“There’s more. One just died.”

“Always is, with the Song. I have to go deal with that.”

“You’re drained. Can you still fight?”

“I’ll be fine,” Logan says, their stubborn nature shining through. They have no blood reserves on them, but they’re good with the blade, even if it is their less preferred method. They’ll just have to make do, and hope Kay won’t be too insufferable about being right when it comes to having a fallback. There is still a lot of blood around, but it is useless to Logan, unless they want to indulge severely outside their blood type.

Meg’s eyes flick to the large amount of stolen life pooling at their feet. She simply nods. “I’ll help,” she says, and Logan knows better than to tell her otherwise.


            ***

        

Logan doesn’t generally enjoy fighting other vampires to the death, but fighting alongside their friend is a different kind of music still. They join the fray alongside Meg, and her Hunger spikes, a sharp and focused thing, like the tip of the wavy dagger she wields. Unerring precision accompanies her every movement despite the aches Logan knows wrack her limbs.

She is a dancer to their accompanying solo, turning it into a joint performance so practiced that it has sunk into her very blood. Her gifts flare in short bursts of strength that shatter guards and cut flesh in strategic locations; throats, stomachs, shoulders, close to carefully guarded hearts, severing tendons. Every strike of hers is aimed to kill. Each one that fails is poised to disable. She is the edge Logan needs to take on an ambush of a dozen vampires, who have so far failed to overwhelm her partner. There weren’t this many when she left. It fills her with a molten kind of anger, seeing her surrounded by an ambush meant for both of them, and also a burning pride at how she holds her own.

Kay stands at the center of the throng, steady as a rock in the tide. Her greatsword sweeps in silver arcs, clearing space with deceptive laziness, until a vampire makes the mistake of trying their luck in slipping past her guard. Then the steel flashes, quick as a striking snake, severing throats and stilling undead hearts. Logan and Meg joining tips the tide of battle entirely in their favour.

Honestly, Meg alone would have been enough, conducting a song of brutality in every empty space she finds. She rips through their foes with vicious speed, heedless of the damage it leaves on her in turn. There is no hesitation to be found in her.

They aim to be quick, and yet fighting alongside a perfect killer like Meg stirs some primal thing in Logan’s chest that takes pride in a job well done. It is bloody work, and they are efficient at it.

Then, as suddenly as the fight erupted in the first place, it’s over again, and clarity returns to Logan with a bitter taste in their mouth. She looks at Meg, her friend, sees the way she braces herself on the wall, lips bloodless and chapped. She wipes her mouth and stands up rigid. Hunger still rolls off her like a low droning song, shivers in her limbs as she lifts her heel from where it has caved in a vampire’s chest, the bone splinters shredding the heart and scraping bloody into the skin of her ankle.

“Meg.” Logan reaches out for her. She shudders, violently, at the touch, and whips around, knife in hand. Logan lifts her own, apologetic. “Sorry. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Lie. She takes a breath and straightens up. “Just surprised me.” Another lie. Logan purses their lips, eyes narrow with the mounting instinct to call her on it.

Footsteps approach, heavy and sure, and Meg’s eyes snap to their origin behind Logan.

Logan follows suit without haste. They recognise the heartbeat, the rhythm of the steps, with the same ease that they would recognise themself in the mirror. Kay towers over them, six-foot-four to their five-seven, her eyes gleaming as they catch and reflect the ambient light. More than tall, she is wide, her shoulders mountainous, forearms and biceps straining boulder-thick against the rolled up sleeves of a shirt that barely contains her bulk. Veins beneath her skin, pushed to the surface just light enough that Logan can trace them with familiar eyes and more familiar hands, lead like rivers down to a large hand that holds a greatsword with unerring strength.

“You two okay?” Her voice is deep and warm, sweet like honey, hot in a way that makes their breath hitch.

“Peachy,” Logan says, meeting her with the same warmth. Their limbs relax despite themself, all further threat or potential ambushes forgotten. She’s here with Kay. Her safety. Her home. “Picked up a nerd on the way.” They thumb over their shoulder at Meg.

“I noticed,” Kay says, and grasps Logan chin between two fingers. They still when she turns their head, cradling their chin in her hand to expose their neck, pulse quickened beneath light brown skin and not quite as visible from exertion as it should be. It’s a subtle difference, marking the amount of blood Logan has expended. Kay notices, of course. She says nothing, and it makes Logan’s stomach churn with something too complex to name, twisted up in their guts, draws a whine from the depths of their throat.

Kay’s eyes, dark like aged wood, polished and shining, trace rivulets of blood to the cut at their temple, crusted with rusty brown and red. She drops the tip of her greatsword against the stones, leans the hilt to her shoulder as she reaches up with her other hand. Thick, dexterous fingers run through Logan’s russet curls. Her hands are calloused from sword work and a lifetime of labour, and yet her touch is impossibly soft, dreadfully caring.

Nausea hits Logan as their stomach rolls with a flip at the quiet, tactile affection. Their Hunger mounts like a wave building to wash a village from the shore. Logan’s fingers latch on to Kay’s wrist, holding there, trembling with an unspoken need.

“How’d this happen?” A murmur, sinking into Logan’s bones. Kay’s thumb traces along the cut. They clear their throat.

“Ambush,” they croak, voice hoarse. “‘S where Meg comes in. She helped.”

“Nooo, you definitely had that,” Meg monotones dryly. Logan shoots her a look.

“You know, I forgot what a brat you used to be.”

“Uh-huh. Gayass.”

Kay’s expression remains stoic, but her lip quirks up in a subtle hint at amusement when eyes dart to Meg. It’s barely an expression, and yet Logan knows intimately the way it tugs at her scars, the broad claw mark across her face she wears like a mark of pride. “Meg, I take it?”

“That’s me,” Meg says, a tired drawl as she pushes off the wall and stands straight. “And you’re Logan’s girlfriend. Don’t worry, they thoroughly gushed about you.”

Logan turns, just enough to not pull away and still level Meg with a venomous look. “I did not gush,” she says, disdainfully.

Meg arches a brow. She looks at Kay. “They gushed,” she says, and the truth ringing in her words drives heat they should not have to Logan’s cheeks.

“Thank you for looking out for them,” Kay says, her voice firm and neutral. She releases Logan with a last brush through their hair and takes up her blade, cruelly heedless of their strangled whine. “Though I would have preferred your first night in the city not begin with bloodshed.” She reaches down to tear some cloth off a fallen vampire’s shirt and clean off her blade.

“Yes, well… Sometimes trash needs taking out. Happens.” Meg glances down at the vampire beneath her. The blood magic has slipped from their body, their weak constitution unable to have their heart staked and ripped by its own bone fragments. The scent of their blood sings of death, still.

Logan takes the cloth from Kay with a beleaguered sigh, cleaning their own blades. Meg follows suit with her own piece of scavenged cloth. “Yeah, the House of Song tends to have more Hunger than sense. Still, this was fucking bold, even for them. It’s lucky we were in the area, waiting on you.”

Meg doesn’t say anything to that. Her eyes scan the weapons scattered on the street, thin duelling blades, functional to an almost brutalist degree. This is new, to her. Europe was different, Logan recalls. It barely fazes her.

Kay turns to Logan once more, blade resting cleaned across her shoulder. “Did you happen to figure out why they tried something like this? Poisoning half a district is not something even the Song would do lightly.” She gentles her voice, dipping the conversation into something politely private, despite Meg’s relative proximity. Logan follows her example.

“Nothing concrete. Just that it likely will happen again.” Their expression tightens with a frown. “They prepared ambushes, Kay.”

Kay nods, understanding. This was not only a targeted attack, they were banking on confrontation. And if that’s what the House of Song is after, they will pay for it tenfold.


    
        KAY

    



Kay tries, in polite company, to restrain the wilder parts of herself. In the thrum of post-battle adrenaline and blood taste lingering on her tongue, she does her best to make her words come without a growl, and the requisite softness to not scare off Logan’s friend.

Mostly, she does this by saying very little; like how she doesn’t say that Meg is young, that she fights with the affect of a blender moving through soft matter, that Hunger still comes off her in waves. That the slowly mounting shiver of her limbs sets of primal signals of hurt and weakness and prey in Kay’s mind. Her eyes drift to her more often than not as she walks with them.

Logan squeezes her wrist, and her eyes snap back to them. They freeze, momentarily, then draw a line across their neck with two fingers, point between the two of them, form a dome cupped against their heart, closing over it. Sign language in shorthand, for private communication. Not here. We talk in private.

Kay tries not to growl. She gentles her voice, low and rumbling. “Thank you, again, for looking out for Logan.”

“I’m sure she could have handled herself,” Meg says. “Besides, I am the one asking them for a favour.”

“Don’t even mention it.” Logan gives her a look, a smile, both terribly soft in a way Kay does not like. It speaks of hurt, of a wound still tender. “I dragged you into a fight immediately. Not the best first impression the Black District could make on you.”

“Mm. Well, I… don’t mind it.” Meg glances about, at the high and old buildings set on winding paths. There is something organic to the architecture, how the shadows gather in gaps and angles, cast by street lights and errant glow from windows. There is a comfort to the dark, because this is Kay’s domain, and even if Meg does not know what it means, she can sense she has crossed the boundaries of another’s territory, and is welcome here. “So, where are we going?”

“The Midnight Drink,” Kay says. “I need to wash the smell of Scarlet Song out of my mouth. Some hot cocoa will do.”

Meg frowns at her. “Can you even…? Never mind.”

Logan laughs. “Well, her cocoa is to die for!”

“All cocoa is,” Kay clarifies.

“The wisdom of old age,” Logan teases. Kay’s eyes narrow in sharp amusement.

“You’re no spring chicken either, Logan.” The growl lives in her words like a shadow in the dark, but there is a hint of a smile on her lips, fond. It widens like a wound pulled when Logan faints, theatrical, and falls against her; aching and despite herself. She allows it.

“And I feel it in my bones! Carry me, Kay, I can’t make it by myself.”

She pulls ahead, uncaring as they stumble, a chuckle in the huff she releases. “Walk, or I leave you behind.”

“Cruel to me.” Logan hurries their steps, falling into place next to her with a grin. It is familiar, like a packmate taking their rightful place.

“You’ll live. But the bar won’t staff itself.”

“Almost two hundred years old, and you still don’t even think of retirement?”

The look Kay gives them is as exasperated as it is full of love. “I’m caring for the community I live among, surrounded by the people I love, doing work I enjoy. If that isn’t retirement, I don’t know what is.”

“If you say so, old woman.”

“Hush.”

Dimly, Kay is aware that Meg is listening, and feels a pang of rare awkwardness for forcing her to third-wheel their flirting. It’s an odd feeling, for one because she is usually so much more in control of when affection for Logan slips into their conversation, and for another, because it paints them as uncaring. The former, she can blame on the battle. The latter, however…

Something is wrong with Meg, that much is obvious. They’ve left the site of the ambush behind, have had time to recover on what Kay considers a leisurely walk. And yet, Meg continues to move stiffly, breaths going sharper by the minute. It seems like she pays them no heed. Sweat beads on her brow.

Kay opens her mouth to say something, but Logan moves to brush their shoulder with hers, and she catches the shake of a head in her periphery, subtle enough to miss with ease. Whatever this is, Meg doesn’t want attention drawn to it, least of all right now. The look on her face is one of concentration, and Kay’s hand smooths to Logan’s neck in quiet signal, squeezing once, gentle and chiding, like a wolf scolding with carefully restrained teeth. The touch then turns to pressure and warmth, before sliding off their skin once more. They walk the rest of the way to the bar in silence, where Kay ushers them in through the back so they can all clean the blood off themselves before stepping into a room full of vampires.

Logan has had it the worst. Kay is unharmed, Meg, despite her fatigue, has only a few nicks and scrapes, the blood of which Kay watched turn steel edges brittle. Her shirt is ruined in similar fashion—acid-eaten, crusted red, same as what clings to her soles. The former, at least, Kay has a quick fix for.

“You’re about Logan’s height,” she says, going through the closet in their private rest area. It’s a small and sparsely furnished room, but homey enough for when they decide to stay over at the bar for a day. Meg lingers just past the threshold, her posture tense and distinctly out of place.

“I’m fine. I’d… I don’t have to enter the bar,” she says. She can feel the vampires in the other room. The silent hearts, the Hunger mixing. She turns to leave, but Kay is already there, tugging her back by the scruff of her shirt. The look Meg gives her is best likened to that of a kitten asking how someone dare restrain it.

“You’re not leaving covered in blood,” Kay says, for the moment refraining from fully picking her up and simply setting her in the shower. In her free hand is one of Logan’s shirts. She holds it out to Meg, who stares, stubbornly. A low growl rumbles in Kay’s chest. “You are under my roof, Meg. I will not allow you to neglect yourself. If it’s a physical limitation, I am prepared to help, but I need you to talk to me.”

Meg winces at her words, shrinking into herself, and once more her posture speaks of prey trapped with no way out. “Fine,” she spits, softly, but with spite, as though she can’t get the words off her tongue far enough. “I can’t easily raise my arms right now.”

“Were you injured?”

“It’s a chronic condition. Had it since I was alive. Just fatigue and pain, nothing to be concerned about.”

Kay huffs through her nose, releasing the stubborn vampire. “I don’t consider debilitating pain and fatigue something negligible, Meg. Sit.” Her hand sweeps towards the bed, where she places the shirt. She doesn’t wait to watch Meg awkwardly stalk over, but makes a low hum of satisfaction to find her obedient when she returns from the bathroom with a bowl  warm water and a cloth. Meg sits like it’s on a bed of coals, back painfully straight, but sit she does.

“I can help you get changed and clean yourself, if you allow it,” Kay declares. “You can rest here, after”

Meg grimaces, her eyes sliding aside. “I can do it myself.”

“If you cannot do it without hurting yourself, you don’t get the choice to hurt yourself. I can close my eyes. I can ask Logan to do it, if that would be better. Your choice.”

“… Fine,” Meg relents, at last. “Whatever. Eyes closed.” Kay nods in confirmation.

It’s not a quick affair by any means. Eyes closed requires more touch than Meg seems comfortable with, at first, given she flinches at the brush of Kay’s hands. She apologises, bizarrely, stating she’s not used to it. Logan comes by halfway through to grab themself something to wear, and takes the bloody garment away to wash it later. They linger in the room for a moment longer than necessary as Kay drags the cloth gently over Meg’s stomach and sides, where she knows the worst of the splatters were.

“I’m going to take your arms now,” Kay warns Meg, before grasping her wrist to help feed it through the shirt. She feels pockmarked scars beneath the pads of her fingers as they over their skin. It was a good idea to pick another long-sleeved shirt, she decides. Meg certainly seems more comfortable after they’re done, though Kay can still smell lingering anxiety on her, as well as something else that concerns her.

“I don’t want to pry,” she says, still on one knee, though her focus is now on freeing Meg’s shoes and legs from the worst blood splatters, “but you’re undergoing hormone replacement therapy, yes? Do you need more medication? Your levels smell low.”

“You can smell that?” There is a not insubstantial amount of discomfort in Meg’s voice.

“I can smell a lot of things. Now, my question?”

“I… will probably need some help getting established there,” Meg admits, jaw tight. Her fingers dig into the edge of the bed, shoulders hunched up. “I’ve been rationing my supply. It’s one of the reasons I reached out to Logan.”

“I see. They’ll help you with that, then.” Kay stands and makes sure Meg knows to stay until she feels comfortable moving again, before she leaves the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

Logan waits outside, leaning against the wall. “Making friends?” they ask.

“Getting to know yours… I assume. You never specified what your relationship is.” Suspicion lingers in Kay’s voice. Logan catches it, bristling.

“Meg is my friend,” they say, brows drawing together sharply. Their darkly circled eyes narrow. “I know this was sudden, but I’d like you to give her a chance, and, please, not intimidate her again.”

“Intimidate her?” Genuine confusion blooms on Kay’s face. “When did I do that?”

“Somewhere in the five minutes I took to shower, I’m sure,” they say, running their hand through their hair, still damp at the tips. “Kay, I can hear her heart beat through the wall.”

“She’s unable to care for herself right now. I made sure she wouldn’t go without.”

Logan groans at her tone, like what she’s saying doesn’t make perfect sense. Sure, decorum and propriety would suggest she should leave Meg to struggle, rather than brave the discomfort of having a stranger help and support her. Kay, frankly, doesn’t care for propriety, and it’s rare that she and Logan do not see eye to eye on this.

They prove her wrong in this assertion. “And while I appreciate that, Kay, more than you can possibly know, you do realize you have a total fourteen inches on the girl! You can’t just tower over people like that!”

Ah. So that’s what it is.

“You never complain when I do,” Kay says, and—just to demonstrate—steps closer to brace her arm on the wall above them. The reaction is immediate. Wide-eyed, staring. Kay smiles, wolfish, eyes gently raking over Logan’s face and down their slender form. “In fact, I think you enjoy it.”

“That…” Logan crosses their arms, looking aside. “That is a different discussion.” Their cheeks colour faintly, when Kay knows their face should be dark with flustered embarrassment. This must be rectified, posthaste.

She inclines her head, smiling with the points of sharp teeth peeking past her lips. “Speaking of you colouring beautifully, you seem to be lacking some blood,” she says, voice low and warm with husk. “Are you hungry Logan?” Her hand finds their hip, squeezes, asking for permission. “I am,” she murmurs, pulling when they shift against her. They shiver at the proximity.

“Kay…” Logan clears her throat, eyes flitting everywhere but her face. Kay delivers another squeeze, one both of possession and want.

“I could barely keep myself from growling, on the way back.”

“Hate to tell you, you were definitely growling…”

“Lies. Now answer the question.”

Logan presses their hand against her chest. “I… just showered.” Their fingers flex into the muscles there, hot and pliant with a layer of body fat like armour. They hiss when Kay captures their jaw, pulls them up to face her.

“I asked if you’re hungry,” she repeats.

Red eyes are locked on hers, practically glowing. They fall lidded, finally, their resistance melting away as they nod. Slowly, Kay opens her button-up, delighting at how their eyes snap to her collar with an immediate whine. Her thumb brushes Logan’s jaw, tilts her head aside gently as she leans in too.

“I’ll try not to make a mess,” she murmurs, the husk to her voice making Logan shiver. “Be a good girl, and do the same.”

Logan does not hesitate any longer to grasp Kay by the collar and drag her down, or themself up on their tiptoes. Their lips press cold and soothing against her jaw, her throat, kissing down to her pulse as Kay’s hand slides to their lower back, supporting them as they hook a leg around hers. Their tongue licks the spot just above her pulse, slowly, pressing in, numbing the skin before they follow up with their fangs to open the vein.

Kay has no such convenient courtesy for Logan when she tugs their collar aside and bites into the soft flesh of their shoulder, but they still arch against her in delight. She fills her thoughts with all the warmth and love and faintly possessive hunger she carries, all directed at her girlfriend, so trusting, so willing to let themself be used as a chew toy to relieve Kay’s residual stress. And Logan happily drinks up those feelings, and everything else that Kay is, burning the sensation into themself.

Beneath Kay’s hand, sliding under their shirt and up, a dead heart beats once more, all for her.


            ***

        

Kay holds the door for Logan as she steps into the The Midnight Drink proper. The sounds and scents of its patrons, mixing with the sugar, spirits and spices of drinks and food, paints a picture of warmth, and the light is like a beacon against the dark of the night—soft, golden, but not blinding. It’s home, in a way, but her eyes rest on Logan as they brush past, not meeting her gaze.

It’s not out of discomfort. She knows Logan, and all the little tells and signals they send that only she understands. It’s how she knows they want her to—in full view of anybody in the bar who might care to watch—put her hand on their shoulder. They jump; not out of pain. The mark she’s left is healed over already, skin pulled over punctures to stem blood flow. No, this is something else, a frantic reaction, an animal chasing contact. She squeezes her fingers, trails them up, scratches gently at the nape of their neck as she leans down to meet their upturned mouth. It’s brief, chaste. It’s weight and warmth, and it’s hers.

She tastes copper, still. It’s not as sweet as this, does not warm her chest as surely, yet it remains proof of their bond. It lingers on both their tongues, unspoken words of You’re mine. Mine to hold. Mine to keep. My home.

Neither says it. There’s no need, when their love exists in the quiet moments between gentle breaths and tactile affection.

The bar is antithesis to that. Bustling and busy, in the same way Kay’s family is. She is used to being a caretaker, being the oldest among her many siblings, and having followed in her mother’s footsteps since back when it was just the two of them.

It feels powerful, to carve out this space that is just for them.

Something else familiar greets her when she steps behind the aged bar, coming with a low growl from a broad chest not her own. “We’re fine, Vivian,” Kay mutters. “Blood’s not ours. Most of it, anyway.” No matter how thoroughly they cleaned it off themselves, Vivian’s sharp senses are not to be underestimated.

“You’re late,” she says, voice pointed. Logan doesn’t immediately answer her, eyes flitting to Kay instead. This is not the Vivian whose hair they braided earlier this evening on their couch while watching a Turkish historical drama with the captions turned off. This Vivian is sharper, an unspoken accusation hiding in her words like a knife in the hand.

Kay has no such reservations. She knows her sister’s rough edges as much as the polished ones, and neither give her pause. “Ran into some trouble.” Her hands find familiar work, pick drink orders where they’re pinned above the bar, reach for the appropriate glass and spirits.

Vivian’s sapphire eyes flash to her, hands pausing her cutting ice. “What kind of trouble?”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle.” It was the wrong thing to say. Kay catches how she tenses, straightening up, vitiligo-mottled arms crossed across a broad chest. Rolled-up sleeves stress against the tension of Vivian’s anger, low and rolling like a stormcloud on the horizon.

“If there was fighting to do, you should have called me.” She switches to Ojibwemowin, voice sharp. At a six and a half feet in height, she is one of the few people who can glare down at Kay. Kay faces her in equal measure, falling into her mother tongue and meeting Vivian’s eyes head-on. 

“I didn’t know there would be a fight.”

“Didn’t you?” Vivian nods her head to the Customer Service sign behind the bar, beneath a suspiciously empty set of hooks that might hold a blade. “Where’s your sword?”

“We left it in the back,” Logan says, in English, Kay notes with a touch of misplaced disappointment. She wishes, sometimes, that she would speak it to them as well, she is family as much as Vivian is, but she understands Logan’s reluctance. “We thought Valerie would be here, Mila…” They frown, and Kay follows their gaze. There is a stage at the back of the bar, for the nigh-permanent musical performances; many from solo artists, up and comers, or patrons deep enough in their drink to overcome their shyness, but equally as many from the bar’s in-house band.

Valerie should be setting up, but instead the only person there is Jin in their red leather, dirty yellow hair casting shadows over pale eyes. They sit behind their drumset, flicking the sticks in deft, ungloved fingers like they are itching to hammer out a rhythm, like they need it to breathe. Even as their lips pull into a smile that tugs at each of the long, thin scars washing across their face, telltale sign of them flirting back to set up an awful joke, the motions do not cease nor slow. They flip the stick, catch it. Their blind gaze runs back to the bar, as if they’re searching.

“She stormed out earlier,” Vivian says, switching to match Logan’s language. They grimace, subtly, but Kay still catches it.

“You didn’t think to stop her?”

“Should I have?” Sapphire eyes follow Kay as she fills a shot glass with crimson liquid from the hidden tap and places it down. The patron downs it there, relief on their face as pallor returns to their skin. “If you were expecting a fight, maybe you should have told me instead of keeping me in the dark.”

Kay is resolved to patience, no matter how it chafes beneath Vivian’s accusation. “I always take my blade out after dark. It’s safer.”

“You’re patrolling?”

“Usually, every now and then.” It is not lost to Vivian that she wasn’t invited. Kay can see it in how she trails a hand over her braid, trailing over her shoulder down to her hip. “Tonight’s escalation was… unexpected.”

“And Val should be here,” Logan adds, clearly nervous. “Her guitar’s here, so I don’t think she’ll have gone far, but still…” There is an anxiety that clearly gnaws at them. Kay would sense it if a foreign Hunger intruded on the heart of her territory, but it’s not an exact science, and Logan knows this. They turn to Vivian. “Can you go look for her?” They would do it themself, Kay knows, but Vivian is the better tracker between them. That, and if Valerie is upset about something, it’s usually because of Logan.

“Why?” Vivian rolls her shoulders in a shrug. “It’s safe here, right? No reasons to expect a fight.” Her eyes snap back to Kay.

“Because I’m worried,” Logan says.

“Then maybe you should send someone less dangerous after her,” Vivian snaps, and the way Logan flinches back speaks of something Kay is not privy to.

“We’re asking you because we trust you, Vivian,” Kay insists, exasperation a touch too audible in her voice. Vivian hardens like steel quenched, her glare turning dagger-sharp.

“Funny,” she says. “I’m not feeling very trusted.”

Irritation bubbles up within Kay, slowly, unearthed from a sore spot within the depths of her that she would prefer remained untapped. She tenses as well, her eyes narrowed in quiet admonishment. “Since when do you no longer trust me to be honest with you?”

Vivian has the audacity to growl, and it shames Kay that she responds in kind, low and rumbling. But Vivian closes her eyes, jaw set. Her throat relaxes, she lifts her chin as the sound ebbs and fades.

“Trusted Dad, too,” she says, before stepping past Kay. “Now we’ve got a baby sister neither of us knew about. Funny, how that goes.”

The growl tugs at Kay’s lips, itching for her to pull them back and show her teeth, drag Vivian back here by the scruff until this matter is aired out entirely. But the truth of what she has said lies in Kay’s mouth like a wound, and she bites her tongue as Vivian heads for the door. Instead her eyes go to Logan.

“Logan.” Her voice is stern expectant.

“I… asked her not to flirt with Val.”

“Logan!” Exasperation, now.

“I know, I know!” They grimace, watching where Vivian slams the door shut behind herself, having dropped her apron by the end of the bar. “I didn’t think it would upset her like it did.” They rub their eyes, tired and apologetic when they meet Kay’s again.

“It’s… not fine,” Kay says, smoothing the growl from her words. “But she wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t looking upset already. If you hadn’t given her a reason, she would have found one.”

“I know. Doesn’t mean I should’ve said it,” Logan mutters, searching her face for… something. Kay is not sure she wants her to find it. Vivian’s troubles are familiar to them, but this time it affects Kay too. It makes distancing herself from the problem more difficult, subsequently makes Logan worry and lose sleep, and such the vicious cycle continues. “Kay, about your dad…”

Kay’s jaw tenses. “I don’t want to talk about her right now.” It’s not the time.

Logan takes her hands, giving comfort regardless. “Alright. Give Vivian some time, I’m sure she’ll come back to talk to you. I’ll apologise to her, too.”

“Think you can handle it?”

“We’ve been bonding,” Logan says in reply. It’s true. Vivian used to hate her after she and Kay got together, ignoring them for two years , save for intimidating them every now and then. But she’s always been too sociable to keep it up. Given that, it was honestly impressive how long she lasted.

A smile quirks Kay’s lips, however bitter. “I remember. She didn’t like Mom’s new wife much, either.” She knows what this is, Logan’s attempt at guiding her away from the topic that has its teeth in her. Kay, too, is stubborn, and letting go was never something she was particularly good at. Especially when it comes to caring for others.

But she relents, Logan’s hands in hers, their fingers tapping gently on her knuckles in sets of three, like they’re saying I love you.


    
        NEMO

    



Nemo doesn’t like Toronto that much; which is to say, she hates it, a little bit. It’s overstimulating in every way. People everywhere, shuffling around, blocking sight, buildings standing too high and close to see the sky, starlight pushed out by light pollution. It sucks. And that’s not to mention the smell. Dirt and people, and thin wisps of something called earthblood? Some kind of oil-substitute heating homes or providing power. Nemo doesn’t care. She doesn’t like it, nor the grimy, oily film it leaves on everything on its way to mix with the car smog collecting overhead.

It ate through her rapier when she tried to scoop some up, so that was fun! Still annoying, though.

In short, Nemo hates Toronto, she misses her family’s farm, where the smells made sense and she could take the horses into the forest with her sister. She misses Sparky. She even misses Snowflake, even though that bastard horse always kept trying to bite her. He was just emulating his owner.

“If you want, you can still go back,” Mila says beside Nemo.

“It’s fiiiine…” Nemo grumbles. She came out tonight for her, after all. And she does feel a little bad about being all grumpy, because she knows tonight is important to her sister. She looks beautiful, her hair freshly dyed in a two-tone pink and blue, brown skin freckled with paint of the same.

“You don’t like crowds. It’s gonna get rowdy.”

“Do you not have your privacy spell on right now?” Nemo asks. Mila narrows her eyes at her, dark lavender, mirrors of her own. “I’m coming out to hear my baby sister play, and that’s that!”

“Older sister.”

“Shushush! Almost done!” Nemo finishes her little act of vandalism with a flourish of her knife, ceasing the persistent scrape of steel on stone that filled the silence between her grumbles and Mila’s offers for her to back out. She steps back to admire her handiwork.

The precinct’s wall lies before her, marred with an angry scar of a rune, arrayed so jagged and violent that it is the only way Nemo could have possibly poured all her distaste for this stinking city into it. It’s perfect.

Mila doesn’t say anything, but Nemo can feel her watching, like she wants to say something. Entirely silent and unmoving, but there is nobody who knows her sister better than her. She turns her head, tips it in a questioning motion that makes bright magenta hair fall across her face.

“What?”

“Have you considered a less destructive method of opposing local law enforcement?”

Nemo gasps. “Betrayal??” she accuses, genuinely shocked. Since when does her sister care about cops?

Mila rolls her eyes. “Don’t give me that look. I’m just wondering if arson was your first idea, or if you had to talk yourself down from murder. I wouldn’t have.”

“I tried glitterbombing their servers, but they caught on to that.”

Mila, Nemo’s most beloved most favourite only sister, pauses. She cocks her head, inspecting the rune. “Fire does seem like a logical escalation. Ready? I gotta head to the bar.”

“Fine, let’s go…” Nemo is loath to abandon her art before seeing it to fruition, but she doesn’t want Mila to get in trouble with her band. She hooks her arm in Mila’s, inspects it one more time, lifting her spirits. All of her rage and frustration and maybe even fear of this unknown place is poured into it, but she still always likes the act of making tactile magic like this. Magic is triggered by emotion, and that is what Nemo loves about it; that art is one of the best ways to draw it out, no matter how soft or violent. What is art, if not magic? What is magic, if not art?This particular spell is carved with passion and with violence and most of all with panache, and by the time Nemo and Mila are back on the bus, it has melted through the brickwork and set the entire place alight like a funeral pyre.

The bus is full despite the late hour. Nemo… doesn’t mind. Well, she does, a little bit. It’s complicated. She doesn’t hate having to stand, and doesn’t hate having to hold on to Mila for support, not least of all because it once again reminds her she’s the only person to get to be so close and casual without having her kneecaps shattered. But it feels too reminiscent of the past few weeks.

She left home with Mila, confident they were going to get through this together. But lately, it feels like she’s just been clinging to her. That’s why she started staying inside their little definitely legally rented and acquired apartment. Being here is miserable. Mila didn’t let that stop her from finding something fun. In fact, she looks happier than Nemo’s ever seen her, and Nemo… isn’t.

She doesn’t think about what that says about her.

“Dads called earlier,” Mila says suddenly, at normal volume. Her privacy bubble surrounds them, making eyes glide off the two and their words wash over people without even noticing enough to pay attention. “Said they got another visit from the knights.”

“Are they okay?”

“Fine. They’re just throwing their weight around. They’ve got no idea where we are.”

They get to stay in the city. Yay. Nemo rests her head on Mila’s shoulder with a sigh. “As long as they’re okay,” she mutters when finally, finally, the bus arrives at their stop. Even with her mask on, she can’t get off quick enough.

It’s when she steps off the bus that she is hit with a gust of cold air. Nemo shivers, hands immediately going to her sides and eyes snapping back to Mila. Did something happen? No, she looks fine, she just cancelled all her spells for some reason, leaving Nemo without privacy and climate control. Whipping her head around to follow her gaze, Nemo says why.

Valerie Sōng startles when she sees them, her eyes no longer glazing over the two. She slips from where she’s adjusted how she’s been leaning on the bus stop, coughs as some smoke from the cigarette in her hand goes down the wrong hole.

“Jesus! Didn’t even see you two!” she rasps out, putting out the bud in the ash tray above the trash can. Not fast enough. Mila saw, and Nemo can feel her sister’s concern like something physical pressing against her back.

Valerie is their band’s lead singer. She doesn’t smoke unless something is bothering her. Now she looks embarrassed about whatever it was that drove her to it, hand rubbing her neck beneath the end of the flaming purple mohawk Nemo recognised her by.

“Val.” Mila greets her with a nod of the head. “Why aren’t you at the bar?”

“I, uh… Just wanted to meet you halfway,” Valerie mutters as they join her. “Was worried you wouldn’t come.” She smells ashy, though honestly that’s nothing compared to the eye-wateringly horrible paints they used before Nemo and Mila came along.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Mila asks, voice flat.

“Yeah, didn’t you see how excited she was when you asked her?” Nemo questions. She points to her entirely still and staring sister. “Look, she can barely contain herself!” Mila nods. “Hi, by the way! I’m Niaomi, but you can call me Nemo!”

Valerie blinks at her. “Val,” she introduces herself. “And, I’m sorry, just… Didn’t mean to be shitty about it. ’S just… You know what, never mind,” Valerie decides, wiping off her hands on her torn jeans. She looks exactly like what Mila described, wearing a ratty shirt, but like in a cool way that goes with her spiked leather vest. Her makeup is impeccable, too, dark purple lipstick and eyeshadow. Tattoos peek out over the tears in her shoulders and above the ripped neckline of the shirt, little diamonds arranged in a scale pattern over her collar bone and upper arms.

“Let’s go.” Mila leads the charge. Nemo is right behind. “Sorry we’re late.”

“You’re not,” Valerie mentions. “Still got thirty minutes. ‘S just that Logan’s running late, too. Figured I’d look out for the two of you who isn’t giving me the run-around.”

Nemo pokes Mila’s arm. “Is Logan her girlfriend or something…?”

“Or something,” Mila says, to Valerie’s immediate protests.

“We’re not— They’re my friend, or supposed to be at least. Keep vanishing without a word, though,” she grumbles, kicking at the street as she walks. “Pisses me off. Don’t listen to me grumble, they’ll be there. I just don’t like people keeping secrets.”

“Oh, we’ll get along great.”

Mila jumps and grabs her bass like a battle axe she intends to swing. Nemo also jumps, nearly summoning her rapier as the biggest woman she’s ever seen materialises behind them out of thin air! She catches the bass swung at her face and tilts her head at Mila.

“Really?” she says.

“Fucking hell, Viv!” Valerie takes a few deep breaths, startled just like the rest of them. “Don’t sneak up on people like that!”

‘Viv’ smiles, showing her teeth. “Maybe I enjoy scaring cute girls, ever think of that?” Her eyes are a deep blue, eerily similar to Valerie’s, but just a touch brighter. She lets the bass go. “Sorry, though. Didn’t actually mean to do that. Logan asked me to get you back to the bar.”

“Oh, they’re finally there? Great,” Vivian grumbles. “Let’s go.” She pulls ahead before even introducing them, and the tall woman follows with a low hum that makes Nemo’s eyes snap to her broad back.

She elbows her sister. “Mila!” she whispers. “Who’s that?”

“Vivian. Friend,” Mila says curtly, brushing her hair out of her face. She’s still mad she gut snuck up on and startled, and plotting revenge. “Why?”

“She’s—look at her! That’s, like, the most attractive lesbian I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot of attractive lesbians!” Not that Nemo cares, particularly, but at least if there’s something to look at, it’ll make the night bearable. Right?

Mila gives her an odd look. Then, a smile that chills Nemo to the bone. “Just wait until you meet her sister,” she says, and quickens her steps despite Nemo’s protests. She pulls up next to the other two, leaving Nemo to wonder exactly what kind of people her sister has been hanging out with.
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        warm and beating, not teeth, but scar?

    




    
        NEMO

    



Nemi stops dead the moment she steps into the Midnight Drink, fighting the urge to bolt immediately. It’s loud. Not noisy-loud, but busy-loud. The aged wood of the booths swallows sound, and the bodies and tables in the middle of the room eat the rest, but it is bright and full in a way Nemo hasn’t seen since she and Mila left college. Her eyes flick to the side, where her sister shrugs the bass off her shoulder. Why does Mila want to be here??

“Val!” A single voice emerges over the din, an anchor for Nemo to follow as its owner emerges from behind the bar. They’re dressed in an apron and a simple flannel, top button undone to where Nemo can see a scar running up their sternum.

Nemo gasps. “Mila! Who’s the handsome stranger?”

Mila’s eyes, roaming the bar space, flick back to the scene in front of them. “Logan. Guitarist.”

Logan. They’re… “Hot!” Nemo blurts out. She blinks. Her left hand is out, awkwardly gripping Logan’s right, extended in a handshake. She giggles nervously. Great going, Nemo. “Um…!”

Logan smirks. Their lip quirks, sharp and playful, rust-coloured eyes narrow sharply over their handsome dark circles as they smoothly take Nemo’s hand with their own left, hooking the thumb of their other into the carabiner at their belt. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet Mila’s famous sister. Nemo, huh? That’s cute.”

Next to them, Valerie shifts her weight, arms crossed.

Mila kicks Nemo’s shin. She startles “Yes, hi! Nemo, that’s me—well, it’s Niaomi, but you should call me Nemo, that’s what Mila calls me!” She tugs Mila close in a futile attempt to get her climate control magic near. She still has it off, and the heat creeping up Nemo’s neck remains feverish, but in, like, a good way? Her cheeks hurt.

(“Gayass,” Mila mutters. Nemo shushes her repeatedly.)

“Logan, she/they. Glad you three made it,” Logan says as Nemo releases her, hand still feeling all tingly. Their skin is cold, not like ice, but super pleasant. Nemo wonders what it’d feel like on her cheeks… “I was worried when I came back and you were all gone.” Her eyes slide over to Valerie, who doesn’t meet them. Nemo frowns, wheels turning in her head.

“Wait, three?” She turns around, jumping again. “Where’d Vivian go? Gotta put a bell on her,” she mutters under her breath.

“Trust me,” Logan says, “I tried,” almost at the same time as Mila. The two exchange a look. Mila blinks innocently.

“Don’t ask, and I won’t. Gotta go set up.” She moves to hug Nemo before she departs. It’s a sweet gesture, and Nemo leans into it with a soft aww!

“I’ll miss you too, baby sis,” she says, genuinely warmed by how much Mila holds her close despite the fact they’ll still be in the exact same room. She loves her so dearly, more than anything in the world!

Mila tightens her grip. “Don’t flirt too hard, they’re taken,” she teases.

Actually, Mila can go jump in a hole? Nemo considers whether cursing her twin would mean that she won because, you know, curse, or lost, for showing that the taunts got to her. Her indignant gasp, however, firmly puts her in the latter territory. She glares at Logan and Valerie.

“What have you done?” she asks darkly.

“Pardon?” Logan blinks, eyes pulled away from Valerie.

“What gives you the right to corrupt my baby sister? She used to be pure and good, and now she is evil!”

Mila kicks her again, surreptitiously. Nemo kicks her back. Mila hisses.

“Right.” Logan appraises them with that same sharp amusement as before. Stars, she feels like a bug pinned under a magnifying glass. “Baby sister? I thought Mila was the older twin.”

“Oh, no, that’s me,” Nemo says.

“Lie.”

Uhm?

Mila shoulders Nemo with a snort, which means she is laughing at Nemo as hard as she’s physically capable of, the vindictive minx! “Logan’s a walking lie detector. Would’ve been handy to have when I convinced you you were adopted, huh?”

“Yes! It would have!! Meanie!” Nemo throws her hands up. She just had to mention that, didn’t she?

“Get good, nerd. Anyway, I gotta go set up, you two have fun or whatever.” And with that casual reminder
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