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   The night was turning into something of a disaster. She closed her eyes and endured the pain. 
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes earlier . . . 
 
    
 
   “Come on. Come on. I’m telling you  . . . this ID, it’s solid. My brother, he’s good for it.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Nia examined the slightly blurry photo. “Jessica Brown . . . Jessica Brown . . . that’s all he could come up with? I sound like I was born in a barn.”
 
   Hana laughed, “You were. You’re so freakin’ fresh, it’s not even funny. I’ve never met a twenty-year-old virgin in my life.”
 
   “Shut— Up— Already— About that. God. I’ve done everything else. Does that not count for something?”
 
   The line shoved up against them as they inched along into the hottest club along the Seattle waterfront—Johnny’s—the big, green, neon sign blinked ahead of them bringing on a feeling of angst, of boys, of trouble, of fun, and best of all—of booze. 
 
   Nia ran her fingers through her long, black hair again, giving it a tussled look. 
 
   “You look hot okay. I knew that skirt would suit you; stop fussin’ already.” Hana applied her third coat of pink gloss, checked her bright, sparkly-blue eye makeup again, clicked the Clinique powder case closed, and shoved it in her fluorescent-pink bag. She was in a tight, black, spaghetti-strapped dress with stilettos that could bring any man to his knees. She was blonde. She was bad. At least that’s how Nia saw her friend. 
 
   “I just don’t usually wear things this tight. I’m like a tramp in this outfit.” Nia pulled the zipper up higher on her red leather jacket and pulled up her hoodie. 
 
   “You need to get laid so bad, you don’t even know it.” Hana teased. 
 
   “I don’t need men.” When Nia said the words, a set of stunning, green eyes caught her as she glanced back at the long line of moonlit misfits behind them. The emerald set vanished just as quickly as they found her. 
 
   “We’re going to find you someone older this time. I don’t know what it is about older men. These college boys just don’t make the cut sometimes. They’re like drunken dogs, humping anything they can get their paws on. Sophistication. I can spot it a mile away. And a big one. I can tell that too.” Hana ran a thumb confidently under a strap. 
 
   Nia burst out laughing, feeling lightheaded all of a sudden. Was it the cold gust of the Puget Sound or something else? She crossed her bare legs. “I’m not getting out of this, am I?”
 
   “Hell no!” Hana declared. “You’re done for.”
 
   “I guess I’ll just lie down and take it then.” Nia watched for those same pair of emeralds. She couldn’t shake them out of her of mind—even though it was just a second that she saw them—but there was nothing, just the blank-faced centipede mass undulating along. 
 
   “ID.” The bouncer was typical: big in size, a shiny bald head, tight black V-neck, and black pants. The new best friends and college roommates handed their plastic pieces over. He handed Hana back hers, but faltered on Nia’s, looking her right in her cobalt-blue eyes. 
 
   Lowering her head, Nia found herself saying a quick prayer. Why am I praying to get into a club? She interrupted her thoughts and looked Mr. Clean straight in the eye. 
 
   “$10 cover.” That’s all he said, holding firm his grim gaze. 
 
   Nia had been holding her breath, and she slowly let it out. Hana gave her a friendly nudge, handing over the green and yanking her into the dark. 
 
   BOOM . . . BOOM BOOM . . . BOOM. 
 
   The bass rumbled against the bodies that struck out against the flashing blue and white strobe lights. Nia and Hana were caught in the wave of salt and sweat that crashed them in only one direction—the bar. It had the same flashing, green-neon light over it as the sign outside. It was the drive behind the sin: Drink and thou shalt See. 
 
   “What do ya want?” Hana yelled. 
 
   “Rum,” said Nia. “I only drink rum.” 
 
   Hana signaled the bar angel, who was in a short, red corset dress to match her hair, which was treated with something to bring the red out against the black light that mused above. 
 
    Focused on the angel’s glowing, red lips, Nia sipped from the rocks glass that was slipped in front of her. “This isn’t rum.” It burned, whatever it was. 
 
   “Gin. It’s what the Queen drinks. If it’s good enough for her, it’s good enough for us,” said Hana as she turned away from the bar, looking like a cat about to pounce on something plump and delightful. 
 
   Watching Hana was fun. Nia just squished along after the brown-eyed beauty as they eked a path towards on open black, circular standing table. There were dozens of them lining the outer rim of the dance floor. It was a ploy to suck them into the demon pit in the center, where a male could have what he wanted and girl could pretend she didn’t. But the boys knew otherwise in the bump and grind. 
 
   The gin hit hard. Nia giggled a little as two such boys approached their table. 
 
   “Ladies, care to join us?” the tall, dark one said, like he’d done it a hundred times before. 
 
   Nia looked at Hana for the response, unable to wipe her innocent, red smile away. 
 
   “No, we’re fine,” said Hana avoiding eye contact, keeping her focus on another tight ball of yarn. 
 
   “What about you then?” The dark one turned shifting his dark-brown eyes to Nia. He was an Italian mix of some kind. 
 
   “What she said,” Nia squeaked, dying for a giggle. 
 
   “What? You can’t think for yourself?” He was growing impatient with the two femme fatales. 
 
   “Back up the truck now, honey buns. We’re not interested. Scat,” Hana shooed them away with her long, pink nails. They finally took the hint and moved on to their next victims. 
 
   “He was cute. What was wrong with him?” Nia leaned in close to Hana, as she was tired of yelling above the noise. 
 
   “Oh, do you not know that trick?”
 
   “What trick?”
 
   “Playing hard to get. We can’t just go for the first lot. I don’t care what they look like. Anyway, he had a small one. I’m tired of small ones. They just don’t do it for me anymore. I’d rather have an average boy with a big one, than a looker with a small one.”
 
   “You’re stuck on cock tonight,” said Nia, seeing a flash of green amongst the sea of dancing sinners. 
 
   “Yes, I am,” said Hana, downing the rest of her gin. She took an ice cube and sucked on it with her sparkling, pouty lips, giving Nia a seductive glance.”Now you do the same, so we can dance already.”
 
   “This is a double, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah baby,” sang Hana. 
 
   “Here we go.” With a quick tilt back, Nia swallowed the rest, slammed the glass back down, and let her new friend lead her out into the hot pit. 
 
   BOOM . . . BOOM BOOM . . . BOOM. 
 
   Dead center was where it was at. Hana knocked Nia’s hood down, and the two danced like they were more than just lovers. The music pumped through, within, drowning out all thoughts of the real world and their real problems—college, money, the busy barista job, overbearing mothers, ex-boyfriends, and the dorm-room rat. It was screw all and let’s have a ball. 
 
   The music changed to something slower, something deeper, a carnal rhythm calling on all to find a partner, calling on all to move. Nia felt a hand tug at the back of her jacket. She turned to see the green eyes. 
 
   Struck by love, Nia lost her breath, lost her mind. 
 
   Hana pulled back at Nia jealously, like she was in it for more than just the boys. 
 
   The green eyes flashed red, and Nia blinked—surprised, confused. Hana, dazed by the color change, let go of her dear friend as she was yanked away by a tight ball of yarn who had been eyeing her. The girls gave in to their boys, and Nia found herself in the grips of a tall, firm body with black, spiky hair that matched her own, lips ready to kiss, and features so sharp, he could have been the new Brad. 
 
   Oh my God . . . Oh my God . . . 
 
   She wanted to die right then and there, he was so hot. Nia looked down, but he forced her chin up, forced the first kiss as he rocked her V against his hard mate below. 
 
   Oh my God . . . 
 
   A warm lust washed over her as her mind blanked out and their tongues met. He prodded her above like he wanted to below—oh how she wanted him to take her someplace else. Any place else, so they could. 
 
   My God . . . 
 
   It was like he could read her every thought. He withdrew from the kiss, held her eyes in his, and stopping dead center in the dance floor, his body said, “Come with me.” His lips didn’t move. It was like a thought transferred from one mind to another. “With your permission . . .” He smiled. He taunted. 
 
   “Yes,” Nia agreed. “Take me with you,” she pleaded. 
 
   The mysterious suitor swept her away from the sinful tide and they withdrew to the quiet beach, down a few dark halls, one last left to black door with a sign: “VIP” in red. 
 
   The door opened automatically. More black lights, a few odd couples moving in tandem strewn out against a back drop of blue velvet pillows, curtains to cubicles, some tied some not. Nia saw skin, plenty of skin. Nia heard sounds, sounds of pleasure, sounds that made the heat in her belly boil as all she could think about was sex—sex with a stranger. 
 
   God . . . 
 
   “There is no God here,” he said opening a curtain and leading her inside. “Just me.”
 
   She laughed, “Just you. And you are?”
 
   “I’m Johnny. Take a seat, relax, enjoy. You’re Jessica.”
 
   “How do you know my name?” she asked. 
 
   “My bouncer. He takes notes for me.”
 
   “Oh, I see.” The pillows were as comfortable as they looked; Nia took off her red leather jacket and laid it beside her. 
 
   “But that’s not your real name then? More gin?” he asked. 
 
   She already felt the buzz—the buzz from him and the buzz from the booze. “No thank you. And no, that’s not my real name,” she said watching him, wanting him to take off that tight black shirt, those tight black leather pants, and  . . . more, she wanted more. “I’m Nia.”
 
   He eased down next her and slid on top of her, spreading her legs with his. “You want this, Nia?” He pressed hard against her sweet spot, and as he did, she slung her head back, the buzz shooting up through her. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ll have me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Forever?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Removing his shirt to reveal his perfect body, firm pecs, and delectable abs, she was all too happy as he helped her off with her hoodie and skirt. Nia wore a simple black G-string, no bra. 
 
   Johnny smiled at that. He liked that. She was free enough to let loose. He rolled her over onto her stomach and had her kneel, running a finger under her thong, pulling it up and letting it go so it slapped back against her, “I want you from behind,” he said. 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   He unzipped and thrust into her wet spot, leaving her string on so he could admire the frame of her hips and her tiny waist. “You’re so right, my Nia.”
 
   And he was so big. The pain was pleasure, as she felt sensations she’d never imagined. He yanked back on her hair as he took her, slow at first, building, writhing, until she felt his hand upon her large, firm breast and another slip around to her spot. He massaged the one ache she had left, and in an exclamation of utter satisfaction, they surged. The two collapsed upon the pillows. It was quick and hot—just what they craved. 
 
   “My Nia,” he said. “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?” she asked, thinking she knew what he’d say next, feeling something deeper for this man. 
 
   “For this,” he said, holding her in close and sinking his long, sharp  fangs into her pulsing, virgin neck. 
 
   Nia now had no idea what he was doing to her. The night was turning into something of a disaster. She closed her eyes and endured the pain. 
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   “Don’t fight it, my Nia.”
 
   The fight was exactly what she had in her. It hit, boiled up the same pathway that all the lust had just flowed through. But regret was a horrible thing to fight as the life slipped away from her. Nia fumbled with her one free hand for her jacket. Finding it, she reached in her pocket for that one item that her father had given her the day she’d left for University. 
 
   Where was it? Where was it?
 
   The black switchblade was missing. She groped around the jacket as he groped her breasts and drank from her neck. Becoming weaker and weaker, she fought the urge to just close her eyes and give in. Finally, she felt metal—the cold but friendly weapon that she’d gripped in her pocket everyday while mazing the campus. It was there for a reason. It was fate. She pressed the button and brought it down on him; where it hit, she wasn’t sure. 
 
   He ripped away from her neck, all she saw was a bloodied lip, and his red eyes were filled with so much . . . what was it? Nia couldn’t tell; it was like he loved her and was saddened by her sudden aggressions. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing to me?” she grabbed her neck and looked down. The blade was stuck in his gut. She quickly yanked it out and stuck it into his heart. 
 
   Johnny fell back, his own dark blood sprayed out on their love bed. He gave her an ungodly grin before his eyes returned to that lovely shade of green, and his lids dropped. 
 
   Panic set in as Nia reached for his shirt, her clothes, and the switch blade, closed the blue curtain behind her and ran, searching for another open stall, she found only one after interrupting a whole bunch of sex in action and other bloodied images she didn’t want to acknowledge. Who were these people? She didn’t want to know. She wanted to be dressed and out. 
 
   In the other pocket of her jacket was her red lipstick and her small, sparkly Pier One mirror—a buck—she examined the two ripped holes in her neck, oozing with her own blood. They don’t really exist do they? No they don’t. She denied the obvious, wiped his spray of blood off her face and body as best she could, turned the shirt inside out, and tied it around her neck to cover up the marks. After redressing, she returned to the main club room. 
 
   Hana, where are you?
 
   There was no sign of her roommate in the crowd, and Hana was tall—noticeable. The round tables fell short as well as the outer edges packed with dark faces. A feeling fell over her, like she was being watched, but by whom or what she wasn’t sure. It was like everyone was staring at her in that moment. 
 
   Hana . . . 
 
   There was no time to wait, no time to search. Nia had to escape; she did so out the front of the club, avoiding Mr. Clean at all costs, and hailed a cab. They circled like ugly, orange sharks, and she secured one, got in.”The University, McCann, please.”
 
   The cab sped off down the waterfront street, and Nia looked back at the continual centipede wriggling into the club. The blinking green Johnny’s sign quickly vanished in the distance, further shrouded by the mist coming off the Sound. 
 
   She returned face-front to watch the turban in the driver’s seat and the flash of multi-colored city sights flying by: lights, buses, small groups of people meandering on drunk to the next dive bar, to the next hole in the wall. You could tell their vice by how they dressed: the stoners in their plaid, the easy in their short skirts, the hipsters in their skinny pants, ready for it all. It was too much for her, all of it. Her neck hurt, so did her below. 
 
   What was I thinking? I’m just like them now. I never wanted to be just like them. 
 
   You won’t, an unknown voice answered, and she realized it was in her head. . 
 
   Nia covered her ears.”Go away, go away,” she said. 
 
   “Excuse me?” said the driver, turning his head slightly to reveal his long black-grey beard. 
 
   “Not you, not you, sorry,” she said. 
 
   Twenty-four hours, the voice said. 
 
   “Twenty-four what? Twenty-four hours to what?” Nia shouted. 
 
   “Do you want me to pull over?” The driver asked. 
 
   “No, just go . . . go,” Nia cried in the backseat and pulled her hood over her face so she could hide in the dark, hide from her mistakes, hide from her guilt. “I’m nothing,” she whispered. 
 
   The freeway whizzed by and before she knew it, the cab had stopped in front of McCann—the tall, sixties-styled dorm set. 
 
   “Forty-two dollars,” said the driver. 
 
   “Forty-two dollars? What’d you take the long way or something? I don’t have that. I have a twenty.”
 
   “Forty-two dollars,” he said again. “I’ll wait for it.”
 
   “Oh frick,” said Nia opening the door and hurrying over to the gloomy, grey building. She punched in the code and entered the building, only to bump into him. Of all the people in the world why’d it have to be him—her personal stalker. 
 
   “Nia, what are doing up so late? You’re usually in bed by now. Nice scarf.”
 
   “Andy, I need twenty-two bucks.”
 
   “For what?” The tall, awkward, blond lank, happily pulled out his wallet. It was exactly the moment he’d been waiting for—she owed him now. 
 
   “The cab, he’s back there, can you go? I just need a shower. I need to go.” She handed him her crumpled twenty. 
 
   “Why, something happen?”
 
   Nia looked down, “I . . . Andy . . .” She sighed. “Just don’t ask. You win, okay? You win.”
 
   “Score!” said Andy pulling down a fist. “I’ll meet you for breakfast then in the morning. I’ll come by.”
 
   “Fine,” Nia pushed past him. He wore the same awful, dated, nineties Hip-hop jacket that he’d found at the second-hand store—someone must have told him it looked cool. It just didn’t. 
 
   The stairs up seemed endless; she drudged down the long hall to the very last room on the left. The door was unlocked. We forgot to lock it, oh no! “He was probably in my room,” Nia said. “Oh Andy, I can’t think about this right now.”
 
   Stripping down to nothing, she slipped on her black robe and matching slippers and hit the communal showers. It was empty, a bleak white—exactly what she needed. She let the hot water and thick steam wash away her pain and anguish from the wild night out. I’m not a virgin. She faced into the shower jet. I was saving myself for Mr. Right. Who am I kidding? I don’t believe this. He used me and I let him. I fell for it. I fell for his looks . . . oh . . . 
 
   What was it about him? She didn’t know. In fact, she still wanted him even after what had happened. But he’s dead; I killed him! I’m a murderer and a slut. The wound at her neck didn’t hurt as much as her below did, even though it looked worse: three ragged holes. She considered a trip over to campus health then decided otherwise. 
 
   “STDs,” she whispered. “We didn’t use anything.” She slunk down to the shower floor and brought her knees up to her chest, washing vigorously with the pink bar of soap. “I’m such a fool. Hana, I’m a fool. Even you would have told me to use a condom. Why didn’t I? Why?” 
 
   She dried off, retreated back to her dorm, and slipped under the covers still damp. The ill thoughts trailed on as Nia fought to sleep, wondered about Hana, the club, Johnny . . . and more Johnny. 
 
   Twenty-four hours . . . 
 
   “What does it mean?” she murmured, finally falling asleep. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The loud knock at Nia’s room door was enough to send her flying out of bed. She slipped on a black t-shirt that lay on the clean-clothes pile that she never put away and found some faded black jeans to match. She skipped the G-string this time and wrapped a purple scarf around her neck. 
 
   She opened the door, “Andy, I’m tired. You’re too early, you’ll—”
 
   “Andy? No Andy here. I’m Detective Rand and this is Detective Blithe. We need to ask you some questions.”
 
   “Oh,” Nia backed up. “I don’t have much room in here.”
 
   “Here is fine.” Detective Rand said. He was short, old, and bald, just as Detective Blithe wasn’t. They both had on wedding rings—round gut to go with—and wore long, tanned coats, brown slacks, and shoes to match. 
 
   “Small is an understatement,” said Blithe, stepping into the cramped living space. 
 
   The room was wretched: two beds, Nia’s purple, Hana’s pink; one worn desk dead center, with a single fogged window above it; and a closet behind the door that the two girls shared. They’d each decorated their halves in posters, trinkets, and the University logo—the rampant lion. 
 
   Rand tapped on the red, sleeping lava lamp. “May I sit? I had one of these in college.” He sat before she responded, on the one black computer chair; the arms had been picked at, leaving the foam padding bare. Blithe remained standing and leaned on the now-closed dorm door, scribbling things on his small notepad. 
 
   “Sure. Coffee?” Nia offered, as she was desperate for some herself. It wouldn’t help her nerves, but she didn’t care, just wanted the caffeine. They both declined, and she started the pot anyway from inside the closet floor. It sputtered away against the intensity that the men had brought into her abode. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “An interesting question, isn’t it . . . considering that you really have no idea why we’re here,” Rand watched her with a blank expression, one she guessed he’d used a million times to intimidate, to get answers. 
 
   Avoiding his grey eyes, Nia focused on his wrinkled brow. 
 
   “Your roommate was found this morning, in an alley, downtown. She’s barely alive, in the hospital now.”
 
   Nia gasped in shock, in terror, unable to utter a single word. I shouldn’t have left her. I should’ve looked harder . . . oh God. 
 
   The detectives watched her intently, as if they could read her internal dialogue. 
 
   She covered her face and hid under the hot tears as they came. She had no control over them. “I lost her in the crowd. I don’t know. We were dancing, having fun.”
 
   “Using fake ID’s. Her brother copped to it. He’s blaming himself,” said Blithe. 
 
   “I don’t know what happened. I swear. We were dancing. She went off with this guy.”
 
   “What guy?” Rand asked, inching closing to her in the rolling chair. 
 
   “It was dark, strobe lights. He was tall . . .” Nia ran her hand into her scalp trying to remember. All she could see was those green eyes, feel that kiss again, invading her soul with precise control. 
 
   “You need to remember. We only have so much time within the attack window. These hours are crucial to our investigation. Now, you are not a suspect . . . yet . . . but you need to tell us what you know. You only have your own skin to save here, and you must realize that what you say could help catch the culprit, help your friend,” said Rand. 
 
   She pulled on her hair, like she was pulling on the memories, trying to stimulate something. “The guy, he was blond, but not as bright as hers—a dirty blond. He was tall—”
 
   “You said that,” said Blithe. 
 
   The coffee dinged done, and she went for her worn, red mascot mug, filled it, and returned to her bed. A few sips later, she was feeling something. But the taste of it was awful. Must be off, she thought. 
 
   “He was good-looking, not thin, built actually, like he lifted weights—a bodybuilder type.”
 
   “Good, good,” said Blithe. “Keep going.”
 
   Nia put the mug down as a sensation of nausea waved over her. “I don’t know. That’s it, I guess. I don’t feel very good.”
 
   “That’s good for now. Here’s our card. Call us if you think of anything. And stay put. Don’t leave town for now.”
 
   “I’m not a suspect,” she said. “Can you tell me what happened to her?”
 
   “Stabbed. She was stabbed. We’re also going to be back in an hour to tape off this room.”
 
   “What? But I live here. I have nowhere to go.”
 
   “I’m sure you can figure something out with the RA. We already notified him of the situation.”
 
   “Andy knows about this?”
 
   “Yes, he’s aware, and he’ll help you move. But you can’t take anything with you right now. This could be a crime scene, if she dies.”
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   “It’s family only, at this point. Remember, don’t leave town,” repeated Blithe. 
 
   Nia closed her eyes. The detectives left without another word. If only she could run off. She could go home, but no. There were sour feelings there from her mother—too much money, too much money—her mother had complained about the first-quarter tuition and board. The bill had come in higher than expected. Nia was forced into a job to contribute or they’d pay nothing. Nia’s father had disagreed with the whole thing, had a soft spot for his only girl. 
 
   “The knife!” Nia checked the previous night’s pile that she’d kicked under the bed. There was no knife. Her cobalt eyes just about bugged out of her head, and the nausea washed over her again. “I left it in that cubicle. I’m done for. But they never mentioned Johnny.” None of it was making sense to her. 
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   “Why is this happening to me?” Nia said, stuffing some things into her suitcase. She didn’t care about their orders. She unplugged the coffee maker and shoved it on top of the heap then zipped it all closed. This is my stuff.
 
   “Why, hello there,” said Andy, hanging in the doorway like the oddity he was. He was in control this time, and it read all over his face like a football player that had just scored that hard-fought touchdown. 
 
   “Where do I go then?”
 
   “Well . . .” He grinned as if the horny genius was finally going to get what was coming to him—a fine piece of ass. “I know, as the RA, that there are rules to be followed, but considering these dark and horrific circumstances and the thrift of your eviction, there is only one bed open in McCann—a spare cot in my RA suite. I know. I know. Really, you don’t have to thank me or anything. I did have to pull some major strings to get this set up.”
 
   She could feel the lie—he hadn’t done a thing. There were probably other places she could go, but Nia didn’t really have any other options at this point, and lastly, she didn’t have the power, so she nodded and watched the geek practically get erect from the excitement of having the female of his dreams stay in his room. She grimaced inside. It was awful, to say the least. 
 
   “Let me help.” he interjected, covering the bulge with one hand. 
 
   Only bad things can come from this, she thought, rolling her case down to the other end of the hall and into his room, which was covered with astrological charts, space paraphernalia dangling from the ceiling, and one large, white telescope, which she knew was used for other things besides just looking at stars. His room was neat and tidy and four times the size of her own room. A life-sized alien figure stood against the far wall, black eyes watching them. 
 
   “You get this room for free?” Nia asked. 
 
   “Yip, but you know, RA—it’s not that easy, not like people think. Do you know how much drinking and pot smoking I have to deal with nightly?”
 
   “Pot’s legal now. Who cares?”
 
   “Not under twenty-one.”
 
   Nia sat on her new cot, all done up in white sheets and a white blanket. “Thanks. I know I could have just been booted elsewhere.”
 
   “No problem. I’ll go and let you get settled in. You still want to go for breakfast?”
 
   “I owe you double now, don’t I?”
 
   “Yeah, but now that Hana is away, I figure you’ll need time, you know. I don’t want to push anything.”
 
   “I’ll get settled. Maybe I’ll meet you down there in the few, okay?” Nia held her stomach now. 
 
   Andy left, and Nia lay back on the cot, unable to shake the nausea. It was getting so strong that she ended up inching back out in the hall toward the communal bathroom. A quick minute later, she was vomiting violently in the white toilet—bright blood. The taste of iron was so strong, she had to hurl again. 
 
   She hung her head over the awful rim. “Oh, Hana. I’m sorry I left you in that club. It’s my fault. I should have found you. I was scared. I’m dying,” she said. Nia knew it deep down, knew that her life was fading. She could feel it, like the veil between this world and the next was thinning and she could poke a hole in the atmosphere and reveal something dark, something evil. 
 
   Whispers echoed around her as she fell to the floor dizzy. Next she saw black and that was it. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wake up. Wake up.” Several voices echoed underneath the sound of a siren. “Nia, you are in an ambulance. You have lost much blood. We’re transfusing you.”
 
   Just a blurry fog was all Nia could see when she tried to open her eyes. She closed them again giving into the feeling of death that hung around. 
 
   “What’s this on your neck, Nia; can you tell us?”
 
   No words escaped her pale lips. She wanted to say something, but couldn’t. There was just the lull, the hum of the ambulance, the voices, all merging into the background—all insignificant in comparison to where she was headed. 
 
   Her grandmother smiled, holding that same orange Cheshire cat that she always held. She’d had the furry thing cremated too upon its death, and Nia’s parents buried them together in the dry Eastern Washington desert. Her grandmother smiled and waved as if to greet her, welcome her to the next plane. 
 
   “She’s going . . . she’s going . . .” 
 
   More noise filled the small space, sending Grandma and dear kitty away. 
 
   Nia’s body jolted back to life as the paramedics shocked 360 joules of current into her, gave her breath through the Ambu bag, and compressed her chest up and down. 
 
   More pain—that’s just what I need, Nia thought as she came to. 
 
   “Stable, run the epi drip.” The crew wheeled Nia to the ICU, where more people fretted, more slammed blood into her veins. All the while Nia knew, deep down, that it was all for nothing. He was coming for her. She could feel him near. 
 
   “Johnny,” she said. 
 
   “Who?” asked the old, white-haired ICU nurse, wrapping a blood-pressure cuff around her new patient’s arm. 
 
   “Johnny. Johnny . . . Last Bitten.” Nia faded once again. 
 
   CPR commenced in the dimly lit room among the red, blinking lights and brash alarms. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was dark, and the moon crept over the green-tinted windows. The green-silver clouds came with, beckoning to all the lost souls. The heavy ICU room door creaked open and something rolled in—an unformed, black mass. 
 
   Nia lay pale on her death bed, half her face illuminated by shades of green and the other half in black shadow. Dark-red blood pumped into her veins from unknown donors. An array of other drugs followed in too, into the octopus of IVs speckling her arms and neck. 
 
   The black mass took form—a man in a long, black trench with lapels standing attention and bright-green eyes phosphorescing. 
 
   “Nia . . . my Nia,” he whispered, floating on air to take a closer look. “I missed you, my Nia. Should you die a mortal life? Should you live forsaken—my Last Bitten? Stunning you are, sleeping perfectly under those pristine, white hospital sheets.” The dark-souled Jonny caressed her white cheek with the back of his hand. His nails were long, and he used one to slice into his palm and held the dark treasure above her lip. Giving a squeeze, a single drop fell upon Nia’s lip. 
 
   The ICU door slammed back open, “She’s right here, Mrs. Flynn. She’s here for the time being.” The old nurse showed Nia’s mother into the room.”
 
   A dark shadow lingered in the corner, surveying. 
 
   Mrs. Flynn was in shock: tubes everywhere, the awful click of the breathing machine, the smell. She covered her mouth. “What happened to her?”
 
   “We’re not sure. She’s lost a lot of blood; we’re almost caught up. Her heart couldn’t take it. She coded twice. She’s critical.” The nurse hung another bag of fluid and checked the IV pump rates. 
 
   “What’s this on her lip?” Mrs. Flynn accused, sad and angry all at the same time. “Is that blood? Why is there blood on her lip?” Nia’s mother flashed her cobalt-blue eyes at the nurse; she looked similar to Nia except old—black hair splashed with grey and weight up from menopause. 
 
   “I’m not sure.” The nurse was nervous, scampering around for a cloth. She donned some gloves and wiped the spot away.”It must be from when I removed the last bag of blood. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine, I’m just . . . my husband . . . her father, he’s on the East Coast on business. I called him; he’s on his way, but . . . I . . .” Mrs. Flynn began to cry but stopped as she felt an uneasiness surround her. She scanned the room. “Are we alone here?” she asked, panicking suddenly. 
 
   “Yes, it’s just us. Are you all right? Can I get you anything? Water? Tea? I can set you up a cot so you can sleep here, be with your daughter.”
 
   “No, don’t leave me alone in here. I don’t know what it is. Something is wrong.” Mrs. Flynn went to the window and watched the green moon disappear under the clouds, along with all the light. The room turned black with just the blue and reds from the vital signs monitor. She felt cold. She pulled her long, purple raincoat tighter around her. “Can we not turn on a light?”
 
   “I would, but we shouldn’t interrupt her body’s biorhythms, except if absolutely necessary. Come, I’ll get you set up, something to eat and drink maybe. You can come back in when I get the cot set up. It’s overwhelming, I know. Take a minute alone with her, and I’ll meet you outside here.”
 
   Nodding, Mrs. Flynn stood by her daughter’s head, “Can I touch her?”
 
   “I would prefer you not, with all the lines and such.”
 
   “I can’t even touch my daughter. She may die, and you won’t let me even touch her.”
 
   “It’s for safety, infection reasons. Please, I don’t mean to be strict—she is extremely unstable. I cannot emphasize that enough.”
 
   “Fine.” Mrs. Flynn clenched her jaw and her fists. “Leave us.” The nurse did. 
 
   Taking her only daughter’s hand in hers and caressing her forehead, Mrs. Flynn gave her daughter a soft kiss.”I’m sorry I was so hard on you. I didn’t mean to be so hard on you. My girl.”
 
   “My Nia,” the voice whispered. 
 
   Mrs. Flynn jumped back, bumping into the IV lines, knocking the IV pump over. The lines ripped from Nia’s body, blood splattered the white sheets, and the alarms wailed as Nia’s vitals tanked. Mrs. Flynn screamed running into the hall, “Emergency! I have an emergency! I need help!”
 
   The black shadow quickly swept over Nia’s bed and dripped dark-red blood into Nia’s mouth—delivered at last. The shadow then retreated, out the door along the floor, as the bodies rushed in. The fight began to save Nia’s life. 
 
   “I’m so sorry. It’s my fault, it’s all my fault. It was an accident.” Mrs. Flynn cowered in the corner as the ICU staff attempted to save her daughter’s life for the third time. They pumped her chest until there were no more compressions to be done and no more drugs to be injected. The worn, red code cart sat awry. 
 
   It was too late. The lines on the monitor went flat as heads hung low. Mrs. Flynn cried to the unforgiving world.”My baby, my baby. What have I done? What have I done?”
 
   The old nurse flashed Mrs. Flynn a malicious glance, and Mrs. Flynn took it, because she knew the old battle axe was right. 
 
   “Time of death 0101,” the young, brunette ICU doctor stated. He turned to Mrs. Flynn. “I am very sorry for your loss.”
 
   “What do I do now?” Mrs. Flynn was frantic; she stood hands out to the ICU code team. “What do I do? It was an accident. I didn’t mean to. I’ve killed my daughter.”
 
   The doctor approached her. “There will be an investigation. You will need to remain here. I’m sorry.”
 
   In shock, Mrs. Flynn fell back, fell to the hard, white, intolerant floor. She didn’t know what to say. It was a nightmare—a parent’s worst nightmare. They all stood in silence, unable to fully comprehend what had just happened. 
 
   BEEP . . . BEEP . . . 
 
   They all looked up at the vitals monitor. The reds, the blues, the greens emerged from left to right—proof life’s lines. 
 
   BEEP . . . BEEP . . . BEEP  . . . BEEP  . . . 
 
   “She has a rhythm,” the doctor yelled. “She has a rhythm.”
 
   The sounds picked up, and the medical team ran about the room not knowing exactly what to do—total chaos erupted. 
 
   “She’s alive? She’s alive!” Mrs. Flynn cried out. 
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   “No—stop, don’t open the blinds.”
 
   “Why not? It’s beautiful out. You should see the view.”
 
   “Just don’t. Please.”
 
   “Very well, Nia. I’m reluctant to release you today,” said the tired Doc. His shift was hitting the thirty-six-hour mark, and he was beginning to think he’d imagined the night. 
 
   “Why? I feel fine. Can’t I just go? Haven’t you all tortured me enough?” Nia said, surveying the young doctor. He looked awfully tasty. She felt a pang hunger and tried to push away the unusual new thoughts—this urge to bite, yank into flesh, and—
 
   “How about we at least wait till this evening? We need to run a few more tests,” he approached her bed and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
   His move—the intimacy—excited her, and she felt her heart racing. It boomed through her ears as she watched the pulse on his wrist bounding, thriving; his life force was strong—nubile. She could sense it. Nia leaned forward for a kiss. 
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, lulled by her sensual touch. 
 
   She batted her long, black lashes catching his striking, brown eyes. “Do you want me?” she asked with an innocent smile. 
 
   He closed his eyes. “Yes, I—” 
 
   “Shhhhhh,” she hushed, kissing his wrist, licking his pulse lightly. An urge washed over her to take a bite, just one bite. 
 
   Not yet. 
 
   “I must, I must,” she argued. 
 
   Wait, my Nia. 
 
   Nia withdrew from the doctor’s tempting wrist. “I don’t want any more tests. I want to go home tonight. I must leave tonight.”
 
   “Okay,” the doctor agreed, under her spell. “You may go tonight. I will write the order.”
 
   “Yes, go write the orders. And tell my mother I want to see her. She’s out there, yes?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered like a robot. 
 
   “Tell her to come in, as I’ve heard what happened.”
 
   “I will,” he said, unable to take his eyes off the white-skinned angel. She was all-consuming. “Anything else? Anything at all? Tell me . . .”
 
   “Go. I need my privacy.”
 
   He didn’t want to leave, but he did as he was told—the good little doctor. 
 
   The door remained open, and Nia’s mother guiltily ambled in. 
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “Nia.”
 
   Nia shook her head. “Mom, Mom. I didn’t know you were out for blood.” Nia watched the blood pumping through her mother’s aging body—a strong heart and a strong will this woman had. 
 
   “I’m sorry. It was an accident. I heard something in the room. I was startled. I can’t express how sorry I really am. I love you. You’re my girl. I know I’ve been hard on you these past few months. I’ve been under a lot of stress with your father traveling, and money has been tight.”
 
   Nia sighed and reached out a hand to her mother. She took the warmth of her in. 
 
   “You’re so cold, Nia. The doctor told me you want to go home later. I really think you should stay here. You didn’t see what happened last night. It was. . .” A single tear dropped down her fine-lined, heavily painted cheek. 
 
   “I died. I know. I died. I saw Grandma.”
 
   “What?” Nia’s mom backed up, disbelieving.
 
   “Willy was there too—her cat. That cat was always fat.”
 
   “Why are you saying these things? Are you trying to hurt me?”
 
   “Of course not. I only tell the truth. You know I’ve never been a good liar.”
 
   A new, younger blonde nurse popped her head in the door. “You have a phone call; just press the red button there. Phone is on your table.”
 
   Nia glanced at her mother, who had backed up near the door. “You don’t have to stay. You can go. Really, I’ll be fine. 
 
   The woman hesitated, then nodded and left, walking as if the weight of the universe was upon her shoulders. 
 
   Nia picked up. “Yes.”
 
   “Are you okay? Do you need me to come get you?” It was her Andy. 
 
   Nia smiled now as she knew exactly what she wanted. “Yes. Come get me, Andy. Please. I need you.”
 
   “You do?” He sighed in relief. 
 
   “Yes, Andy. You’re all I think about, though I’ve denied it all this time. I need you, Andy.”
 
    She heard him stumble over some furniture. 
 
   “Tonight, Andy. I want you tonight.”
 
   He stuttered, unable to get a word out. “Uh . . . uh . . .”
 
   “You know it, Andy. You can feel it, can’t you?” She giggled slyly, but certain that they both knew what was about to dawn. 
 
   “Yes,” he said. 
 
   “Come, Andy. Come.”
 
   Dropping his cell to the floor then retrieving it, Andy sputtered out an almost incomprehensible sentence. “I’m coming . . . uh, uh . . . there . . . I mean, soon. Tell me when.” His voice sounded frenzied. 
 
   “Focus, Andy. I need you. Seven. Bring me something to wear.” she said. “When it’s dark. You know I like the dark. I’ve always enjoyed the dark.”
 
   “I do too,” he said, “and the stars in the sky. I love stars. I love—”
 
   She hung up on him, smiling and tapping her red nails. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Faster. Drive faster,” Nia demanded. 
 
   “I’ll get a ticket. Campus police is always out,” Andy argued. . 
 
   Nia touched him. “Do as I have asked. You must.”
 
   He pressed down on the pedal and glanced over at her, as if trying to figure out a great mystery. Surely I seem different to him, she thought. He must be wondering . . . 
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked, honestly concerned. 
 
   Slipping her hand down onto his scrawny thigh, she answered slowly with intent. “I must say this: there is something wrong. You’re very observant. I’ve always known that about you.” She yanked her hand away and pulled down the old Civic’s vanity mirror. The holes on her neck were gone. She flipped it back up. “I’m not sure exactly. My memories of it all are blurry. I remember . . .” Nia paused, glancing up at the full, friendly moon. “As I told my own mother, I remember my grandmother. She said something to me. She said, ‘Stay in the light. Come with us. ’ She seemed happy at first, but then she was scared, like a terrible fear washed over her silken, wrinkly face. I’ve never seen her like that before.”
 
   “You’re grandmother visited you in the hospital?”
 
   “No. She’s dead.” Nia’s voice rang hollow like an empty grave. 
 
   “You had a near-death experience. They come, you know. They come for you.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your loved ones on the other side. I’ve heard stories in my own family. You know, tales, myths of sorts. It’s true.”
 
   “She lost.”
 
   “What do mean?” Andy parked now in the packed dorm lot and got out to open Nia’s door for her. They stepped out onto the dead, trodden leaves. 
 
   “I’m here now with you,” she beamed taking his hand, not letting it go. The moonlight struck her face, and she almost glowed underneath its touch. 
 
   Andy squinted under the brightness of her and squeezed her fingers. “You’re so cold Nia; let’s get some food in you.”
 
   “No, I want to go to your room. I want to lie down.” She raised one brow at him. 
 
   He awkwardly smirked, turning away from her as if battling some internal conflict. “Okay,” he said locking his car drawing her along. 
 
   They received many a peculiar look from their counterparts as they entered the dorm lobby and pressed the elevator button up. People actually turned to watch them enter the steel coffin. 
 
   The doors dinged closed, and Nia leaned close into Andy, unzipping his black, dated jacket. He wore a white t-shirt underneath. She snuck a finger under it and ran it along his thin, soft stomach. “Oh, Andy,” she teased, moving down to undo the top button of his jeans. 
 
   “Nia.” He leaned back against the woody elevator wall. 
 
   Feeling at his firm alter-ego, he moaned under her grip. She rebuttoned his button as the elevator dinged open. 
 
   Naughty Nia. 
 
   “I know,” she admitted to the voice. 
 
   “You know what?” Andy was going crazy now, absolutely crazy—she knew his mind was reeling; he was aching for more. “This way.” Now Nia pulled him along to their room. She kicked the door open and led him to his bed under the fake ceiling stars. 
 
   Andy turned on the lights. 
 
   “No. Lights off, Andy. On the bed now.”
 
   He did as ordered and laid back after removing his jacket. 
 
   She flipped her red leather jacket, black tank, and black jeans to the floor, wearing just the red lacy bra and red thong that Andy had brought for her to wear. She slowly advanced and climbed the bed to straddle him, bumping up and down a little, cupping her breasts. He certainly was hopping friendly underneath her. 
 
   Andy exhaled reeling in lust and what he thought was true love. 
 
   The newly damned leaned down close now and ran her hands over his white T. “Off with this.” They both clumsily removed his shirt, tossing it on the cardboard alien. She ran a nail right down the center of his body and shifted down so she could unbutton his pants. “Off!” The jeans popped loose, and she teased his tight whites off the same way. “Oh my, Andy. I had no idea.”
 
   He smiled proudly and nodded for her to have some. Carefully slipping her mouth over the hot goodness—taking it all in so deep that Andy purred in a never-ending moan. It only took a couple strokes, a little lick, and Andy almost burst, but Nia left that stick alone and moved up to his neck. 
 
   “Oh my God,” he said. “Oh my God.”
 
   “Oh my God,” she repeated, licking his wanton carotid. 
 
   Just as he wanted to die, she wanted him to die too. The feeling was overwhelming, his blood pumped strong with every vessel glowing under his unsuspecting skin. Every blood cell dashed along a track to hell. Reveling in the feel of it, a thought flashed in Nia’s mind. She shot her head back up, as if the insatiable hunger dipped for just a second. This is Andy. He’s innocent. He’s done nothing to hurt me. She watched him there, trapped in her web. 
 
   The voice interrupted: I did not make you one of us to turn you into that which you loathe—the normal, the weak. Now feed, my Nia, feed and enjoy. 
 
   The voice rang true; the orders were made. 
 
   Licking her teeth, Nia felt them lengthen and sharpen. She whipped her head back down and bit hard into Andy’s hot, salty flesh. The blood pumped into her mouth—the sweet iron washed down her throat and into her ravenous belly. Andy moaned in bliss, moaned in want. She knew what he was after and gave him his last wish, so she stroked his shaft as she sucked the red from his neck. As Andy popped his last pop of his lonely moribund life, Nia took his last drop of blood in her mouth and watched her first victim succumb to the black abyss, an eternal sleep. 
 
   Reaching for his shirt, Nia wiped her mouth and her hands and stole away from his bed. “What have done?” She couldn’t take her eyes off the lifeless body. “What have I done? What have I become? What am I?”
 
   My Nia, you are me. I am you. 
 
   “What? What is that exactly? What have you done to me? What have you made me?” Nia closed her eyes, backing away from the death bed. 
 
   Come to me, my Nia. 
 
   “No, I don’t want this.”
 
   You will come to me, my Nia. 
 
   “No, get out of my head. Get out. Leave me alone. What have you done to me?” she quivered and turned to face the lonely moon. It loomed even brighter now, as if to welcome her to the night. Though she denied it, she felt better than she had ever felt before. The rush washed over her, welcomed her into a world she’d never seen before. She was alive. She was the night. They were one. She slipped to the floor and brought her knees up to her chest feeling this compulsion, an urge to crash out of that window and dance. 
 
   “What have you done to me? I can’t feel like this. This is wrong,” whispering to herself and her maker. She stood suddenly and punched through the glass hard, watching it crash to the wet pavement below. The moon watched her as she leapt out into the darkness, feeling the air beneath, cold yet not. She fell fast—the pavement looming. 
 
   Rise now, rise into the night, the voice guided. 
 
   “I can’t, I can’t,” Nia cried. 
 
   You can. Feel the air. Take it into you. Let it push you up. Meet me now. Come to me!
 
   “I can’t.” Nia ignored the sense to rise, to float, to sail away on black clouds under the diamond sky and see those emerald eyes that she longed for, to see him, her maker. “Johnny.” She hit the pavement. 
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   I deserve this pain. Nia lay face down on the wet sidewalk amidst the sharp, broken glass. Steps crackled towards her. 
 
   “Are you satisfied with yourself?” the voice said, strong and stern. 
 
   “Yes, just let me lie here, whoever you are.”
 
   “No. You’re going to get up before you F this whole thing all up.”
 
   “I can’t move. I don’t feel so hot,” said Nia, grimacing under the many levels of pain. “I thought we types didn’t experience pain.”
 
   “We do, it just doesn’t last as long as human pain. Come on now. Let me give you a hand.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So be it.” The man lifted her anyway. 
 
   Nia kept her eyes shut, didn’t want to see, didn’t want to know what was going to happen next. All she knew is that the man was big—firm like he could toss a thousand pounds with one arm, picking her up like it was nothing. 
 
   “Little girl, you’re trouble. I told him that. I knew it when I saw you standing there, looking guilty as all hell.”
 
   She squeaked an eye open. “Mr. Clean.”
 
   “Don’t call me that. I do clean, especially after the likes of you, but my name is Bruce. No more wisecracks either. I’ll dump you back there again, and you can answer for what you’ve done. They’ll lock you in a jail cell and leave you for the sun—ashes to ashes, my dear.”
 
   “I’m not your dear. I’m no man’s dear.”
 
   “Oh you are now. You’re marked prime beef, hun.”
 
   “No hun’n me either. I won’t call you after swank housewife products and you leave your pet names for some other dumb broad.”
 
   “Feisty, you are. He likes feisty—always did. I don’t know why he bothers.”
 
   “What? This is something he does? Am I a toy? He’ll turn me into a blood-sucking . . . and then what? . . . he plays with me a while and dumps me off somewhere?”
 
   “No, not you.”
 
   Nia cocked her head in curiosity finally opening her eyes all the way, just as Bruce shoved her in the backseat of a silver Hummer, black leather interior.”I don’t get to ride in the front with you?”
 
   “No.” He got in the driver’s seat and roared up the engine. 
 
   Buckling up—realizing it didn’t matter a hoot—Nia arranged herself so she could stare at Mr. Clean’s shiny head. The intent was to somehow burn a hole through the back of his skull, but she guessed her newfound powers didn’t cover that. Instead, something shiny caught her eye. It was a silver-wrapped parcel right beside the big brut—I mean, Bruce. 
 
   “What’s that?” she asked. 
 
   “It’s for you,” said Bruce, handing her the small, heavy bundle. 
 
   Cautiously peeling it open, Nia discovered it was a ring box; the case was sterling, old, and slightly tarnished, engraved in some words that were in an unfamiliar language. Her heart skipped a beat as the excitement rose—never received a ring before from anyone. She clicked it open and inside was a large emerald, cut into the shape of a heart and surrounded by petite pave diamonds. The setting was platinum. 
 
   “Ah!” Nia quietly exclaimed. “What’s this? Is this really for me?”
 
   “Yes. Put it on your ring finger, left hand.”
 
   “I can’t put it there. I’m not married.”
 
   “Um . . .” Bruce clicked his tongue. 
 
   “How? How can I be married? We never exchanged vows. I never said yes. Johnny never asked me anything.”
 
   “You followed him back in the club. You accepted his offer. You said yes when he asked you for forever.”
 
   “I did not. He tricked me. He lured me and used me, and then he bit me.” Nia examined the translucent emerald. It had an inner glow, an inner fire that seemed to dance as the moonlight played upon it. 
 
   “You are his virgin bride. I am to deliver you, but cleaned up you must be first, and a gown is in order.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The official ceremony is being arranged as we speak. We don’t have much time. There are many waiting for us, but you had to feed first. And look at you. You’re a mess. I don’t know if your cuts will heal beforehand.” Bruce studied Nia; she had one long, thin cut across her chin, a scrape on her right cheek and dead center on her forehead. 
 
   “And what about Andy—you just leave him there? Everyone in the dorm will know by now that I was with him and all my stuff is in there. The cops will be after me sooner or later. First my roommate in the hospital—detectives already came around about it. I’m so screwed. They suspect me—that I knifed my best friend. I mean I barely knew her, but still.”
 
   “All that being said, it’s being taken care of. Andy knew too much about you anyway. He had to go.”
 
   “What? What do you mean? How do you know all this? Is this whole thing a setup?”
 
   Bruce kept his eye on the road. 
 
   “Answer me right now. I can’t believe this.” Nia held up the ring so Bruce could see it in the rearview. “Answer me now or I toss this out the window, this BIG ring, I’ll toss it.”
 
   Bruce remained silent. 
 
   “That’s it!” Nia pushed the window button, but nothing happened. “I’ll smash this window out with my bare fists. I know I can. I know I’m strong. I can feel it inside. I feel different. I know this.”
 
   “Just relax. We’re almost there.” Bruce turned off the freeway, down the curling exit ramp through quiet, plush, rural streets. 
 
   “Johnny lives in Bellevue?” Nia asked, overloaded by the allure. 
 
   They drove down an isolated street, packed with mega-expensive waterfront homes. 
 
   “And he’s neighbors with Bill Gates?”
 
   Bruce smiled. “Johnny’s is further down. And the ceremony isn’t there. It’s . . . well, we don’t need to get into that yet.”
 
   Nia ogled the ring again and held it loosely on her index finger. It was a heavy sucker, and she wasn’t prepared to put it on quite yet—didn’t feel right about it for some unknown reason. It was a gut-niggling thing. She wanted to try it on and was certainly tempted to, thinking about Johnny again, the way he danced with her, held her, kissed—so intimate, like he loved her, had loved her forever—but I’ve never met him till that night. This makes no sense. The sex was so cold with him. 
 
   After checking in with a gate guard, the magic began. Through packed pines, down a slick, black road, they arrived at a home unlike any other in that part of the city. The mansion was built like a modern-day castle: dark-grey exterior, conical black spires on the four corners, green passion vine cascading over the very large archway . . . but not a single window in sight. It was set back a ways from Lake Washington, but still allowed for direct access to the water. The odd guard dressed in attack-black, surveying the grounds and the upper ramparts. 
 
   Nia clicked the ring back into its pretty box and exchanged her fancy of it for the fancy of the castle. She exited the car just as Bruce handed her a heavy, woolen blanket to hide her red lingerie. 
 
   “This way,” he said. 
 
   There were no words for her sense of wonder. 
 
   The large, heavy, black-iron portal doors slid open, as though weightless. A female butler in a feminine fitted tux set with a red bowtie showed them into the gothic heaven. It was a place for kings and queens. Red-crystal chandeliers illuminated the dark ensemble of red carpets, baroque-style arches, and black walls with a majestic center staircase that led up to the upper-level balcony. 
 
   Nia knew they were going up and away, and they did. Upon hitting the upper level and making a left down the red-candlelit hall, the butler offered Nia a gold chalice, expectantly placed on black-marble table with marble legs adorned in carved cherubs. Nia took the cup and drank, peering in at the dark liquid. 
 
   “Blood?” she asked. 
 
   The butler nodded. 
 
   “Drink,” Bruce insisted. “You must keep up, for the night ahead will be busy and you will be tested.”
 
   “Tested? What now? I thought this was a done deal.” Nia drank and enjoyed the sweeter flavor, tinted with a hint of mint. “Refreshing.” 
 
   “I stay here. You go up with Florence; she’ll introduce you to your coffin room.”
 
   The stairs spiraled up; Nia followed the blonde bombshell, realizing she hadn’t uttered a single word. 
 
   “Are we in one of the towers?” Nia asked, gripping the ring box in one hand and the chalice in the other. 
 
   Florence opened the heavy, red door with a single white calla lily carved dead center. It looked real. Nia stroked the smooth curves then entered to find the room filled with real calla lilies. She gasped. “How does Johnny know I love these?” She looked to Florence, who had disappeared off into a walk-in closet on the right. Nia flopped onto the silkiness of the bedding on the cherry-wood, four-poster bed. It was obviously centuries old; she could feel it speak. Memories of something flashed in her mind, something bad—pain. She jumped back up.”Where’s the coffin?”
 
   Florence pointed to the large mirror that hung on the left side of the room. 
 
   “What, you don’t speak? What is it?” Nia asked, leery of the silence. 
 
   Florence shook her head no. 
 
   “Why not? Wait staff banned from talking?”
 
   Florence shook her head no and looked down as if ashamed. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry. I guess I never thought that you were mute. I’m sorry if I offended you in any way.”
 
   Florence nodded then signed something with her hands. 
 
   “Oh, I . . . I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you mean. I don’t know ASL.” Nia shrugged palms open as they both stood in front of the large, silver, antique mirror. “I guess I’ll have to learn.”
 
   Florence reached a hand out to her, took Nia’s hand and held it, then opened her mouth. Nia backed up in shock. “You have no tongue?”
 
   Florence nodded and smiled sadly. 
 
   “Should I ask how that happened? I mean, you could write for me.”
 
   Florence nodded no, then took Nia’s hand again this time cupping it in her own. Florence nodded and closed her eyes, then motioned for Nia to do the same. 
 
   A scene unraveled in Nia’s conscious, like she’d flashed back fifteen years. She saw a young, ethereal woman framed in long, sleek, white-blonde hair that just barely touched the white marble floor. The woman held a pair of scissors, inching slowly but surely toward her. Nia felt her arms tied, all the while drowning in an awful sense of fear and hatred. 
 
   Nia let go in shock and covered her face. “She cut out your tongue?”
 
   Florence nodded again, the hurt in her hazel eyes. 
 
   “Because you broke her favorite vase? I just don’t get that. Who is this woman? That is so awful— You don’t ever need to worry about me doing something like that, okay?” Nia gave Florence a hug, feeling the middle-aged woman’s anguish and mortality. “I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   Nia deeply felt Florence’s pain. This new ability to connect with others was strange, to say the least. In their embrace, Nia also knew that Florence hadn’t touched another person in many years. Why she had touched Nia just now, Nia wasn’t sure. They had instantly bonded. 
 
   Nia pointed back at the mirror. “Am I missing something?”
 
   Florence smiled and pressed on the left side of the mirror. It swung open and another set of stairs led up into the top spire itself. The room was very small, and a coffin lay upon the floor—a single lily carved upon the silver lid. On the other side of the coffin, another set of stairs went straight down. 
 
   “Wow,” said Nia, bending for a closer look. “I don’t know about this . . . I don’t think I can sleep in there. I mean I know the routine. I’ve seen the movies. It’s just not me really, but that bed . . . can I sleep there?”
 
   Florence gave her a serious look, nodding towards the shining casket. 
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   Nodding yes and gesturing for Nia to follow, as she moved, Florence hurried back down the stairs into the walk-in closet. She could hear rustling and then Florence emerged with a massive, emerald-green, basque-styled gown with an emerald-beaded corset. The skirt flounced out in many layers of tulle. 
 
   It was enough to send Nia begging for a hot shower. 
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   What am I doing? What am I doing? This isn’t real. I’m not a slave to the night. I’m just not. I’m not one of them. I don’t even know this Johnny, and I’m married to him just because I said yes, in a club, drunk out of my wits? We’re not married—not really. This whole thing is farce. I’m deranged. Of all the things I have done in my life . . . What’s wrong with me? This dress, this ring, everything. Oh my God—Johnny. What have you done to me? What are you doing to me?
 
   “A bit of the wedding jitters?”
 
   “I guess,” said Nia, watching the only constant in her world—the moon—and even it changed night to night. Maybe nothing was constant. 
 
   “It’s normal. Don’t fret.”
 
   “I am fretting, if that’s what you want to call it, Bruce. You have me locked in this room in this unknown location with nothing, but what?—this odd circular window to glare out, and I just don’t really get what in the exact heavens in going on. I have to just walk down the aisle in front of a bunch of bloodsucking strangers?”
 
   “Yes,” said Bruce. He had redressed in an all-black, Dupioni silk tux. 
 
   “You are one of them too. I didn’t notice before, but I do now in this awful, quiet room. You just fed too . . . while I was getting ready, right? Who was it? Some innocent?”
 
   Bruce raised one serious-bushy, silver brow. “You are going to walk down that aisle. You know you want to.” He winked. “You’ve always known. You just don’t remember.”
 
   “See, now you are playing games, messing with my mind. None of this is happening.” Nia closed her surly eyes, folded her arms, and leaned her head on the window glass. Her mind felt just as tight as her gothic hairdo—just one black strand left to escape over her ivory cheek. Still holding the emerald ring, she exhaled over the prison of the laced-up corset. 
 
   The iron door swung open. 
 
   “It’s time. Bring her.” 
 
   Surprised, Nia stared at the woman standing in the doorway. She had long, sleek, white-blonde hair that just barely touched the black-marble floor and wore a tight, black-crystal gown that hid all of her skin except her bursting décolletage. Nia’s dark heart sank at the sight of this stunning creature, remembering what she had done to Florence . . . and God knows what else. 
 
   The woman smiled at her warmly like she already knew Nia’s thoughts. “I am Emelle. I am your maid of honor. Bruce is the best man, if you hadn’t already figured that out.”
 
   “I am Nia, if you haven’t already figured that out.” Nia dropped her hands on her hips
 
   “Ah ah ahhhh . . .” Emelle chastised Nia, waving a long, black nail at her, then she snuck up behind Bruce and pressed her chest into his back. “We have a biter here. She’ll fit right in, won’t she, Bruce?” He took a step forward and away from Emelle, whose arms dropped to match the melancholy of her pouted, purple lips and sad, purple eyes. “He’s waiting. They are all waiting. We can make bosom acquaintances later, yes?” 
 
   Nia didn’t answer, but felt a sense of urgency which stuck her straight in the chest. “Let’s do this.”
 
   The three stood in the doorway, Nia in the center, the other two holding her arms. The room ahead was long, narrow, and dark. Green swirls of light danced along the walls like the aurora borealis, and the original Pachelbel’s Canon D sang through theirs, into their hearts, pulling at all the empty, black souls who packed the rows. If it was only for a minute the crowd felt what it was to be human again, touched by violin and harpsichord kisses. 
 
   A single tear ran down Nia’s cheek when she saw Johnny in his all-emerald tux, standing front and center before the ebony, happy cherubs and calla-lilied alter. She knew right there and then in that single moment that she knew Johnny; she’d always known him. She still didn’t know why . . . just that this was the right thing to do—to walk down that aisle into the arms of the only man she’d ever loved. 
 
   My Nia. 
 
   His eyes flashed her that passionate green, and the ring warmed in her hand as if it had a mind of its own. 
 
   Come home to me, Nia. Marry me, my Nia. It’s always been you, for all eternity. As the stars grace the sky and the moon sings, join me now, my Nia. Sing with me forever. Walk with me this glorious night—a night of nights where two dark hearts join as one and escape the sun! 
 
   My Nia. 
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, splitting the crowd in her emerald gown, her train spraying behind her like a comet’s tail. 
 
   As the three reached the altar, the green swirl of lights moved to highlight the bride and groom, as if stuck in their own little galaxy. 
 
   A shadowed man stood before them—the red glow of some face hidden under a black, hooded cloak. His words boomed loud and clear as the music eased away, “Dearly departed, we are gathered here today under this Emerald Night. Even love and death lasts the ages. It doesn’t just abandon after mere mortal love. Love is timeless. It binds us all as we walk through this valley in the shadow of death. Answer me, fallen angels.”
 
   Johnny and Nia held hands, gripping the magic ring between them. 
 
   “Johnny, do you take Nia to be your wedded wife, to flourish together after His ordinance in unholy matrimony? Do you promise to love her, to honor and cherish her, in joy and in sorrow, under the night and in death, and to be to her in all things a good husband as long as you both shall exist?”
 
   “I do,” said Johnny. 
 
   “Nia, do you take Johnny to be your wedded husband, to flourish together after His ordinance in unholy matrimony? Do you promise to love him, to honor and cherish him, in joy and in sorrow, under the night and in death, and to be to him in all things a good wife as long as you both shall exist?”
 
   “I do,” said Nia. 
 
   “Father in hell, You ordained marriage for Your fallen angels. We present to You Johnny and Nia, who come this day to be married. May the covenant of the love they make be blessed with true devotion.”
 
   Lifting Nia’s hand and placing a single kiss upon it, Johnny slipped the large, emerald heart upon her left ring finger. He finally spoke, “Nia, my Nia, I love you, I always have—in eternity we dance.” 
 
   Emelle passed Nia Johnny’s band to do the same. It was a perfectly smooth platinum band with a one carat round emerald in the center, large fang prongs holding it in place. 
 
   Taking Johnny’s hand, Nia closed her eyes, and as she slid the ring on his finger, he allowed her one single memory. 
 
    
 
   It was another place, another time. 
 
   The crescent moon lowly lit the plush, humid garden. Nia and Johnny sat on the edge of an extravagant fountain with a naked statue of Amphitrite at the center, water springing forth from all around her. 
 
   “We will never drink of these waters again,” said Johnny, dressed all in black as always, slowly sliding his hand under the glow of the blue current. 
 
   “I will,” said Nia. “I want to be human again. I want to feel all there is to feel. I want to taste . . . a grape, a juicy piece of chocolate, bread upon butter, salt upon my tongue.” She felt the dawn of time weighing upon her lifeless body. There was more to eternity than this, and she knew it. “I will find a way. I will.”
 
   “As long as you find your way back to me,” said Johnny. 
 
    
 
   Flashing back to the current moment, Nia focused in on her husband, the man she once knew. She pulled her hand back and away, tucked it tight in against her chest. “You brought me back to this? You brought me back to this world of death and pain and suffering? Why would you do this to me? You knew I didn’t want this life again.”
 
   “I love you,” Johnny said. “I can’t bear to be without you another day.”
 
   “You should have left me . . . you should have left me alone in my measly human existence!”
 
   “You agreed twenty years. The twenty years is now over, and we are to be united.” Johnny moved toward her, but she backed away, searching the room for a way out. 
 
   As the lights spun, so did her mind. “It is too late. This is it. That was my twenty years; there is no going back now. I do love you, Johnny. I do. I’m just not ready for this life again.”
 
   Voices whispered amongst the crowd, making plans, speaking of things to come. A few stood, preparing for the fight. 
 
   “You cannot go.” Johnny nodded to Bruce. “You are Queen. You can never leave.”
 
   “And you can’t hold me hostage. I am Last Bitten. I have the power. I have the say.”
 
   The crowd closed in as did Bruce, with Bruce at the lead. Emelle watched . . . she had waited years for this moment that was about to happen. Everything had been perfectly calculated. She waited for Johnny’s signal, anything to tell her that she was going to be his one-and-only. 
 
   “Last Bitten.” Johnny lowered his head, ran a hand through his spiky, black hair. “State your terms then. You only have twenty-four hours and then you’re mine. You will belong to me, to all of us.” Johnny’s words dowsed the crowd, which cheered and clapped under his statement. All except one—one bitter, purple-eyed female, who’d hoped for a chance to kill. 
 
   “I want away from here, to be alone, to say goodbye to the ones I have come to know.”
 
   “Who? Who would that be? You despise your human mother; your father has been absent; your friend is dead or will be. Who could you possibly say goodbye to? What did they offer you? Nothing! That is all they had to give. We can offer you more. I ask you not to leave on our wedding night. I have waited so long for this, my Nia. I love you, can’t you see that? I let you be on your own for all that time. You agreed to come back to us. Awful things were done to give you the human life you wanted, and now it’s time to return the city to its normal state.”
 
   Nia fell to her knees crying. “I know, Johnny. I know. You let me be. You did give me that. Everything is a blur from before. I just don’t remember. I know that I was sad. That is what I feel. How could it be any different a second time around? Just kill me, then, if I have nothing to go back to. It’s too late anyway. I am just a vampire.”
 
   “No, no . . . you cannot ask this. You cannot use your Last Bitten request just to die. Please don’t do this to me, please.” Johnny knelt down next to her and took her in his arms rocking back and forth. “Is it not enough that I love you? Is it not enough that I waited for you for twenty years? All this time my lonely heart has bled. You are all I have thought about. You have consumed me.”
 
   “This is my request, and it’s too late now. You should have just let me go.” 
 
   Johnny fell back against the hard, unwelcome marble. He looked at Bruce; he looked at Emelle. They had nothing for him. The crowd inched closer as they all knew their place now in that wedding of weddings. The terms had been set. Nia would be put to death, and they would all make sure it happened. Emelle hid her smile, hid her happiness, and dragged Nia to the center of the room, where the green lights danced a dance of endings. 
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   I’m being tested. Is this what Bruce hinted at in the car? What would I choose if it was revealed to me who I really was? Of all the memories Johnny could have picked and he picked that one. Is he in on it too? Is death the right choice, or should I reign as Queen—Queen of the Emerald Night?
 
   Nia watched the porcelain faces, hundreds of pairs of ivory fangs ready to feed. She’d seen this before, she’d participated herself in such horror fairs. The blood of a Queen would be better than anything any of them had ever tasted—blood like nectar. The sheer power of it would seer through their veins, as if they were alive again. She could smell their angst, their wants, and their starvation for something, anything to give them all a glimpse of what they once had so long ago. 
 
   Being alive again had been simple but glorious now that Nia knew exactly what it was she had witnessed. She thought of her little job at the coffee shop, frothing hearts in lattes, scrounging for tips so she could buy that one pair of shoes, smiling at her regulars whom she had come to memorize . . . every order and the exact time they would frequent the place, which glittered with yellow lights and fake violet posies. 
 
   University had delivered more ups than downs. She was failing her statistics class, but excelled in all else—math just wasn’t her thing. She wanted romance, and there was romance in history, foreign language, and astronomy. She understood now exactly why she hadn’t fallen hard for anyone in particular; there was only Johnny, trapped there in the recesses of her human mind. He was the dark figure that had frequented her dreams of desire, the headless man, the man that gave her everything she wanted in sleep. The dreams were so real. They were real. 
 
   Ignoring the group that was about to pounce, she eyed Johnny, who now kneeled before the gothic altar and the cloaked figure. They were speaking in the primordial tongue forged from their vampiric demigods eternities ago. Unable to discern what they were saying, she saw her husband shake his head in a defiant manner then stand angrily—fists in a bunch. 
 
   What is it about Johnny that gets me so? She thought hard, knew the memory was there, deep inside. Come on, come on. You know you can remember . . . you know that you can. How did you meet your Johnny; why is he “the one”? Think . . . 
 
   The answer flashed in her mind just before her the first set of fangs sunk into her flesh—awful, purple eyes smiling while sucking her life away. The hungry hoard pinned her to the ground. Oh, they took their time and they shared. It was agonizing. She knew she deserved it for all the heinous things she had done in her past. It was time to repent. The old memory came forth as the pain deepened simply because she had been turned originally under a sense of agonizing pain and torture, during a time of black death—the bubonic plague. 
 
    
 
   She glanced down in memory at her gangrenous fingers, at the ripe old age of twenty, married to a fat, sweaty tavern owner named Sal. She had wished she was dead—the horrible things he made her do at night, traded by her own mother for a little coin. The Great Plague was last of the black death and had washed London down just like the rest of Europe, and Nia had done all she could to catch the bloody horror. She got her wish, and Sal had given her the boot—freedom at a cost. 
 
   Nearing the end of it all, she found herself milling about the fire-ridden city. Frankincense filling the air, she wafted alone with the smoke, till she met him on her last hours. He went by John then. He was just a simple John, and the two of them had leaned up against one another, trapped down the end of a dank alley—total strangers surrounded by squeals of rats and blackened bubo’ed bodies. They had not uttered a single word between the two them, just kept each other warm as the Grim Reaper paid them a visit. 
 
   But it wasn’t that Grim Reaper; it was another creature entirely. Death did open its door, and out stepped Johnny and Nia, born to the pits of hell where blood spews from the fountain of life. He was her beginning and she was his; they fell in love, eye to eye, hand in hand, souls spent from their bodies entwining as one, locked away in His place, unable to fight as the creature fed upon their bodies and returned a single drop of his own blood to each of them. That same creature, their creator, stood before Johnny at the altar: Daddy Dearest. 
 
    
 
   Feeling that first ounce of something, feeling her origins, she opened her mouth and cried out, “Johnny!” She flicked her bright blues back and forth at the frenzied crowd that now sucked away her dark life force—it was all a mistake. “Johnny!” She couldn’t see him. She called out to him with her thoughts, I don’t want to die, Johnny. I love you. Help me please. 
 
   It’s too late, he answered in thought. You stated your will. Oh, Nia, I don’t want you to go. 
 
   Then don’t let me go . . . save me, Johnny. Her mind cried. 
 
   There will be war if we break the law of Last Bitten. 
 
   I don’t care . . . since when have ever done what we were supposed to? Johnny . . . 
 
   She heard a laugh ring out around the room—it was Johnny. She felt it all slipping away, her essence slipping away. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wake up, my love, wake up. I give you life. I give you mine. Open your lips, my Nia. Drink of me now.”
 
   The blood was hot, like a warm, buttery steak on cold night after a long day’s run in the snow. Nia drank and drank, feeling her senses come back. She opened an eye, her head upon some perfect, white pillow. She looked up to see what she knew to be her favorite painting hanging above her—a single black-and-white calla lily spiraling perfect like the cosmos. It represented her and all that she was and wanted to be. 
 
   “To new beginnings,” said Johnny, slipping on top of her fully nude and ready. 
 
   “Oh, Johnny, what did you do?”
 
   “They are all dead, save a few that escaped—Emelle, Daddy Dearest, a couple others. Bruce is holding the fort.”
 
   “What’s going to happen now?” 
 
   Johnny gave her a small, warm-up kiss on the lips. “We don’t need to worry about those things just yet. The City is still ours for the time being. Seattle is our little emerald kitty. She purrs. Can you hear her? This is our wedding night, and I’ve been waiting for it for decades. Anyway, I’m sleeping with a criminal. You’re wanted for that stabbing.”
 
   “Hana?” Nia ran her hands along Johnny’s amazing back. 
 
   “Yes, your old college roomie. Your picture has been spread all across the Internet and TV. It’s a setup. We have enemies within the ranks; I’ll figure it out soon enough. They’ve got your prints on that knife you stabbed me with. The same one was used on her.”
 
   “Oh uh . . . sorry about that, you know. I didn’t—”
 
   He kissed her again to shut her up. “I found it amusing.”
 
   “You would, wouldn’t you?” She giggled. 
 
   He nodded. “I guess a wedding gift is in order before we get to you know.”
 
   “For me?”
 
   “Yes—you.”
 
   “I want you to save Hana. I want you to bring her with us.”
 
   “We can’t just choose any old human,” said Johnny. 
 
   “That is my wish. Okay?”
 
   “Okay, enough chat for now. Later is later.” He spread Nia’s legs wide and entered her full force, like he was taking her for the first time. He couldn’t help it. He thrust slow and steady at first, then quicker and deeper, giving her everything he wanted to give. 
 
   “Not so fast, Johnny boy, easy,” Nia said, rolling them so that she was on top now and he below. Her long, black hair covered the things he wanted most. He ran his hands over her soft breasts and circled in with his fingers until he reached her hard nipples, then squeezed lightly. She rode him slow, which tortured him even more, as all he wanted her to do was just give in, give in to lust and love, passion and fire, ride him down till they both washed away in a river of tears and joy. She saw the want in his face and resisted a little more so she could play with her happy little knob and join in on the extravaganza. 
 
   The two writhed in hot bliss as she picked up the pace, and he buckled under her drive. They both let out a cry as the spasms flooded their bodies and sent them crashing down into one single pile. 
 
   “I love you,” she said. “I’m sorry for everything, for doubting what we have.”
 
   “I love you too,” said Johnny, flipping her over so he could nibble at the back her silky neck and squeeze her hind. He bit in and yanked back on her hair enjoying the taste of her blood. “I’ve missed this,” he said, savoring the drops, feeling himself perk up again for another round. This time he pressed her hard against the bed and pushed into her so he could pound her away. 
 
   Nia cried out at the intensity of it all as she hadn’t quite recovered from before. “You’re killing me,” she said as she let him do to her what he wanted, and he did. 
 
   Her husband held her hips in place so she couldn’t move and let himself go like the animal that he was. He shuddered at the blast, and this time he fell down beside her—both falling away into a cozy nap. 
 
    
 
   Dreamland came to the Queen. She was by the blue-watered fountain again, in a white dress, chasing Johnny in circles along with the fireflies through the humid, summer night. The water roared, blocking out all other sound, even their happy laughter. As she was just about to catch him, a pair of purple eyes flashed off in the distance, mimicking the look of the bugs that danced with them. Nia ignored the other color, but it drew nearer . . . I’m watching you. 
 
    
 
   Gasping awake, Nia floundered about the bed, confused by her space and time orientation. 
 
   “Emelle. It’s Emelle. She’s the one.”
 
   Johnny yanked the white, silk blankets over them both and tucked Nia in close. “I know,” he said. “She’s been off the past few weeks before your awakening. Something happened while you were off with the humans.”
 
   “What? What is it? Tell me?”
 
   “Emelle. I mean, I know she’s in love with me. I can see it; I can feel it, though she has never spoken of it. She’s my third in command or was till tonight. I should have known that she would do this to you.”
 
   “Do what exactly?” Nia sat bolt upright worried. 
 
   “You saw her just now?”
 
   “Yes. In my dream. Haunting me.”
 
   “She’s planted on you. You’re hers to command.”
 
   “What? I thought that was impossible as I am Queen.”
 
   “She had First Bite when you were in that awful circle. You were supposed to die—that was your request. But it didn’t happen. So now she has moved you in as her Last Bitten. There’s nothing she can do yet, but as the weeks pass, you will fall to her. I should have stopped them. I should have known you’d change your mind.”
 
   “Then I will kill her,” said Nia. 
 
   “We both will,” said Johnny, “otherwise the Emerald Night becomes hers as she becomes Queen.” He took Nia’s hand in his and lifted her delicate hand, kissing her emerald heart. 
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