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      Book Blurb

      Mired in centuries-old customs and rigid traditions carried over from their mortal lives, thechaing-shihelders of New York’s Chinatown don’t quite know how to deal with the upstart Russian vampire, Mistress Viktoria. With their existence in danger, the Elders call upon an ancient blood tie and summon the aid of their kinsman, Liu Sakurai.

      Though he appears to the world as a sensual young man in his mid-twenties, Sakurai is one of the oldest and most powerfulchaing-shihto walk the Earth.He sees humans as not much more than weak playthings and food, and no one is more surprised than Sakurai himself when NYPD Detective Daisuke Matsui manages to capture his attention. Dai is a strong one, full of an inner fire and unusual sexual appetites that Sakurai cannot resist.

      In the mysterious and arrogant vampire, Dai finds the type of person he's been longing for his entire life—someone with a strength of will and determination that matches his own, and a skill to dominate him in ways that make him burn. While trying to unwind the ties his half-brother has to Chinatown’s underworld, Dai is confronted by creatures and events he thought only existed in the legends and stories told by old men. His life is on the line, along with everything he holds dear, but Sakurai’s dark whispers promise a passion Dai is powerless to resist.

      Part One: Then 1988

      “Watts, he’s at it again.”

      Ray Watts rested his elbow on the car door and gave the patrolman leaning in the car window a side-long glance. He stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray under the police tuner in the dashboard. “Where is he?”

      “Near PS 124.” The cop folded his arms across his chest and squinted at Ray from underneath the brim of his checkerboard cap. “Thought I should call you first. After taking him to Beekman to get bandaged up, his little ass is getting hauled to Spofford. Again.”

      Ray laughed under his breath. “I’ll go pick him up.”

      “Christ,” the cop muttered and shook his head. “How many times are you going to bail this kid out?”

      “As many times as it takes.”

      “You know what happened this time?” The patrolman cocked his head to one side and frowned, the lines on his face deepening to crevices in the late afternoon light.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Ray shifted the car out of park, but the cop held up his hand in front of the windshield to stop him from pulling out of the alley and into traffic.

      “He jumped three of Torreto’s kids behind a pawnshop,” the patrolman said.

      His words caught Ray’s attention. It was becoming some kind of right of passage with the other gangs to test new recruits by sending them on ‘kamikaze’ runs against Torreto’s members, many of whom had done their share of jail time while still teenagers.

      “Is he alright?” Ray asked sharply.

      Jim’s frown deepened. “What do you think? The three of them ganged up on the kid and beat the shit out of him. But he didn’t stop fighting.”

      Ray’s hand tightened around the steering wheel. “And?”

      “And, all three of Torreto’s shits ended up bein’ taken by ambulance to the hospital, one of the guys with a concussion so bad they don’t know if he’s going to remember his own fucking name when he wakes up.If he wakes up. Your boy is pretty fucked up too, but it still took two of us to pry him off of the guy.”

      Ray smiled. “He’s tough.”

      “He’s trouble. And he’sin trouble now.”

      “I’ll take care of him.”

      The patrolman put his hand on the edge of the car door. “Listen, Watts. We both know he’s already picked his route to hell. My opinion? Let the courts decide what to do with him.”

      Ray laughed under his breath. “I’m not giving up on Daisuke.”

      “Yeah, well, you should.” With a shake of his head, the patrolman turned away.

      Like hell I will. Ray thought as he pulled out and headed east toward the crime scene.Jesus Christ, I’ve been on the job too long for this fucking save the world shit. I know what the odds of this kid straightening out are.

      * * * * *

      Ray arrived at the scene a few minutes later and flashed his badge at the officer who was finishing up his report with the pawnshop’s owner. He walked up to the patrol car parallel parked by the Towing Zone sign at the back of building and did a quick survey of the area. Blood, mostly dry and black, still covered the cement where the kids must’ve been fighting. Ray looked inside the patrol car. Blood, mostly wet and bright red, ran from Daisuke Matsui’s nose and the gash on his lip as the kid slouched in the back seat, his hands cuffed tightly behind him.

      Ray opened the door and leaned inside. “Hey.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Reaching in, Ray seized a handful of Dai’s thick, black hair and yanked the kid

      forward. “Oh I think you better reconsider that answer, you little prick. You’re the one in cuffs and I’m the man with the badge and the gun who can use all necessary force when dealing with a violent prisoner.”

      Dai didn’t try to pull away from the hold or lash out against Ray. The kid just pressed his shoulder into the metal grid separating the backseat from the front of the car, bracing himself against Ray’s attempts to pull him out.

      A short contest of wills ensued, with Dai resisting any attempts to make him move and Ray trying to drag the kid out without accidentally pulling out some of his hair by the roots. Dai’s bruised jaw clenched, but Ray had to give him credit. The kid didn’t cry out or seem to care about the blood that dripped from his nose onto the already well-stained car floor.

      ‘Tough’ seemed too tame a description for Daisuke Matsui.

      With a sigh, Ray reached in with his other hand and grabbed Dai by the back of his shirt. He lifted the boy right off the seat and dropped him onto the asphalt outside.

      “Fucker!” Dai growled into the pavement, already trying to scramble up to his feet though having his hands cuffed behind his back seemed to hamper his movements.

      “You’ve got such a thick head, you know that?” Ray pinned him down with a firm hand between his shoulder blades. “I told you to stay the hell away from this street and to stay the fuck away from the gangs.”

      “Who died and made you my father?”

      “If your father was alive he’d kick your ass from one end of Chinatown to the other then do it crossways. And I’m surprised Dave Chen hasn’t done that six times over.”

      “Useless fucker! All he cares about is gambling away what my mother makes cleaninglow faan toilets uptown.”

      “Then all the more reason for you to act responsibly. Who the fuck is gonna set a good example for Wei Wei?”

      “You leave my brother out of this!”

      Ray suppressed a smile.Bingo. The kid had a weakness after all. Ray fisted a handful of Dai’s T-shirt and yanked him to his knees. “You keep this shit up and he’s going to follow in your footsteps, right into a jail cell. Hell, the two of you can be bunkmates.”

      Daisuke jutted that square chin of his and twisted his lips in a sneer. Even beaten to a bloody pulp, and facing the threat of jail, the kid still tried to act like a badass. Ray grabbed him by his cuffed wrists and twisted, hoping to wake him up to the reality of his situation.

      Dai winced, his shoulders tensing, but he didn’t make a sound, nor would he look Ray in the eye.

      “Maybe he won’t find himself in a jail cell,” Ray said. “Maybe he’ll be like the shits you sent to the hospital, or worse. You caught a break—those assholes didn’t have blades or guns—but if your brother pulls this kind of shit, he might not be so fuckin’ lucky.”

      Ray yanked Dai to his feet and dragged him over to his patrol car. “I’ll take him off your hands, Ed, if you don’t mind.”

      “Be my guest. I’m sick of hauling these little rice eaters in only to see ‘em back on the street causing me grief the next day.”

      “Fuck you, pig!”

      Ray slammed Dai into the fender of his car. “You resisting arrest, boy? You threatening a police officer?”

      Dai responded with stony silence and a glare that would surely stop a man at fifty paces once the kid was grown. Ray grinned. “I didn’t think so.” He opened his cruiser’s rear door and shoved the sullen boy into the backseat.

      * * * * *

      Ray drove through Chinatown and into the adjacent neighborhood known as Little Italy. He pulled the patrol car up along side a small restaurant and got out, smirking as Dai kicked at the metal grill in front of his seat and bitched about being left alone like an animal in a cage.

      Ray ignored him and headed inside the restaurant to find the owner, a former cop who was of the very, very old school when it came to combating juvenile delinquency. Vinnie Magera didn’t believe in child psychologists and court-appointed counseling or group homes. No, no. Vinnie’s juvenile delinquent cure was a good oldfashioned ass whipping to let the little shits know that no matter how big and bad they thought they were there would always be someone a little bigger and a whole hell of a lot badder waiting to take them down a notch or two.

      * * * * *

      Dai kicked the metal screen between the seats again and again in an effort to curb his growing frustration. He shook his hair from his eyes and glared out the window. Where was that useless fucker? Watts needed to get his ass out here and let him go. He had to pick up Wei Wei from school. Sure, his brother could walk home, but shit, he couldn’t fix his own dinner. That worthless excuse for a father of his wouldn’t do it and Mom would be too tired when she got home. This was her long day at the hotel.

      Dai continued to kick until his back hurt from being jarred against the hard seat and Watts appeared in the restaurant doorway, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Watts, you fucker! Let me go!”

      Watts swaggered forward and slammed his hand on the roof of the patrol car.

      “Stop damaging city merchandise, you little shit, or I’ll take it out of your skinny,

      Japanese-American ass.”

      “Fuck you! I need to go. Let me out of here!”

      Watts yanked open the car door. “Where you got to go, big man? You running

      dope now? Numbers? Or maybe you got a piece of pussy waiting at theNingbo?”

      Dai shot Watts a glare and tried not to think of Liang Mei, who’d let him watch her practice her striptease when he delivered the costumes his mother had sewn for her. “I have shit to do. Important shit. Okay?”

      “Oh I’m sure you do.”

      “Come on, man. I mean it. What time is it?”

      “What time is it?” Watts laughed. “What? You have an appointment to get your little boy dick sucked?”

      “Fucker,” Dai muttered, lowering his gaze.

      “Ohhhh, right. Today is Wednesday. You babysit your brother on Wednesdays

      while your mom works overtime.”

      Dai looked up and cast Watts a challenging glare. “Yeah. You got a problem with that?”

      “No, but you do, don’t you?” Watts glanced at his wristwatch then held out his arm so Dai could see the time. “School gets out in forty-five minutes and traffic will be picking up so it may take at least fifteen to get back, depending on how fast I drive and if I need to make any stops along the way.”

      “Come on, man. Don’t be a prick on this. Please.” Dai swallowed back the bile that rose in his throat at being forced to beg.

      “I dunno, Daisuke. You may very well be facing felony assault charges over what happened. I should have your ass in a lockup right now.”

      “You can say I escaped. Come on. Just this once.”

      Watts shook his head and lifted his hat, casually scratching the thick thatch of brown hair underneath. “I have a good, clean record, Daisuke my boy, and I don’t want to tarnish it.” He glanced at his watch again. “By the way, you have forty-one minutes left.”

      “Waattss . . . .”

      Watts yanked him out of the car by his shirt, propelled him into the restaurant, and shoved him back toward the kitchens. He called out, “I’m borrowing your ‘conference room’, Uncle Vinnie,” as he hauled Dai down into the basement. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Dai found himself shoved face first into the far corner.

      “You think you’re tough shit, eh Daisuke? Well guess what. You’re not. And you know what happens to pretty little boys like you who land in jail? I think you know, don’t you?”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      Watts’s large hand pressed roughly into the center of Dai’s back. “Sure you can, until some big lifer from Harlem wants to make you his bitch.”

      “I’d kill him,” Dai croaked out.

      “Or so you think,” Watts said. “But you know Bubba ain’t gonna romance you. No son, he’s gonna get his boys to hold you down and then he’s gonna take his big old dick and shove it up your pretty virgin ass.”

      Watts’s nightstick rammed against Dai’s jean-clad bottom. Dai squeezed his eyes closed and grunted.

      “And he’s gonna fuck you again and again before he turns you over to his friends. And whenthey’re through with you, they’ll loan you out to everyone else in the cellblock, because those boys like fresh meat.” Watts punctuated his words with more prods of the nightstick then leaned in close to whisper in Dai’s ear, his breath hot and moist against Dai’s clammy skin.

      “Is that the kind of life you want, Daisuke? You want to be a fuck toy for some lifer? Is that what you want for Wei Wei if you get killed and can’t keep him from following in your footsteps?”

      He pulled back, yanking Dai around and shoving him back-first into the cold stone wall. He leaned in close and Dai held his steely gaze. “Is that the future you want? Is that what you want to make of yourself and Wei? Is it?”

      “No.” Dai spit the word in Watts’s face.

      “Then tell me what you want. Tell me what you want, Daisuke, and I’ll help you. I know you’re tough and smart. I know you’re too tough and too smart to waste your time being a tong flunky. Tell me what you want in life.”

      “I want my mother to be happy. I want her to get away from that fucker, Chen, who beats her and steals her money. I want Wei to go to college and be somebody.” Dai spoke without thinking, from his heart.

      Watts didn’t reply. He shoved his nightstick back into his equipment belt then grabbed Dai’s shirt and hauled him back upstairs and out to the car. With lights and siren flashing and blaring, they sped back to Chinatown. Dai remained silent, slumped in his seat. Watts stopped the patrol car on Mott Street. A moment later, Dai found himself on the street, handcuffs removed. He rubbed his wrists and watched Watts warily.

      “I’ll be watching you, boy.”

      “Yeah, fuck you very much,” Dai muttered, glaring through the strands of tousled hair hanging over his eyes. But his heart was hammering away and he felt a little lightheaded with relief. There was no way in fucking hell he was going to let Watts know how glad he was to be back here, and not sitting on the white bus to Riverhead’s detention block.

      “Still playing badass, huh?” Watts snorted, but his smile softened his harsh tone. He leaned back against the car and folded his arms across his chest. “Get upstairs before I change my mind.”

      Dai didn’t bother with a response. He turned around and stalked up the cement steps leading to the building’s entrance. Just before he pushed through the gate, he glanced over his shoulder. Watts was still there, leaning against the car, staring in Dai’s direction.

      “Stupid fuck,” Dai mumbled and slammed the gate shut behind him. Who asked you to stick your nose in my business, anyway? For all Dai cared, Watts could go fuck himself. At least, that’s what he told himself now that he was safe at home. Now that he was out of the cop’s sight, Dai didn’t try to hide the wincing, or the grunting noises he made every time he moved. He was bruised all over and covered in blood, and Watts jerking and shoving him around hadn’t fucking helped any. But he’d kicked those shits’ asses. He took satisfaction in knowing that for every ache he felt, those bitches were hurting twice as much. Dai smirked, despite the pain.

      But what happened with Watts was different. The things the cop had said scared him—like what would happen to Wei Wei—what would happen tohim if he was carted off one day. At the same time, there had been something about Watts’s words that excited him.

      Dai reached the apartment on the second floor and found the front door open. Inside, Chen was laughing at whatever was on the television. The man sounded drunk already. For a wild second, Dai thought about just heading back downstairs and running away again. But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t leave Wei.

      Dai went in and kicked the door shut behind him. Chen sat in the living room, surrounded by empty beer cans, dirty dishes and empty potato chip bags. Son of a bitch never bothered to pick up after himself. As Dai passed through the living room on his way to the kitchen, Chen glanced in his direction.

      “You look like your mother,” he said, taking a long swig of his beer. “Looks to me like you even take punches as good she does.”

      Dai glared at his stepfather. What a piece of shit. “You hurt her again, you fucker, and I’ll kill you.”

      Chen laughed. “Yeah, yeah. You’re a real tough guy, aren’t you?” He pulled a revolver from inside the waistband of his pants. “You can try, little boy, but I’ll take you down.”

      You can try, fucker. Dai grabbed some clean clothes from his room then dragged himself to the bathroom and got into the shower. He winced when the hot water spray burned his cuts and seared his bruises. Shit. He felt like a freight train ran him over— twice.

      He leaned against the shower stall wall, shivering as his back came in contact with the icy cold metal. He turned and moved into the water spray once more, sighing as the hot water eased some of the stiffness from his aching muscles. Fuck that Watts. Fuck him for being right. He did want to do more than run the streets or be a lazy ass like his stepfather, picking up cash by doing shit jobs for the tong men.

      The cop’s words echoed in his ears as the water slid down his back and along the crack of his ass. But you know Bubba ain’t gonna romance you. No son, he’s gonna get his boys to hold you down and then he’s gonna take his big old dick and shove it up your pretty virgin ass.

      And he’s gonna fuck you again and again before he turns you over to his friends. And when they’re through with you, they’ll loan you out to everyone else in the cellblock, because those boys like fresh meat.

      Dai clamped his eyes shut as another memory assailed him . . . the memory of watching some of the older tong boys do that to one of Toretto’s kids they’d caught on their turf.

      The kid had laughed while he’d been raped. He said their “little Chinese dicks” weren’t anything to be afraid of. He said it tickled . . . .

      But the pressure of Watts’s nightstick pressing against Dai’s ass hadn’t tickled. It hurt, but not in a totally unpleasant way. At the memory, Dai’s cock grew hard. He ran his hands over the soap and began to pump himself. Slumping forward, he pressed his forehead against the shower stall wall, his hand working harder and faster, his ass clenching, reliving the not unpleasant pressure . . . .

      Without thinking, Dai slid his free hand slid around as far as he could and pressed soapy fingers into his tight hole. He came instantly, harder than he ever had before by jerking off.

      “Oh, shit . . . .” Dai leaned his shoulder against the wall as his legs gave out from under him. He slipped down the wet tiles and kneeled in the soapy water puddling under his feet.

      The pain prickling his skin, the soreness that went to his bones . . . the way his balls ached . . . helikedit. Dai didn’t want to think about what that might mean, not now, maybe not ever. All he wanted to do was keeping rubbing his cock and hold on to the fantasy.

      1992

      Ray dropped down on the flattened cardboard next to his car and slipped underneath the 2000 pounds of black Detroit muscle. His first day off in what felt like a marathon run of shifts on the night patrol, and it was time to give his love some attention. He fit the oil filter into place and held it still while he fished around on the ground next to him for the wrench to bolt it.

      “He did it again. The fucker did it to her again. Worse than before, because you hauled him to the station last time.”

      Ray recognized the pain in Daisuke’s voice. “Oh fuck.” He pulled himself out from under his GTO.

      “Tell me what happened,” Ray said, though he already knew. He wiped his hands on a rag to get the grease off, preparing to go down there and take care of that mother fucker, Chen, once and for all.

      “Why?” Daisuke shouted. “So you can go down there and arrest him again, and then maybe he’ll kill her next time? Why don’t you just kill her yourself?”

      Ray turned. Tears streamed down Dai’s cheeks and his nose looked red and raw. Ray stepped over and wrapped his arms around the kid.

      “You think you’re helping but you’re not,” Dai cried into Ray’s chest, the tears soaking into his cotton T-shirt. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “I do, Daisuke.” Ray held him tighter. “I know exactly what it’s like.”

      “Liar.” Dai pulled back, quickly wiping the tears away with his hand.

      Ray lifted the edge of his T-shirt, revealing several long thin scars across his abdomen. “My father used to beat my mother whenever his boss rode his ass at work and she’d take it to keep him from hitting me or my sister, but as time went by, he wore her down. She’d pass out from the pain and then he turned on me.”

      He lowered his shirt and leaned back against the car fender. “My father was an assistant DA. You think they’d arrest him? Fuck no. Not even the night she died from pneumonia because she was laid up for two weeks and he wouldn’t let her go to the emergency room. He was fucking responsible and they chalked it up to ‘natural causes’.”

      Dai stared at him, obviously too stunned to say anything, at least for the moment. Ray could understand how the kid felt; he was pretty surprised, himself. He could count on one hand the number of people he’d told about his father. Like so many other things in his life, he never talked about it. But he’d opened up to Dai now, so the kid would know he wasn’t alone.

      “That fuckingbastard!” Dai burst out, wiping his face dry on the sleeves of his jacket. He was shaking all over, his hands balled into fists at his side. He rushed forward and grabbed the front of Ray’s shirt.

      What did you do?” Dai’s look and tone held total desperation. “He can’t just get away with that!”

      “What would you do, Daisuke?” Ray asked quietly, knowing the boy wasn’t just asking about Ray’s father.

      “I’d kill him.” Daisuke released Ray’s shirt and took a step back, clenching his hands into fists as if ready to do immediate battle.

      “Listen to me.” Ray placed his hands on Daisuke’s shoulders, squeezing them firmly, commanding the young man’s attention. Dai met his gaze without having to look up. Only sixteen and the kid was already as tall as Ray. And he already had that hard look in his eyes . . . one Ray had seen in the mirror plenty enough times.

      “When you’re a cop, you walk a fucking thin line between the person you want to be and the people you put behind bars.” Ray squeezed Dai’s shoulders a little harder. “That’s just the way it is. So you need to be real sure who you want to be, Daisuke. Don’t act like a fucking savage before you’ve had the chance to prove yourself as a man.”

      Dai said nothing but the expression in his eyes said the words were sinking in . . . and as far as Ray had been able to tell, the same could be said for most everything he’d told the kid since that day in the restaurant cellar.

      Ray released his shoulders and stepped away. “Ïs your mom bleeding? Do you think she needs a doctor? How about your brother?”

      “She said she was okay. She took Wei for a walk to get some ice cream and to the park. She said she needed a little time to relax.

      Nodding, Ray went with his gut feeling, sensing things would be calm until he could look into it personally. He ruffled Dai’s dark hair. “So, you know anything about cars besides how to hotwire ‘em?”

      “Maybe,” the kid answered half-heartedly.

      Ray grinned. “Then get your ass under there and help me fix this transmission.”

      Dai gave him a dry look. “Shit, Watts,” he grumbled like he didn’t like the idea, but at the same time the corners of his lips curled up.

      He crawled under the car and a few seconds later Ray heard the clang of metal on metal as Dai tinkered with the parts. “What have you been doing to this baby?” Dai huffed.

      Ray smirked. “She’s been waiting for you, kid.”

      “Fuckin’A, Watts.”

      Dai was smiling all the way now; Ray could hear it in his voice.

      “Listen, while you finish that up, I have to run to go get the tranny fluid.” Ray grabbed his jacket from the front seat of the car. Dai peeked out from under the front tire well.

      “You forgot it? Oh man, you’re hopeless.” Dai snickered and went back to work.

      Smiling to himself, Ray slipped into his jacket. “I’ll be back in about half-anhour.”

      On the way out of the garage, he dropped the rag he’d used to clean his hands over the three bottles of transmission fluid he’d bought yesterday, covering them up.

      * * * * *

      Ten minutes later Ray knocked on the front door to Dai’s apartment. Chen answered with a snarl.

      “What the fuck do you want—hey!”

      Ray didn’t let him finish before shoving him into the apartment.

      Chen crashed backwards into the card table and landed on his ass. Ray was on him before the fuck had a chance to stand.

      Fist after fist smashed into Chen’s face, with Ray only half-aware that it was his arm delivering the blows. When Chen tried to scramble away, Ray grabbed him by the throat and slammed him back down onto the linoleum.

      “Get off me!” Chen squealed, blood gushing out of the messed up slop of a nose he now had. He raised his hands to try to block the blows, obviously too stunned to even consider hitting back. Ray just kept punching.

      “What’s a matter, you fuck? You only hit women? Boys?” Ray spat.

      A loud gasp sounded from the doorway and Ray whipped around. The old lady who lived next door stood there, clutching her bag of groceries from the Chinese market and staring at the scene in horror.

      Ray pulled out the leather wallet holding his police ID and mini badge. “Just walk away.”

      The old woman nodded once then hurried inside her apartment and slammed the door shut.

      “Please don’t kill me!” Chen moaned. “You crazy fuck—don’t kill me!”

      “Listen to me, you piece of shit.” Ray picked Chen up off the floor and slammed him against the refrigerator. He reached around his back and pulled his off-duty weapon from the holster clipped to his belt and placed it against Chen’s head “If you touch any of them again, Iwill kill you. Understand?”

      * * * * *

      Although they never discussed what happened that day, Dai always knew where Watts had stopped either before of after the auto parts store. When Dai went home later to check on his mom and make her some dinner, he’d discovered Dave Chen with a swollen jaw, busted nose and cracked rib. Not long after that, Chen began living elsewhere. Dai was also sure Watts had some kind of hand in his mom getting a better job and he knew positively that he’d gotten her the new apartment because it was atop the restaurant of that old geezer who’d let Watts rough him up in the cellar.

      Dai hoped the friendship between his mom and Watts might become romantic but it never did. It was obvious his mom was interested, but Watts never treated her more affectionately than a big brother might.

      But that was okay in Dai’s book. His mom was safe, always smiling, and Dai was glad to have Ray Watts be part of their lives.

      1994

      Dai thought back on that day often in the two years that followed as life became better and more peaceful for himself and his small family. He finished high school with a near-perfect grade point average, and even secured a scholarship to Columbia University before entering his senior year. For a while, he’d held out hope Watts and his mom might get together but that didn’t happen and he really didn’t push. He was just thankful to have Watts as a good friend, the one person he could turn to in the world, the one person he could trust to watch his back if anything happened.

      Like it did on a rainy May night the month before his high school graduation ceremony.

      Dai bolted out of the corner deli and made a dash down the street toward home. The muggy night air made his shirt cling to him like a second skin and fat rain drops fell steady and soft. He hurried home with the bundle of sandwiches tucked under his arm, but instead of going in the front way, he ducked around the back of the restaurant so Mr. Magera wouldn’t see he’d made the ultimate betrayal in going to the Phelpman’s deli for dinner instead of buying his food downstairs.

      He jumped up to grab a hold of the bottom rung on the fire escape, pulling the rusty railing down so he could climb up to the apartment window.

      “So you think you’re a big shit now, right?”

      Dai paused on the rail and squinted into the dark alley. Down below, Chen moved out of the shadows, his hair, clothes, everything—soaking wet. The fucker must’ve been there a while. Every muscle in Dai’s body locked up as all the old anger he’d felt toward his stepfather bubbled up to the surface again.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Dai clenched his jaw hard enough to make it ache.

      “S’prised you made it through school.” Chen laughed and although he was still about eight feet away, Dai could smell the reek of stale liquor on his breath. “Your worthless little ass shoulda been in jail.”

      Making every effort to ignore him, Dai started up the escape.

      “Where’s your mother?” Chen lurched forward. “She up there?”

      “Fuck off, Chen,” Dai snarled.

      “You tell that bitch I’m not through with her, you hear me? Tell that whore she better get her ass down here.”

      “Fuck you, Chen. She wants nothing to do with you.”

      “I want my son. I want Wei Qing with me.”

      “Wei Wei doesn’t want anything to do with you, either. He’s not even here.”

      Dai scrambled up the escape and into the apartment.

      A few minutes later, Chen came and banged on the apartment door.

      At first, Dai told his mother to ignore him. But then the fucker took the fire extinguisher in the hall and broke open the lock.

      “Dai dai, no!”

      “Lock yourself in the bathroom!” Dai shouted as he charged Chen. “Come back here, you bitch!” Chen shouted.

      Dai shoved him into the wall, punching him in the mouth. He grabbed a handful of Chen’s soggy shirt and tried to shove him back out the door, but Chen caught him with a sucker punch to the balls.

      The world disappeared behind a shower of bright flashing lights as Dai crumpled to his knees, gasping for air. The sharp, throbbing pain wracked his entire body and made Chen’s next blow to his jaw feel like a love tap by comparison. But it was strong enough to knock him off balance, leaving his side wide open for a kick.

      “Little shit.” Chen spat on Dai’s face as he spasmed on the floor.

      “Leave him alone!” Dai’s mother threw open the door to her room. “I’m calling the police.”

      “Keiko, you bitch!” Chen turned toward Dai’s mother.

      “No!” Daisuke choked out, desperately grabbing Chen’s leg. Chen swung back around, driving his free leg into Dai’s jaw.

      Dai thought he heard his mother scream and he fought to remain conscious. Through his blurred vision he saw Chen running up to her, punching her in the stomach and shoving her back into the bedroom.

      His mother screamed again and Dai struggled to his feet. He stumbled into his bedroom, the sounds of his mother’s screams in between each of Chen’s blows echoing in his ears. Dai tore through his closet, flinging out the clothes to get to the shoebox he had on the shelf behind them.

      The semi-automatic inside was already loaded and he fumbled to get the safety off. In those few seconds, his mother’s cries had turned to weakened sobs.

      Dai charged into the room. Chen straddled Keiko, raining blows on her face and chest.

      “Get off her, mother fucker!” Dai screamed.

      Chen glanced up, his eyes wild and red-rimmed. And that’s when Dai caught sight of the gun Chen held in his hand. The fucker raised the gun and pressed it to his unconscious mother’s bruised cheek.

      “Put that down or her fucking brains are going to be all over the place,” Chen snarled. “Get the fuck out of here!”

      “No!” Dai cried out. The moment Chen moved to aim the gun at him instead, Dai pulled the trigger.

      * * * * *

      Ray collapsed onto the couch the minute he got home, not even bothering to take off his boots. Drained of all energy, he wondered if he was getting too old for this shit. He worked hard, then played even harder on his days off, and although he wasn’t even drunk, he was kicked in the ass from the club and the drive back and forth from Connecticut. He’d like to find a hanging spot closer to home but that had never been a good idea. He had too much to lose to risk being caught up in any dumb shit.

      “Shut the fuck up!” He groaned at the telephone as it began to ring.

      “Son of a bitch.” He grabbed the cordless receiver, intending to toss it against the wall.

      “Ray you there? Come on, answer!” Vinnie Magera’s voice sounded frantic.

      Ray brought the phone to his ear, a sick feeling riding low in his gut. “Vinnie? What’s up?”

      “It’s the kid. He shot someone.”

      Ray bolted upright. “Fuck no! How? Where? He in lockup?”

      “Nah, he’s here in the apartment. Guy was beating the shit outta his mother. She’s okay but should probably see a doc. I wanted to wait ‘til you got here before I called anyone.”

      Ray thanked Vinnie and hung up the phone, his thoughts racing.

      * * * * *

      When Ray got to Daisuke’s apartment, he found Keiko sitting on the couch in the living room, shaking all over. Vin held a washrag and gently dabbed at her face, cleaning away the blood. He looked up as Ray closed the front door.

      “Are you okay, Keiko?” Ray asked softly. He crossed to the sofa and knelt down, touching her chin to get a better look at the bruises. “We’re going to call the ambulance in just a minute.”

      She burst into sobs and Vin placed a comforting arm around her shoulders.

      “Go check on him.” He pointed with his chin toward Keiko’s bedroom. “He’s still in there.”

      The first thing Ray saw as he stepped inside the bedroom was Chen’s body, lying half on top of the bed. Blood spotted the yellow and pink comforter. Dai sat on the floor across from the bed, hunched over, elbows on his knees. He stared straight ahead, looking up only when Ray touched his shoulder.

      “He would’ve killed her,” Dai said.

      “I know. Is that his, or yours?” Ray nodded toward the gun Daisuke held loosely in his hand.

      “It’s mine.”

      Ray pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket. He slowly reached down, wrapping the cloth around the gun. Dai released the weapon immediately, as if thankful to let it go.

      “Your life is just beginning. You’re graduating and starting college in the fall,” Ray said quietly as he pressed the barrel of the gun into Dai’s hand. “Touch it.”

      “What’re you doing?” Dai asked.

      “That piece of shit isn’t going to destroy your life.” Ray clenched his jaw. He went to Chen and wrapped the dead man’s fingers around the metal grip, leaving his prints behind as well. Ray dropped the gun to the floor then picked up Chen’s piece from the blood-spattered mattress.

      Dai pushed himself up, his eyes wide. “What . . . ?”

      “Listen to me—he was beating on your mother. You saw he had a gun and struggled with him. It went off by accident and you’re fucking lucky the bullet didn’t hit you.” Ray tucked Chen’s gun away in his leather jacket.

      “Your piece isn’t registered, right?”

      Dai nodded.

      Ray frowned and sighed a little then looked toward the hallway. Vinnie Magera stood in the doorway. “That’s the story we’re all going to tell.”

      “That’s what I saw,” Vinnie said. “I was closing up, heard the commotion, came up and saw the kid struggling to get the gun.”

      Dai simply nodded and looked at Ray. Ray put his hand on Dai’s shoulder. Go check on your mom. I’ll go call it in. Remember, you struggled for the gun. You got it first.”

      1998

      Dai wiped a smudge off the edge of the GTO’s fender as he passed by, creeping around the side of Watts’s house toward the back door. The place seemed pretty dark. The old man must be catching up on his beauty sleep, this being his big weekend off. Well he was gonna get his lazy ass in gear and go get drunk, because Dai felt like partying. He’d just received his final grades before graduation; not only did he make the Dean’s List, but he’d gotten a 3.98 GPA. Of course, that smart shit fucker Watts would ride his ass for not getting the 4.0.

      Dai smirked as he let himself in the back. Dumbass Watts. Would he ever replace that piece of shit lock or did he think no one would ever have the balls to try and break in? Dai froze as he pulled the door quietly shut behind him. He heard a grunt and a low, masculine-sounding moan. Shit. Was Watts hurt? Sick, maybe? Dai was about to call his name when he heard Watts’s laugh. But it sounded odd. Almost fucking wicked.

      “Don’t you act like a pussy, now. You asked for this. Hell, you fucking begged for this for months.”

      “Yess.”

      Slap!

      “Did I tell you to speak, you fuck? You don’t say word one unless I tell you to.

      You got that, bitch?”

      Dai’s eyes grew wide and he crept through the kitchen then a bit down the hall. “I told you to relax. I know exactly what I’m doing,” Watts said, a bit softer this

      time. There was a muffled sound and another grunt then Watts’s voice again. “That’s it you slut, open up for me. Push onto it. You know you want it.” There was a whimper then Watts again.

      “That’s it whore, fuck it good. You want it, you do the work to get off.” Sweat soaked Dai’s forehead along his hairline and he had to stop and adjust his

      hardening cock within the tight confines of his jeans. He took small steps closer to the bedroom and peered inside the door, hoping Watts still had that mirror that showed the hall when the door was opened.

      Holy fuck!

      Watts had some red-headed guy on the bed—bound to the bed with long leather straps at his wrists and ankles. The guy was on his knees, his legs spread, and Watts was standing at the foot of the bed with his hand shoved up into the guy’s ass as far as his wrist!

      And the guy was rocking back and forth. Shit. He wasfucking Watts’s hand.

      The redhead wore a leather dog collar and a leather strap ran from the collar, down and around his cock and balls, binding them. The man’s package looked all purplish and about ready to explode.

      Dai’s own balls throbbed and ached. He cupped his cock and watched. Watts continued to talk dirty to the guy as he reached his free hand around and undid the strap. Watts jerked the guy’s cock and he exploded, sending a shower of sticky cum all over Watts’s hand.

      Fuck!

      Dai couldn’t move. He couldn’t breath. He could only stare and clamp his thighs together in a vain attempt to contain his own raging hard-on.

      Watts removed his fist form the guy’s ass then undid the leather straps. The guy collapsed on the bed but Watts grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked his head up.

      “You’re not done yet, bitch. He held both hands out. “Lick them the fuck clean.”

      The man did as he was told, whimpering between each long stroke of his tongue across Watts’s sticky fingers.

      “You like it, don’t you, bitch?” Watts growled throatily. The redhead must’ve known better than to answer this time and just sucked harder. Watts reached around with his other hand and swatted at the man’s cock, causing the swollen flesh to bob up and down. The guy groaned loudly, covering up the helpless whimper that managed to slip past Dai’s lips.

      Watts laughed and yanked his hand away from the guy’s mouth. He grabbed at both sides of the man’s head, his fingers groping the bright red curls of hair as he pulled him close. They kissed, long and hard, Watts never loosening his grip.

      The first hot smear spread across the inside front of Dai’s jeans and he steadied himself on the wall as his knees threatened to give out. Fuck . . . !

      Stumbling away as fast and as quietly as he could, he slipped out the back door. A fence lined the property, and Dai grabbed at the chain-links, holding himself upright with one hand while he desperately tugged open his pants with the other. Thick fluid oozed from the head of his throbbing, swollen cock.

      “Oh shit . . . .” Dai hooked his fingers through the metal rings on the fence for support while he stroked himself, working his cock until some of the pressure was gone and his cum was splattered on the cement. Before anyone could see him, he shoved his dick back into his jeans and stumbled into the heavy shadows on the side of the house.

      What the fuck was that about? He’d fucking creamed in his pants! Dai shivered, the night air cold against his sweaty skin as he leaned against the bricks. His joint was still hard—the jerking off he just did only a temporary relief that was starting to fade already. He couldn’t stop picturing Watts bent overhim that way, slapping his cock and balls, fucking him with his hand . . . .

      A muffled moan drifted outside from the window and Dai bolted. He couldn’t stand there and listen.

      * * * * *

      Watts came to the graduation ceremony, along with Mr. and Mrs. Magera, Dai’s mom and his younger brother, Wei. Ray took them all to a swanky dinner in Manhattan then afterward took Dai out to get drunk, or as he put it, “celebrate like a man.”

      They ended up on the beach hours later, just staring up at the sky and enjoying the silence they so rarely got to experience in the city.

      “So how are those applications coming?” Ray asked, setting his bottle of beer on the ground next to him as he leaned back against a piece of driftwood and stared at the moon. “You put one in to all the city departments like I told you?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been accepted into the Academy.”

      Watts grinned and gave Dai’s head a playful shove. “You don’t want to bust your balls rounding up little savages like yourself. I told you to hold out for the sanitation job. At least when those guys are done for the day they can look down the block and know all the trash they hauled away is gone for good. They don’t have to see it back underfoot again three hours later.”

      “Yeah well, I figure your ass is getting way too old to protect us law-abiding citizens so I might as well sign on and help you with your walker when you’re on foot patrol.”

      Watts grinned then took another swig of his beer.

      “Daisuke, about what you saw and heard yesterday . . . .”

      “Watts, I—”

      “Don’t talk. Just listen, please?”

      Dai nodded and stared down at the dark sand.

      “It’s a stressful job, ya know? And guys let off steam in all sorts of ways. What you saw—that happens to be mine, but I don’t do it often, and I don’t usually do it close to home. And I never, ever play games with anyone who isn’t a hundred percent willing. But something like that . . . if it got out . . . I put a lot of fucking years in on the force and all I want to do is retire with my twenty or thirty and a half decent pension. I don’t want the moon and stars. I just want some peace and quiet when the time comes. If this shit gets out . . . it wouldn’t be good. You understand?”

      Dai looked up, his dark eyes shining in the dim light. “Fuck, Ray I wouldnever say anything. Iowe you. You helped me that night and kept quiet about me and Chen and I won’t ever forget that. Never.”

      Ray nodded and clapped him on the back. “Then it’s over. We don’t talk anymore about it.”

      “But Ray . . . .”

      “I love you like a son, Daisuke. You’re a great kid. You always were. I want the things for you that a father wants for his son. I want you to be somebody; I want you to be a suit down at the Puzzle Palace, not some grunt on the street fighting back the skells every day. You go and you make something good of yourself with that degree of yours, okay?”

      “I will,” Dai said quietly. He got up and wandered off, draining his beer bottle then hurling it far out into the ocean.

      Ray watched Dai walk away, sensing the boy’s frustration and disquiet. He stood and brushed the sand off the back of his black pants and shoved his hands deep into his pockets.I love you too, Daisuke, maybe too much . . . .

      Part Two: Now
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      Chapter One

      “Well maybe if you stayed closer to home, ge-ge, instead of fucking around with thelow faan pigs, you’d know all the cool shit I’m into these days. And it won’t be long now until I’m one of the Inner Circle. Ain’t nothing gonna touch me then. Ever.”

      Dai gritted his teeth and clenched his hand into a fist while wishing very much that he could reach through the cell phone and strangle the life out of his half-brother, Wei.

      The kid was talking all sorts of shit. Fucking vampires. Fucking mind reading the local cops. What kind of whacked out shit was Wei Wei on? Dai shook his head. After all his preaching, could Wei have just ignored him and gotten into drugs?

      The derisive laughter coming through the phone was like a knife to the heart. “Poorge-ge, being bullied by the white boys again?”

      The line went dead and Dai barely stopped short of smashing the phone into the side of the porcelain sink. “Fuck!”

      A knock sounded on the restroom door. “Detective? You okay in there?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay, Jimmy.” Dai ran the water in the sink, soaped and rinsed his hands quickly then exited the restaurant restroom, playfully stuffing the damp paper towel into the old cook’s hands. “I better get back on the street before you start bitching about your tax dollars not at work.”

      The old man gave him a suspicious look. “You sure you okay?”

      Dai nodded and clapped the older man on the shoulder. “It’s just family shit. You know how that goes.”

      But the fact of the matter was that Daididn’t know what was going on with Wei. His brother was talking weird shit and not acting like himself.

      Shit—do you even know who your brother is anymore, Daisuke?

      “Fuck this.” Dai dropped into the black GTO parked out front and revved the engine. Instead of going back to the precinct to get some paperwork done, he headed for the Triborough Bridge. He was on his own time now, anyway. The paperwork could wait until his next shift. At twenty minutes to midnight, the traffic would just be thin enough so he could make it to the south side in about an hour.

      As he started to pull out, out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of something darting past, the sudden movement catching his attention. Whatever it was looked big, and from the way it moved, it might’ve been a stray dog. He hit the brakes and turned in his seat to look out the back window.

      The only thing back there was a man in a leather trench coat, walking, his back toward Dai. A sheet of waist-length black hair swayed with each step. Moving out of the circle of light from the street lamp, he blended into the shadows of the buildings on his left.

      “I’m losing my fuckin’ mind,” Dai muttered. But the unease inside of him didn’t go away.

      * * * * *

      Liu Sakurai turned and watched the black car speed away, his vampiric senses prickling from the energy emanating from the man behind the wheel. What a pity they’d only passed in the night; his blood would surely be quite the treat. Flicking his hair behind his shoulder with a toss of his head, Sakurai walked on until he reached the hulking housing complex where he was to meet his new employers, the “Five Uncles” whose “Chinese Benevolent Association” had been controlling the vice trade in New York’s Chinatown from the earliest days. Now why, exactly, had they asked him to come to this section of the Bronx?

      Sakurai approached the basement area where he’d been instructed to meet them, crinkling his nose at the acrid stench wafting up from the stairwell. The commingled scents of human wastes, vomit, and the desiccated carcasses of rats and untold legions of bugs greeted him.

      Humans were such a disgusting lot. Why did he even bother interacting with them?

      “Ahhh, here’s our friend now.”

      “You are hardlymy friend.” Sakurai sneered as he stepped into the small pool of yellow light from the single hanging bulb suspended over the five men tied together and gagged upon the floor. Two of the men were Latino, one white, the final two black. The men lording over them, the ones who considered Sakurai their “friend,” were Chinese—and also vampires.

      “This had better be worth my time.”

      The vampires exchanged a few glances, their opalescent eyes reflecting the dull yellow light from the bulb.

      “We would hope that anything concerning our kind would be worth your time, Liu Sakurai.”

      It was the elder of the fourchiang shih who spoke, a vampire not of impressive stature with sharp cheek bones that matched the harsh lines of his face. He might’ve been middle-aged when he was changed, sometime in the past two centuries.

      Sakurai cocked his head to one side and laughed. “Our kind. Yes,” he sneered. “What makes you think you belong withmy kind?”

      The men said nothing, but Sakurai caught wind of a series of disgruntled thoughts fluttering between them, despite their efforts to mask them.

      “We’re allchiang shih,” the older one said in a quietly dangerous tone.

      “In two very different classes, obviously.” Sakurai’s smile widened. “Or else why call me now?”

      “Because it’s your duty as part of the family,” another of them said. And rather indignantly, too.

      “Only on my mother’s side.” Tilting his head, Sakurai regarded them through the thin strands of hair that fell across his face. They were powerfulchiang shih—old, even. But Sakurai was the ancient one. They would all be dead before they felt his fangs tear through their throats.

      But behind all their ruffled pride, these Elders were afraid. And not only of him.

      Sakurai crouched down next to one of the bound, writhing men. The scent of cocaine filled his nostrils; the drug’s earthy yet chemical-like odor clung to the man’s bronze skin underneath the acrid stench of his nervous sweat.

      “Let me ‘help’ then,” Sakurai looked up at the otherchiang shih and steepled his fingers in front of him. “See, these are all humans—” He gestured with one hand at the men bound in front of him. “And to kill them you just slit their throats, crush their skulls, smother them. You can be as creative or as cliché as you wish . . . . Surely you don’t need me to show you how to do this.”

      With a flick of his fingernail, he slit the first man’s throat, quickly turning him so the blood sprayed on his cowering human companions who struggled to scoot away.

      “And surely you can do this on your own,” he drawled lazily, moving to stand behind two others. He banged their heads together, crushing their skulls. He frowned as blood and bits of brain matter oozed out.

      “This is a waste of my time. Don’t bother me again.”

      “Wait, Master Sakurai—you don’t understand what’s going on.”

      Sakurai flicked his wrists to clear some of the blood off and glared at thechiang shih who’d spoken. “You’re dangerously close to joining these human corpses in death, Jung Kai.”

      “Or not,” the vampire whispered. He pointed with a well-manicured nail to the bodies. Right before Sakurai’s eyes, the mangled flesh was regenerating.

      “Now that’s something.” Sakurai’s lips turned down into a very displeased frown. He kicked at the crushed skull of one man and the tip of his boot hit a solid piece of bone as the wound had already healed over. “I’ve seen a sorceress pull this shit before.”

      The vampires murmured among themselves again while Jung Kai ordered one of his companions forward. “This isn’t mortal magic.”

      Pulling a knife out of his coat pocket, Jung’s lackey bent down and severed the head off one of the captives—one that technically should have already been dead, but who was managing to sit up once more. He kicked the head across the room and stabbed the knife into the body’s heart. This time, the mortal stayed dead.

      Jung Kai scowled. “Anotherchiang shih is doing this—giving these worthless shits partial gifts like this. It’s fucking with the way we run business.”

      “Who is doing this thing?”

      “We don’t know. That’s why we called for you.”

      “You don’t know, or you’re afraid to find out?”

      “Both,” the one in the back of the group muttered.

      “Shut the fuck up, Tse-hsu.”

      Frowning, Sakurai folded his arms across his chest. “I should kill you all here and now.”

      “We’ll pay you,” Jung Kai said, pulling out a bulging envelope as he rejoined his companions on the other side of the room. He reached into his other pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “We have a place for you to stay as well. It isn’t terribly plush but it’s comfortable, and there are more than enough people for you to feed off of. People who won’t be missed.”

      The little sniveling one was given the money and keys and timidly made his way across the basement to give them to Sakurai. Sakurai bared his fangs and hissed at the younger vampire then laughed when he scurried back to his protectors like the pathetic little bug he was.

      “Oh there had better be something to amuse me in this endeavor,” Sakurai said, tossing his hair back with a jerk of his head.

      * * * * *

      Dai’s cell phone rang just as he hit Chinatown. He flipped the phone open, glancing at the call display screen.Fuck. The shift commander. Dai hit the talk button and brought the phone to his ear. “Yeah?”

      “Matsui get your yellow ass back here on the double! We got a multiple homicide over on Glaser. I think it’s those bastards you’ve been hunting for.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Cursing, he did a turnaround in a convenience store lot then headed back the way he’d come. As he passed the intersection near where he lived, he screeched on the breaks. That fucking huge dog he thought he’d seen earlier up in the Bronx ran down the next alley. But it couldn’t possibly be the same one. He shook his head. Fucking crazy shit.

      He hit the gas again and sped back toward the precinct, hoping that dumb ass wandering cat of his had the sense to be inside tonight.

      * * * * *

      Dai screeched to a halt and flashed his shield to the uniformed cops manning the perimeter then headed into one of the many high-rise housing units that were his usual haunt while on duty.

      “Holy fuck,” he muttered, entering the blood-soaked basement area, where techs waited to remove the group of tied-together corpses. Two decapitated bodies, another with the side of his head bashed in. The final pair were dead of apparent neck and chest wounds, judging from the blood soaking the front of their clothes. “Who the fuck did these assholes?”

      “You tell us,” Lieutenant Ryker said. “They were your playmates.”

      Dai shot his superior a look then walked over to examine the severed head in the far corner. Rikki Vasquez, the highhanded little shit he’d wanted to take down permanently every time he saw him. Dai stepped over to where the coroner’s people were putting Sergei Mastov into a body bag.

      “Too bad a dozen more will step up to take their places before the week is out.”

      Dai looked at Susan Lenzer, another member of the narcotics squad. “Such is life in the big, bad city.”

      “Is that another saying from the Raymond Watts Book of Wisdom?”

      Dai frowned. “I came up with that one all on my lonesome.”

      He turned away, crossing the basement to talk to one of the other members of the squad. After he’d gathered as much information as he could for the moment, he headed back out to his car. Since he was close, he might as well hit the station and finish the fucking paperwork he blew off earlier. Whatever shit Wei Wei was into could wait till his day off tomorrow.

      “Daisuke, I’m sorry, okay?”

      Dai turned to find Susan trotting up to him, her blond ponytail bobbing behind her catching the rays of half light from the flickering streetlamp nearby. “Forget about it.”

      “I can’t.” She sighed and stuffed her hands into the pockets of her gray hoodie. “I’m a dumbass, okay? I admit it. That was insensitive of me. I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. It’s over between us. You wanted it that way so it is. End of discussion.”

      He got into the GTO and started the engine. Susan leaned in the open side window. “We had few problems. Maybe I was hasty. We had some good times together, Dai. I like you a lot. I really do.” She smiled and brushed a few strands of dyed red hair out of his eyes. “Your roots are showing. I can help you color it again if you want.”

      Dai shook his head. “I’m not going to be working the streets much after tonight. They made me tonight for sure. I might just let it go back to being black.”

      “I think the red is sexy on you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Dai said, gently brushing her hand away from the car door. “I got some shit to finish up at the house. I gotta go.”

      “I’m off duty. Come over to my place when you’re done. I have beer in the fridge. I can pop a pizza in the oven.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Please come, Dai,” she said, stepping back.

      She’s good for you, Dai. Don’t fuck it up because you’re confused over some shit. Watts was still talking to him, straight out of the grave, offering advice as he’d done so often in the past. As frustrated and angry as that had made him, Dai tried to listen to his friend back then. He’d stuck with Susan because Watts said he should, but Susan had still walked away.

      Dai didn’t bother answering her again, and pulled away from the curb.

      At the station, things didn’t go much better. The shift commander wanted all the details about the multiple homicide and Dai got his ass chewed for the paperwork he still hadn’t turned in on the undercover runs he’d been on this week. And in the back of his mind, the shit with Susan kept coming up and haunting him.

      By the time he cut out of there, it was close to three in the morning. Dai planned to go straight to his apartment . . . but for what? The place was empty, he was alone.

      And tonight, he had a strong desire not to be alone. The strong desire for human companionship was the only thing that made him stupid enough to make the drive to Susan’s. She buzzed him inside right away and greeted him at the door when he knocked.

      “Daisuke.” Susan leaned in the frame, her low-cut red nightgown barely covering her breasts, the slit on the side revealing the full length of her thigh.

      Dai moved in through the door, wrapping his hands around her waist and pulling her close for a hard, deep kiss.

      Susan was naked beneath the thin silk gown, warm and soft and very inviting. With a grin she unclipped the holster from his waistband, set down his wallet and badge then tugged the front of his shirt to draw him into another kiss. They tumbled onto the futon she’d folded out into a bed before his arrival and Dai pulled her atop him, his hands gliding up and down the smoothness of her thighs, his fingertips and thumbs skimming the shaved damp flesh of her sex. He slid two fingers inside her and she rode him like a wild thing, coming on his hand in a series of shudders, his name tumbling from her painted lips.

      She sucked his fingers clean then slid to the side to unzip his jeans. She stroked his thick cock and grinned up at him, her long blond hair undone and falling over her sparkling blue eyes. “Did you drink any jasmine tea when you were doing your paperwork?”

      “Yeah, why?” He asked, brushing his knuckles across her cheek.

      She licked his hand, nipped at his thumb with her teeth. “Because your cum tastes so good when you do.”

      Dai sat up as she reached in to the front of his pants and pulled out his cock. He groaned at her touch and thrust his hips forward, just wanting to fuck her mouth. At least that was what he told himself he wassupposed to want.

      “Mmm . . . .” She licked her lips and nuzzled her cheek against the tip of his cock before running her tongue along the length of his shaft. She nipped at the base of his erection and then sucked on each of his balls. “Come on, baby. Gethard for me.”

      Bobbing her head up to tease the tip of his cock again with her hot tongue, Susan gently kneaded her fingertips into his sack. Dai tensed and waited for the first wave of lust to overtake him. It was always like this when they’d had sex . . . . He wanted to scream at her to grab him harder, tofuck him, to fill that part inside of him that needed . . . what?

      He pushed away from her, his cock limp, as if he’d just taken it out to piss and nothing more.

      “This isn’t going to work.” He stood, yanked up his pants and grabbed his holster, wallet and shield from the table and his leather jacket from the floor.

      “Dai!”

      “I’m sorry, Sue. I’m really sorry. It isn’t you, it’s me. It’s me.” He left her there, lying on the bed, a hurt, puzzled look on her face.

      * * * * *

      Dai blew through red lights at deserted intersections just to get as far from Long Island as he could in the least amount of time. He roughly punched the elevator button to his floor at the apartment building just outside of Chinatown and slammed his hand into the polished steel doors.

      What the fuck was wrong with him? Why did fucking Susan have to seem like such a chore? He’d had other women; pretty women, less attractive women, younger, older and he’d never had trouble getting it up.

      Maybe because they’d been whores and one night stands who liked it a little rough? The way you like it? The way you want to be roughed up?

      Shit. What kind of freak was he?
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      Chapter Two

      Sakurai moved through the darkened apartment, raising his eyebrows at the sparse furnishings. The entryway opened into a living area with only a leather sofa, a glass coffee table and a bar underneath the windows across from the door. To the left was an eat-in kitchen, noticeably missing its refrigerator, not that Sakurai would’ve used it anyway. Licking at the corner of his mouth, he tasted the bloody remnants of his evening’s “meal” and smirked.

      A soft rustling came from outside the window over the bar. Sakurai crossed the room and pulled open the thick drapes. A fat, dark grey cat jumped through the opened window and rubbed against his hand, purring the whole time.

      “You were stalking me all evening, sayuri.” He laughed. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

      He’d spotted the cat’s amber eyes peering at him through the darkness as he first walked past the apartment building in search of prey. The cat followed him through the whole course of the hunt, the only witness to the kill when Sakurai claimed a homeless street musician and drained the wretch as he slept in a doorway.

      “Not a very impressive hunt,” Sakurai murmured apologetically to the purring cat. “Butnothing in this city has impressedme, either, so we’re even.”

      Someone cursed out in the hallway, and the passion---the despair--in it took Sakurai’s breath away. He was at the door an instant later, his hands caressing the stained wood as a sense of familiarity washed over him.

      What kind of freak am I?

      The man’s thoughts echoed in Sakurai’s mind, piquing thechiang shih’s morbid curiosity. There was such anger and lust in this one, the latter maddeningly repressed.

      “I’m starting to get the very annoying habit of speaking too soon. There may be something appealing here after all.” Sakurai whispered and chuckled softly.

      Meanwhile, the man outside had returned to the elevators, cursing under his breath for having gotten out on the wrong floor. Soon he was gone, but Sakurai stayed at the door, laughing.

      What was the thing the mortals said about New York—ah yes, the city is home to some of the most interesting people.

      “Well my fur-covered friend—” Sakurai broke off. The cat was gone, his presence undetectable in the apartment. Breathing a bored sigh, Sakurai decided to indulge in the one modern mortal custom he rather enjoyed—a hot shower.

      * * * * *

      Some time later, Sakurai sat on the building’s rooftop, his long hair still damp, the ends drying and blowing in the breeze sweeping in from the north. A presence prickled his vampiric sense and he looked over his shoulder. “So you’ve come back to visit, sayuri. And what’s that you’ve brought me?”

      The corners of Sakurai’s mouth turned down when the cat dropped a pair of men’s underwear by his hand. But then the wind drifted past again, carrying with it the scents that clung to the black fabric.

      Sakurai fingered the garment. Interesting. The odors he detected might very well have come from the person in the corridor. The flavor of the passion he’d sensed earlier was quite the same. His eyebrow quirked when his fingers brushed a wet patch of fabric and Sakurai lifted his fingers to his sensitive nose.

      “Ohyes.”

      He lifted the pair of nylon briefs and flicked his tongue across the wet spot, savoring the man’s semen. Grinning, he reached out and stroked the fat cat’s head before sucking the bit of cloth into his mouth to extract the heady, violent passion-filled fluid from the fibers. “Very good, my friend. Very good.”

      * * * * *

      Dai stepped out of the shower, not bothering to dry himself. Crossing the tiled floor, he kicked the wad of dirty clothes out of the way. He’d wash them later. As soon as he’d burst into the apartment after that stupid ass detour on the wrong floor, he tried to get himself off. Leaning back against the front door, he’d squeezed his balls through the front of his jeans until he grunted in pain. He thought of Susan and rubbed harder, until his cock throbbed, but he still he hadn’t come, had only managed to release a small trickle of precum, and only because he’d practically milked himself for it.

      Now, standing naked in his room, he pried open the trunk at the foot of the bed and rummaged through the contents almost desperately. When he found what he was looking for, he switched off the lamp on the nightstand and examined the straps and chains by the light of the streetlamp outside.

      The leather was smooth to the touch, the metal studs cold and unforgiving. When he brought the collar to his neck, his cock responded with a violent jerk upward.

      Breathing heavier as he fastened the collar in place, Dai climbed on to the bed until he was kneeling and the chains dragged on the sheets. He cupped his balls, looping the small harnesses around the heavy sack and then around his cock. Dai tried to straighten his back and gasped as the chains tightened the straps around his sex. Any movement he tried to make pulled the harnesses tighter. His cock swelled against the confinement in a way it never had for Susan, or for the one night stands . . . fuck, not even for himself.

      Beads of new sweat mixed with the shower water and clung to his body. Still kneeling, he bent forward until one hand was on the bed for support. The chains pulled, making him groan. His cock jutted up so he could see the shiny gob of semen already oozing out.

      He thought of Watts and that red-head from years ago. The man had been pinned under Watts, chained this same way. Dai felt another violent jerk in his groin as he pictured what Watts had done to that other man. He reached around to his backside, moaning as the chains relentlessly pulled at his cock while he pushed his fingers into his asshole.

      But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t fucking enough! Breathing hard he scooted off the bed, the chains fastened to the collar tugging his cock and balls with every move he made. Excruciatingly, painfully exciting.

      “Where are you? Where the fuck are you?” He found what he sought beneath one of Watts’s old boots . . . a thick rubber dildo. Dai rubbed his fingers over the head and his own cock twitched in response. His ass twitched, too, and he rummaged a bit more until he came up with a bottle of lubricant gel. He knelt on the floor, poured the gel over the rubber cock and positioned it. He lowered himself, wincing at the pain then lifted up and tried again. Better, but it still hurt like hell. He removed the dildo from his ass, poured the rest of the lube on and then poked his hole with slick fingers. After a few moments, he positioned the toy again and this time impaled himself on it.

      Ohfuckyes! This was it. The sear of pain that clouded his vision was what he craved. The ache in his balls bound tightly by the leather, pulled by the chains fastened to the front of the collar was both maddening and wonderful. So fucking hot, so fucking good.

      He gave himself a minute to catch his breath then began to rock back and forth, one hand supporting the dildo, the other braced against the floor. He kept going until the pain turned to pure pleasure then he climbed to the bed again, the rubber cock buried deep in his ass, the collar chaffing his neck. He lay back, legs spread, and fucked himself until his cock bit into its leather confines and his balls swelled to bursting.

      Pausing, he reached back to unbuckle the collar, giving the harness and chains some slack and then began again, fucking himself with the rubber cock with one hand, while he tugged on his bound cock with the other.

      He held back as long as he could, until the sound of his moans echoed off the walls of the small bedroom, and then he yanked the cock harness free and jerked himself like a man possessed. He came in a pounding spasm, his thick cum shooting into the air like a geyser. It splattered his face, his sweat soaked chest, his hair.

      Collapsing back onto the mattress, spent and panting, Dai stretched out across the sheets. He reached down and gingerly pulled the rubber cock out of his throbbing anus, moaning as his passageway emptied and the soreness wracked him all over. He stared in numb shock at the size of the rubber penis, at how much of it he’d been able to take up inside of himself. He could still feel it driving up into his ass and stretching his body as if it were there now.

      Dai felt sick and thrilled all at once—he’d just fucked himself almost senseless. His body was exhausted--and aching like a bitch, yes—but satisfied. Only inside, an emptiness kept gnawing at him. He felt the wet sheets on either side of him, wishing now for someone strong to hold, to give in to.

      * * * * *

      I’m bored , sayuri,” Sakurai said, scratching the cat’s head with one hand, still toying with the nylon briefs with the other. Suddenly, Sakurai clenched his hand in the cat’s fur, his vampire-sharp nails digging into the animal’s flesh. The cat growled and jerked itself free, but Sakurai ignored him. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes to concentrate on the scent washing up from somewhere below, accompanied by erotic images that flashed through his mind.

      Quite a few mortals were fucking their brains out in the confines of this small apartment building, but this one, the one he was connecting with now, was different. It was him, the one the cat had stolen from. He was in pain but enjoying it and Sakurai was reminded of one of his former enterprises—The House of Ecstasy, where all manner of desires were satisfied. And his desire was met by feasting on the pain and blood of his customers.

      Sakurai looked at the cat, now sprawled some distance away, licking itself. He tossed the underwear at the cat. “Take me to him.”

      The cat scrambled to its feet then made its way down the metal ramp that led to the main fire escape catwalk. Sakurai followed him to the floor below his own.

      “Good boy. I’ll help you find something nice and juicy to eat later.”

      The vampire crouched to the left of the window and inhaled the scents of sex and pain. So much pain, both physical and mental. It was like a drug, or the strongest liquor, and he drank it in, shuddering as the power of it washed through his body. He peered in and caught sight of the man through the filmy curtains. Sakurai’s mouth lifted in a smirk.

      So he likes some of my favorite types of playthings, does he? Excellent.

      Sakurai slipped in through the window, his steps making no sound on the carpeted floor. The man lay deep in an exhausted sleep on the bed, covered in nothing but his own ejaculate and surrounded by very choice leather dressings.

      Laughing under his breath, Sakurai grazed his fingertips over the chains and leather straps. The way the collar was designed, it could easily have choked its wearer, especially if the man had panicked. Sakurai closed his eyes, drawing forth the image that had flashed through his mind moments ago as he’d sat on the rooftop. The straps around the man’s sex had clearly been tight enough to make most men whimper in fear and agony, and Sakurai grazed his fingernail over the tip of the man’s cock.

      “What a curious thing you are,” Sakurai said. “How strong you must be . . . for a mortal,” he added with a quirk of his brow.

      He drank in the rush of emotions that flowed from the man, bred by whatever erotic dreams danced through his unconscious mind. Sakurai crawled on top of the mattress, his long hair showering down over the human’s face as he leaned close and stole a taste of the sticky cum from the man’s chin then drank in his dreams . . . .

      Arrested by a tall, attractive policeman, the young man was hauled down to a cell in the bowels of the jail and chained to the wall by both wrists and ankles. The policeman laughed and turned a crank, pulling the chains until the boy’s feet were propped against the wall and he was fairly crouching about three feet from the floor, his ass spread and quite inviting.

      The cop reached around and grabbed the boy’s denim clad cock and squeezed while he took his nightstick and held it against the boy’s ass. The boy groaned, pushed back on the stick and the cop laughed.

      Suddenly they were both naked and the cop now grabbed the boy’s stiff and oozing cock. He squeezed it, slapped it, slapped his balls and jammed two fingers up that oh-so-inviting ass . . . .

      Sakurai grinned as the man on the bed beneath him moaned and writhed. The vampire slid off to the side and coaxed the dream to continue. As he did so he prodded the young man to turn onto his belly then kneel. He took up the large dildo and poised the big head at the young man’s entrance just as, within the throes of the dream, the cop poised his hard cock at the tender opening of the young man’s ass.

      The young man began to push into the dildo, but Sakurai backed off. He shed his clothing then knelt behind the young man, who rocked back. Sakurai slipped once more into his dream and poised the head of his rigid cock at the young man’s entrance, effectively becoming the older man in the dream.

      The policeman gave a wicked laugh. Fuck me, Daisuke. Take it all in. You know you want it. You’ve wanted it a long time now, take it all!

      Daisuke, was it? Such a lovely name for such a lovely young man with such a hot, accommodating body that took him in eagerly. Acting as the cop in the dream, Sakurai plunged his cock into the mortal’s body. He grabbed Daisuke’s cock, jerked it, slapped it, grabbed at his nipples and pulled his hair, then leaned in to nip and suck at his neck.

      The young man’s pain was divine, his passion intoxicating, his body so tight and hot, both willing and tensed in fear. He met each of Sakurai’s thrusts, his balls swinging and heavy. Their bodies collided harder and harder, faster and faster and Sakurai gripped Daisuke’s cock and squeezed, holding on until he felt the boy’s climax peak. With one firm stroke from Sakurai’s hand, Daisuke came, and Sakurai joined him in release. As their bodies emptied, he bit down on the boy’s shoulder and sucked in the hot, sweet blood, so potent with lust and pain that his head swam in a way he hadn’t experienced in ages.

      Daisuke collapsed forward and Sakurai allowed himself the luxury of lying atop him a moment, drinking in the ebbing lustful liquor that flavored his blood, licking away the sweetness of the mortal’s thick cum from his fingers. Sakurai licked the bite marks as well, rather surprised with himself that he hadn’t drained the young man dry. Of course, where would the fun be in that?

      This young man was a treasure. Like a fine cognac, he needed to be sampled again and again.

      Daisuke turned his head, murmuring an unfamiliar name. Sakurai smirked. Soon enough it would be himself and not this Watts person who haunted the young man’s dreams. Sakurai leaned in and kissed Daisuke’s full mouth. “Sleep well, my pet. We’ll play another night.”
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      Chapter Three

      “Stupid Dude, go away. It’s my day off,” Dai groaned when his cat licked his face and clawed at his chin, trying to get him to turn over. Dai glared at him through one hair-covered eyed when the cat began to meow in a whiny sort of way.

      “What did you bring in now?” Dai flipped onto his back and groaned as he sat up, putting pressure on his sore ass. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and pulled the leather collar and harness out from under his thigh then leaned over to see what the cat had deposited on the floor. A dead mouse. Great. The cat meowed and rolled onto his back. Dai scratched his belly then stood and picked the mouse up by the tail and tossed it onto the fire escape outside the window. “Thanks, Dude, good collar. A bit of unnecessary violence, but I’m sure the mangy little perp had it coming.”

      Dai stood by the side of the bed and stared at the leather bondage-gear and especially at the big rubber dick. He still couldn’t believe he’d messed with that shit. But damn, it felt good. And thatdream he’d had. He couldn’t remember it in great detail but he knew it had been some weird, weird shit. Poor Watts must be rolling over in his grave.

      Shaking his head, Dai put the collar and harness away then took the dildo to the bathroom to scrub it clean. He put in the sink and lathered his hands to wash it, but scrubbing turned to stroking the thing while he tried to deny the twinge in his ass. He wanted it again. Fuck. Who was he trying to kid? Heneeded it again. He put a bit of warm water in the tub then climbed in, drawing up his knees. He prodded his hole with his fingers. He was still slick inside from all the lube he’d used. He positioned the big dick then slowly pushed it in, deeper and deeper, then pulled it out and did it again, fucking himself to another mind-numbing climax.

      * * * * *

      He was flipping through TV channels and sipping some tea when the phone rang. It was the day shift commander, Ray Watts’s last partner, Dale McAfee. “Matsui get your pretty ass into a suit and scamper down to the Puzzle Palace. Deputy Inspector Diaz with the Organized Crime Task Force wants to see you.”

      “Can’t it wait till tomorrow, boss?”

      “You know the drill—when the mice at headquarters squeak we jump and run their maze.”

      “You know what it’s about?”

      “Not completely, but I hear things from time to time and it seems that one of the Palace Rats may have squealed about certain family associations you have who may be less than one thousand percent law abiding.”

      “They got something on Wei and are trying to tie it to me?” That might explain his brother’s crazy talk about being part of some “Inner Circle.”Shit.

      “I do not know. Chop chop, son. The mice are squeaking even as we speak. I’ll catch you on the flip side.”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      “Hey,” McAfee said. “I hear tell Susie Q was making goo-goo eyes at you last night.”

      “Yeah well. That’s over and done with. Case closed. Totally.”

      Dai hung up the phone and tossed it on to the couch before trudging back into the bedroom to throw on some decent clothes. He hated those uppity shits in IAB. And to deal with this shit on his fucking day off, no less. Dai caught sight of the dildo on the bed and felt the pleasant ache in his ass all over again.

      Pausing at the end of the bed on his way to the closet, he grabbed the rubber cock and dropped it into the open case on the floor. Some of the other “toys” inside begged to be touched, or better yet, used. Dai pulled out another harness, this one made of woven vinyl ropes.

      Like a jock strap, two of the harness’s loops were clearly meant for his legs to go through, another smaller one to bind his cock and balls together. A tie about as wide as his fingernail ran from the smaller loop to the back of the belt, which held everything in place. A rubber plug about as thick as three of his fingers and just as long dangled from the strap.

      Dai stripped then slipped the harness on, fastening it tightly around his waist and cock. Taking a thick daub of lubricant from one of the tubes in the case, he rubbed it onto the plug and then inserted the piece of hard silicone into his sore opening. His anus clamped around it and he shivered. When his cock tried to respond, the strap tightened and the plug pushed in deeper.

      “Fuck,” Dai whispered, shaking all over. Once he’d caught his breath, he put his brown pinstripe suit on with a black shirt unbuttoned at the collar.

      If he had to take care of some bad business today, might as well make the most of it.

      * * * * *

      Dai was very, very glad the pressure of the harness prevented him from coming because it was his luck to hit every fucking bump New York City’s roads had to offer on the short drive. Not that he was really complaining. It felt good. Damn good, and he couldn’t wait to get back home. There were a couple other things he wanted to try, ideas he’d gotten while cruising the Internet these past few weeks.

      He supposed it was fortunate that the bastards from Internal Affairs pissed him off to the extent that he all but forgot about his erection a minute into the meeting. “You want me to plant a bug on my brother?”

      “Half brother, correct? One who’s got heavy ties to the Chinese mob.” Federal

      Agent Brandt’s lips curled in a sneer.

      “To be honest I don’t know who Wei’s hanging with these days. Ever since I

      went to UC I’ve been too busy to talk to him. Even our mother doesn’t see him that

      much.”

      “Then explain that phone call you made to him on your cell phone last night.” Dai jumped from his seat, ignoring the pain in his cock and ass, and glared at the

      FBI agent. “You monitored calls on my fucking cell? How many fucking laws didyou

      break to do that?”

      “We’ll do what it takes to get close to those who’re bringing a ton of heroin in

      from Hong Kong.”

      “Fucker.”

      Diaz, from the NYPD, motioned for Dai to retake his seat. “Detective Matsui, we

      realize this is difficult for you. Your record on the force has been exemplary and I’m

      sure you’re above ‘looking the other way’ simply because your half brother is

      involved.”

      Dai continued to glare, his hand balling into a fist atop the table “I have never

      compromised my shield or another cop, ever.”

      “Then you realize the need for us to get someone on the inside. No one else has

      been able to get close enough.”

      Turning his venomous look back toward the Fed, he said, “Go to the CO of the

      Fifth Precinct. He’s Chinese; he can get someone to get you in.”

      “I assure you that’s been considered and rejected,” Brandt said. “I won’t do it. There’s no way in hell you can force me. I don’t care if you bust

      me down to walking a beat in the projects again.”

      “Deputy Diaz, could you excuse us a moment?” Brandt asked. Once Diaz left,

      Brandt stared coolly at Dai. “Well Detective Matsui, I think you might care if thisgets

      out.” He placed his briefcase on the table and opened it. Inside was a portable DVD

      player. He opened the lid, switched it on and Dai was greeted with a dark but

      discernable video of himself in his bedroom. He felt the color drain from his face as he

      watched himself put on the collar and harness and start to fuck himself with the big

      rubber dildo. He swallowed hard, unable to tear his eyes form the screen as he watched

      someone come into the corner of the frame. Someone—a guy in a leather coat, black

      boots and black pants and shirt, his waist-length black hair obscuring his face—moved

      fully into view. Dai could only continue to stare as he watched the guy take off his coat,

      unbutton his pants and climb behind him and . . . rape him. But he didn’tlook as though

      he was being raped. He was fucking the guy back, and judging from the sounds he was

      making, liking it.

      “That’s not me,” Dai said between clenched teeth. “I don’t know how the fuck

      you did it but that is not me! I never fucked another guy in my life! I don’t know who

      that is. That’s not my apartment. It can’t be!”

      “Itisyou Detective,” Brandt said quietly, stopping the disc. “And I think we both

      know that.” He popped open the DVD player and removed the disc, handing it to Dai.

      “That’s the only copy.”

      Dai took it and shoved it into his suit pocket. “Like I fucking believe that.” “You should. I’m like you, Detective Matsui. I take my job seriously and I’m a

      man of honor at all costs. I know you’ll do the right thing. I know how hard you

      worked to get where you are. I know about your younger days and how Officer Watts

      helped you straighten out.”

      “Fucker,” Dai muttered.

      “I’m a thorough investigator, Detective, just as you are. I’m authorized to offer

      your brother a deal, so you see it’s only his bosses we really want and you can get them

      for us.”

      * * * * *

      An assassin crawled into the apartment through the air vent.

      Sakurai lay on his back across the width of the twin-sized mattress, the upper half of his body draped over the edge as he dozed, his head hovering a few inches over the floor. The afternoon sun hung ruthlessly over the city and heated up the acres of cement. Not many of the night’s creatures would last more than a moment under this sunlight. Maybe that’s why they thought they could kill him now—a chiang shih would be at his most vulnerable, at his weakest.

      So the assassin had made it into the complex’s ventilation system, weaving through the maze-like ductwork under the mistaken impression Sakurai would be sleeping. Laughing softly, Sakurai followed the creature’s movements with his mind’s eye and sensed it scurrying through the walls like a rat. Then again, maybe the assassin was in the form of a rat to be able to move so quickly through the cramped ducts.

      Now he was really curious. Sakurai traced his neck and throat with a finger while his impatience grew.

      Soon enough, the assassin popped open the grill in the living area just outside the view of the bedroom. The creature caught the grill before the metal could hit the floor, dropping down itself a moment later. The intruder didn’t make a sound any weaker or sleeping vampire would’ve heard, and Sakurai raised an eyebrow, impressed. It came into view and scuttled across the floor, searching, his tiny, deformed body casting irregular shadows as it moved through the shafts of light that squeezed past the edges of the curtains.

      Sakurai watched from his upside-down position, his fingers still toying with his throat as the creature suddenly appeared in the doorway. It crouched against the frame, two sets of amber eyes stacked on top of each other, blinking in confusion and surprise. Each of its four arms ended in fists that clutched at silver daggers, and its serpentine tail swished behind it.

      “Aren’t you an ugly little fuck,” Sakurai said with a smirk. “What corner of hell might you be from, lovely?”

      The assassin bared its teeth in a snarl and darted forward. Sakurai rolled off the end of the bed as the knives sliced through the mattress and bits of padding and cotton stuffing flew through the air. He landed in a crouch and sprang up as the demon whipped around with a snarl and lashed out again.

      Sakurai grinned at the little beast from across the room, taunting the assassin by blowing it a kiss. The devil became absolutely furious, gnashing its teeth and whipping its tail around. This was too fucking amusing and Sakurai laughed.

      One of the knives sliced through the air, catching him by surprise. He moved instantly, but the blade cut a gash on his right cheek.

      “Fucking nuisance,” Sakurai hissed, wiping the blood away as the wound healed itself. “I’m not in the mood to play.”

      His new “friend” on the other hand . . . .

      The demon crouched low and jumped forward. A tearing sound filled the room as one version of the demon stayed behind, still in the crouched position, and another landed just in front of it. Both demons attacked at once.

      Sakurai stepped back into the living room, dodging their blows with less ease. The little fucks came at him, their blades slicing through his shirt and pricking his skin. As soon as he caught one devil, the other slashed at his side. He heaved them both away only to have them attack again and again.

      Fuck this.

      Sakurai jumped up away from them and landed in the frame of the window over the bar.

      “Enough toying with you,” he whispered. “I have my own tricks.”

      He kept his eyes on the two demons, focusing on them as everything else in the world shifted around him. His body lost all sensation; his ears heard only the sound of his heart beating. He moved forward through this numbing fog, leaving his clothes behind on the bar. When he hit the floor he was no longer in the form of a man.

      The two demons glanced at each other and Sakurai could smell their fear like the pungent rot of the corpses they must devour for sustenance. Remnants of their last meal lingered in their swollen stomachs. They lunged at him.

      Sakurai snatched the first one by its throat, piercing the flesh and crushing bone in his powerful wolf’s jaws. The other creature tried to slash at his belly, but Sakurai pinned it to the carpet underneath a heavy paw then flung the dead one to the side with a quirk jerk of his head.

      The remaining one he killed slowly, sinking his fangs into the demon’s shoulders and tearing off its multiple arms one by one. Black blood ran from the wounds, the fluid’s odor as revolting as the rest of the creature itself. But the stench reminded Sakurai of another demon that had fucked with him only too recently, wounding him more deeply than he cared to admit.

      Sakurai severed the demon’s head with another bite and backed away, shifting back into his normal body. Too disgusted with the taste to swallow, he spat up the devil’s blood and wiped away any traces from around his mouth.

      “Little shits,” Sakurai hissed. He stood up and pushed the hair back from his eyes as he retrieved his clothes from the bar. Now, instead of lounging away the rest of the afternoon waiting for his new toy to return to the apartment below, he’d have to go find out who would be stupid enough to send assassins like these after him.

      * * * * *

      Sakurai’s first stop was to the noisy little market at the end of Mott Street which was the front for the mob elders who’d summoned him to New York.

      “Take me to Jung Kai,” Sakurai ordered the first mortal enforcer to catch his eye.

      “We’re closing early, get the fuck out,” another said, coming up behind Sakurai and prodding his back with the barrel of a handgun.

      Legitimate customers scurried away, leaving their hand baskets of potential purchases behind in their rush to leave. Sakurai clucked his tongue. “Really now, and how does Master Liu expect to pay for my services if you scare away all his customers.”

      The gunman prodded Sakurai again and the vampire spun, seizing his would-be assailant buy the throat and lifting him a good four feet off the floor.

      “Enough of your foolish games, boy. Take me to Jung or die.” Sakurai dropped him and waited.

      Much bowing and scraping ensued as he was led to a concealed door and shown down a dimly lit corridor to a suite of rooms beneath street level. Garish in the extreme, they reminded Sakurai of a cross between a Hong Kong brothel and a cinematic Sultan’s palace, complete with a scantily clad harem full of both male and female concubines.

      Sakurai smiled to himself as he remembered his new pet, Daisuke. Yes, he had to revisit that interesting young man very soon.

      Scurrying out of whichever hole he’d been hiding in, Jung Kai prostrated himself before Sakurai. “Master Sakurai, I apologize for the disrespect you have been shown here today.”

      Sakurai used the toe of one booted foot to tilt Jung Kai’s head up. “Is that all you have to apologize for? Isn’t there another little matter you want to admit to? Such as a pathetic assassination attempt at that apartment you so graciously gave me to use during my stay here?”

      “No, no, no.” Jung Kai shook his head and settled back on his knees. “I would never attempt such a thing. I know your abilities are boundless. Why would I be so stupid?”

      “Why indeed?”

      Jung Kai leaned forward again, reverently caressing Sakurai’s boot. He looked up once more. “It must have been the interlopers, the ones we begged you to dispose of.”

      “Indeed.” Sakurai stared at the younger vampire leader, conscious of the precarious position Jung Kai was placing himself in by showing such submissive deference. He brushed his hair back from his face with a flick of his hand then motioned for Jung Kai to rise.

      “It is most fortunate for you that I have found something mildly amusing in this city to keep me here for the moment. These squabbles of yours do not concern me, though I admit I don’t approve of these ‘interlopers’ sharing of thechaing shih’s gifts in any fashion.” Sakurai slipped his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket. “Do these mysterious ones have names or have you been too afraid to ascertain that as well?”

      “We know them only asShan Ching.”

      Sakurai smirked. “Hill spectres? How quaint.”

      “They are seen only by a select few but rumor has it they travel to certain business enterprises to choose mortals to feed from. It is said that theShan Ching feasts upon the pain and suffering like a connoisseur feasts on the finest of gourmet meals.”

      Sakurai’s smirk broadened into a cruel smile. “Interesting. It would seem that the Shan Ching are creatures after my own heart. Perhaps I won’t eliminate them at all.”

      A collective gasp broke the room’s strained silence and Jung Kai prostrated himself once more, this time planting a kiss on the toes of Sakurai’s boots. “Please have mercy upon us, Master Sakurai. We will be your humblest of servants.”

      Sakurai scowled at the subservience then kicked Jung Kai over. Let this weak waste of immortality lose face amongst his followers. “The apartment. I want it spotless by the time I return.”
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      Chapter Four

      Dai stormed out of One Police Plaza, shoving past anyone who got in his way. When he slid inside the parked GTO, he slammed his fists against the steering wheel.

      “Fuck!” he yelled at the top his voice inside the closed car. “Mother fuckers!”

      Resting his forehead on his hands, Dai clutched at the leather wheel and panted. Wei Wei, that fucking idiot, was in over his head this time. If the mob didn’t kill him, the pencil necks here were going to make sure his ass sat in a pen until some inmate killed him or worse. So, what--to save his brother, Dai had to backstab him first?

      And if Dai refused to play the game their way . . . .

      “Like fucking hell that’s the only copy,” Dai muttered through his clenched teeth. But those fucks weren’t going to get another chance to tape anything else.

      Dai’s cock jerked against his restraints as he thought about what was on that disc —the mysterious, unknown man who’d entered his room . . . who’dfucked him . . . . Dai’s heart thudded wildly. He shifted in his seat, noticing now how the rubber plug nestled in his ass didn’t come close to filling him.

      Dai turned the key in the ignition and pulled away from the curb with a loud screech. Before he could take care of this business with Wei, he had to find the camera those shits from Bureau planted in his apartment. And he needed to know who that man on disc was, to see if it was even true.

      God, he wanted it to be. Wanted it bad, right, Daisuke?

      “Shit,” he growled before stepping on the gas to beat the stop light.

      * * * * *

      Dai barreled into his building like a man possessed, ignoring the pain jolting through him from the harness binding his cock and the plug buried in his ass.

      The recording had showed a three-quarter angle shot of the bed, so he had a pretty good idea where to start his search. He found the camera in the fucking smoke detector, the fiber-optic lens tucked away where the damn batteries should be, the rest of the compact device tucked in a hole cut into the ceiling.

      “Fucks.” Dai ripped the wire out and crushed the head under his boot. He took the plastic-bodied camera and smashed it against the window ledge until it splintered, cutting his palm.

      “Fuck!” he shouted, shaking his hand and causing some of the blood to hit the outer ledge and the fire escape. He pulled his handkerchief out of his back pocket and wrapped his palm then ran his hands through his hair. A part of him had clung to the hope that there wouldn’t be any cameras, that what he’d seen on the disc was a lie.

      He doubted they’d stop at one camera. In the fixtures over the bathroom sink, he found another. And another one in the living room, the lens poking out between a couple books on a wall shelf. One thing was for sure—they went through a hell of lot of trouble just to be able to blackmail him. The fucks.

      Dai tore off his suit jacket and tossed it on the sofa, and the DVD fell out of his pocket. His balls tightened as his cock swelled, shoving the plug deeper inside. The sensation was torment and pleasure all at once. And the image of that man, that stranger, kissing him . . . fucking him . . . sprang in to his mind so vividly he couldn’t force it to go away.

      Dai turned on his TV then popped the disc into his DVD player, his finger hovering over the play button. He had to see the recording again, to understand . . . what?

      “Why it felt so good,” he whispered and pushed the button.

      As the disc whirred to life, Dai unbuttoned his shirt and slipped out of his pants. He’d meant to remove the harness and free his aching cock, but as Dai saw himself on the 36” screen start to press the dildo into his opening, his hand dropped to his side.

      The muscles in his ass clenched and gripped the silicone plug, his cock swelled and strained against the harness. He knelt on the floor, rocking back and forth, rubbing his aching balls. Oh God, there the guy was. Fuck! His face wasn’t visible even on the bigger screen. All Dai could make out was a glimpse of high cheekbones, a straight nose, and that long, black hair that shimmered in the moonlight and moved like countless threads of the finest silk against the man’s leather jacket then against his shirt.

      Dai was barely aware of the low moan that escaped his lips when the guy began to fuck him—no, when the guy positioned himself and Dai rammed himself back onto the stranger’s cock. Sweating, Dai began jerking himself in time to the rhythm of the two figures on the television screen. He came hard and fast then rubbed the sticky ejaculate over stomach as he watched himself on TV blow his load and the guy . . . what? Bit him, licked him? With one shaking, sticky hand, Dai jabbed at the volume button to hear his moans, to hear the other man’s deeply accented whisper as he slipped his cock free and kissed Dai’s mouth.

      Sleep well my pet. We’ll play another night.

      Another night. Another session that intense. Oh fuck yes!

      Dai’s ass clenched and his eyes grew wide as he realized something. This morning in the bathroom when he fucked himself with the dildo he thought it was lube making him still slick inside but . . . oh fuck. It was the guy’s cum.

      “Oh Fuck!”

      Dai scrambled away from the TV until he backed into the couch. Fuck fuck fuck! He tugged at the straps on the harness, tearing the leather cords away and yanking out the plug so quickly his passage spasmed at the sudden emptiness.

      Panting and trembling all over, Dai pressed into the sofa, his fingers digging into the carpet. Flashes from his dream raced through his mind, only now he saw that it wasn’t an imagined Watts but rather a faceless stranger caressing his body, pushing into him. God—he could almost feel the hot spurt erupting inside of him.

      The phone rang and jerked Dai from his erotic visions. Taking two steadying breaths, he reached for the cordless phone on the coffee table.

      “Yeah,” Dai muttered.

      “Hey, ge-ge.” It was Wei. He sounded happy, like he’d gotten hold of something that was the shit. Dai almost hung up on him. Just like last night, he was feeling that mixture of arousal and sickness. That man’s semen had coated the inside of him. The intimacy of it and all its implications scared Dai, while at the same time his cock remained firmly erect and throbbing for a firm touch . . . not from his own hand, but from his faceless lover.

      The man had fucked him while he slept, and Dai was thinking of him as his lover. Dai bit down on his lower lip to hold back a lustful, aching moan.

      “You there, Dai? Don’t cut out on me, I told you it’s good.”

      “Wh-what?” Dai croaked, barely recognizing his own voice.

      Wei laughed on the other end of the line. “Don’t tell me you’re into some recreational drug shit now, Daisuke, Mr. Cop and Hard Ass of the Year.”

      “I’m not in the mood, Wei.”

      “Okay, okay,” Wei sounded a little surprised. “You alright?”

      “What the hell do you want?” Dai shouted into the phone.

      “Be a prick then.” Wei sighed. “But come check out theResurrection on 6th and West 20th. I’m telling you, its good—there’s things happening here you wouldn’t believe. And I think I can get you in, if you’re not too afraid, big brother.”

      The line went dead and Dai let the receiver in his hand slip and fall to the floor. Oh he was afraid all right, but not for any reason Wei could imagine.

      Oh shit, what was he going to do?

      Think, Dai, Think. You get tested. First thing in the morning, you head over to Jersey and you get an anonymous HIV test. You can find a clinic online, no problem. It’ll be all right. It will. The guy could have had a rubber. He could have, and you just couldn’t see and it was the lube this morning making your ass so slick, it was!

      Dai scrambled to his feet, lurched into the bedroom then threw the harness into the trunk and rooted through his clothes for a clean shirt and pants. He took a long, hot shower, scrubbing until his skin was raw.

      Within the hour Dai wound up at a club, located inside an old church on 6th Avenue.

      Men and women formed a line that wrapped around the block, from the building’s entrance to the alley on its side.

      Every one of them was dressed in leather. Some had chains wrapped around their throats, or dangling from wide, studded belts. The women had on corset tops and short skirts, high platform boots and as much makeup as folks wore on Halloween. Many of the guys looked like rejects from some old biker flick, with their motorcycle jackets and heavy engineer boots.

      Though not wearing anything more conspicuous than a black T-shirt and a worn wool blazer over his jeans, Dai realized he was going to stand out like hell in this crowd.

      “There’s my man!”

      Dai glanced behind him as Wei came up and grabbed his shoulder. “I’ve been waiting out here for you for an hour.”

      “I had shit to take care of.”

      Wei Wei punched him lightly in the arm. “You can forget about all that now,” he said with a wicked smile. “I’ll make sure you get treated real good here tonight.”

      Wei tugged Dai’s sleeve and led him to a small iron gate around the side of the church. The sunglass-wearing bouncer nodded and let them inside, much to the dismay of those in line. The walkway was paved with thick glass block tiles that were lit from within, giving the passageway an eerie, reddish glow.

      The fine hairs on Dai’s neck prickled and he instinctively scratched at his lower back to check on the position of his off-duty weapon. It was Watts’s old service weapon, a Glock 26 that he’d had specially rebuilt using a chunk of the money Ray had left him.

      * * * * *

      Sakurai’s mouth twisted into a smirk as he peered down from the roof of the former Gothic-styled church from between the glowering faces of two stone gargoyles. Well, well, wasn’t this a most interesting little circumstance? His pet from last evening, here at the club rumored to be even more decadent than the ones he’d had back in the old days in Hong Kong and Tokyo.

      The vampire leapt silently and effortlessly to the ground, landing in the narrow passageway and shielding his presence from the mortals. But oh, ho, what was this? Was that Daisuke lingering a moment as the club’s door closed behind him?

      Sakurai’s smirk broadened. Yes, they did have that exchange of fluids, did they not? There could very well be a bit of a connection between them. And that was all the better to play the game. Sakurai licked his lips, remembering very well the intoxicating passion in the mortal’s blood. Yes they would have to play again very, very soon.

      But first things first. He needed to see these all-powerful Shan ching in person. Sakurai ran his fingers along the bricks as he followed the side of the building past the club’s side entrance and into the filthy, dimly lit alleyway. Toward the back of the club, a metal staircase led down to another entrance below street-level. A flickering sodium bulb at the bottom of the steps made the shadows dance along the graffitied walls and the rust-covered handrails on the staircase.

      Beneath the scent of the paint and oxidizing metal, he could smell the dried blood of dozens, maybe hundreds, of victims. Their bodies had been dragged up the staircase and disposed of, but no amount of cleaning or even the passage of time ever completely erased the tangy odor enough that a vampire’s senses couldn’t pick it up. Smirking, Sakurai trotted down the staircase.

      The area would’ve seemed strangely unguarded compared to the front of the club where the heavy-set bouncers carefully watched the public entrances. But Sakurai sensed watching eyes in the darkness, heard the murmurs of the vampires inside who knew he was there but didn’t have the balls to show themselves.

      “This part of the club is for VIPs only, asshole,” someone with a distinctly human edge to his voice called out from the other side of the metal door. “Go wait in line like everyone else.”

      Sakurai’s grin widened. The vampires inside had sent one of their human pets to try and send him away? First the assassination attempt, now this. Sakurai laughed.

      I hope he wasn’t one of your favorite toys. He sent the message out with his mind before smashing his open palm against the door. The metal gave way with a loud wrenching sound. The boy on the other side tried to get out of the way, but Sakurai slammed the door against the inside wall, pinning the mortal between metal and brick.

      The boy was still alive, but his ribs were crushed and blood flowed out of his mouth with each ragged breath. Sakurai decided against drinking from the little shit, who was dressed much in the same way the other club-goers above were. Let his life be a complete waste to the ones who’d sent him as their messenger.

      Sakurai moved his hand away from the door and the boy slumped to the floor to finish dying. Sakurai slipped into the dark hallway leading deeper into theShan ching lair, and called out softly, teasingly. “That’s the second welcome you’ve given me in this city that hasn’t impressed me.”

      * * * * *

      “Holy shit,” Dai muttered as he slipped through the crowd behind Wei and took in the club. Did the bastards who ran this place have the entire Vice Squad in their pocket?

      “You got the balls to hang, ge-ge?” Wei teased as he followed his brother’s line of sight to the big wooden X set upon a high balcony where the church’s monstrous pipe organ once resided. A woman was being strapped to the Andrew’s Cross by her wrists and ankles, her breasts and shaved pubic mound accented and jutting between the PVC strips that wound round her body.

      A burly, bare-chested man with a leather hood and tight leather pants approached the cross and waved the bullwhip in his hand to the crowd below, who began to chant.

      “Will! Will! Will!”

      “Make the bitch bleed!”

      “She wants it!”

      “I want it, too!”

      Crack!

      Dai jerked his head around and saw one of the PVC strips fall away, leaving

      behind a thin red welt.

      Crack! Crack!

      Two more strips fell, this time from the woman’s breasts.

      Crack!

      This time her arm was cut and blood trickled down her flesh. She craned her

      neck in an effort to lick at the wound, smiling when she managed to catch a droplet upon her pink tongue.

      “Holy fuck.” Dai stared with his mouth hanging open. The woman kept struggling to reach another taste of her own blood, her face contorting with pleasure as she savored the drops she was able to catch. Dai found himself licking his own lips, trying to imagine what the blood tasted like . . . if it was as good as it looked . . . .

      Where the hell did that thought come from? Dai clamped his mouth shut and looked away as he broke out in a sweat. “I need a fucking drink, Wei. Now.” He looked around for the bar, his tongue feeling dry, thick and swollen with thirst.

      “This way.” Wei laughed and tugged on the sleeve of Dai’s shirt. “That little show is turning you on, ehge-ge?”

      Wei nodded toward the cross where the man was now stroking at the woman’s exposed sex with the edge of his whip while she kept trying to lap at the cut on her arm in between her moans.

      Honestly, itwas arousing . . . the way the woman appreciated the pain, seemed to even crave it as precursor to pleasure. So was the utter redness of the blood against her pale skin . . . .

      Dai shook his head before his thoughts could get even more fucked up.

      “Yeah, whatever,” he mumbled in response to Wei’s amused smile. All around them, people danced or took in one of the many different “shows” that were being played out on various small stages set up throughout the club’s dance floor. Or, if they weren’t watching, they were putting on shows of their own in the darkened booths lining the walls of the main floor.

      “I didn’t know you were into this scene, Wei.” Dai looked at his brother, wondering how in the hell Wei’s ties to the mob got him involved in one of the hardest bondage clubs he’d ever even seen, let alone heard of.

      Leaning back against the bar, Dai made a conscious effort not to look at the woman or flinch when he heard the crack of the whip on her skin, even as he briefly wondered what it might feel like.

      “I’m not really into it,” Wei said, drawing his attention, “but the people I’ve been hanging with are. They’re into all kinds of crazy shit like you would not believe. You remember what that crazy fuck Watts used to say about ‘The truth of the streets being stranger than fiction’ He was fucking right,ge-ge. He was so fucking right.”

      At his brother’s flippant tone when he spoke of Watts, Dai’s hand tensed around his beer bottle, but he let it slide. He took a drink of the beer. “Enlighten me.”

      “No-can-do just yet. I have to get permission, and Madame Viktoria isn’t around.”

      Dai nearly choked on his beer.

      “Madame Viktoria? What the fuck? You some bitch’s sex toy?” he asked, gesturing to the couple on the small platform stage along the left wall, where a woman in a tight skirt, corset, and spike-heeled boots was having said boots licked by a guy wearing nothing but a red thong and a horse’s tail sticking out of his ass. The ass she spanked repeatedly with a riding crop.

      Wei glanced over his shoulder at the scene and choked on some of his beer.

      “Fuck no,” he said, laughing. “That chick’s riding her boy pretty damn hard.” He cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted at them. “Make him beg, baby!”

      Dai shifted uncomfortably at Wei’s mocking attitude.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Dai snapped before taking a swig from his bottle. Wei didn’t really understand what was going on here, the play on power and suggestion . . . . God, Dai himself didn’t understand it yet, he just felt it. He wanted it.

      “What the hell’s bugging you, Dai?” Wei turned back around, a serious look on his boyish face for once. He frowned so his full lips formed a little pout, his smooth forehead creasing just between his brows. “Something’s up and you’re not telling me. I know it.”

      “Fuck off, Wei. You’re not Dr. Phil.”

      “What the fuck ever,” Wei grumbled as he downed his scotch.

      “Why’d you bring me here?” Dai asked, setting his half empty bottle on the bar. He flinched when a final crack of the whip brought a loud groan that was more pleasure than pain form the woman on the balcony.

      “I wanted you to check the place out.”

      Dai tensed. Fuck, this is exactly what that prick Fed wanted. Letting all thoughts of kinky activities slip away, Dai let his gaze skim the room like the trained cop he was. “You sure you didn’t want anyone in the place to check me out? You maybe trying to let them get a good look at the law they might have to deal with?”

      “What?”

      “Captain fucking Jack at three o’clock.”

      “Shit.”

      Dai cast his brother a curious glance then turned his attention back to the halfChinese guy crossing the club floor. He walked with a slow, practiced swagger, his long legs clad in brown jeans and high brown boots. He wore a burgundy shirt with full sleeves and an open brown suede vest. And he looked very much like fucking Jack Sparrow with his long hair and mustache.
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      Chapter Five

      “Oh, please,” Sakurai said, shifting his weight to his left leg and crossing his arms in front of himself in a thoroughly bored stance as the pathetically young vampires made a great show of snarling and baring their fangs. A bold pair of females slithered out to get at the blood of the mortal fool breathing his last behind the shattered door in the other room. “Yes, children, do have your bedtime snack then toddle off to your crypts.”

      A much stronger presence made itself known from a glass partitioned area at the rear and Sakurai shifted his gaze. This vampire was older. Older thanthese pathetic wraiths, in any event. He couldn’t have been more than a century old. Sakurai turned his head to look and smirked at the plump, balding beast packed into some type of red rubbery outfit like an over-stuffed sausage.

      “If you’re the creature striking fear into the heart of Jung Kai and his people then that fool deserves to die for his stupidity alone.”

      “Appearances are deceptive my friend, as I’m sure you know.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself by pretending to be a friend of mine.”

      Ignoring the insult, the rotund vampire grinned. “You should have been here yesterday; you could have entertained the Mistress.”

      “Such a pity to have missed it. I suppose this ‘Mistress’ is the famed leader of the Shan ching?”

      “The same.”

      Sakurai threw back his head and laughed. “I really need to go kill Jung Kai for this foolishness.” He raised one hand. “Don’t bother showing me out. I’ll find my own way.”

      The group of pathetic vampires parted in his wake as Sakurai made his way to a bolted door. The closer he got, the stronger the scent of mortal flesh and blood upstairs became. He licked his lips. Perhaps the evening wouldn’t be a total loss.

      Why didn’t you kill him, Master Kwong?

      Why didn’t you let us do it?

      Silence! The Mistress forbade it. She knew he would come and she wanted me to gauge his power. It is immense.

      Sakurai paused on the dark, narrow staircase leading upstairs and bowed. “Why thank you for the compliment.”

      He tossed his head and laughed again as he ascended the rest of the way.

      Another pathetic human bodyguard stood beyond the door leading to the mortal section of the building and it took but a mere tap of a finger for him to unlock the door for Sakurai.

      With a laugh, Sakurai gave him a pat on the head then moved along the wall, masking his presence from the mortals and the one vampire present.

      There you are, Daisuke, my pet. Whatever are you getting yourself into?Sakurai wondered as a foppishly dressed vampire approached Daisuke and another young man. Sakurai sniffed the air. Yes, they shared blood, but not fully. Half-brothers, one of them full Japanese, the other half Japanese, half Chinese, so like himself and his dear Kiyoshi. How interesting.

      Sakurai leaned back against the wall, folded his arms in front of his chest and observed.

      * * * * *

      “Wei Qing, what isthis?”

      “This is a paying customer, dumbfuck,” Dai said, tossing a twenty on the bar and motioning for another beer.

      “Ge ge . . . .”

      The Captain Jack wannabe chuckled. “So this must be the fabled brother you keep talking about.”

      Fuck if he didn’t give that piece of shit mustache of his a twirl. Dai laughed and shook his head then sipped his fresh beer.

      He almost choked on it when Jack’s hand seized his throat. The scrawny little fuck had one hell of a grip.

      People nearby backed away and a hush fell over the immediate area.

      “Didn’t that Japanese whore of a mother of yours teach you any manners, Dai?”

      “No,” Dai growled out. “But Sergeant Nelson at the Academy taught me to shoot damn straight.” He pressed his off-duty weapon into the wannabe’s dick. “If you value your balls you’ll get your hand off menow.”

      The fucker actually sneered. “You’re trying to be cute, boy.”

      “Call me ‘boy’ again--please,” Dai growled, shoving the muzzle of his Glock harder still against the front of the man’s pants. “Think I’m bluffing?”

      “Obviously not.” The fucker’s smile dissolved pretty damn fast and he narrowed his eyes at Dai.

      “So get the hell out of my face. Now.”

      “Hey, c’monge-ge,” Wei put his hand over Dai’s and pushed himself in between them. “This is Yun. We’re all friends here.”

      The fucker backed off first and shot Wei an angry, hateful glare that the young man was too distracted to notice. Dai caught it, though, and he didn’t like it one fucking bit.

      “‘Friends’ is a pretty strong word, Wei.” Daisuke didn’t put his gun back in its holster right away and he kept his eyes on Yun. “Make sure it applies.”

      “I assure you I can be very friendly,” Yun said with a shit-eating grin Dai did not find amusing.

      “I don’t have time for friends.”

      Dai heard someone behind the bar say, “Call the police.”

      With his free hand, Dai pulled out the case with his detective shield.

      “Iam the fucking police,” he said, his gaze never leaving Yun’s. Yun held his hands in a submissive gesture and Dai carefully slid his gun back into his belt holster.

      * * * * *

      What game have we here? Sakurai watched the vampire play the part of the supplicated mortal. His smirk turned to a sneer when he caught the other vampire’s thoughts. Think again about ‘having a taste’. That one ismine.

      “I better get going, Wei. I got some shit to take care of at the apartment.” Daisuke shoved away from his brother and turned to leave. He froze when he caught sight of Sakurai all the way at the other end of the bar.

      Interesting , Sakurai mused. So there was some connection between them . . . the man could see past Sakurai’s veil for mortal eyes. It serves you right for being too fine to resist, dai-dai. He projected the thought between them before making sure his psychic guard was stronger and fading from mortal view again.

      Sakurai moved to the end of the smaller bar on the opposite side of the floor and leaned against the bar top to watch Daisuke frantically scan the club floor.

      * * * * *

      “Dai, wait.” Wei tugged at Daisuke’s sleeve, not so much a Mafioso tough man as a needy, whiny little brother.

      “Did you see that man?” Dai pointed at the spot where he’d seen the other man —the other man. The one from the DVD. “Right there—I swear to fuck, I saw him.”

      Yun laughed and took a glass from the bartender. “Wei Qing, your brother needs some fresh air to think clearly.”

      “Fuck you,” Dai snarled at Yun and shrugged out of Wei’s grip. “I can see myself to the door.”

      Pushing his way outside, Dai strode quickly to where he’d parked his car. He cut the alarm, unlocked the door then leaned on the roof to take a deep breath.

      Christ he was losing it, thinking he saw that guy from the DVD there. Worse yet, thinking he heard the guy talk to him. It serves you right for being too fine to resist, dai-dai.

      Blood rushed to his cock as the words echoed in his thoughts and the last part of the video replayed itself in his mind and Dai unconsciously touched his fingertips to his lips where the guy had kissed him.

      Sleep well my pet. We’ll play another night.

      Maybe tonight—please?

      “What the fuck!” Dai squeezed his eyes shut and tried to steady his breath. He didn’t even know who the hell he was fantasizing about, who’d even fucked him.

      His entire body starting to ache with longing, Dai moved his fingers away from his lips and rubbed at the sides of his neck, his shoulders. As he rubbed his shoulders, Dai noticed a dull throbbing pain just above his shoulder blades. But it was a pleasurable sensation as much as anything else and he found himself stroking the spot, practically masturbating it.

      Dai ripped off his blazer and shirt, not giving a shit about anyone who might be watching. He dropped into the driver’s seat and twisted the rear view mirror so he could get a look at the spot on his shoulder.

      “Holy shit . . . .” he gasped. There was a bruise about the size of a man’s mouth above his shoulder blade, with two pin pricks near the middle of the reddish spot.

      Needle tracks.

      That was it. The fucking Feds drugged him. He’d been royally set up. They’d staged a scene. They caught him jacking off on video and the “other guy” was a plant, he was addedafter the fact.

      Shit! Those fuckers really wanted Wei Wei’s new “friends,” didn’t they? But why? Was it really just the dope trade or was there more? Could it be the bondage club was the real mark? Maybe that was a cover, too. Maybe the bastards were trafficking in flesh, as well.

      Dai slipped his shirt back on and closed the car door. Fuck, that would be some nice looking bust on his own record if he could get in and take it all from under that fucker Brandt’s ass.

      * * * * *

      “And you must be the fabled Master Sakurai,” Yun said with a snakelike hiss as he shielded himself from the mortals and slithered up to the rear bar, a bottle of bloodwine in his grip.

      “Who I am is none of your concern,” Sakurai replied, placing his hand atop his wine glass. “I take it you fancy yourself to be somebody in our world.”

      Yun sneered, baring his fangs in that annoying cinematic way so many did.

      Sakurai tossed back his wine, a smile crossing his lips as he caught a flash from his new pet.It was no fabrication, Daisuke. Sakurai’s smile dissolved and he dropped the glass to the floor, crushing the pieces under his boot. “Tell whomever you work for that I’m neither impressed nor worried. Save your assassins for an easy target, why don’t you?”

      “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.” Yun sipped from his glass and studied Sakurai over the red-stained rim. “Assassins? No. That was a test.”

      Sakurai tilted his head down, letting the long dark strands of hair fall over his eyes and along the sides of his face as he stared at the other vampire. “‘My my’, said Goldilocks to the Big Bad Wolf, ‘what big balls you have’,” he whispered.

      Yun placed his half-full glass on the bar top and turned to Sakurai with an amused look. “Your pet thought the same thing. Next time he’ll use his mouth instead of poking me with that silly toy he calls a weapon.”

      The utter arrogance of this upstart vampire was nothing less than amusing to Sakurai. He took Yun’s glass from the bar and helped himself to the remainder of the blood-laced wine. “I imagine the bullets he puts in it are bigger than your cock.” Sakurai laughed.

      Yun didn’t look quite as amused after that, but he still managed to stick in a quip. “We’ll see if Daisuke remembers you at all after I’ve shown him what a real fuck feels like.”

      Before Yun could even fathom what happened he was lying face first on the floor and Sakurai’s fingernails were piercing Yun’s throat and gliding around, slicing through the flesh of his neck.

      A mortal screamed as Yun’s psychic shield failed and his body—and only his body—became suddenly visible. Sakurai knelt, his knee pressed into Yun’s back. He leaned forward, flicked his tongue across the gaping wound. “Next time, I take your fucking head off.”

      Sakurai pulled away and slipped through the crowd that had gathered around the scene.

      “Call an ambulance!” A man shouted to the bartender who scrambled to dial 911 on the cordless phone behind the counter.

      “Is he dead?”

      “What the fuck happened!”

      “His head was gone then it was there!”

      Sakurai watched with a smirk as Yun pulled himself up off the floor, clutching the wounds at his neck. The injured vampire threw a psychic block over himself and vanished before their mortal eyes. A number of them gasped in shock and confusion while Sakurai watched him slink off like a dog with its tail tucked between its legs.

      Satisfied but still irritated with the night’s events, Sakurai left the club. Something—someone—to relax with was what he needed. Laughing softly as his mood improved, he set off to find his deardai-dai.

      * * * * *

      Dai got about two blocks from the club when two patrol cars and an ambulance sped past him on 10thAvenue & 6th, sirens blaring. They were headed back in the direction he’d just come from. A bad feeling settling in the pit of his stomach, he flicked

      on the scanner and caught the tail of the call.

      “10-24 stabbing at theResurrection nightclub possibly gang related.” Shit—an assault had happened in the club, probably right after he’d left.Wei. Dai made a u-turn and sped back to the club.

      He flashed his shield to the uniforms setting up crowd control and went back

      inside.

      “Fuck,” he muttered as he saw the puddle of blood. There was no body and no

      sign of Wei. Dai scanned the crowd and caught a glimpse of his brother on an upper

      level, standing near the aluminum railing. Pushing his way through the crowd, he

      made it to Wei, who seemed to want to disappear all of a sudden. Dai grabbed him by

      the back of the jacket. “Not so fast, little bro. What the fuck happened?” “I don’t know. I was up here talking to someone—”

      “Who? All of these people who seem not to know you?”

      “It was . . . a girl. She got sick and ran to the ladies’ room.”

      “That much blood would make anyone sick. What the fuck happened?” “I don’t know!”

      Dai let him go and pointed a menacing finger at him. “You stay put.” Trotting back downstairs, Dai hit the lower level in time to hear a shout. “Stop that, you sick little fuck!”

      “Grab him!”

      “No! You’re the fucking cop; yougrab him!”

      Dai pushed his way forward to watch a patrolman and two paramedics staring

      open-mouthed at a bone-thin guy on his hands and knees licking the spilled blood from

      the floor.

      “Christ almighty!” Dai said, lunging forward. He grabbed the freaky little skell

      by the belt and a handful of stringy, black hair and lifted him off the floor. “I need it! I need it!” the man wailed, flailing his arms and legs. “I need the

      power!”

      “You need a fucking psych ward!” Dai glared at the flabbergasted EMTs and

      uniformed cop. “Get something to restrain his EDP ass!”

      One of the EMTs muttered, “Hang on,” and left the club, presumably to go to the

      ambulance and get something. Or maybe to puke. Dai wasn’t feeling so hot himself, not

      after all the extremely weird shit that had happened to him lately—and the struggling

      freak in his hands wasn’t helping, either.

      He pushed the nutcase against the bar and tried to hold him down. The little shit

      was strong for being such a sickly looking thing. “Are you on ice, asshole?” Dai shouted

      into the man’s ear. Not exactly the most diplomatic method of ascertaining drug use,

      but to hell with protocol.

      “I need it! I need the blood!” the man cried out again, and Dai remembered his

      ‘talk’ with Wei over the phone.

      Mind readers. Vampires.

      “No fuck . . . .” Dai whispered, suddenly a lot more than just ‘weirded out’. For a

      wild moment, he considered pulling his gun out of the holster and blowing this thing

      under his hands away. He was pissed, freaked, and scared.

      “Please, officer, that child is under my care.” A voice slithered in Dai’s ear,

      making him jump. “I’m the manager here. I think there’s been a misunderstanding.” Dai turned to look. Weirded out wasn’t even getting close tonight . . . . The guy—he thought it was a guy since it was hard to tell with all the fucking

      eyeliner and mascara—gave him a sickeningly sweet smile. “You a fucking doctor?

      What the fuck do you mean he’s under your care?”

      Dai looked at the little skell who was awfully quiet all of a sudden and was

      looking up at the “manager” in the red leather jump suit like he was some god. Mind readers. Vampires.

      The paramedics returned and Dai let them coax the guy to the gurney as the

      “manager” stroked the kid’s head. “It’s all right. You’ll be fine, just relax.” Dai glared at the rookie cop who was still standing there with his thumb up his

      ass. “Get this guy’s info. I’ll be right back.”

      He looked up at the balcony but didn’t see Wei. He was about to go up and

      search for his brother when two of the local detectives came on the scene. He knew one

      from the Academy. What a fucking prick he’d been, and apparently still was. “I thought they canned your ass years ago, Matsui.”

      “Don’t you wish?” Dai glared at the asshole. Francis Allen had to be the biggest

      shit-eater in the department. Period. He kissed ass left and right, but was one of the

      sloppiest mothers on the job and he had cared more about reaching top pay as a

      Detective First Grade than actually getting the streets clean. It was no secret, either, that

      the prick had something personal against Dai.

      “Come again, Matsui?” Allen stepped forward, his grey sports coat tenting

      around his thick gut. “You want to start some shit with me?”

      Dai clenched his jaw. No way was he taking the bait this time. “Look, this is my

      call. I got to the scene first.”

      “Aren’t you off-duty tonight? That’s what the uniform outside said.” Allen

      squinted at him. “Besides this doesn’t look like the Bronx precinct to me. Does it look

      like the Bronx to you, Parker?”

      “Looks like Manhattan South to me, Frank.”

      Allen smirked. “Matsui, you’re not even supposed tobe here. This ismy part of

      town.”

      “Fuck you,” Dai said before turning away to look for Wei.

      “If you’re looking for your candy-ass brother, Matsui, we took his statement

      outside and sent him home.”

      Bastards.

      “Oh detective,” Allen called. “We needyour statement, too.” He pulled out a

      small notebook and began to write, narrating as he did so. “Matsui, Daisuke. Detective

      Third Grade—you’re still a bottom feeder aren’t you, Matsui?”

      Fuckers.

      Dai told them what they wanted to hear then watched as Allen and his asskissing partner went back to the bar where the EMTs were finally wheeling the crazy

      skell away.

      * * * * *

      A light rain was falling when Dai exited the club, and most of the onlookers had gone. Dai caught sight of that Captain Jack looking shithead in the back of the ambulance as the EMT closed the doors. He called out, but when the paramedic turned Dai realized there was no one in the back of the bus with the skell but the other EMT.

      “Where you taking him?”

      “Where do you think?”

      Asshole. Dai watched as the bus pulled away. He squinted and swiped the wet

      hair out of his eyes, certain he saw Captain Jack through the small rear window. Vampires.

      Yeah. Right.

      Dai went back to his car and cruised the neighborhood and then Chinatown,

      hoping to catch Wei Wei. Of course he was nowhere to be found and he didn’t answer his cell, either. Stupid little shit.

      Not in the mood to go home just yet, Dai kept driving, taking all the side streets and lesser-traveled areas that he knew. He headed out of the city proper and onto the expressway, numbly watching the reflection of lights on the wet blacktop. He punched the button on the CD player and turned up the volume as his favorite Asian rock CD poured out the perfect song for driving and leaving all the day-to-day shit behind.

      He sang along softly in Japanese, losing himself in the solitude until he turned off the highway and hit the small access road to the tiny, secluded beach Watts had often taken him and Wei to so they could fish. The same beach they’d gone to that night after he graduated college, the night he wanted to tell Watts how he felt.

      Dai stopped the car and cut the engine. He rested his head on his hands atop the steering wheel.

      I love you like a son, Daisuke.

      Fuck.

      With a sigh, Dai sat up. He was about to get out of the GTO when the unmistakable sound of a growl traveled to him from the back seat.

      Dai glanced up into the rearview mirror. “Oh shit!” A huge black dog—no a wolf was in the back seat.

      He reached for the gun in his holster, and maybe blinked once. The wolf was suddenly gone and a man sat in its place.

      “Platonic love is so . . . empty, ehdai-dai?”

      The blood rushed straight to Dai’s cock when he heard that voice, his heart started hammering at his chest like it wanted to punch through. The man looked like the one from the video . . . sounded like him . . . .

      And he was completely naked.

      “Who the hell are you?” Dai shouted at the mirror, not wanting to turn around to actually see the man in the flesh. Oh, but he could feel him . . . Sakurai. That was his name. Jesus, how did he know that?

      “Have you ever fucked back here?” Sakurai asked with a grin, strands of long hair falling across his eyes and face.

      “What?” Dai’s eyes widened.

      “You haven’t, have you?” The other man pressed a hand to his forehead and laughed wildly.

      “Get out of my car,” Dai demanded.

      Sakurai sat up and wrapped his arms around the passenger seat headrest, pressing his cheek on the leather as he stared at Daisuke. “Thereis a scent of sex in here, but it’s years old. And it doesn’t smell of you.”
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      Chapter Six

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Most call me Sakurai, but certain special people are permitted to call me Liu.” “Fuck you.”

      “You did, as I recall, and rather enthusiastically.”

      Dai felt his temperature spike, as much from anger as remembrance, and Sakurai

      laughed. It was a filthy, deep and throaty laugh that made Dai’s heart race. “You’re a fucking Fed. I know it.”

      Sakurai breathed an exaggerated sigh. “No, I’m afraid I’m not.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      “Japan, originally. Oh, you mean this evening? Well that’s my little secret.”

      Dai clenched his teeth until his jaw ached.

      Look at me, Daisuke.

      Dai glanced at Sakurai’s reflection in the mirror. He hadn’t opened his mouth yet he could hear his voice as clear as day.

      Look at me. Now.

      Dai shifted, his cock stirring in response to the authoritative tone, and returned his gaze to the rearview mirror.

      “He didn’t love you like a son, Daisuke, he loved you like a man and many times he sat in this back seat and masturbated, imagining what it would be like to bury himself deep in your pretty virgin ass and fuck your brains out . . . . Alas, Raymond Watts never forcibly took what he wanted. I, on the other hand . . . .”

      Dai clenched his free hand into a fist. “You don’t know shit. Don’t you dare talk about Ray that way.”

      Sakurai laughed that filthy, seductive laugh again.

      “Like you weren’t moaning his name last night.” Sakurai leaned back against the seat, running his fingers over his throat and down his chest.

      Dai dropped his gun, his hands shaking so badly he couldn’t keep a grip on the weapon. He jerked his head around. “Shut the fuck up!”

      Sakurai laughed again.

      “Talk dirty to me—I like it,” he purred. His fingers traced a path farther below his waist, skimming his abdomen and the full length of his stiffening cock. “Though, I could teach you better things to do with that filthy mouth.”

      Dai faced the windshield again. An image of that woman tied to the cross and being whipped came into his mind only to be wiped clean when Sakurai laughed yet again.

      “You did enjoy that little display, didn’t you?” He flicked his long hair back with a quick motion of his hand and scratched at his neck again. “Amateurs. Pathetic rank amateurs, the lot of them. They know nothing of what it means to teach true obedience.”

      He shifted on the seat and leaned forward, his hot breath skimming Dai’s ear. “But I know all about making people obey.”

      Dai swallowed and tried not to shiver when Sakurai’s tongue flicked out to skim that place where his ear joined his neck.

      Undo your pants. Now.

      Before he knew what he was doing, Dai was reaching down and touching himself over the front of his jeans. God—he was so hard. It would feel great to tug down the zipper, to rub his cock . . . .

      He shook his head, freeing himself from the thrall that had temporarily gripped him. “Wait a fucking second—don’t you dare do that—don’t you dare get inside my head again!”

      Dai struggled to push all his erotic thoughts and desires out of his mind. He bent down, retrieved the gun and shakily pointed it over the edge of the seat. “Stop fucking with me!”

      Sakurai laughed. “Oh dear boy, I haven’t evenbegun to do that.”

      He grabbed Dai’s wrist and pulled his hand farther over the seat then leaned forward and licked the barrel of the Glock, his eyes never leaving Dai’s. With a smirk, he placed the barrel in his mouth and began sucking on it then pulled back, his tongue swirling around the end like he was teasing a cock.

      Dai wished it washis cock. Oh God . . . .

      With a gleam in his red-tinged eyes, Sakurai sat back, his arm resting lazily along the rear dash. “You amuse me greatly, Daisuke. I look forward to teaching you so many things.”

      The ache between Dai’s legs swelled until his vision actually blurred. Sakurai may have been giving the gun the blow-job, but Dai had felt each hot stroke of tongue right on his own cock.

      “What if I don’t want to learn anything from you?” he panted, containing the urge to rub his free hand over the bulge pushing against the front of his pants. He returned the man’s stare, unable to break eye contact even if he’d wanted to. The depth in Sakurai’s eyes was endless, a fiery, unnatural glow burning within that alarmed and aroused Dai in ways he’d never imagined.

      “Maybe you’d like to try and teachme something then.” Sakurai smiled playfully, seductively. And damned dangerously, too. “You’ve got quite a collection of fun toys.”

      “Youare a fucking Fed,” Dai grumbled.

      Sakurai laughed. “Haven’t we been through this, Daisuke? I am what I am. I am chaing shih.”

      “Vampire. Yeah sure you are. Lying fuck—”

      In an instant, Dai was hauled back over the seat, Sakurai’s hand clutched around his neck, his throat aching from lack of air and the pressure the other man exerted.

      “Don’t mock me,” Sakurai said in that low tone that crept along Dai’s spine. “You amuse me but that can change very quickly.”

      He squeezed and Dai felt his windpipe give. He gasped. The world began to turn black around the edges.

      Dai was released and he fell forward, face down onto the seat. He heard the rear door open and by the time he pulled himself up Sakurai was gone.

      Gasping for air, Dai kneeled on the leather seat and rubbed at his bruised neck. He looked out the door at the dark, empty beach, feeling an ache in his balls like he’d been stopped before hitting his climax.

      “Get back here!” he called out hoarsely. He kicked at the door before letting out a frustrated cry that left his throat raw.

      What was wrong with him? Christ! He kept asking himself the same question over and over again. Did he believe Sakurai was a chiang shih? A vampire? Did he believe they’d fucked? That he wanted to do it again? That he would’ve kissed that motherfucker before he’d almost lost consciousness a few minutes ago?

      Dai rubbed himself through his pants until he was about to come. He knew the answer to all those questions already—yes.

      He didn’t love you like a son Daisuke, he loved you like a man . . . .  Sakurai’s voice echoed in his ears and he sat up, gasping and trembling all over. “Why didn’t you tell me, Watts?” Dai leaned forward and pressed his forehead to the back of the seat.

      * * * * *

      A uniformed cop banged on the car with his nightstick. Dai blinked against the cop’s bright flashlight and straightened slowly. “I’m NYPD. I have my shield right here.”

      “Hands where I can see them.”

      Dai put his hands on the dashboard and went through all the obligatory steps to

      verify his identity.

      “You okay?” the patrolman asked once Dai was out of the car and had presented

      his proper ID.

      “Yeah. It was kind of a fucked up night, that’s all.”

      The cop returned the Glock to Dai. You sure you’re okay?” he asked again, his

      gaze on the gun Dai tucked into his holster.

      “I didn’t come out here to eat it. It was uncomfortable pressing against my back,

      that’s all.”

      The cop nodded. “Take it easy, then.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” Dai stretched the soreness out of his back then pulled out his cell

      phone and called in sick. He couldn’t help but smile as the shift commander made a big

      production number about it. He shouted to whoever was nearby that the world must

      surely be coming to an end because Detective Matsui was actually using one of his

      allotted sick days.

      “I’ll catch ya later, McQueen,” Dai said, flipping the phone shut. He opened it

      again and hit Wei’s number. As expected, no one answered. He got into the car and

      drove.

      * * * * *

      In a very pissy mood, Sakurai stalked across the beach and to the strip of businesses across the freeway. Not that Daisuke wasn’t amusing. But the mortal was turning out to be a little more . . . difficult about things than Sakurai had expected.

      But of course that could prove to be fun, too. Sakurai smiled to himself as he stepped around the back of one of the stores and pried open the door by twisting the steel lock out of place. The sharp ring of an alarm pierced the night, but he found the sensor at the top of the door’s frame and ripped it off. The annoying sound was silenced and he kicked the door closed behind him, still musing over his new playmate.

      “How much can you stand before you break, Daisuke?” Sakurai licked his lips and walked through the storage area to get to the front of the shop, picking up some clothing along the way. “That’s an answer we’d both like to know, I think.”

      “What the hell?”

      Sakurai glanced over his shoulder at the store owner, who must have been asleep in the apartment over the shop. The little man had wiry hair and wore a stained, gray sleeveless T-shirt. He awkwardly rubbed the sleep out of his eyes with one hand while he held up a gun with the other.

      Two guns being pointed at him in less than twenty-four hours . . . . Sakurai gave an irritated sighed. “Go back to bed.”

      “This is some weird shit man—what the hell are you doing in my shop? There’s nothing in the register! No shit—are you stealing my clothes?”

      Sakurai picked up a black T-shirt with the words “I Love NY” scrawled across the front in neon green. Sakurai’s eyebrow twitched. “Trust me, it’s not by choice.”

      “Are you high or something, buddy?” The shop owner’s mouth hung open. “What the fuck happened to your clothes?”

      Sakurai ran a hand through his hair, his pissy mood worsening. Changing forms too many times in a short span of time and keeping up a shield against mortal eyes had left him more drained than he’d anticipated. Even the strongest and oldestchiang shih had a hard time using the skill of shapeshifting; chalk it up to having too much of a healthy sense of over-confidence that Sakurai thought he’d be an exception. He sighed. Ah, well.

      Crossing the distance between himself and the mortal faster than the other could pull the trigger, Sakurai knocked the gun out of the man’s hand and pushed him against the countertop.

      “Do you have a car?” Sakurai asked while the man struggled and kicked. He caught a flash of a red ‘69 Camaro in the man’s mind and rolled his eyes as he pulled the keys form the man’s pants pocket. “What is this American fascination with muscle cars?”

      “Weirdo, you stay away from my baby!” The shop owner struggled a little harder now, so Sakurai pinned him down with both hands and bit down on his neck. That shut the little pest up, and the blood went a ways in easing the headache pulsing in Sakurai’s temples. It wasn’t the best kill in the slightest way, though. No hunt, no thrill . . . .

      Disgusted and irritated, he moved away and pulled on the least tacky shirt he could find as the shop owner’s body slumped to the floor and a few minutes later he was heading back to the apartment near Chinatown. He parked in the alley beneath the fire escape and met his feline friend on the way up to the railing.

      “Sayuri, I’m sure you had more fun tonight then I did,” Sakurai teased the cat, a little jealously, actually, but reached down to stroke the animal’s velvet-like fur as he wrapped around his legs. The cat called him forward to the partially open window of his master’s bedroom, and too tired to protest, Sakurai climbed into Daisuke’s flat.

      He shut the window and pulled the blinds against the morning sun, which was starting to creep up on the horizon a little too quickly. He eyed the trunk full of erotic toys at the foot of the bed with an amused smile, but left it untouched. Dropping facefirst onto Dai’s bed, he immediately fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      Chapter Seven

      Dai parked in front of the house with the familiar green-painted porch and cement driveway just as the sun was starting to come up. He could’ve gone back to his apartment instead of making the drive to Long Island, but didn’t know what the hell would be waiting for him there. It seemed like he hardly knewanything anymore, so he went to his mother’s house, where at least he could hope to find a little consistency. In his mother’s world, nothing much ever changed.

      He jumped over the waist-high chainlink fence and climbed up the front steps, being careful not to bump his head on the wind chime hanging from the porch roof. He probably should’ve called or stopped by more often over the past year, but it was no secret his mom was always afraid for him and Wei. If he called or stopped by, she asked a lot of questions, and the less she knew about the shit he faced on the job, the better— and safer—for her. Why make her worry more than she already did?

      Dai froze, his hand on the key. Coming here was a mistake; he didn’t want her to get involved in any of this. Instead of saying anything to his mom, he would just go in quietly, change his clothes and slip out before she knew he was there.

      “You’re a fucked up son, Daisuke,” he mumbled to himself and stepped inside. The place was quiet, she was still asleep upstairs. He patted the belly of the red stone Buddha on the table against the staircase and crept up the stairs to his old room.

      Mom hadn’t touched a damn thing since he last visited and she’d told him she was going to clear some old things out. Dai smiled, a little sadly. Everything was pretty much the way he’d left it before moving out to go to college, except that a few boxes of random junk she couldn’t bring herself to toss were piled under and on top of his desk.

      Half the clothes in his dresser didn’t fit right. He was a little broader in the chest now, but at least his jeans still fit. With some clothes in hand and a towel, he turned to go take a shower and found his mom standing in the doorway.

      The look of worry on her face almost crushed him.

      “What’s wrong, Daisuke?” She clutched at the front of her robe, her skin blanched. “Did something happen to Wei?”

      “No! Wei Wei is fine.” Dai hurried over and gave her a comforting hug. “I went out after work last night. I crashed at a friend’s and thought I’d stop here to get cleaned up and grab some breakfast. You know how it goes.”

      She smiled and slipped her arm around his waist. “I don’t suppose you were out with that nice girl I saw you with that time, were you? She lives out this way doesn’t she?”

      Shit. She meant Susan. “I was out with the guys.”

      Dai’s mother clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “You need to settle down, Daisuke, and give me some fat, happy grandchildren to spoil.”

      “I can’t, Mom. My job is crazy. Most cops I know are divorced.”

      She frowned. “I wish you had a different job. I worry about you all the time. Look what happened to Raymond. Twenty-five years on the force and he was about ready to retire when he got killed.”

      Dai winced. That had been the worst day of his life, the worst day on the job.

      “Sh—stuff happens, Mom. It’s just the way it is, but the odds are in my favor.”

      She frowned and looked at the small framed photo on Dai’s dresser, the one with him and Watts the day he’d graduated from the police academy. Exhaling a soft sigh, Dai’s mother gave him a slap on the rear. “Get your shower. I’ll have a nice big breakfast waiting for you.”

      “Okay, Mom.” He gave her a kiss on the top of her head and then watched as she went down the stairs.

      For years he’d wondered why the hell Watts never went out with his mother. He knew the other man had loved her, loved all of them, but never went out on a date with her or anything. Sure, it had been one of those stupid dreams kids have when they want a parent to marry their ideal surrogate mom or dad. But he sure found out later on why Watts hadn’t shown any romantic interest, hadn’t he?

      God. Dai tried to imagine what all their lives might’ve been like with Watts marrying his mom and living here . . . . He walked down the short hall and locked himself in the bathroom then leaned back against the door. That would’ve added a twist to the Oedipus complex alright, wanting to fuck your stepfather every night.

      Shoving his messed up thoughts out of his head, Dai stripped and took a very long shower, just letting the warm water run over his body and ease some of the soreness and tension in his shoulders . . . and elsewhere.

      He was still toweling his hair dry when he went downstairs and sat at the little round table in the kitchen. His mother was at the stove, cooking too much like she always did when he or Wei came to visit. There were bowls of rice, cold pickled radishes and fresh boiled eggs already on the table. Coffee was brewing in the pot next to the stove and it smelled like she was making an omelette, too.

      “You don’t have to cook so much, Mom.” He served himself some rice as she came over and dropped a steaming tamagoyaki roll on his plate.

      “You can always take it for later.” She rubbed his back and smiled.

      Dai looked down at his plate. “Mom . . . we’ve never talked about what you should do if something happens to me.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, quickly turning to put away the egg carton and begin washing the pans.

      Dai got up and hugged her from behind, lightly resting his chin on top of her head. “We have to talk about it, Mom.”

      She touched her hands to his. “I heard about those killings yesterday. I saw Raymond’s friend on the news. You knew those men, didn’t you? Did you ever arrest them? It said they had prior arrests for drugs.”

      “Yeah I knew them, but they’re gone now.” Dai turned his mother to face him. He hated seeing the fear for him in her eyes and hated himself for never acknowledging it before now. “I just want you to remember what Watts taught us, right? If, by chance, there’s some f—nutcase who wants to get back at me through you, you just need to be careful. Be aware of everyone and everything around you when you go to the mall or the store, okay? And in case anyone you don’t know ever comes for you saying they’re off duty or undercover and they say they came to get you because I’ve been hurt you don’t let them in. You ask them if I said anything or you call me on my cell or at the station. You remember the code word, right?”

      “Mochiko,” she said quietly. “Raymond loved those little cakes I used to make with the mochiko flour.”

      Dai nodded and kissed the top of her head.

      “You finish your food before it gets cold.”

      Dai ate and thought over the weird shit that happened at the club last night. That little skell trying to lap up the blood, saying he needed the power. Wei Wei’s crazy shit about the mind-reading vampires. And, oh fuck--the truly weird shit with that Sakurai character. He chewed on another mouthful of rice and swallowed it down with a gulp of coffee.

      “Oh, Daisuke, I’ve been wanting to ask you something.”

      He nodded as she came back to the table and took the seat next to his. She’d left a couple of messages on his machine recently and he felt bad now at not having really paid attention to them. Part of him had been worried she’d ask about Susan, about why they hadn’t moved in together or why they’d broken up. Shit he hadn’t wanted to deal with at the time.

      “Anything you want, Mom,” he said, feeling more than a little guilty.

      “I was thinking about renting your old room out to a college student,” she said. “The Kim’s are doing it down the street, and well, it would be nice to have someone in the house.”

      Dai sipped his coffee and shook his head. “No. I don’t want you to do that. Do you have any idea how many college kids come to my precinct to buy dope? If they have the sh—stuff in the house . . . I’m not having it, Mom.”

      “If they know my son is a policeman whovisits often then they won’t do that, will they?”

      Dai sighed and finished his coffee. “I work a lot of hours, Mom—”

      “I was teasing, Daisuke.” She poured herself a cup from the pot on the table. “I hear from you a lot more than I ever hear from Wei.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” he mumbled as he took his dishes to the sink.

      “What has he done now?”

      “Nothing, really,” Dai said, filling the sink. “He still hangs with a rough crowd, that’s all.”

      “Just like his father.”

      Dai said nothing. He washed his plates and cup then set them in the stainless steel drying rack. He couldn’t contain the question he’d wondered most of his life. He sat back down at the table and took hold of his mother’s hand. “Why did you hook up with Dave Chen? You were always too good for that bastard.”

      She stared down into her cup. “I was lonely. I had a small son who needed a father in his life. David wasn’t always so bad. He was good to me early on but you were probably too little to remember that. He lost his job then Wei came along and I couldn’t work for a while. Money was tight.” She paused and shrugged. “He changed.”

      She looked up with a sad smile and brushed back a few wet strands of hair from Dai’s forehead. “I suppose David always knew that I still loved your father with all my heart. Toshi was wonderful and you’re a lot like him. Except for the bad language.”

      Dai chuckled softly. “I’m watching it, Mom.”

      She smirked at him as if to say “yeah, right,” but patted his cheek gently before sighing.

      Dai reached up and took her hand. “What was he like? I feel bad I don’t remember him . . . . My dad, I mean.”

      “You were so small when he died.” Keiko gave him a sad smile. “Still just a baby, really. He did everything for his family; he was even going to night school so he could find a better job to take care of us. He wouldn’t have been out so late that day, otherwise. And that drunk driver wouldn’t have hit him head on the freeway that night.”

      Dai looked down at the tabletop, wishing now he hadn’t brought any of it up. Was everyone who ever cared about him going to end up meeting an early death?

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” he murmured.

      “What? Why are you sorry? You’re a good son, Daisuke.” Keiko cupped his chin and gave him a quick kiss on his cheek. “You could make time to call me more often, and give me pretty grandchildren, yes, but I know your father would be so proud of you.”

      Dai stood up from the table. “I guess I better go. I’ve got things to take care of . . . .”

      Keiko stared up at him.

      “Please be careful,” she said softly. “And look out for Wei. You don’t want to tell me, but I know something’s wrong.”

      Dai frowned. “Wei isn’t into anything really bad. If he was, I’d know about it. He just hangs with that Chinatown crowd like he always did.”

      “I still think you’re keeping something from me, Daisuke. A mother can tell, you know.”

      “You’re a mind reader now?”

      She grinned. “Something like that. It comes with the job. It’s called ‘Mother’s Intuition.’”

      Dai gave his mother a hug. “Don’t you worry. I’ll keep an eye on him the best I can, okay?”

      Keiko nodded. “But if he gets in real trouble you let him take his punishment.”

      “I will. He knows right from wrong. You taught us that.”

      “And so did Raymond.”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      Keiko started to say something more, but pressed her lips together instead and turned away to pick out some Tupperware from the cabinet over the sink. She was packing up the rest of the omelettes.

      “Mom—I’m fine, really.” Dai protested half-heartedly.

      “You’ll be better now.” She pushed the plastic container into his hands. “And don’t say no again.”

      Dai kissed her forehead. “Alright, alright. Don’t worry about us, Mom. I promise we’ll be okay.”

      He didn’t give her a chance to say anything else and left the kitchen, picking up his jacket from the couch on the way out.

      Stepping off the porch, he smacked his head into the wind chime.

      * * * * *

      “Hey, Vinnie.” Dai stepped into the restaurant, shoving his hands into his pockets as the older man straightened up behind the counter. “Long time no see.”

      “Oh my God, my wife’s right—it’s time for me to check my eyes and hearin’ if I think Daisuke Matsui is standing on my doorstep again.” Magera grinned from ear to ear and used his apron to clean his hands free of flour as he stepped around the counter. “Come here, kid!”

      He wrapped his thick arms around Dai, practically crushing him in a hug. Just because Vinnie Magera retired after 30 years with the NYPD and put his fifteen hours a day into his pizza restaurant now, didn’t mean he skipped going to the gym every damn day.

      Dai laughed, despite all the fucked up shit going on right now, and patted his hands on Vinnie’s back.

      “You could come by more often,” Magera scolded him. “I still need a busboy, you know.”

      Dai rolled his eyes, but was still smiling. “Yeah, I know. But the tips here are shitty what with the manager pinching them all the time.”

      Vinnie smacked him on the back of his head and then stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest. The older man’s face grew serious, Dai guessed because Magera knew that if he was here, something had to be up.

      “So what’s goin’ on, kid?” Vinnie asked.

      “Lots of shit, man. Really weird shit.” Dai returned his hands to his pockets and furrowed his brow.

      “This have something to do with Wei?”

      Damn if Vinnie wasn’t psychic. Dai had a terrible flash from last night—that man —Sakurai. Mind reader . . . . He shivered and clenched his hands into fists in his pockets.

      “I guess it does,” Vinnie said grimly.

      “It’s weird. Really weird. I was off last night and Wei asked me to meet him at some new club, theResurrection. There was some kinky shit going on there, but the weirdest thing was that when I left I saw a couple rmps and a bus going balls out to the place so I ran back myself and there was blood like someone got their throat slit but there was no victim. None. But there was this crazy little fuck, who was trying to drink the blood off the floor. He said he needed it. He needed the power or some weird shit.”

      “Where’d they take the perp?”

      Vinnie stared at him a long moment and a familiar feeling of something being wrong slid along Dai’s spine. “Bellevue.”

      “I’m glad the missus talked me into this TiVo shit.” Vinnie grabbed the remote and wound back to an early news broadcast then turned up the volume of the television situated behind the sales counter.

      In other news an investigation is pending this morning after the unusual overnight suicide in Bellevue Hospital’s psychiatric ward. Details are sketchy at this time but it is believed that the man—Randy Southern, from Peekskill—managed to free himself from the bed restraints to commit suicide after being brought in following an unspecified incident at a Manhattan nightclub.

      Magera clicked off the TV and shook his head. “Big Business budget cuts are killing this country. The hospital’s probably been buying cheaper equipment to save a buck.”

      “Maybe,” Dai said, remembering the glimpse he thought he had of that Yun fucker who’d been getting on his nerves. “Is Mrs. Collazzi still a nightshift nurse down there?”

      Vinnie grinned. “Yeah, the old bat is still hanging in. Let me call the missus.”

      Dai leaned on the counter, flicking the paper menus with the edge of his thumbnail as Vinnie called home and conversed with his wife in rapid Italian. “She say anything?” he asked when Magera hung up the phone.

      “All kinds of crazy shit. It seems Carmella stopped over for coffee on her way home this morning and told Marie all about what she heard from a nurse on the guy’s floor.” He rolled his eyes as if to say, “and we know how accurate hearsay is.”

      “Go on. Inquiring minds want to know anyway.”

      “She says it’s like the guy was possessed. He was talking in tongues—not just babbling aloud, but carrying on a conversation with someone in Chinese or some shit. Apparently, whatever his invisible friend was saying got him more and more pissed off and they had to get a doc to order a tranquilizer. So by the time the nurse gets back with the needle the guy is dead. The wrist restraints are off and he’d clawed his heart out of his chest with his bare hands, apparently. The asshole didn’t undo the leg restraints, mind you, just the ones around his wrists. “

      Magera paused and stared at Dai. “He clawed his heart out of his fucking chest. With his bare hands. Can you believe that shit? They gotta be screwy on that. Was he on PCP or something?”

      “I don’t know for sure. I only saw him for a minute, but he had to be strung out. He was trying to lick up fucking blood from the floor.”

      Vinnie shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck with a hand that looked strong enough to crush bricks. “You weren’t kidding—that’s some weird shit, kid.”

      Dai shuffled in place, so many questions running through his mind and making him damn antsy. This news from Bellevue was just too fucked up . . . but after what he’d seen . . . . “Listen, this is going to sound even crazier, but---” Dai caught himself and cursed. “Fuck, never mind.”

      “No, tell me.” Vinnie folded his arms over his chest.

      “Just . . . some people last night were saying shit about . . . about vampires,” Dai mumbled out faster than he could stop himself. “At that club.”

      Vinnie raised his eyebrows, but didn’t laugh, thank God. “Kids are into some odd shit, Dai. Maybe this is a cult thing. Have the department’s profilers looked into anything there yet?”

      A cult of vampire wannabes—that was something Dai could wrap his brain around. But that explanation didn’t feel right at all.

      “It could be, Vin,” he said, and sighed. “I better head to the precinct and check in.”

      After what happened in the hospital last night, there had to be some stories going around the squads. Later on in the day, he could stop by Bellevue himself and ask some questions.

      “Watch yourself out there, kid.” Magera clapped him on the shoulder. He frowned. “You look a little out of it, Dai. The department is going to shit, from what I’ve heard. Don’t let the job take you down with it.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Dai gave him a short smile before leaving. Not even Vinnie really knew what the fuck was going on, and it was probably better that way.

      * * * * *

      The cat’s purr pulled Sakurai out of his sleep and he opened one eye to find a bird twitching upon the bed next to him. He raised up on his elbow and grinned then reached out to scratch the cat behind the ear. “WhySayuri, you’ve brought me breakfast in bed. How sweet you are.”

      He pierced the bird’s chest with the nail of his index finger and licked the blood. “I do appreciate the thought, my friend, but you take it. I’m afraid I crave something a bit richer and entirely more intoxicating.” He flicked the bird to the floor then ran his hand along the pillow next to him. Bringing his hand to his face, he inhaled the faint, lingering trace of Daisuke Matsui.

      Yes, this was definitely more along the lines of what he wanted. Sakurai sat up and stretched like a cat then glanced at the rumpled bed, his gaze lingering upon the stains left by his pet’s orgasms. Sakurai leaned in, stroking his tongue across the largest spot. He shivered and smiled. Oh yes, his new pet was quite delectable and he couldn’t wait to sample more of his pleasures.

      But first a bit more foreplay was in order . . . .

      Smirking, Sakurai looked around the disheveled room. Yes, perplexing his Daisuke would make for great sport.
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      Chapter Eight

      Dai braced himself for the razzing as he walked up the steps of the old Bronx precinct house. The minute he walked in the door the desk sergeant got on the phone and buzzed the shift commander. “Time to pay up, boss. I told you he couldn’t stay away.”

      Dai grimaced. “Gimme a break, Washington.”

      “Hell no. This is my revenge for when you were a pain in the ass kid on my beat.”

      Dai laughed and started for the stairs. “I’ll be hanging out until my shift.”

      “Matsui, hold up.”

      Dai stopped in answer to Dale McAfee’s call. With Mac was with a shiny new face in an expensive, tailored suit. “This is Lynch. He was sent down from upstate to learn about gang activities and who better to show him this lovely slice of hell on earth than our own personal Superman?”

      “I work alone, Mac.”

      “Not today, you don’t. He’s already gotten the grand tour of our castle so you can show him the rest of the kingdom.”

      Dai stared at McAfee then turned to the new guy, who would stick out on the streets of this precinct like a dainty tea sandwich wedged in between a couple big, greasy burgers. “Did you bring plain clothes?”

      Lynch shook his head.

      Dai leaned against the banister. “You’re going to have to change out of the suit.”

      “I only brought two suits with me.”

      “Deal with it, Matsui,” McAfee said before heading back to his office.

      “The fuck I am,” Dai muttered. He looked to Lynch. “Look. In that get up you’ll be made so fucking fast it’s not funny. Come on, I’ll loan you something of mine.”

      Halfway to the locker room Dai stopped. “Fuck. I took my extra shit home to wash. Come on, we’ll swing by my place.”

      Lynch looked down at his suit and fiddled with his cufflinks. That’s right. Goddamn cufflinks.

      “I’m only here for a fact-finding tour. Do you really think the way I’m dressed is going to be a problem?” The young detective frowned and self-consciously ran his fingers through his slicked back hair.

      Dai snorted. “Without a fucking doubt.”

      * * * * *

      They got off the elevator and headed down the carpeted hallway to Dai’s apartment. Dai’s temper simmered like a low-grade fever. One thing he’d discovered on the drive over was that Lynch was a major dickhead.

      “These city pads are small, huh?” Lynch asked as they entered.

      “It beats the cardboard box under an overpass I grew up in.”

      Lynch turned and raised his eyebrows.

      “It’s a fucking joke,” Dai said flatly.

      “Ah.”

      “Right.” Dai sighed. He jerked his thumb in the direction of the kitchen. “Help

      yourself to something from the fridge. I’ll be right back.”

      Dai was halfway through the living room when Lynch’s strangled cry stopped him in mid-step.

      “What the hell is this?” Lynch called out from the kitchen.

      Dai went back to see what the pussy detective was pointing to on the small kitchen table. A dead and pretty nicely mangled bird was spread out on a jade green dish underneath the overhanging lamp, its head crooked at a grotesque angle away from its body.

      “Stupid Dude.” Dai sighed as he looked around for his cat. Lynch gave him an offended look and Dai rolled his eyes. “It’s just my cat. He does this shit sometimes.”

      ‘Cat presents’ my ass. Dai sighed again and picked up the plate. He could do without the dead mice Stupid Dude kept dragging in all the time; the cat didn’t need to start with birds.

      Dai took a garbage bag from under the sink. The bird’s blood had congealed nicely so it was good and stuck to the plate when he tried to dump it into the bag. It was while Dai scraped the bird off the plate that he realized this was one of his ‘good’ plates--the rectangular ceramic ones from the set his mother gave him when he moved out. He never touched them, let alone left them on the table.

      Frowning, he placed the bloody dish into the sink and closed the garbage bag. Lynch was sitting in the living room, obviously not interested in having anything to eat or drink.

      “I’ll be right back,” Dai repeated, his entire body tense and on the alert now. As he looked around, he noticed the living room had been cleaned up after he’d wrecked it looking for the bugs. He approached the bedroom, now completely on edge, his hand on the grip of his Glock.

      He paused with his hand on the doorknob. Susan. Shit, she knew he kept a spare key in the locker they were forced to share. Maybe she was trying to cozy up to him again. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d cleaned his place without his wanting her to. He turned the knob slowly, hand at the ready to draw and fire just in case. The room was empty, but spotlessly clean. Someone had even washed his laundry, leaving the clothes folded neatly atop his dresser.

      He looked at the bed. There was a small lump beneath the covers near the pillows. Probably the cat. He went to check the bathroom first. That, too, had been tidied up. He gave the room a quick look for more cameras. Nothing. He edged back to the bed and pulled down the coverlet. A pair of his briefs, the ones he’d had on the other day, cleaned and neatly folded, lay atop a wadded up hand towel.

      Sticking out beneath the towel was a note written in Cantonese.

      I prefer not to keep my pets in slovenly surroundings. Remember that, Daisuke. We’ll play again very soon. Until then, I came for you as you did for me.

      Dai picked up the towel and slowly unfolded it. The center was still wet, slick with a pool of drying cum. Without meaning to, he touched his fingers to it. The stain was cool and sticky to the touch.

      He heard Sakurai’s rich, softly accented voice within his head.

      Go on. You know you want to.

      He brought his wet fingertips to his lips and licked them clean.

      “Hey Matsui!”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Dai dropped the hand towel and pulled the sheet over it a second before Lynch popped his head in the doorway.

      “I, uh, appreciate the favor, but we really shouldn’t stick around much longer.” Lynch crinkled his nose. “We’ve got things to do, you know? I’ll risk being obvious in this suit.”

      “There’s some stuff in the drawer---” Dai started and his heart almost came to crashing stop as his eyes rested on the trunk at the end of the bed.Oh shit . . . if Sakurai was here doing fuck knows what, did he look through the things in the chest? Did he move them around, put them in other places?Oh fuck!

      “No, I’m fine this way.” Lynch coughed into his fist. “Seriously.”

      Dai practically shoved him out of the room and closed the door behind them. “Whatever. Great. Let’s go.”

      On the way out, Dai grabbed his fadedColumbia hoodie from the small rack to the left of the front door. “Here, you can put this on over your shirt. And lose the cufflinks.”

      As they left the apartment, Dai noticed an ivory-colored envelope in his mailbox. He never got mail in his box except on Fridays when the weekly junk flyers were delivered. He had everything requiring an address registered to a post office box, including his driver’s license and work-related mail. He thought of just leaving the letter in the box, but curiosity made him grab it, instead. Maybe Wei had left him something.

      Dai swallowed hard when he unlocked the box and got a closer look at the envelope. He pulled it out and held it in shaky hands. It bore the same precise calligraphy that had been on the note in his bedroom. He shoved the envelope into his rear pocket, put on his sunglasses then hurried out behind Lynch.

      They climbed back into the GTO, Lynch looking more than a little pissy as he took off the cufflinks and slipped them into his trouser pocket. Lynch tapped his fingers on the armrest, not even matching the rhythm of the song playing on the radio, until Dai pushed the off button, throwing them both into silence.

      Lynch cast him a curious stare. “This isn’t the way we came.”

      “I need to cruise through Chinatown a bit. I’m looking for someone who was witness to an incident last night,” Dai glanced at Lynch out of the corner of his eye.

      “But this isn’t your designated precinct.”

      “What part of East Fucking Cupcake did you come from, papi?”

      “I’m from Oswego and is it really necessary for you to curse so much?”

      Dai stopped for a red light and glared at Lynch over the top of his Ray-Bans. “I’m from Mott Street and that’s the way it goes around here and up in the Bronx, got it? You want a fact about working gangs and narco, I’ll give you one. If you wanna blend in with the perps, sometimes you gotta act like one.”

      It was clear that Lynch would rather be staked to the nearest anthill and Dai wondered how many Asian gods he’d offended to get stuck with this cupcake pussy even for a day.

      He made a quick cruise through Chinatown and then past the nightclub but came up with no sign of Wei or Yun, the Captain Jack-looking fucker. He considered making a swing past Bellevue but he figured he’d better get back to the Bronx. Maybe he could pawn Lynch off on someone else.

      Apparently everyone at the station house had gotten the Cupcake tagalong memo because the other detectives were conveniently either out on a case or in court.

      “Damn, no good assholes,” Dai muttered under his breath. Lynch was helping himself to a cup of coffee behind the dispatcher’s desk, but he had a sour look on his face that said the little prick was more used to some nancy shit like a mocha latte.

      “What’s up, Matsui?” The desk sergeant looked up from the report he was signing and peered at Dai over the top of his glasses. “You look like your cat pissed in your Wheaties this morning.”

      “If only,” Dai muttered. He tilted his chin toward Lynch, who was now inspecting the label on the creamer with a suspicious scowl. “I need a car to take him on a tour, Sarge.”

      “Ah.” The older cop scratched at his salt-and-pepper mustache and snorted. “Your favorite piece of shit Impala is all ready for ya. And have fun.”

      Sarcastic old bastard.

      Dai rolled his eyes and smacked his hand on top of the counter. “Let’s go, Lynch.”

      “Is there any half and half around here? Or something with soy?”

      The sarge laughed and Dai cringed.

      “I’ll tell the chief to get right on ordering some of that for you,” the older cop snickered.

      * * * * *

      That’s a scruffy bunch,” Lynch said, his prissy nose in the air as they cruised past a couple of hookers munching fries outside a fast food place.

      Dai sneered and pulled alongside the curb. He hit the automatic window button on his side and delighted in the way prissy boy Lynch cringed as a rotund, coffeeskinned hooker leaned in the window, her ample breasts nearly flopping out of her tootight cami.

      “Oooohhh you bring us some fresh white meat, did you, Dai?”

      “You girls play nice now. Tonia, this is Detective Lynch’s first visit to the big bad Bronx.” He took much pleasure when she smiled and touched Lynch’s cheek with one long, red fingernail.

      Dai looked past Tonia and signaled to the thin blond hooker standing in the rear of the small group. She came over to his side of the car. “So what’d you hear today when you got your morning fix, Lee? Any new talent picking up where the old ones left off? Any news on who whacked them?”

      “I don’t know nothing. And I ain’t no dope fiend,” she muttered, walking away.

      “Right and I’m a wet-behind-the-ears virgin like Lynch here.”

      Dai smirked, ignoring the death glare Lynch gave him as he raised the window on his side as if to keep the “hooker cooties” away.

      “I know you got some skills, Dai. Let me see ‘em!” Tonia called.

      “No can do, honey. But you keep dreaming!”

      Dai chuckled until he caught a glimpse of Lynch’s stony expression out of the corner of his eye. His laughter died in a heavy sigh.

      “This is a serious job, don’t you think?” Lynch said a little too fucking highhandedly for Dai’s taste.

      “What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Joking around with prostitutes doesn’t seem like the right—”

      Lynch was so fucking lucky the police radio crackled to life. Just as Dai sucked in his breath to give that dickhead the kind of tearing down he deserved, the dispatcher sent out a 10-30 call for a robbery in progress at a bodega nearby. The crime had been called in by a resident who recognized one of the precinct’s female cops as going inside the store. The complainant thought the guy holding up the place had a kitchen knife.

      Though a plain clothes detective wouldn’t ordinarily get involved, Dai went with his gut and responded to the call, cutting through traffic to beat the marked cars to the scene. He noticed the blue PT Cruiser with a set of fuzzy yellow dice hanging from the rearview mirror. The car had been parked at an odd angle to the curb, as if whoever had been driving had gotten out in a hurry.Fuck—that was Susan Lenzer’s car.

      Dai jumped out and Lynch followed, for once keeping his damn mouth shut. The perp suddenly kicked open the bodega’s doors, and that was no fucking kitchen knife in his hand—it was a 9mm.

      “Shit!” Dai ducked behind the open driver’s door just as the fucker fired two rounds straight at them. He took a quick look to his right to check on Lynch--the man was alright, cowering behind the open passenger door and looking ready to piss himself.

      Dai shouted back to the perp. “Police! Don’t Move! Drop the goddamn gun!”

      The fucker shotagain!

      “Fuck!” Dai looked over the top of the door and aimed at the suspect, who was looking around in a wild-eyed panic. It was just a goddamn kid, probably high on crack and too desperate to even think straight. Dai didn’t want to put one through him if he didn’t have to.

      “Drop it!” he shouted again.

      The suspect pushed away from the door, dragging a hostage out with him. Susan.

      “You put the gun down or I blow this bitch away!” the kid screamed. He fired again, getting the car’s side mirror. The shattering glass scratched at Dai’s cheek.

      Dai turned to Lynch. “Get on the radio—tell them we need backup now!” Christ, but Lynch would not get off his ass! Dai stood, aimed at the kid over the car roof. “Let her go, man.”

      “The next one’s going in her head! I swear to God!” The perp sounded bad—to the point of cracking already.

      Susan made a move to her hidden holster and the kid jammed the gun barrel into her temple. “Stay still, bitch! Come on!”

      He started pulling her backward into the adjacent alley, firing a few more shots as he went. One grazed the car a few inches from Lynch’s leg and he yelped.

      “Useless fucker!” Dai growled as he dashed behind another car to follow after the crackhead.

      A shot rang out. Susan screamed and Dai ran for the alley. She was on the ground at the end of the long alley and the perp was kicking her as she reached for her gun.

      “Drop it, fucker, or die!”

      He shot at Dai. Dai shot back. The kid went down, dead with a bullet in his chest.

      Dai ran to Susan as other units and an ambulance sounded in the distance. Susan was shaken and bleeding from the nose. She clutched her ribs.

      “Officer down!” Dai shouted. His cry was drowned out by the blaring sirens of the arriving vehicles.

      “Hang on, baby,” he said, lifting Susan into his arms. A rage like he hadn’t felt in years—not since that fuck Chen was trying to kill his mom—filled Dai and he handed Susan off to the first paramedic on the scene then charged after Lynch who was on a stretcher already writhing and complaining about his fucking flesh wound.

      Dai snatched Lynch up by the shoulders and punched him dead in the face then snatched him up and hit him again. “You useless fucking coward!”

      It took four patrolmen to pull Dai away.

      “He just hit me!” Lynch clutched at his nose, blood squirting between his fingers.

      Dai pulled against the men holding him back and actually managed to drag them all forward a couple of feet. He wanted to keep hitting that useless fucker until his arm fell off, that’s how damned pissed he was.

      “Don’t go native on us, Matsui!” A big officer in uniform lifted him off the ground a few inches and pulled him away from the stretcher while the paramedics moved fast to get Lynch inside the ambulance. “Cool it!”

      “Get off me,” Dai growled.

      “Oh shit, we got cameras here already.” The officer let go of Dai. A news crew had just popped up out of fucking thin air, the camera man sweeping the scene and closing in on the ambulances. “How long have they been here?”

      Dai turned away and ran his hands through his hair. A paramedic came up to him.

      “Let me take a look at those cuts,” the man said, but Dai waved him away.

      “Forget it,” he said roughly. “Where’s the off-duty officer? She alright?”

      “We’re taking her to North Central.” The paramedic walked him to the ambulance. “You want to ride with her?”

      Dai climbed up into the back of the ambulance and the paramedic closed the double doors behind them, blocking out the media circus that was only just starting to gather in front of the bodega.

      “She gonna be okay?” Dai asked the EMT.

      “Looks good,” he said with a smile. He turned to Susan. “I’m guessing the ribs are bruised, not broken. The collar is just a precaution.”

      She reached out and Dai reluctantly took her hand. The last thing he wanted was her getting the wrong idea. Luckily his cell rang and he had to let go.

      It was McAfee. “Matsui, you get your ass back here forthwith!”

      “I’m riding to the hospital with Lenzer.”

      Mac growled and Dai realized he hadn’t experienced the man this pissed since Watts was killed while he was on vacation. “Just get your ass back here as soon as you can and don’t even look at a fucking reporter let alone talk to one. Or, God forbid, assault one!”

      “Fuck,” Dai mumbled, snapping the cell phone shut and shoving it back into his pocket. Christ, like he was the only one to take a shot at a fucking useless reporter after 9/11. What the fuck was he supposed to do when the asshole hounded him with ‘How do you feel?’ after a regular work shift then eight more hours helping to pick his way through rubble and body parts looking for his friends and others who’d gone missing?

      “What-what’s wrong, Dai?”

      “Nothing,” Dai said, taking Susan’s outstretched hand. “Just the usual job bullshit.”

      The bus pulled into the ER parking lot just before the second ambulance carrying Lynch did the same. Dai charged at the second ambulance.

      “You don’t deserve to be treated!” He kicked at the gurney. “Fucking East Cupcake coward!”

      Two uniformed cops held him back as the EMTs wheeled Lynch to the door.

      “You fucking make him wait. Lenzer gets in first!” Dai shook off the uniformed cops and headed into the ER, avoiding the glare of his superior who’d just arrived and was trying to hold off the TV news crew filming the entire thing.

      * * * * *

      Sakurai was stretched out across the bed, his feet propped up on the headboard. The television on top of the dresser droned on in the background and occasionally he’d tilt his head back to get an upside-down view of the screen. For the most part, nothing of what he saw – ‘human interest’ stories and other shit -- caught his fancy.

      But he was still tired and the noise from the television helped to drown out the annoying voices of the building’s other tenants as they scurried about their pointless lives. He should’ve brought updai-dai’s speaker system while he was at it. Then again, the 36-inch screen barely fit on the dresser as is, so he would’ve had to take the TV table, also.

      Sakurai laughed and lazily scratched behind sayuri’s ear. The cat was curled up on his bare chest, a purring ball of fur that would occasionally stretch out its claws and dig them affectionately into the skin above Sakurai’s breast. Daisuke hadn’t even noticed the television had been missing this morning. Of course, the ‘gift’ Sakurai left him in return had really impressed the young man.

      From up here, Sakurai could sense Daisuke’s shock and arousal. It had made the chiang shih’s skin vibrate with the erotic energy that passed between them in that moment. He’d have to thank Shu one of these days—the other vampire’shentai fascination with sharing ‘fluids’ as gifts was so clever, after all. Gods, how quickly Dai had bonded! Very unexpected, considering the boy was only a mortal.

      A news flash interrupted the game show on the TV, and as the reporter cut to a news clip taken only a few moments ago, Sakurai caught Dai’s name being mentioned. He shoved the cat off and rolled onto his stomach, suddenly very interested.

      “Allegations are being made against Detective Daisuke Matsui, an eleven year veteran of the NYPD, for use of excessive force and misconduct following a shoot-out in the Bronx that resulted in two officers being injured. The as-of-yet unnamed suspect was fatally wounded.” The scene on the television flashed to some footage of a black body bag being transported into the coroner’s vehicle and then cut to the ambulances parked in front of the mini-market where the scene had played out. Sakurai smirked as he pictured Daisuke standing up against the ‘suspect’, pulling the trigger to take the other’s life as his own hung in peril. How sexy.

      And things got better yet.

      “Only moments ago, Matsui lashed out against another detective without any clear motive,” the reporter said, sounding as indignant to Sakurai as if he’d been the one hit. They flashed up a long clip of Dai lunging at man on a stretcher, smashing his fist into the man’s face a good four times or so before other cops pulled Dai away. Sakurai frowned at the screen and the images of those meddling patrol officers. Then the news did a nice close-up on the injured detective’s face, which was bleeding freely from his nose and a cut on his lip.

      “Oh, Dai.” Sakurai laughed and clapped his hands. “You do like to play rough, don’t you?”

      A reporter, live on the scene, came into view. “We’ve just learned that Detective Lynch from the Oswego Police Department will be filing aggravated assault charges against Matsui.” She spoke into the microphone and arched one of her beauty-parlorperfect eyebrows at the camera. “Still no word on what could’ve happened to push one of New York’s finest over the edge like this.”

      Sakurai had a near-giddy moment as he considered what role he might’ve played in Daisuke’s outburst. Though if there were a connection, he should’ve been able to sense something, unless he was still too drained.

      “Fucking sun, go away.” He clicked off the television and glared at the edge of the dark curtains where he could see a few golden rays peeking through. He didn’t trust himself to handle the daylight, not until he’d fed well and no one in this building offered the kind of sustenance he needed. Except fordai-dai . . . and Sakurai couldn’t kill him just yet only to satisfy the thirst, not when for the first time inyears he’d found a mortal worth enjoying for a while.
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      Chapter Nine

      Dale McAfee paced his office and tore his fingers through his graying, ash-brown hair. “Goddammit, Daiskue. You’re one of the best men I have. I can’t afford to lose you over stupid shit like this! Back when Watts and I worked the streets the lines at roll call were four and five deep. Now I’m fucking lucky if I get a row and a half on each shift! You know as well as I do that some days we’re lucky to have three patrols car riding the precinct. We don’t need you off the streets, too, but if you’re gonna do stupid shit like you pulled with Lynch—in front of the goddamned news people yet—I have no choice but to pull you.”

      McAfee paused and tugged down the window shade in his office to block Dai from giving the battered and bandaged Lynch the evil eye. “I need your shield and your weapon. Now. You have thirty days to cool off and I hope to hell that’s all that comes from this. That little shit wants you to go to trial but under the circumstances we should be able to work something else out.”

      Dai stood, his face a stone mask of disgust as he pulled out his shield and department-issued Glock. He dropped them on the desk and turned toward the door.

      “If it was me, kid, I’d give you a fucking day off with pay and a gold star for your forehead but you know how the mice down at the Puzzle Palace are—it’s all about the politics.”

      Dai’s reply was an icy glare.

      “I hear Susy Q is gonna be okay, though, nothing broken that some time off can’t fix. And maybe some personal male nursing care?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “She’s good people, Dai. I knew her dad, her uncle and her brother, all top of the line cops. You could do much worse.”

      “I’m not interested in her that way.”

      McAfee sighed. “Whatever, kid. Just keep your nose clean the next thirty days and please stay away from the public eye. Please.”

      Dai stormed out of the office, slamming the door closed behind him. He understood that Mac had a job to do, butthirty fucking days? The walls in the boss’ office weren’t spectacularly sound-proof either, so from the look on Lynch’s face Dai knew the prick must’ve heard most of what was said.

      “Fuck off, asshole,” Dai snapped at the detective who was sitting at the desk next to Mac’s office. Lynch actually flinched, the useless dick.

      “Watch it, Matsui. Unless you’re gunning for a longer ride on the pine pony.” Allen was sitting on the edge of a nearby desk, a cup of coffee in hand and a smug grin on his lips. “I think you need a more permanent ‘vacation’, too.”

      That was such an obvious attempt to get on his nerves—Dai refused to bite. He walked up to his own desk and took his jacket in silence, ignoring the urge to give Allen the finger.

      Allen just laughed. “That’s it, Matsui. Kiss my ass, and love it.”

      Dai glared at him over his shoulder. “Lynch’s lips are already all over it, shithead. The two of you should go get a room.”

      The rest of the cops who’d been milling around burst out into laughter and Allen’s face turned a bright crimson. Too pissed off to laugh himself, Dai shrugged into his jacket and left.

      Striding to his car, Dai slowed as his anger faded and he realized that Allen, the little fucker, was far from his own precinct. He wondered if it had something to do with the little EDP at the club who’d offed himself. Shit. He couldn’t go back in and ask around, either. Still, since he had a long, unpaid vacation he could probably find something out.

      * * * * *

      This deep below the club, the only sources of light were the austere fluorescent lamps that hung from the bolts in the ceiling and made every color in the room look a washed out green. Except for blood, of course. That deep a shade of crimson couldn’t be dulled by the lamps, especially when it sat upon a snow white porcelain plate. Yun walked up to the table. Mikail sat at the head in a high-backed chair just large enough to fit his wide frame. The bald man was licking his fingers clean.

      With a snarl, Yun dropped a black plastic garbage bag on the table before the other vampire. The dishes clattered in place.

      “What’s this?” Mikail asked, his thumb still stuck in the corner of his red-stained mouth.

      “Take a look.” Yun glared.

      Mikail reluctantly pulled his finger out of his mouth and tugged open the ties around the bag. His face twisted into a grimace.

      “You were supposed to bring him back for the Mistress to deal with.” He overturned the bag and dumped out the pulpy remains of a heart that had been ripped out of its host’s body.

      “The idiot started lapping up blood right in front of everyone.” Yun knocked the shredded organ off the table in disgust. “The Mistress doesn’t have to concern herself with this shit.”

      Quick to agree, Mikail nodded fervently. “So true, so true.” He returned to dipping his stubby fingers with their painted nails into the pool of blood on the plate in front of him.

      “You should be the one worrying about this!” Yun shouted and Mikail looked up sharply. “You’re supposed to make sure the new ones stay out of sight or at least control themselves!”

      Mikail clawed nervously at the front of his red jumpsuit.

      “In case you don’t recall, we werebusy,” he hissed, “with a certain uninvited visitor! Someoneyou should’ve handled!”

      Yun leaned on the table, his nails scratching at the wood finish. “Jung Kai is such a damned coward--involving the likes of him to save his own hide.”

      Mikail pointed a finger in Yun’s face. “How quick you are to try and save face!” he snorted. “One hand washes the other, but here you come and try to say I don’t fulfill my purpose.”

      “Then where isSakurai’s bleeding heart?” Yun roared, picking the bloody organ off the floor and throwing it at Mikail’s chest. “Why don’t you show that to me?”

      Mikail wiped off the sloppy mess with his bare hands. “There’s time for that, my friend, when the Mistress says so. He’s an Ancient one, but not an invincible one.”

      Unsatisfied, Yun grabbed one of the table’s empty chairs and straddled the seat.

      “He should mind his own affairs,” Yun grumbled. “He murdered two of my little ones! Since when has he given a shit what happens outside of his own territory?”

      “What territory?” Mikail shrugged. “Mistress thought he died before the Second War, but here he is.”

      Now Yun snorted. “Not for long. We’ll send him back to hell if he doesn’t mind his own business.”

      Mikail nodded in silent agreement. “At least the night wasn’t a total waste,” he said, licking his fingers again. “Wei Chen’s brother looks fine, doesn’t he?”

      Yun’s scowl softened considerably. That was one good thing to come from last night, at least. “Actually, he does,” Yun’s lips curled into a smile. “Daisuke has potential. In many ways.”

      “I thought you would agree,” Mikail chortled. “I could find many uses for him aside from being another ‘human liaison’.”

      “Oh yes.” Yun laughed then grew dead serious. “Just one thing—no one touches him, but me.”

      “No, no! Of course not.” Mikail shook his head. “If the Mistress says you can have him.”

      “Yes,” Yun muttered.

      A strained silence fell between the two vampires. Mikail pushed his plate of blood over to Yun. “I don’t know if you saw the news today, but Daisuke had quite an exciting adventure.”

      “Oh?”

      Mikail reached for the side of the chair and pulled out a remote control. The flat screen televisions lining the wall across from the table flicked on and a news clip played. As Yun watched the story of the shoot-out, he laughed and stroked his chin.

      “He’s a good one.” Yun smiled.

      “After this, Wei Chan should have no trouble bringing him into the fold.” Mikail smacked his lips together approvingly.

      “If not . . . .” Yun cackled softly. “I’ll convince him.”

      * * * * *

      Dai stopped off at the liquor store on the way home to buy two bottles of red wine and a bottle of sake. Maybe the thirty days would pass faster if he just got hammered and passed out often.

      His mom called his cell as soon as he hit his apartment. He considered not answering, but decided to call her back as he went to the kitchen to put the liquor away. He assured her that he was fine and that Susan would be too, and yes he did get suspended but the little coward Lynch had it coming so he’d take the days and get it over with.

      “I bet Susan will be having some time off, too. It would be good for you to go visit her, take care of her and get to know each other away from that crazy job.”

      “Look Mom I gotta go, okay? Love you. Bye.”

      Shit. He grabbed one of the wine bottles and uncorked it then took a couple of long swallows without benefit of a glass. Matchmaking . . . just what he needed. He caught sight of the dish the bird had been on and wondered if that bastard Sakurai had had a hand in that as well as the cleaning of his room and the leaving of the cumsplattered towel. Of course he had . . . .

      Sick fucker.

      Dai went to the living room and automatically reached to remove his gun and shield before plopping onto the couch.Fuck. He reached around to grab his wallet and pulled out the envelope from his mailbox along with it. Dai took another swig of wine then set the bottle down and tore open the note. In a fluid, old-looking Chinese script it read:

      You tasted it didn’t you?

      There’s more where that came from.

      “Fuck you!” Dai tore the note and threw it toward the TV. Or rather toward the empty space where his TV had been. “Fuck!”

      He jumped up, searched the apartment and found nothing else amiss. Only his TV and his DVD player were gone. It had to be that fucker, Sakurai. Dai checked the front door. The lock hadn’t been tampered with nor had the bedroom window. In fact, the window was locked from the inside and his stupid cat was out on the fire escape trying to get in.

      He jerked the window up. “Get your furry ass in h---”

      Dai broke off as he saw something dangling from a ribbon tied to Stupid Dude’s collar. A chocolate bar. The kind with the special wrapper saying that it was for a school fundraiser.What the fuck?

      He pulled the ribbon off and Stupid Dude jumped down from the sill to rub against Dai’s legs.

      “‘With twenty-five percent more almonds . . . .’“ Dai’s eyes widened in shock as the deeper meaning behind this ‘gift’ sunk in.

      Of all the fucked up things he did as a kid to try and make some cash, this was one scam he never got busted for. When he was about twelve, he ran into a couple of kids from a private school. St. Augustine’s, Dai remembered now. He could still picture their neatly pressed grey and white uniforms and black ties, for Christ’s sake. The dumbass kids were trying to sell chocolates as part of a school fundraiser.

      Dai couldn’t resist—being the little bastard he was. He beat up the kids, stole their chocolates, and then ran up and down the neighborhood selling the candies so he could pocket the cash. Everyone who bought one thought that he was selling them for his own school’s fundraiser. Of course, he was careful not to sell them to anyone who really knew him. If Magera had ever found out, the old man would still have Dai kneeling on the restaurant floor saying “Hail Marys.”

      Ingenious.

      Dai felt the heat rush to his face at the sound of Sakurai’s voice echoing in his mind. He dropped the candy and slammed the window shut, his heart racing.

      “How the fuck do you keep doing that!” he roared. “Stop it!”

      Someone pounded on the apartment door and Dai spun around, praying to God it would be Sakurai so he could beat the ever loving shit out of the creep. He had to work very hard to ignore the part of him that wanted to do something quite different, though . . . .

      “You fuck!” Dai threw open the door and almost shoved his fist through Wei’s face.

      His brother backed away and raised his hands. “Hey, take it easy, Dai. Next time I’ll call ahead—don’t whack out on me.”

      Dai looked up and down the hall. No sign of the bastard, yet Dai had the feeling Sakurai was somewhere close.

      “Come on in,” he said, stepping aside to let Wei enter.

      “I saw the news and . . . .” Wei’s voice trailed off and he gave his older brother a look of pity. “Did they go ahead fire you, ge-ge? Did you sell the TV already? Shit, man you were always the responsible one with money. I figured you had a stash in the bank. Hell, mom still has you help with her checkbook and taxes. Man, I can help you get some cash if you need it.”

      “Goddammit, Wei-Wei I---” Dai paused and ran his hand through his hair. “What exactly would it involve?”

      Wei blinked like maybe he hadn’t heard right, then he smiled cheerfully. “Now that’s more like it, Dai.” He eyed the open wine on the coffee table and picked up the bottle. “Let’s make this a party for two.”

      Dai frowned as he watched his brother take a long drink. “Just answer my question—what do I have to do?”

      “It’s not that simple.” Wei offered him the bottle and plopped down on the sofa. “I can’t just come out andtell you . . . that’s not how it works.” He picked up the crumpled note from Sakurai off of the table and Dai ripped it out of his hands.

      “Dammit, Wei!”

      “What the fuck, Dai? See, this cop jazz has you wasted, man.” He nodded knowingly while Dai tucked the note away. “This is going to be the best thing that ever happened to you. You’ve worked your ass off for those guys and this city—put your own neck on the line for years--and all they’ve ever given you was shit. By dragging you into that, Watts totally fucked—”

      “Don’t go there,” Dai warned. “I mean it.”

      Wei leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

      “All I’m saying is that it’s time for you to start looking out foryou,” he said quietly. “You think it was easy hearing the news and finding out my older brother could’ve been shot by some prickhead on ice or something? Fuck no.”

      “It’s part of the job,” Dai mumbled, staring at the label on the wine bottle in his hand.

      “Oh, right,” Wei said angrily. “‘The job’. Like they’ve treated you so great over the years. How many times have they shafted you, man? Didn’t you run down like three perps just so one of the fat old-timers could add the arrests to his quota?”

      “Five.” Dai gulped down a mouthful of the liquor, not even tasting it. “It was five perps.”

      “There you go.” Wei sounded as bitter as Dai felt. “And I’m sure there’s a lot more going on that you haven’t told even me.”

      Like how he always used to get put on the worst beats because he didn’t kiss ass like Allen and some of the others at the academy. How the politics at the precinct were sometimes just as ugly as the hierarchies set up in street gangs. Yeah . . . there was a hell of a lot of shit he’d never told Wei about.

      “So . . . .” Wei stood up and took the bottle from Dai’s hand. “Instead of getting drunk to forget today’s shit, let’s go get drunk to celebrate the way your life is going to get better.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Dai whispered, suddenly very, very unsure of where his life was headed . . . and not as afraid about it as he should be.

      “I’m serious,ge-ge.” Wei wrapped his arm around Dai’s shoulder and steered him to the door. “Come with me, and I’ll show you what I mean. For real this time--no tests, no tryouts. What do you say?”

      Dai looked at his brother and then opened the door. “Sure.”

      * * * * *

      A quick stroll through one of the city’s rougher areas afforded Sakurai a veritable feast of blood and high emotions that replenished his strength though it hardly whet his appetite. No, that honor would go to his new pet, his new “little brother” hisdai-dai . . . the intriguing and hot-blooded Detective Daisuke Matsui.

      Feeling rejuvenated enough to deal with the tiresome new breed of chiang shih in lower Manhattan, Sakurai headed toward theResurrection. As he had the other night, he approached over the rooftops of adjacent buildings then crouched up between the old stone gargoyles, watching the mortals line up to experience the decadence upon the upper floors. Young vampires mingled with the crowd, apparently so they could pick out “dinner companions” from amongst the humans. How pathetic, Sakurai thought, and yet he found himself wanting to meet this “Mistress” Jung Kai and the others feared.

      As before, Sakurai jumped down into the narrow, dimly lit passage, but this night he met no resistance at the door. He was admitted freely and the ipso facto “leader”—Mikail, Sakurai discovered—greeted him with what Daisuke would no doubt refer to as a “shit-eating grin.”

      “Welcome, Master Sakurai, we are so pleased to have you here again. The Mistress has been anxious to meet you,” he said in a slithery tone. He gestured toward a glassed-off enclosure with curtains shielding the occupants from the main portion of the room.

      “Well then I shall remedy that right now. “

      “No.”

      Sakurai stared.

      Mikail offered a slimy smile. “I mean please, not just yet. She is having a

      conference with Yun on a most important matter.” He gestured to an empty leather sofa facing a bare portion of the floor. “Please come and have a drink. We have entertainment. Most interesting entertainment this evening.”

      Sakurai sat at the table the other vampire indicated. A moment later a scantily clad young woman appeared, wine bottles in hand. She offered him a taste of each and he chose the Merlot, for the blood it contained had that hint of sexual frustration that added that special something to the blood of his new pet Daisuke. Settling back, Sakurai sipped the drink as the “entertainment” began.

      Within moments Sakurai looking away. “This is nothing compared to what I used to provide at the House of Ecstasy.”

      “Oh?” Mikail said.

      Sakurai smirked. “Yes.” He glanced toward the curtained enclosure but could perceive nothing. He finished his drink then set the glass down on the table to his right. “I noticed a few familiar things in your upper area. Tell me, Mikail, are you in an exhibitionist mood this evening?”
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      Chapter Ten

      Wei led Dai past the line of people waiting to get into the kink club and went farther along the narrow passage then around the building to a short flight of concrete steps that led down to a narrow door, on a lower level of the club.

      “It’s Wei Qing,” Wei said in Cantonese as someone cracked open the door. Wei turned back to Dai and leaned in to speak softly in Japanese. “You may see some weird shit, brother, but just stay cool. It’s all good. Trust me.”

      Trust him. Yeah. Right. Dai frowned but slipped through the door behind Wei into a room where a few couples lingered here and there talking. Heads turned when they passed through the outer room and the hairs on Dai’s neck shot up as a wave of unknown bad shit swept over him. He inhaled a slow breath, thankful for the weight of his off-duty weapon concealed beneath his leather jacket. He let his gaze sweep the room and though the lighting was even dimmer with the presence of his sunglasses he kept them on.

      Wei led him to a corner sofa facing another smaller room, this one glass and curtained from the inside. Wei stared at the room like some hungry puppy looking into a butcher’s case and when that Captain Jack-looking fucker, Yun, peered out between the curtains, Dai narrowed his eyes. It figured that piece of shit would be involved. A scantily clad waitress appeared, drawing his attention. She carried a small round tray bearing a wine bottle and two glasses. Dai peered at the label over the top of his glasses. “Blood of the Vine, huh?”

      “It’s better than nothing in a pinch,” the girl said, licking her lips and the tips of some dime store fangs before leaving.

      Dai settled back, resting his arm along the back of the sofa. “So this is the kiddie Goth version of the kink club upstairs?”

      “This ain’t no kiddie shit, ge-ge.” Wei poured himself a glass of wine and gulped it down, shaking his head as one would after downing a shot of throat-searing liquor.

      “Yeah, right.” Dai poured himself a drink and paused when Wei touched his arm. “Go slow. It takes some getting used to.”

      Dai smirked. “Shit. I was drinking when you were still sucking on Mamma’s milk.” He took a mouthful of the wine and spit it out. “What the fuck?”

      “Shit! Man, Itold you, ge-ge!”

      Heads turned and Wei took his jacket off and sopped up the wine with the lining —the wine that tasted like backwash from a fucking bloody nose. Dai looked around at the other patrons, as the freaks all snickered and gave each other the eye. Dai noticed a flutter of curtain and caught another glimpse of Yun and someone else, someone smaller, a woman maybe?

      Wei snapped his head around. “Oh fuck! Tell me the Mistress did not look out and see you!”

      “TheMistress.” Dai laughed. “You really are some kinky bitch’s whipping boy aren’t you?”

      “Shut up!”

      Dai flipped Wei off and stood. “Fuck this shit. I’m gone.”

      Stay.

      Dai froze.Sakurai. He was here; that was his voice. He whipped his head around, pulled off his sunglasses and looked again. He couldn’t see him but fuck hecouldfeel his presence.

      Dai sat, his gaze still sweeping the room.

      Such a good pet.

      I am nobody’s pet, you fucker. Certainly not yours.

      Sakurai’s laughter rang out inside Dai’s head. How did hedo that? Cocksucker.

      I never suck. I only receive, as you’ll soon see . . . .

      The lights in the room dimmed further and soon a spotlight came up, creating a pale blue circle illuminating a small wooden platform in the center of the floor. The anticipation of the crowd was palpable and Dai found himself sitting on the edge of his seat with the rest of them. A ripple of gasps filled the room and Dai glanced over his shoulder to watch in rapt fascination as a familiar figure crawled out from the shadows on all fours. He was the one from the other night, who’d calmed the blood-licking crazy. Stocky, with a shaved head, the guy reminded Dai of a Buddhist monk except for the fact that he was wearing that red leather jumpsuit. And a studded dog collar. The collar had a leash attached and it trailed on the floor beneath him as he crawled.

      The guy crawled to the edge of the platform and sat kneeling, his hands placed behind his back. The room grew deathly silent and Dai had no trouble hearing the sharp click of boot heels upon the floor behind him. He turned and watched Sakurai step out of the shadows, dressed in a uniform reminiscent of an old German Gestapo officer. He’d tucked his long hair up beneath the officer’s cap. He wore leather gloves and in his right hand he carried a long riding crop. A riding crop which had tiny metal spikes affixed to the final two inches of the tip.

      With each slow, measured step Sakurai slapped the tip of the crop against the top of his high leather boot. He gave Dai the barest passing glance, his dark, ominous gaze for the most part riveted to the man kneeling on the stage.

      Dai felt a surge of heat, a swell of blood in his groin and he shifted forward a little more.

      Sakurai approached the kneeling man from behind, placed one booted foot in the middle of his back and pushed until the man’s face rested on the stage. Sakurai stepped over the prone man then lifted the man’s chin with his foot. “You know what to do, bitch.”

      The man cradled Sakurai’s foot in both hands and laved his tongue over the highly polished leather as if he were making love to a woman. Without warning, Sakurai kicked and the man went sprawling on his back then quickly righted himself and crawled back to the stage. He paused at the edge, only climbing back up when Sakurai gave a quick nod.

      Dai licked his lips, wishing he had a real drink as his mouth went dry watching Sakurai circle the submissive man, the riding crop slapping against the top of his boot with each step.

      “Take it off, whore. Show me what’smine.”

      For a moment, Sakurai looked up, his gaze impaling Dai, who felt the power of that stare deep inside.

      * * * * *

      “What an interesting pair,” Madame Viktoria said before running her thin fingers through the hair of her human “dinner companion.”

      The girl purred groggily and snuggled in closer. Viktoria bent to drain the last of the teen’s blood then gave the girl’s dying body a shove off the edge of the thickly padded chaise.

      A stone-faced servant quickly dragged the body away as Viktoria daubed at her painted lips with a crisp linen napkin. “I take it you have use for Wei Qing’s brother?”

      Yun turned, a sly smile upon his lips. He smoothed down the edges of his moustache. “I may at that.”

      Viktoria gestured toward the narrow slit in the curtains. “The other one . . . Sakurai . . . he intrigues me greatly.”

      Yun frowned. “I’m certain that’s his plan, Mistress. Thisshow of his is totally unnecessary.”

      “But quite entertaining,” Viktoria said, gesturing for Yun to move and open the curtain a little wider. She steepled her fingers and peered over the tops of her long, pointed nails. I’m quite surprised to see how he’s thoroughly cowed Mikail.”

      Yun replied with a sneer, turning his attention back to the show.

      * * * * *

      On the sofa next to Dai, Wei made a strangled little noise that sounded something like a cross between a gasp and a cough. Dai barely heard him, and cared even less that there might be a problem. Completely, totally, fucking enthralled, he couldn’t take his eyes off the stage. Off Sakurai.

      “Show me what’s mine,” Sakurai repeated, his voice barely more than a slithering whisper this time.

      The way the man spoke, with his dark gaze still locked on Dai . . . . Dai wasn’t sure who the command was meant for—the man in the red, or him. He gripped the sofa’s armrest until his hand ached to stop himself from standing up, from walking to the stage himself.

      “How fucked is this?” Wei grabbed Dai’s shoulder, unknowingly helping to hold him down. “That guy, I don’t know who the fuck he is, but the one in red—that’s Mikail. He never been a pussy like this.”

      “Shut up,” Dai whispered. “You have no idea what’s going on up there.”

      “Like you do?” Wei tried to laugh, but more of those strangled noises came out of him instead. Dai didn’t bother to answer. The rush of blood to his groin, the way his cock strained against the fly of his jeans, was proof enough he knew exactly what was going on up on stage. Enough to actually want it for himself.

      Mikail sat up, kneeling before Sakurai. The latches to his suit were on the back, and he reached behind his head to unfasten them one at time.

      Sakurai rested a hand on the top of Mikail’s head, forcing it back as he pressed the tip of his riding crop under the other’s chin. Dai saw his lips move, but couldn’t hear what he said. Damn it. Whatever it was, Mikail started laughing and Sakurai smiled.

      Pulling the whip back, Sakurai straightened and snapped the leather across Mikail’s back. The sharp cracking sound of the crop hitting leather made Dai jump.

      Mikail began to strip and Dai’s gaze skimmed the many tattoos upon the man’s back. Chinese dragons and fierce warriors decorated his skin, the once vibrant colors now faded as if they’d been there for ages, though the man couldn’t have been more than thirty-five at best.

      “Hurry up!” Sakurai snapped the crop, striking Mikail’s bare back. Dai swallowed as the spikes on the crop’s ends tore little gashes in the man’s flesh. But Mikail didn’t even flinch from the pain. He finished stripping then kneeled again, only to receive another swat, this time upon his shoulder. “All fours, bitch!”

      Mikail did as ordered and Dai shifted upon the seat as Sakurai pulled out a rubber plug with a furry dog’s tail attached. “Lick it.” Mikail did and Sakurai walked behind him and shoved it roughly into his ass. Mikail did flinch this time, but he let out a long sigh that could only be one of pleasure and Dai felt his own ass twitch in response.

      “I do not fucking believe this,” Wei muttered.

      “Shut up,” Dai snapped quietly, his eyes never leaving the stage.

      Sakurai scanned the crowd seated nearest the stage, pointing the crop at a spikehaired platinum blond wearing a miniscule denim skirt and white tank top. “Would you like my dog to lick your cunt?”

      She giggled. “I would.”

      Sakurai smacked Mikail’s ass, drawing blood, and ordered him from the stage. The other man crawled, the furry tail bobbing obscenely as he moved. The woman slid to the edge of her chair and lifted her skirt. She writhed on the seat as Mikail went down on her, his cock growing hard, thin beads of precum dripping onto the shiny floor.

      Dai felt his own cock grow harder and he shifted again, flinching when Sakurai shouted, “Enough!” The woman pouted, clearly just nearing her peak, and Sakurai smirked. “Don’t worry, I’ll see that you’re taken care of, in due time.”

      Mikail crawled back to Sakurai. Dai watched as Sakurai flailed the cowering man about the shoulders and back with the crop. Dozens of tiny cuts appeared on his tattooed flesh, until rivers of red flowed across his skin. “You useless whore. You couldn’t even make her come properly. What kind of fucking pet are you?”

      Mikail kissed Sakurai’s boots. “One that doesn’t deserve you as a Master.”

      “Exactly,” Sakurai said, his gaze sweeping back to fix momentarily upon Dai. He smirked again. “But I am a benevolent Master and I don’t wish my pets to suffer needlessly . . . .”

      With that he bent and slid his tongue across Mikail’s bleeding shoulder. He motioned the man to stand then did the same to his back, licking the cuts, wiping away the blood with his tongue, and Dai was only barely conscious of the low moan that escaped him.

      Ripples of deep, throaty laughter poured out of Sakurai as he stood up and reached around Mikail to wrap the man in an embrace. His gloved fingers danced across the bare skin, leaving streaks of dark red blood on the pale flesh.

      Mikail seemed to get even harder, his cock a flushed shade of violet and jutting up sharply. But when he moved a hand to stroke himself, Sakurai snatched his wrist and twisted it behind his back.

      “No, no, lovely,” Sakurai said through a wide grin, his pointed teeth flashing in the stage lights. “Not unless I say.”

      Oh fuck . . . those teeth. Dai’s mouth was dry, the rest of him slick with sweat.

      “You are a kind Master,” Mikail moaned.

      “Say that again?” Sakurai sneered. He twisted Mikail’s wrist again and swatted at the man’s cock with his whip. The organ bobbed torturously and Dai felt the ache in his own body.

      “Such a good Master!” Mikail cried out and fuck if he wasn’t panting with obvious pleasure. His painted lips curled up in smile. “But not a perfect one.”

      Oh shit. Dai bit down on his tongue to hold back a cry. Did that mother fucker even know what he was saying?

      Sakurai laughed and the sound sent a shiver down Daisuke’s spine.

      “Perfection?” Sakurai purred, releasing Mikail’s wrist and bringing his gloved hand to his lips. “Oh, I can show you perfection . . . .”

      He dragged his tongue over each of his fingers leaving the black leather slick with his saliva. “Just ask for it, pet.”

      “Show me!” Mikail screamed.

      Sakurai shoved Mikail down to his knees again, the riding crop up against his throat forcing him to look forward into the crowd. Sakurai traced his fingers down the man’s spine and along the curves of his ass. He yanked out the plug, making the man gasp, and then looked straight across the audience to meet Dai’s stare.

      “Here you go, whore, fuck it good. You want it, you do the work to get off.” Sakurai grinned and then shoved his entire hand straight into Mikail’s opening.

      Dai felt his eyes grow wide, the blood draining from his face and rushing right to his cock.

      Sakurai tugged on Mikail’s ear and jerked his head back. “You like it don’t you, bitch?”

      “Yessssssss,” the other man hissed as he rocked back and forth on Sakurai’s gloved hand, which was buried up to the end of his jacket sleeve.

      “Then fuck it until you come.”

      The room fell eerily silent, save for the sound of Mikail’s harsh, quickening breath and the incessant hammering of Dai’s heart within his chest. Dai’s temperature spiked and he pulled off his leather jacket and threw it across his lap.

      Do it! Sakurai’s voice rang out inside his head.

      His fingers shaking, Dai slid down the zipper of his constricting jeans and tugged his cock free. Just a few quick jerks had him coming in his hand beneath the jacket.

      Lick them clean. I want to watch.

      Fuck you, Dai thought back, wiping his fingers on the tail of his shirt before tucking himself back into his jeans. He got up, threw on his jacket and headed toward the exit.

      “Dai! Wait up,” Wei called, running after him. “Come back. There’s somebody I want you to meet. You have to meet her.”

      Dai spun and glared. “No! Now leave me the fuck alone!”

      Dai turned to storm off and almost ran head first into Captain Jack, the little fuck. “Get the hell out of my way, asshole,” he growled.

      “Leaving so soon?” The edges of Yun’s mustache curled up in the faintest hint of a smile. The man folded his arms across his chest. “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one displeased with Sakurai’s ‘entertainment’.”

      Dai didn’t care that half the room was watching and shooting them dirty looks for spoiling the atmosphere. He ignored how sticky his palm felt and how hard he still was. “Move.” He clenched his jaw. “Or so fucking help me . . . .”

      “That’s the spirit.” Yun narrowed his eyes. “Come with me. The Mistress will see you after all.”

      “Ge ge please,” Wei said, grabbing the sleeve of Dai’s jacket the way he’d done when he was little and the school bullies dared to mess with him.

      “My brother comes with me,” Dai said in a tone he intended Yun take as a command and not a request.

      “But of course,” Yun said with a shit-eating grin and gestured theatrically toward the curtained enclosure.

      The ‘Mistress’ gave Dai a bad feeling from the instant he crossed the threshold of the glass-walled room. It was the same kind of feeling he’d had before when a big undercover bust took a very wrong turn.

      “Please, Detective Matsui, sit,” the petite blond said, patting the empty space on the leather divan next to her.

      “I prefer to stand right here,” Dai said, moving so that he had a clear view of the door and the others in the room.

      “Interesting,” the blond said, casting a glance toward Yun. “Wei Qing. You may sit then.”

      To Dai’s disgust, Wei scurried over like a little puppy and bowed before sitting. She petted him like a dog, too, and Dai gritted his teeth.

      “Don’t be jealous,” Yun purred into Dai’s ear before actually slapping his ass.

      Dai whipped his head around, ready to beat the shit out of the son of a bitch. But Yun was gone—fucking vanished. He heard a short burst of dry laughter and turned back around. Yun stood behind the divan, helping himself to a glass of that strange wine.

      “How the hell---?” Dai started, his hands tightening into fists.

      “C’mon, Dai.” Wei rested his arm across the back of the sofa and smiled. “I told you this was going to be a trip.”

      “But someone else already gave away our secret,” the mysterious Mistress said. Her voice was soft, but cold—with no hint of emotion or . . . .

      “Humanity.” She finished his thought for him then laughed. The smile never reached her eyes, those two ice-blue orbs penetrating his very soul.

      “I just want to know what the fuck is going on here,” Dai whispered.

      “Are you ready for this, ge-ge?” Wei leaned forward, his eyes sparkling. “It’s going to blow you away.”

      The Mistress smiled at Dai and he swore he saw her teeth extend. She had fucking fangs. Fucking fake vampire fangs. Like Sakurai. “Your brother is most anxious to be a special friend of mine, Detective,” she purred, running her hand up and down the length of Wei’s arm. She tickled the dark hair that brushed his collar and stroked his neck again as if she was petting a cat.

      She laughed. “Come now, Detective—Dai. Do you really think they’re fake?” She glanced back at Yun, who opened his mouth with fangs extending as well.

      “What the fuck is this shit?”

      “Thisshit is a part of the natural world you haven’t even begun to fully acknowledge or appreciate,” she said, undoing the buttons of Wei’s shirt. She tugged it down and Dai found that he could only stare as his little brother let the woman seduce him with her gentle touches and flicks of her tongue. She grinned up at Dai as she poised the pointed nail of her index finger over Wei’s exposed shoulder. She kissed Wei’s ear and he nodded an instant before she pressed the nail in and slid it, cutting him a good two inches. Blood trickled from the shallow wound and she leaned in and began gently sucking as her free hand drifted between them and into the fly of Wei’s pants.

      Dai wanted to leave but felt rooted to the floor. Wei squirmed and moaned, coming with a shudder, and in that moment the Mistress lifted her head then plunged her fangs into his neck and sucked hard while she pulled and milked his cock to the last drop. When he was spent, she pulled away, her tongue licking the blood from her lips and then Wei’s cum from her fingers.

      “Delicious,” she purred as Wei slumped over, his head on her shoulder.

      Dai pulled out his Glock. “Fucking bitch! Wei Wei! Wei Wei, are you all right?”
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      Chapter Eleven

      How long has he been in there?” Brandt glanced down at his watch and sipped at his coffee, still warm in the thermos. Diaz had a camera pointed over the edge of the roof, locked straight on the basement door to theRessurection. He was looking through the telescoping lens and answered without turning to Brandt.

      “Close to seventy-five minutes already.”

      “Huh.” Brandt took another swig, glad he added the scotch before leaving the car. “Guess they’re letting him into the ‘club’.”

      Diaz snickered. “Either that, or they’re making a meal out of his tight little ass.”

      * * * * *

      “Wei!” Dai shouted. His brother responded with a low moan, his head rolling against the bitch’s shoulder. She laughed and Dai almost pulled the fucking trigger.

      “What’re you doing to him?” He kept his gun pointed level with her head, ready to pop a cap straight through her fucking brains.

      “She’s setting him free.” Yun was suddenly next to Dai, ripping the gun out of his hand and shoving him back into an empty lounge chair across from the divan. “The mortal human body is a prison, killing the soul inside with each passing minute, didn’t you know?”

      “What the fuck does that shit mean?” Fury drove Dai half-out of the chair but Yun grabbed him by the throat and pushed him back down. Dai lashed out, too pissed to even think straight. But the motherfucker was strong and had him pinned good.

      “He’s being difficult, Mistress.” Yun glanced at her over his shoulder before looking back at Dai. “Maybe I should . . . curb some of his attitude.” He leaned close and flicked his tongue across Dai’s cheek.

      “Fucker!” Dai brought his knee up and caught the bastard right in the balls. Yun grunted and took a step back but didn’t move his hand from Dai’s throat.

      “Oh you are asking for it, boy. Keep fighting me; you’ll taste so much better that way.”

      LEAVE HIM BE!

      The silent voice exploded through Dai’s head like a stabbing pain and judging from the looks on the others’ faces, he realized they had heard it, too. In fact, the glass of the enclosure rattled from the power of the words. Sakurai’s words.

      He’smy pet.

      “The fuck I am,” Dai growled out as the man himself appeared, still wearing the uniform save for the peaked cap. Now his hair hung long and loose past his shoulders. He pulled the leather gloves off one finger at a time then slapped them in his palm as he entered. He fixed those dark eyes of his on Yun. “I said to leave him be. Now move your hand or I will rip it off and shove it up your ass.”

      Yun looked at the woman, who gave the barest hint of a nod, before he let Dai go.

      Dai got up, rubbed his throat, and grabbed his Glock from the floor. He pointed the gun at them. “All of you against the wall. I’m taking my brother out of here.”

      “Fuck no, I’m not going anywhere,” Wei slurred as he pulled himself to a sitting position. He motioned for Dai to sit. “Chill, ge-ge. It’s all good. It’s all fucking perfect.”

      “Are you out of your goddamn mind?” Daisuke stared at his brother in shock. “We’re both getting out of here. Now.”

      “He doesn’t want to leave, Daisuke,” Yun said as he stepped backwards to stand beside the divan. “You won’t either, soon enough.”

      “Oh, I so don’t fucking think so,” Dai snorted. He tensed sharply as Sakurai moved beside him and he felt the weight of the other man’s presence send a jolt through his body. They hadn’t even touched, but being this close to Sakurai was like standing too close to a transformer and the electrical charge made the hairs on his arms and back of his neck prickle. His cock reacted, too, stiffening despite himself and the crazy, fucked up situation he found himself in.

      He tried to shake off the feeling, but it wouldn’t go away. Especially not with Sakurai’s voice filling his head.So much courage and strength, dai-dai . . . you don’t belong here in their little playground. Dai’s legs grew weak, and a moment later he found himself sitting in the chair he’d been thrown into earlier. He tried to resist and regain his feet, but felt as if his body had a will of its own.

      “He does belong here, Master Sakurai.” Viktoria was playing the damn mind reading game too, apparently. She wrapped her arms around Wei as the kid collapsed back against her in a fit of drunk-sounding laughter. “So do you, really.”

      Sakurai had eased down into a chair beside Dai’s. He leaned against the armrest, cupped his chin in his hand and regarded the woman coldly. “Now I know you’re talking shit.”

      Yun bristled, but Viktoria and Wei laughed. “Please.” She reached behind her and Yun immediately gave her a glass and filled it with thatBlood of the Vine wine. Christ . . . . Now Dai understood the reason it tasted the way it did.

      “Don’t be so abrasive, Elder.” Viktoria smiled, took a sip and passed the glass to Wei. “And you, Daisuke, don’t worry so much. Your brother is very dear to us. Very dear.”

      “No abandoned daughter of a Shanghai whore has the right to tell me what or what not to do. Remember that,” Sakurai said coolly. “And I’m certain Daisuke is quite correct in thinking that what you say is pure bullshit were his beloved brother is concerned.” He reached out and smoothed his hand over the back of Dai’s head.

      Dai tried to jerk away but was as powerless to do so as he was to keep himself from sitting in the chair. He glared over at Sakurai and heard the man’s laugh echo inside his head. Fucker.

      “You risk death for speaking to the Mistress that way, you insolent dog.”

      “Oh, I think not. Especially since none of you have the power to transform into a wolf or, in your case, Yun, I would suggest a slimy little slug.”

      Yun threw his head back and laughed a little too loudly for it to be more than posturing. “That’s not the only sign of power,” he sneered. “Throwing that little shapeshifting joke in our face only shows how pathetic you truly are.”

      Any trace of a smile vanished from Sakurai’s face. The anger that rolled off of him was enough to make Dai’s head swim, and not in a pleasant way at all.

      “How dare you!” Viktoria spoke sharply, startling her small group of admirers. “Master Sakurai is obviously one of the greatest of our kind, Yun. Show him the proper respect and offer him a drink.”

      Sakurai stood. “Everything you have to offer me is unacceptable.”

      If you wish to leave, do so now. Let your brother remain. He will not be harmed this night.

      Shit. Dai wanted to tell the prick to fuck off but he had a gut feeling it would be best to heed Sakurai’s words, to get the fuck out of here and take these shits on another day.

      “You see, Yun? Master Sakurai can block us from reading him and apparently he can shield his “pet’s” mind from us as well. He has much to teach us. And we are more than willing to learn.”

      Sakurai gave them a smug smirk. “No.”

      Viktoria bowed her head in a really nice, but obviously totally insincere, show of humility.

      “As you wish, Elder.” She leaned back against the divan and ran her fingers through Wei’s hair. “But what will you tell Jung Kai?”

      As Sakurai stood, he arched an eyebrow at the woman. “How is that any of your business?”

      “He is the one who sent you, yes?” Viktoria matched his raised eyebrow with one of her own. “To put a stop to us—to killall of us.”

      Dai tensed again, his eyes darting to Wei as he dozed against her shoulder and then back to Sakurai. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      “You know how Jung is,” Sakurai addressed Viktoria with a cold smile. “He smells smoke and runs to jump into the fire.”

      “I know exactly what Jung Kai is like.” Viktoria kissed Wei on the forehead. “He knows the time is coming to an end for him and his exclusive little order. All the Old Ones are afraid.”

      “Not all.” Sakurai’s grin widened but the expression looked even more intimidating—more frightening.

      Viktoria bowed her head again, but her eyes flickered over Dai. “That’s why you don’t belong with them, Master Sakurai.”

      “And I don’t wish to ‘belong with you’ and your minions, either. Good evening.” Sakurai tossed his hair back from his face with a dismissive flick of the wrist and exited the room like a king removing himself from the presence of beggars.

      After a moment Dai followed, hoping Sakurai was right about Wei being safe with these crazy fuckers.

      Of course he’s fine. If they harm him that will distress you and in turn annoy me which they will not do. At least not yet.

      Dai looked around the club’s outer room but could not see Sakurai anywhere, and yet he felt the weight of the man’s—thevampire’s—stare as he made his way to the door.

      * * * * *

      Sakurai waited for Daisuke to leave safely first. Whatever fun he’d managed to enjoy earlier in the evening was gone now, and he no longer found this club as amusing.

      Encasing his thoughts in the strongest psychic shield he’d ever felt compelled to use, he left the ‘theater’ room without so much as a glance at the three vampires on stage in the middle of some kind of orgy.

      This ‘Mistress’ was full of shit.

      Who was she to even suggest where or with whom he belonged? Sakurai paused halfway down the hall that led to the basement exit, fully prepared to storm back and slaughter her along with every one of her minions.

      He knew full fucking well what Viktoria had tried to imply with that forked tongue of hers . . . .

      Jung Kai had many issues with that upstart vampire bitch, but one thing the chiang shih had made clear was that he loathed her ties with humans like Daisuke’s brother. Jung looked down on mortals, and he was offended by her ‘closeness’ with them. And with those carefully chosen words of hers, Viktoria suggested Sakurai had a soft spot for the weak creatures himself.

      “Thebitch,” he seethed.

      * * * * *

      “Well, well,” Diaz said, handing the binoculars over to Brandt. “It looks like your boy made it out alive. I wonder if they changed him.”

      Brandt laughed as he focused the lenses upon the front of Matsui’s jeans. “It looks to me like he pissed his pants and ran. Although they had to have a reason to let him run.”

      “Wanna go get him now?”

      Brandt lowered the binoculars and shook his head. “Nah. We’ll give it day or two to sink in. Let’s just keep an eye on him.”

      * * * * *

      “Fuck!” Dai yelled as he slammed the apartment door closed and slid the deadbolt into place. He shouldn’t have left Wei behind. Those assholes thought they were vampires. What kind of crazy fucking bullshit was that, anyway?

      He tore off his jacket, threw it onto the sofa then went to his room. He emptied his pockets onto the dresser then slid his Glock under his pillow. As he did so, a bulge under the blanket caught his eye. He pulled the coverlet back, and picked up the hand towel that bastard Sakurai had left behind. The semen had dried and turned stiff to the touch, but Dai could still remember the taste of it upon his tongue. It was salty and thick, and thinking back now, Dai could swear it had given him a rush when he’d tasted it, almost as if he’d snorted coke or something.

      He stared at the towel, no longer seeing it, but picturing the scene at the club in his mind’s eyes instead. Damn, the way Sakurai had that guy crawling around like his own pet bitch had been unreal. The power of his low voice, his stare, his very demeanor was like nothing Dai had ever come across—except for Watts and that time at his house . . . . Fuck, Sakurai had even used the same words Watts had used. What was up with that shit?

      He didn’t know and he really didn’t want to think about it just now.

      He threw the towel into the corner, kicked off his boots and went to take a shower.

      Just as the hot water started to run over his body and loosen the tense muscles in his back and shoulders, someone started pounding on the front door.

      “Shit.” Dai cursed and shut off the water before stepping out of the shower. He just wanted five fucking minutes of peace, for Christ’s sake. Wrapping a towel around his waist, he went to the door and took a quick glance through the peephole to see who the hell it was now.

      A nervous-looking, middle-aged woman stood in the hall, alternately running her bone-thin hands through her long, tawny hair and wringing them in front of her. Tracy McCutcheon had already been renting the apartment across from Dai’s before he moved in and worked a little bit down the block at the used book store. She was wired as shit half the time, but kept to herself and never bothered anyone, so she was cool as far as Dai was concerned. And right now she looked like someone had just scared the bejesus out of her.

      “You okay?” he said as he opened the door.

      “No-not really, no,” she stammered, her voice cracking, and wrung her hands again. “I’m so glad you’re still here and still a policeman, right?”

      Dai clenched his jaw, really not in the fucking mood to explain himself. The woman continued, “I was locking my bike in the storage area downstairs and there’s someone down there messing around. I heard him laughing and whispering and I don’t know what’s going on.”

      Tears filled Tracy’s eyes, and Dai muttered another curse under his breath.

      “Look, its okay—probably just some kids trying to make a quick buck by ripping off people’s stuff.”

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head and laughed nervously as she wiped her eyes. “That wasn’t some kid--it was a man, and he scared the shit out of me.”

      She wasn’t kidding either.

      Dai swiped the wet hair off his forehead. He was officially off-duty--suspended no fucking less. Answering a call like this could get his ass stuck on the bench for another two, three weeks, maybe. But if he went downstairs to check it out as simply a ‘concerned tenant’. . . .

      “I’ll go take a look, Tracy.” He stepped out, closing the door behind him. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Okay.” She nodded and turned away, disappearing into her apartment before he even reached the stairwell.

      Moving faster than if he’d waited for the clunky elevator, Dai went down a couple of flights and reached the basement door. He found it unlocked and slightly ajar, the dim fluorescent light from the stairwell barely piercing the darkness inside the room. Dai paused and listened, but heard nothing except the hum of the AC unit working to cool the building.

      Dai slowly pushed the door open while his eyes adjusted to the dimness. He shivered, the air cooling his wet skin and the cement sending a chill up through his bare feet.What the fuck? Why the hell had he come down here without getting dressed? Dai shook his head. All the weird shit happening was making him crazy. He shook his head. He was already down here . . . might as well take a quick look around.

      The light in back, near the storage area Tracy had been at, was still on and casting long, black shadows over all the junk piled throughout the wide room. Through the grating, Dai could see boxes, old ironing boards, bikes, shit, basically. But no sign of a mysterious man—thief or otherwise.

      Just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean I’m not here, Daisuke.

      Fuck. Sakurai.

      “Indeed.” Sakurai stepped forward, coming into view on the other side of the cavernous basement, standing just at the edge of the light’s reach. He took a step closer, the dim glow illuminating his high cheekbones and long, shining hair. His dark eyes pierced through the shadows. Dai felt as if they went right through him.

      “What the fuck do you want here? Get out and leave the tenants alone.”

      “But do the tenantswant to be left alone? I have my doubts about certain of them, Daisuke,” Sakurai said with a smirk, his gaze traveling down.

      Shit. He should have put goddamned pants on, though they wouldn’t have done much to contain his forming hard on.

      Sakurai laughed, the richly timbered sound doing nothing to help stop the betrayal of Dai’s body. Dai hated the sound of it, even as he realized he wanted to hear it more and more.

      “I just have that kind of effect on people,” Sakurai whispered across the distance between them.

      “The fuck you do,” Dai snapped, knowing any attempt on his part to deny it was a damn lie. “Just get the hell out of here before I have your ass arrested for trespassing.”

      Sakurai drifted along the fringes of the room, his face in shadows, his eyes reflecting the dull glow from the lightbulb hanging in the storage area. He leaned against the chainlink-pen enclosure, his fingers hooking into the metal loops as he cocked his head and grinned at Dai.

      “Ooh, are you threatening me with some of that ‘excessive force’ you’re so well known for these days, Detective?” Sakurai teased, flicking his tongue out obscenely. “Handcuff me, baby.”

      He slid his hand down to rub across his groin, that insufferable smirk still upon his lips, his stare never breaking with Dai’s. He moved closer and if Dai had had his cuffs he sure as hell would have use them on the fucker.

      “You mean cuffs like these?” Sakurai whispered, pulling a pair from his rear pocket.

      “Where the fuck did you get those?”

      “I have my ways and I thought you knew. No matter.”

      The man became a blur in the dim light. Dai felt a vice-like grip upon his arm, dragging him forward until he slammed into the cage. “If you cuff me here I swear to fucking God—”

      Sakurai silenced him with a kiss to his bare shoulder. “Ssshh. All in good time, pet, all in good time.”

      Sakurai moved in close, his erection pressing through the damp towel against Dai’s ass. Dai groaned as the fence pressed him from the front and Sakurai reached around to slide his hand beneath the towel.

      “Let go of me, you fucker,” Dai growled.

      “But you’re enjoying it---”

      His words were cut off by Dai’s backward elbow jab to the midsection but he did not move except to press Dai harder into the fence.

      “You haven’t the strength to truly fight me. Don’t waste your time or mine.”

      Dai knew he couldn’t overpower the motherfucker, and that was saying something. He was no pushover, but Sakurai was just unreal.

      But physical strength wasn’t everything.

      Dai relaxed, and just as he’d anticipated, the sudden shift of tension in his body threw off the hold Sakurai had on him. He pivoted sharply, grabbing Sakurai’s elbow and carrying his momentum sideways so he was able to slam the other man face first against the chainlink fence. And it was a good thing Sakurai was facing the other way because Dai’s towel was now rumpled on the floor, underneath his feet.

      “I’ve been fighting motherfuckers three times my size since I was in the fucking third grade,” he said in Sakurai’s ear. “Just because you’re pumped up on some kind of steroids or some shit, doesn’t mean I can’t kick your ass.”

      But the way his exposed and fully erect cock was rubbing against the seat of Sakurai’s pants suggested he wanted to do something else to the man’s ass.

      Dai felt the heat reach his cheeks and just knew Sakurai was going to say something about it, the cock-assed bastard.

      “Viktoria was full of shit.”

      “What the hell?” Dai raised both eyebrows.

      Sakurai tilted his head back and sighed. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about—suggesting you belong in her little ménage of human trolls, that I share her ‘fancy’ for mortals. Viktoria is a shiteater.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Sakurai’s reply was a feral growl and Dai felt a static electric charge come off the man an instant before the lights blew, plunging them into darkness, and an invisible force threw him back into a pile of empty cardboard boxes.

      “Shit!”

      “Dai? Dai are you in here?”

      Lenzer? What the fuck was she doing here? A thin flashlight beam appeared and came closer and Dai scrambled to find the towel he’d dropped. He got it into place just before she reached him.

      “Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. False alarm. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in the hospital or home?”

      * * * * *

      Sakurai’s sharp sight pierced the darkness, focusing on the blond bitch who took hold of Daisuke’s arm and led him from the basement. How dare he go with her? He was no better than that limp-dicked little brother of his. Such a waste of time and effort. Daisuke Matsui was nothing but a mortal for the taking after all. Nothing but a walking midnight snack.
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      Chapter Twelve

      “So why aren’t you at home?” Dai asked as he closed the basement door shut behind them. He could still feel Sakurai there, watching . . . .

      He jumped when he felt Susan touch his forehead.

      “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” She gently brushed some damp strands of hair out his eyes.

      “Uh, no.” Dai pulled away from her touch and felt bad afterwards when she looked down at the floor, obviously crushed. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind, Susan.”

      She nodded and flashed him a weak smile. “I was just saying I can’t stand hospitals and I’m sick of hearing people leave messages on my machine at home. I stopped by to see you, and Tracy said you were down here, that there was trouble.” Susan started up the stairs and winced. She pressed her hand against her ribcage. “These damn bandages are too tight,” she muttered.

      Dai stepped up next to her and pulled her arm across his shoulders to help support her weight. “You should’ve just unplugged the answering machine and stayed home.”

      “I heard what happened to you—the suspension,” Susan said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Dai said. “The pansy had it coming.” He paused and glanced down at her upturned face. “I doubt they’ll really do anything. He’ll get someone killed. He’s a fucking coward. Maybe you need to transfer to a cupcake precinct. You could have been killed.”

      Susan smiled up at him and caressed his cheek. “You don’t have to worry about me. I reallycan take care of myself. Today was, I don’t know . . . . Just weird . . . .” Her voice drifted off and before Dai could protest her lips were on his. She pulled away before he could and he was glad he didn’t have to hurt her feelings again by brushing her off as he had before.

      She smiled again and Dai wished he had pulled away first because she clearly had the wrong idea about what just happened. “Susan—”

      “I stopped at the Black Lotus on the way over. I got your favorite. Let’s go up and eat before it gets too cold.”

      Dai stopped at the landing on the first floor and hung his head, gripping the handrail with one hand. “Listen, Susan, dim sum sounds great now, but . . . .”

      “You don’t have to say it.”

      He looked up, and she put a finger to his lips, smiling sadly. “I know. I messed up months ago.”

      Dai turned his head to the side, and for a second her fingers brushed against his cheekbone.

      “Even if you had moved in when I asked you to.” He paused, then clenched his jaw.“It wouldn’t have worked out, anyway. Things weren’t ever all that perfect between us.”

      Susan dropped her hand from his shoulder and found the spot where he’d tucked in his towel at his waist to keep it in place. “We’ve been friends since the Academy, we know what it’s like being a cop, right?”

      Dai nodded and she continued, “Besides, the sex was always great.”

      She gave him a coy wink and tugged a little at the towel.

      The ceiling light behind them popped and plunged the narrow hallway into darkness.

      “Motherfucker.”

      “What?”

      Dai shook his head and tightened his hold on Susan’s waist. “Nothing. Just cussing out the stupid super for using cheap bulbs. Come on, let’s get upstairs.”

      Susan giggled. “Yes, we wouldn’t want anyone to get too much of an eyeful of you Detective Matsui—well except maybe me.”

      She gave his ass a gentle squeeze and leaned over to kiss his shoulder.

      Dai gave her a half-smile, not knowing what he could do so the message would sink in once and for all—Susan, it’s over. But he did move a little faster, guiding her to the elevator as quickly as possible, considering the extent of her injuries. He needed to get her away from the bad vibes that came from downstairs, reminding him that fucker Sakurai was still down there.

      Of course, Susan took it the wrong way. Just like she did the lingering hard-on his scuffle with Sakurai had left behind. She was all smiles when they picked up the box of food outside his apartment and went inside.

      As soon as the door closed behind them, she touched his chin and kissed his earlobe, playfully pulling on the soft skin with her teeth. “Thanks for everything, Dai. I wanted to be alone tonight, but at the same time . . . I didn’t. Weird, huh?”

      “Nah, it’s understandable.” He moved his coat from the sofa and set the box of dumplings on the coffee table. He helped Susan get comfortably situated, managing to evade all but one of her attempts to kiss him again.

      “What happened to your TV?”

      “I, um, I let my brother have it. I was thinking of getting a better one.”

      Susan grinned. “Too bad. Maybe we could have watched some porn on cable.”

      Dai sucked in his breath as the image—thememory—of Sakurai fucking him came into his mind.

      “Oh I guess we don’t need that at all,” Susan drawled, her hand stroking over the distended part of the bath towel.

      Dai jerked away. “Let me get a pair of jeans on.”

      “Oh please don’t.”

      “I am.”

      He rushed to the bedroom and leaned back against the door. Oh shit, this was going to be one fucking long evening. He had to get her out of here ASAP.

      Susan’s muffled voice drifted through the door.

      “Dai, look, I’m just . . . I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.” She sighed and he could picture her pouting. “Old habits die hard and being with you just feels . . . good.”

      “Uh-huh,” he grunted, his back still pressed against the door. His eyes were on the bed while his mind drifted back to other things that felt good, like Sakurai fucking him right into the mattress.

      Cursing under his breath, he broke away from the door and started rifling through the dresser drawers for a pair of pants. He kicked his dirty jeans under the bed, the crotch area still damp with cum from earlier.

      He heard the bedroom door open and slammed the top drawer shut with a bang. He should’ve locked the fucking thing.

      “You’re under a lot of stress,” Susan murmured. “We can just talk maybe.”

      “No.” Dai tore open another drawer, finding nothing but T-shirts and fucking socks.

      “Won’t you even look at me anymore?” Her hands slipped around his bare waist and she rested her forehead on his back. “If this is about what happened the other night, I understand. It happens with all guys.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “I do, really I do. We have such a fucked up job and I know the stress gets to me, too. You were working so hard on your last investigation but those guys being murdered screwed things up for you . . . .” She kissed his back, slid her hot tongue over his skin.

      He shivered, not from her ministrations but because he was picturing Sakurai sliding his tongue over the black leather glove he’d worn earlier before fist-fucking that Mikail.

      “Susan. You’re hurt. Don’t do this.”

      “But you want it. I know you do. I know I do. I want you bad, Dai,” she purred, her hands gliding down to pull off the towel and stroke his hard length.

      Dai turned, swallowed hard. She pressed against him and he closed his eyes. “You’re hurt,” he said again, opening his eyes to look into hers.

      She gave him a lopsided grin and pulled a plastic bottle from her jean pocket. “The Percs kicked in; I don’t feel nothing much but fiiiine . . . .”

      “Oh shit,” Dai muttered as she pulled him down for a deep kiss.

      He swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed. The weird shit he’d been feeling was wrong . . . so totally fucked up that he needed to get it out of his system once and for all. He needed to be normal, to do normal things. When Susan unbuttoned her jeans, he leaned over and tugged them down along with her white panties. She opened for him immediately and he climbed onto the bed, buried his face between her welcoming thighs.

      He ran his tongue along her slit as she writhed underneath him. She was hot and wet, and when he found that hard little nub between the soft folds, he sucked hard.

      Susan moaned and scurried up on the bed, crawling completely out of her jeans and spreading her legs wide. She rested back against the head board and clawed at the front of her blouse to undo the buttons. Dai licked his lips, her taste salty and bitter on his tongue.

      You’re making a mistake—don’t do this, he warned himself. He sat up, panting, so close to just walking away. What did he want instead? That messed up shit, Sakurai? A scene from tonight’s ‘performance’ flashed through his mind and he could actuallyfeel Sakurai’s hand push up inside of him.

      Doubling forward, Dai arched his back and pressed back into . . . nothing.

      “Dai, baby, come on,” Susan whispered huskily. She rubbed the inside of her right foot along his arm. “Fuck me.”

      He knelt between her legs, lifted her and settled her hot sex so the downy hair tickled his cock. He closed his eyes and plunged forward, savoring the discomfort of her fingers digging deep into his forearms as he thrust in and out of her, trying but not succeeding in getting the imagine—thefeeling—of Sakurai out of his mind.

      “Oh, God. Yes!” she cried over and over as he rammed into her.

      Susan was tight, clamping down on his shaft as he pushed deeper and harder. He wanted to tell her to be quiet, to just shut the fuck up—she wasn’t who he wanted, but only a poor substitute. He dipped down and wrapped his lips around one of her breasts instead, sucking hard to stop himself from saying anything.

      She groaned and cried out his name over and over again. “I’m gonna come already!” she gasped, matching his thrusts with the movement of her hips and doing her best to ride his rigid cock as he drove into her. “God!”

      He reached between them and found her clitoris, pinching and tugging on it until she screamed in pleasure and hit her climax before he had a chance to. Dai shuddered and pulled out, his cock still hard. He collapsed next to her, shivering and unsatisfied in more ways than one.

      She was gasping and still shivering as she leaned over to kiss him and rub her hand across his chest. “Oh baby, that was fantastic, but . . . you didn’t come?”

      Dai grabbed her wrist when she touched his aching cock. “It’s okay. I didn’t want to hurt you. I’m sure I did, anyway. I’m sorry.

      “No, no, no,” she said quickly, slithering up beside him. “I’m fine. The meds are working really good and you make me so hot nothing bothers me.”

      Dai let her kiss him, let her slide her tongue into his mouth. If she hadn’t pulled back when she did he might have gagged.

      She ran her fingers through his hair. “I know what to do. I know what will get you off fast.” She giggled and turned over to root through the end table drawer.

      Dai groaned when she came up with the small bottle of lube she’d brought over a few months back.

      “Yeah baby, I know what you like.” She kissed him again then straddled his upper thighs. “You know I never let anyone else do this to me and I never will.”

      She dripped the lube over his cock then coated her finger and raised up to push them into her ass. She played with herself for a few moments, rocking back and forth, stretching her hole then grinned at him and began to move up.

      “Wait,” Dai said. “Could you . . . would you turn around? I want to see it better. That gets me off.”

      “Anything you want, baby, anything at all.”

      Susan shifted, positioned herself and his cock then slowly slid down.

      Dai clamped his eyes shut as she began to ride him, all the while imagining himself buried to the hilt in Sakurai’s ass.

      He thrust upwards, picturing Sakurai pushing down on him, taking him in all the way. When Susan arched forward and her long hair brushed against Dai’s calves, he imagined it was Sakurai’s thick black hair tumbling down around him.

      The blood rushed to his groin and he arched up with a cry. Groaning, he came inside of her, his spasms coming in time with the rocking motion of their hips. But it wasn’t right--the release was empty, only half-realized. Better than nothing, yes, but still . . . .

      Susan broke away from him, collapsing next to him on the sweaty sheets.

      “Oh, God,” she whimpered, running her hands along his chest. “You’re an animal, Dai.”

      He took hold of her hand and forced himself to kiss it. “You need to rest. You really do. Please.”

      She nodded. “I’m pretty tired now. “ She smiled and touched his face. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and got off the bed, taking the edge of the coverlet and pulling it over her. “You rest I’m gonna . . . brush my teeth.”

      She gave him a sleepy smile and closed her eyes. He hurried to the bathroom and scrubbed himself until his skin was raw.

      * * * * *

      Dai was taciturn when Susan awoke early the following morning, but he forced a smile and suggested she get a shower so he could take her out to a nice breakfast.Don’t you mean shuffle her off to her place, papi?

      “Whatever.” He mumbled to himself as he buttoned his shirt and slipped his wallet, keys and gun into his jeans.

      The wail of sirens broke the stillness of the apartment and Dai went to the window in time to see an rmp, an unmarked and a coroner’s wagon arrive within minutes of each other.

      “Fuck,” he grumbled when another unmarked pulled up and those fuckers Francis Allen and Lynch pulled up. He rushed to put on his shoes then rapped on the bathroom door. “I’m running across the street a minute. Something’s going down. Must be a 21 or 24 and it looks like a DOA.” He heard the water shut off but he didn’t wait for Susan to come out.

      * * * * *

      “Can’t let you in, Dai.”

      “Come on, Cal. I just wanna see what’s going on. I live across the street, ya know.”

      The uniformed officer looked over his shoulder into the apartment. No one was in the front room. He whispered. “I didn’t let you in. You snuck past when I was checking out a noise down the hall.”

      Dai gave him a thumbs-up and slipped inside. He saw the blood as soon as he caught sight of the doorway leading to the kitchen. He stepped closer. The white tiles were awash in a river of brownish red and floating in the middle were two middle-aged women with their throats cut—no, ripped open, as if they’d been attacked by some wild animal. “Holy Fuck.”

      “Matsui, get the hell out of here now.”

      Dai spun and glared at Allen and his new bitch friend, Lynch. “Fuck you.” “Did you forget you’re suspended? You have no authority.”

      “I’m a concerned citizen. I live in the building.”

      “The building across the street, you mean,” Allen shot back, pointing toward the kitchen window.

      Dai glanced back over his shoulder. He saw Susan standing there in the bedroom by the window, toweling her hair dry. She caught sight of him, smiled and waved.

      “Awww. Isn’t that sweet Lynch? Matsui got a piece last night to cheer himself up.”

      “Fucker!” Dai stopped short of going for Allen’s throat.

      “Do it, Matsui. Hit me and watch your career go down in flames at warp speed.”

      Dai held onto his rage until he made it into the elevator, then he let it explode in a slew of curses and a punch that dented the elevator’s wall.

      Susan was coming down in the elevator when he reached his own building.

      “What happened?”

      Dai ran his hands through his hair. “Must have been a 21. Two victims, both female, one Chinese and the other white. They must have surprised the perp. He slashed their throats.” Tore open their throats, his instincts corrected.

      “Did you know them?”

      “Not really, just to see once in awhile.”

      “That’s too bad,” Susan said, slipping her arm through his and slinging her purse onto her other shoulder. “Let’s go get breakfast. I’m starved. That was quite the workout you gave me last night.”

      One of the fluorescent bulbs in the overhead light at the end of the hall popped and showered glass to the floor. Susan stared then turned and led Dai toward the front doors. “You really need to file a complaint with the super. Or maybe you should turn him in for building code violations.”

      The same bad feeling Dai had at the club came back to hit him again. He looked around, the shorter hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

      “I’ll look into it later,” he mumbled as they stepped out on to the sidewalk.

      They went on foot to a deli about a block or so away. Dai didn’t offer much in the way of conversation as the time passed, letting Susan do most of the talking, which she seemed happy to do. He just nodded and shrugged where it seemed appropriate, while his attention wandered back to the two murdered women.

      Why the fuck was Allen involved? This wasn’t even his part of town.

      “I gotta go.” He pushed away from the table and Susan stared up at him in obvious surprise.

      “You barely touched your bagel.” She frowned. “Plus, I was thinking we could spend the day maybe just enjoying ourselves.”

      Dai pulled out his wallet and dropped some bills on the table. “I can’t, babe, I’ve got things to do.”

      It was a fucking lame brush off, but he wasn’t giving much of a shit about that right now.

      He hopped on the subway and got off by a small restaurant near the Fifth Precinct house. It was a cop hang out and the place where Watts had gotten his mom a job long ago. No one would think twice about his being there, even though she’d retired two years ago.

      He ordered coffee and an omelet and took a seat at the old stainless steel counter that ran half the length of the restaurant. Before long, some of the guys who’d worked the midnight-to-eight shift began filing in for a quick meal on their way home. One of those men, Cal Thomas, was an old friend from the police academy . . . the same man who’d let him get a glimpse of the scene earlier that morning.

      Cal plopped onto the stool next to his. “Man, I got my ass chewed out good because of you.”

      “I’m sorry man, really. Let me buy you breakfast to make up for it.”

      “It’s the least you can do.” Cal ordered his food then took a swig of the coffee the waitress poured him. “It wouldn’t be so bad, but that prick Allen is such a dickhead since he made sergeant on top of First Grade.”

      “Oh, I hear you loud and clear,” Dai agreed, picking at his omelet.

      Cal nudged his elbow. “I don’t blame you for decking that little shit who’s been following him around. Where did he come from? I’ve seen meter maids tougher than his punk ass.”

      “From some pansy county upstate.” Dai snorted. “He’s never had to push anything harder than a pencil in his whole damn life.”

      Cal shook his head. “Figures.”

      “Lynch’s supposed to be getting some sort of training on gang behavior or some shit story like that.” Dai tapped the edge of his plate with the fork. “Why the hell he’s got his lips pressed up to Allen’s ass today beats me, though.”

      “If he ever squared off against a real gangbanger he’d probably shit. Him and Allen both.” Cal snickered.

      “Fuckin’ A.” Dai dropped the fork and rested his elbows on the table.

      “Don’t I know it.” Cal winked at the matronly waitress when she served his steak and eggs then dug in, pausing only long enough to sip his coffee and give Dai another nudge. “You didn’t hear this from me, of course, but a certain detective sergeant may have placed a call to a certain rat when he left the scene this morning.”

      Dai slowly chewed a piece of toast. “This rat’s name wouldn’t have been Diaz by any chance, would it?”

      “I know it wasn’t Mickey.”

      Dai nodded. It was all making sense now. Francis Allen was turning up in all the wrong places for a reason. And that prissy fuck Lynch must be part of the bigger Internal Affairs circus, too. What exactly were those freak friends of his brother’s into to warrant all this activity? “Those sneaky rat bastards do get into some interesting shit, don’t they?”

      “Damned if I know; I’m just a humble uniformed patrol officer.”

      Dai laughed and tossed down more than enough cash to cover the meals and tip. “You’re a full-of-shit slacker and we both know it.”

      “And proud of it! “ Cal laughed and slapped Dai on the back. “You keep that nose of yours clean and get that pretty ass back on the mean streets of the Bronx where it belongs.”

      “I’m trying. I’m trying.”

      * * * * *

      I’m trying, I’m trying.

      On Long Island, Sakurai walked up to the house with the little green porch. Swollen, gray clouds stretched across the sky, blanketing the sun. He moved around the long, silvery wind chime hanging from the roof and then flicked his finger across it so the clear ringing tone drove out the annoying echo of Daisuke’s voice from his mind.

      “Oh, dai-dai, you have no idea how much I’m trying, too.” He narrowed his eyes at the front door and rang the bell. A few minutes later, a small-framed Japanese woman opened the door. “Yes?”

      “Mrs. Matsui?” Sakurai forced a smile. “I understand you have a room for rent.”
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      Chapter Thirteen

      Dai headed over to his brother’s place, not far from where they grew up on Mott Street. His mind was still spinning over what his friend Cal had said. Why the fuck would an IAB rat be cozying up to Francis Allen? And why would the department send Lynch to hang withhim in the Bronx? Were they really after Wei’s crowd or did they think he was into illegal shit, too?

      Setting the endless barrage of questions aside, Dai took the stairs to his brother’s apartment two at a time. He paused before banging on the door, and told himself that Wei Wei was all right. That bitch hadn’t killed him. He’d passed out, that was all. He knocked on the door. “Wei Qing! Get your lazy ass up!”

      The door creaked open and a bleary-eyed Wei poked his head out. “What, what, what?” He rubbed the back of his neck and winced. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?” Dai’s relief at finding his brother alive and in one piece was replaced with a sort of righteous anger. He shoved open the door and Wei backed up. “Where’s that bitch?”

      “Huh?” Wei yawned and scratched his bare chest.

      “The fucking bitch who wasbiting you, for Christ’s sake! You look like shit. What’d she do, drug you, too?” Dai scanned the apartment. Satisfied there weren’t any freakish-looking women lurking about in the one-room pad, he slammed the door shut. He grabbed Wei’s chin and forced him to look up so he could take a closer look at the two purple marks on his brother’s neck.

      “Knock it off!” Wei shoved him away. “And stop calling her a bitch, got it? She was pretty flipped off when you stormed out last night.”

      “Like I fucking care!” Dai said, plopping down onto the futon. He put his feet up on the coffee table and scowled when Wei knocked them off. “I should have arrested the bitch for aggravated assault on you! I should have fucking arrested them all”

      Wei went behind the small counter that separated the living room and kitchen areas. “They took away your badge, remember?” He sneered as he pulled open the fridge and chugged down some cranberry juice.

      At least itlooked like cranberry juice.

      “What’s that? You drinking that weird shit from the club again? You’ll probably get fucking AIDS.”

      Like you may have gotten AIDS from fucking Sakurai?

      Wei slammed the fridge shut and pointed at Dai. “You better start showing some goddamned respect or the Elders are gonna kill your ass.”

      Dai jumped up. “I knew it! I knew you were into that tong bullshit. Just like your old man.”

      Wei charged Dai and aimed a kick at his mid-section, but Dai grabbed his foot and used his momentum against him. Wei hit the floor hard, hard enough to knock a couple framed pictures from atop the TV. Dai held out his hand. “I’m sorry, okay?”

      Wei slapped his hand away and pulled himself to his feet. “Fuck you, ge-ge.”

      “Hey, go fuck yourself!” Dai shouted, louder than he meant to. All the tension was finally getting to him—the stress. He walked across the room then turned. “That’s what you’re doing already by hanging out with those weirdoes and thugs! You want to end up dead on the street?”

      “Like Watts, huh?”

      Dai wondered why the hell Wei hadn’t just pulled out a knife and rammed it into his gut. That might’ve hurt a little less, at least.

      “What did you just say?” Dai choked out.

      “You heard me, Daisuke. If you’re trying to sell that shit to me, that the way I’m living is going to end up no good, then how the hell do you explain what happened to Watts? Why did he have to die the way he did if he was so much fucking better than anyone else? Answer that.”

      Because I wasn’t there. Because I took the promotion and I wasn’t in his sector anymore.

      Dai narrowed his eyes, forcing away the painful stab that shot through him. “He died because some crackhead gangbanger killed him, that’s why. And if you think that fucked up bunch you’re hanging with is any better, think again. Man, that bitch fucking bit you. Shedrank your blood. Fuck! You were drinking blood in that wine! What iswrong with you?”

      Wei shook with rage and Dai braced, expecting him to charge again.

      “You stop talking about the Mistress that way! You don’t fucking know anything! She’s incredible! She’s gonna take over Chinatown and the fucking world!”

      Wei fell to his knees, doubled over, grabbed his head and cried out. Dai ran to him. “What’s wrong? What is it? Talk to me!” He reached in his pocket for his cell phone but dropped it. “Shit!” He snatched it up again and began to punch in 911 with his thumb but Wei gripped his wrist. Gripped his wrist with an unusual forced that made Dai wince and drop the phone again.

      “No! I’m all right. I’m fine. Just leave me alone.”

      “The hell you’re fine.” Dai forced the smaller man up, ready to throw him over his shoulder and carry him out if he had to. “I’m taking you to a doctor.”

      “No, goddamn it!” Wei yanked out of his grip and stumbled backwards onto the futon. He was pale and shaking, beads of sweat dotting his forehead and the bridge of his nose. His dark eyes flashed bitterly at Dai.

      “You always want to play the hero! When we were kids, you always butted in and now you can’t mind your own damn business either.” Wei tilted his head back and rested it against the wall. “Just forget it, man. I thought…I thought I could trust you with this.”

      Dai sat down and reached to rub his hand across Wei’s shoulder but his brother jerked away. “Youcan trust me, Wei Wei. You can trust me with anything. You always could.”

      “Yeah right. I trusted you my whole life and what did it get me? You killed my father!”

      Dai reared back. “You’re crazy. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “The fuck I don’t! You had nightmares about it, Dai. Mom was either working or so exhausted she slept like a brick, but I heard you. I heard you dreaming about it and telling my dad to let her go. I heard you crying in your sleep to Watts that you didn’t mean to kill him.”

      “Wei Wei, I—”

      “Shut up! I don’t give a fuck anymore! Yeah, I know he was a bastard and he used to beat the shit out of you and Mom and treat me like a little prince. You think that didn’t bother me? And yeah, I wanted to hurt him, too, when he beat her, but I couldn’t cause I was too small. But I kept your secret. All these fucking years while you were trying to be Watts’s perfect little cop-in-training, I kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want to take that away from you. And now . . . just fucking once I want to be somebody. I want something important in my life and you want to fuck it up for me!”

      Dai could only stare in silence as his brother got up and paced the room like a caged animal.

      “The Mistress is a fucking vampire, Dai. She’s old and she’s the most fucking powerful one of them all—except maybe for that fuck Sakurai—but still . . . . She has plans and she wants me to be there by her side! And you arenot going to stop me.”

      Dai had started shaking, all over. Wei knew . . . all this time . . . he shook his head, snapped out of his daze by the mention of Sakurai’s name, even if the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach seemed like it would never go away.

      “A vampire.” He formed the words slowly, like he wasn’t sure how to say them. “That’s . . . insane. Wei, that’s crazy.”

      “How fucked up are you, Dai? God!” Wei grabbed both sides of his head and let out a guttural cry. “Weren’t you at the club last night? Didn’t yousee?”

      “I don’t know what I saw.” Dai bit down on his tongue, tasted the blood and almost vomited.

      “The hell you don’t.” Wei grabbed his shoulders and shook him once, but hard enough to make Dai’s teeth clack together. “You’re living in a fucking fantasy world.”

      Dai could only laugh. “I’mliving in a fantasy world? You’re fucking around with some babe pretending to be a vampire who wants to take over the world andI’m living the fantasy? What the fuck have they been doping you with?”

      “Power,” Wei said quietly. “All the power any man could ever want or need. The power to read people’s minds, to know what they’re doing when they’re not with you. The power to do things we’ve only seen in movies.”

      “Like shattering lights if you’re pissed off?” Dai found himself muttering.

      “That’s baby shit! Man, I’m talking aboutreal power. Like magickal power.”

      Dai stared up at Wei, his face twisting into an expression of disbelief. “Do you even hear yourself, Wei Wei?”

      Shaking his head, Wei dropped down on the floor in front of Dai. “If you’re always going to keep doing this to me, then why do you even bother?” He rubbed his eyes with both hands. “Look, if this is because you’re guilt-tripping, just save the big brother act and fuck it.” He looked down at the dirty carpet, avoiding Dai’s stare. “I guess I don’t need you anymore,ge-ge.”

      “Don’t say that, Wei. You and Mom are all I have.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Wei shot back “I’m onto something good here. Something incredible, and the one in power likes me. I can have it all. For once, I can have italland I’m taking it.”

      “Fine.” Dai stood up and crossed the floor. “Do whatever the hell you want.”

      “Daisuke,” Wei called after him.

      “I don’t give a fuck.” Dai shut the door behind him, without looking back once.

      * * * * *

      Susan froze when she heard the front door to the apartment open then close. She took a deep breath, ready to give Dai some bullshit story about forgetting her meds.

      “Having fun? Oh, wait, you did that last night I bet.”

      Susan turned and shot Diaz a hard look. “That’s none of your business.”

      He flashed his IAB shield and chuckled. “Everything is my business, sweetheart, don’t forget it.”

      Brandt came into the room next and gave the rumpled bed a long look then grinned at Susan. “If that bed could only talk . . . .”

      “Not that you’d be able to relate to any of those stories yourself.” She returned his smirking look. “I’m sure it’s been a while since you’ve gotten any.”

      Brandt and Diaz exchanged a couple of smug looks, as if sharing a private joke.

      “Yes, I think you’d be right about that, Ms. Lenzer.” Brandt snorted.

      “And that means what?”

      “Never mind that.” Diaz coughed into his fist. “We need to know—did he tell you anything last night?”

      “You mean besides, ‘Oh baby you’re the best I’ve ever had’?” She frowned when Diaz and Brandt nearly busted a gut laughing. “Assholes.” They laughed more and she left the bedroom and went to peek out the front apartment window.

      “Oh honey, don’t get snooty on us,’ Diaz said. “You have too much to lose.”

      Susan turned to find him staring at her through the open bedroom door. Arching a brow, she gave him the finger.

      “Um, honey,” Brandt added, coming out of the bedroom. “Don’t piss us off. I can get federal charges brought against you, too, for that little dope game you been running with the partial evidence you been turning in.”

      Susan stepped away from the window. “You better get out of here before he comes back. He won’t suspect anything if I’m here. Don’t you need to check in on your freaks?”

      “Oh babe, don’t tease our meal tickets or we’ll feed you to them.”

      Susan folded her arms across her chest. “Don’t try to threaten me with that, Diaz.” She glared at them. “You’re not as tight with those freaks as you think.”

      Brandt burst into a fit of dry laughter and rubbed his temple. “Not like you and Matsui, right?”

      “What the hell is going on?” she snapped. “If you want my cooperation, you better not be keeping any shit from me.”

      “Trust us, honey.” Diaz brushed past her, giving her ass a slap as he walked by. “There’s some shit you don’t want to know about.”

      He pulled a cigarette from inside his coat pocket and lit up.

      “Hey, asshole, Dai doesn’t smoke,” Susan snapped. “He’ll know someone was in here.”

      “He’s had uninvited guests before, Lenzer.”

      Susan looked away. She could see the FBI agent in the bedroom. Brandt opened the closet door with his foot and looked at the cluttered mess inside with a frown. “I don’t think he has anything in here, Diaz,” he called out toward the living room.

      “You were expecting him to have a vampire in his closet?” Susan sneered. “Now that’s stupid, even for you dickheads.”

      “He’s got a lot in the closet, honey.” Diaz flicked his ashes on to the floor. “Things you wouldn’t believe.”

      Susan cast another worried glance toward the front door. “I’m getting out of here cause he’ll probably be back soon. If you assholes want to stay, go ahead.”

      Diaz shrugged. “Not much here we need now—” He broke off when Dai’s cat hissed at him. He kicked the cat, sending it racing off into the bedroom. “Flea-bitten mousetrap.”

      “Asshole,” Susan grumbled as she let herself out.

      “Wait up, Lenzer.” Brandt followed her out into the hallway while Diaz kept cursing at the little animal.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “I understand you want something out of Matsui.” He grabbed her elbow and pushed her against the closed elevator doors. “Taking advantage of the situation is one of the perks of the job, but don’t forget what you’re supposed to be doing.”

      Susan tried to pull her arm away and he held her down tighter. “It’svery important we get inside that club--thereal one underneath that fruit and leather bar.”

      “Okay, I get it.” She gasped when he grabbed her throat.

      “Let me repeat myself again, just to make sure you do.” Brandt looked down at her coldly. “Matsui and his shit-eating brother are the keys for us to reach the Mistress and if you can’t pull it together, you’re fucked. And not just by your pretty cocksucking boyfriend, understand?”

      * * * * *

      Viktoria lounged in the sunken bath in her spacious underground apartment, situated beneath theResurrection. “Oh please, Yun, spare me your false sense of modesty and get your ass in here.”

      Yun entered the bathroom, eyes downcast, and dropped to one knee a respectful distance from the tub’s edge. He didn’t so much as flinch when the mistress flicked water at him.

      “You fucked up, didn’t you?”

      “Not entirely. I’m not sure where Sakurai got off to but Wei Qing went straight home. His brother is unaccounted for just now.”

      Viktoria flicked more water at him. “He’s unaccounted for because you can’t stop thinking with that immortal dick of yours long enough to do a decent job.”

      A shower of flower-scented water rained upon Yun as the Mistress shot out of the tub and seized him by the hair. She yanked his head back, exposing his throat, and opened her mouth, extending her fangs in a snarl. “You disappoint me often these days, Yun, tell me why I tolerate it.”

      “Because I please you just as often,” he said quietly, allowing his hand to glide up and down her wet thigh, slick with the perfumed bath oils she was so fond of.

      “Not nearly as often as you used to,” she purred, tangling her fingers tighter in his long hair.

      “I can remedy that now, Mistress,” he replied, licking his lips and gliding his fingers higher until he grazed the shaved mound of her sex. He gave her a leering grin as she shifted, allowing him freer access. He slipped one finger inside her then another and another until all of his fingers filled her. She rocked against him and he probed further.

      Without warning she slashed at his throat with her free hand then delivered a vicious kick to the midsection that sent him flying across the room. He toppled over a chaise lounge, the blood pouring from his neck and staining the yellow velvet into shades of orange and red.

      “Don’t think you can distract me like some mortal whore.”

      Yun pulled himself to his feet, his head bowed, the blood slowing to a trickle as his flesh healed. “I would never do such things, Mistress. Forgive me if my desire for you did not seem sincere.”

      “Don’t ever underestimate me, Yun. And don’t ever think to patronize me again.”

      “No, Mistress.” Yun bowed deeper so she couldn’t see his lips pull back in a snarl. “You have Wei Qing and Mikail to do that for you already.”

      Viktoria crossed the bathroom, instantly grabbing Yun by the hair. “I’m starting to get the impression you’re dissatisfied with things, to push me like this,” she hissed. “Maybe you’d prefer if I killed you slowly and painfully.”

      Yun kept his voice even. “Forgive me again. But don’t you think its time to start moving against insignificant shits like Jung Kai? The power is ours——yours—already, Mistress.”

      Viktoria grabbed Yun’s shoulders, her pointed nails digging through the fabric of his shirt and deep into his skin.

      “Jung Kai dies when I say he dies. I want your Chinese brethren to know exactly what price they’ll pay for refusing me as the leader of their ‘business operations’. This is only the start, Yun. I plan to have it all. I place to watch the tongs fall one by one under my control. When they do, we’ll handle the Yakuza who will fall like toddling children and the Asian trade will make me the wealthiest woman in the world. Our enforcers will be specially chosen and prepared mortals like Wei Qing.” She laughed, pulled her hands away and sucked the blood from each fingertip. “If I’m going to live forever, I plan to do it in style.”

      Yun suppressed a roll of laughter from bursting from his mouth.Money . . . this pampered princess of a vampire wanted the most trivial and useless of things, all the while drawing unnecessary attention to their kind like a fool.

      Too young to understand the charismatic hold she somehow managed to possess over the other young vampires, she was starting to act like a brat, or worse still, an attention whore.

      “The longer we wait, the more humans who don’t fit into the planned order are going to learn about us. Two men who work for the police and FBI are watching us, you know.”

      “Of course I know,” she snapped, striding across the room to pick up her silk robe. She pulled it on, tugged the sash tightly around her middle.

      Yun managed to keep his smirk in check and mentally congratulated himself for his wonderful restraint.

      “Good day, Mistress,” he said with a smile as she stalked out of the bathroom, slamming the door in her wake.

      In theory, the Mistress’s plan had much potential. Making use of dark magicks to strengthen some mortals and take control would make the vampire race akin to gods.

      Jung Kai and the other Elderchiang shihs were fools to stand against progress, preferring to keep with traditions and ancient ways of existence that didn’t matter any more in the 21st century. By looking down on humans and any vampire that associated with them, they had already begun to nail their coffins shut.

      “As long as she doesn’t let this chance slip out of our grasp.” Yun stood and rinsed the dried blood from his throat with the bath water in the tub.

      * * * * *

      Grabbing the first vacant seat on the subway back to Chinatown, Dai looked through his memo book at the notes he’d made while checking a few things out. Somebody at Bellevue thought they saw a guy coming out of the EDP’s room before his body was found. It was never reported because the guy had literally vanished when they’d blinked. The nursing assistant who “saw” him laughed it off as a figment of her imagination from too many slow nights spent reading romance novels. Her latest was some pirate epic and she said the guy she thought she saw reminded her of a movie hero.

      Fucking Captain Jack.

      He had gotten into in the back of the ambulance that night without being noticed, but how?

      Vampires. Fuckingvampiresin New York City.

      Dai flipped to the next page and read over the info he’d gotten on the club Resurrection. Taxes and permits on the place were all paid up and in perfect order and the local cops hadn’t had more than the usual minor complaints. Less, in fact, than a lot of nightclubs in the city.

      The building’s owner was officially listed as Gregori Holdings Ltd. And all paperwork had been signed by one Mikail Ivanov. The real estate agent who’d sold the former church remembered Mr. Ivanov and his wife quite clearly. To her they had looked more like stereotypical KGB agents, with their black coats and fur-lined hats, than potential nightclub owners. Of course, it had been January at the time.

      They’d seemed a nice enough couple and their English was impeccable, though the agent thought that Mrs. Ivanov might be the one to wear the pants in the family, judging by the way her husband deferred to her and gave her frequent bows of his head.

      The Mistress.

      Vampires. Fuck. And Wei Wei wanted to be one.

      “Not on my watch,” Dai muttered as his stop came up.
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      Chapter Fourteen

      The TV and DVD player were back.

      Dai slammed the door shut and rushed over to turn the DVD player on. The disc that had been in it was still there, but this time instead of a plain silver top there was writing on it—in Japanese.

      We’ll play again. Soon.

      “Fucker.”

      Dai looked up at the sound of his cat’s odd meow. He dropped to his knees on the floor and held his hand out to the crying animal.

      “What happened, Dude?” The cat limped over, licked Dai’s hand and looked up at him with sad, green eyes. Dai scooped the cat up and nuzzled it. “Did he hurt you? I’ll kill that fucker for this, Dude.”

      And also for smoking in his place and dropping ashes on the floor.

      Dai carried the cat into the bedroom, half expecting to see some other vulgar token of Sakurai’s on the sheets. He gently put Dude down on one of the pillows and reached for the phone. “Let’s see if the vet’s still open so he can check you out.”

      The cat meowed and then hopped off the pillow before Dai even had a chance to dial in the number.

      “Hey, get back here.” He reached down to scoop Dude up again, but the cat crawled under the bed and scrunched himself next to the wall by the headboard.

      “That’s what I get for saying the V-word.” Dai sighed, but he figured if Stupid Dude felt good enough to run away then he couldn’t be in too bad of shape. Probably just tired and sore . . . the way Dai felt right now.

      He was exhausted, worn out not just from trekking up and down the city, but tired in his soul. The shit with Wei had hit him harder than he’d let himself realize, and whatever was going on with Susan wasn’t helping either.

      Tossing the phone onto the nightstand, he ripped off the bed sheets and wadded them up on the floor. The idea of sleeping on them after last night didn’t sit too fucking well at all. He found an old, faded blanket buried in the back of his closet and threw it over the bare mattress, not even bothering to tuck it in. Too tired to shower, he stripped out of his jeans and T-shirt before dropping onto the bed in nothing but his briefs.

      Stupid Dude gave a faint little meow from somewhere under the bed and Dai sat up, worried he’d made a mistake in not taking the little guy to the vet.

      Problem was, the bedroom suddenly vanished. Trees and brush surrounded him, stalks of bamboo tall enough to dwarf a three story building scratched at the gray, clouded skies overhead.

      Oh, fuck, what was happening now?

      Wait. He was still on his bed. Still in his underwear. He was dreaming. Shit. He closed his eyes tighter and willed the dream to pass or for a deeper sleep to overtake him.

      Someone, something, moved. The sound of crunching fallen leaves came from somewhere nearby. Not a heavy sound, like the footfalls of a man, but lighter, like the footsteps of a child, perhaps, or a petit woman. Oh fuck . . . not a dream about Susan.

      A low growl made Dai’s eyes snap open and he stared up at the canopy of trees, unable to move or sit up.It’s a dream. A stupid dream.

      Then why could he feel a breeze blowing over him? Why could he hear the footfalls coming closer? The soft cool breeze changed, became warmer, humid. He gasped when something wet touched his foot—licked his foot.

      Dai’s breath quickened. The tongue flicked over the inside of his sole, soft and strangely comforting. It was warm and velvety, not at all like Dude’s coarse tongue, when the dumb cat got it in himself to treat Dai’s hands or feet to a bath.

      More gentle strokes followed up his leg, along the inside of his thigh, and Dai writhed underneath them. Damn, it felt . . . erotic.

      And then the tongue ran over his balls and he knew, felt it with every part of his being, that it was Sakurai.

      A choked cry rose from his throat and he bolted up, finally able to move. He was in his room, yet not. A black wolf, about two times the size of a German Shepherd, stood between his legs, its crimson eyes staring straight into Dai’s and through his soul.

      Its hot, moist breath fanned out, caressing Dai’s chest and he tried to scoot backward.Tried, being the operative word. He was bound ankle and wrist with locked leather cuffs and straps that seemed to attach to some point beneath the bed. The wolf opened his jaws, revealing razor-sharp, white teeth. His tongue protruded, and drops of warm drool hit Dai’s upper thighs. The animal stared at him and snarled.

      “It’s a dream,” he whispered. “Just a fucking dream.” Still, he tugged on the restraints and felt them tighten, pulling his arms and legs a bit wider.

      The wolf lowered his head, sniffed Dai’s crotch through his briefs, and Dai groaned. The hot, maddeningly erotic breath of the beast—of Sakurai—made him hard. “Oh shit,” he moaned when the wolf began to lick his stiff cock through the nylon fabric.

      Sakurai—the wolf—nudged his balls with one big paw, the pressure painful but pleasant, as well, and Dai tried to move--to turn onto his side--but the motion only served to somehow tighten the restraints, parting his legs and arms even more.

      The wolf licked him again and he felt the precum ooze from the tip of his cock. The wolf sat, his rear legs parted, and began to lick himself.

      “Oh God,” Dai groaned as the wolf’s cock began to reveal itself from the furry depths of his body.

      The wolf raised his head, baring its fangs, and fuck if it didn’t look like the animal wasgrinning. It stood up and came closer, its crimson eyes locked on Dai’s. The wolf lowered its jaws right over Dai’s cock.

      “Oh, shit!” Dai cried out. He threw himself against the restraints, desperate to get the hell away from this beast—from Sakurai. The leather bands cut into his wrists, pried his legs farther apart. “Shit! Shit!”

      The wolf snapped its jaws, shredding right through the cloth of the briefs--and only the cloth.

      Dai flopped back down, a strangled gasp of relief and—dear God—arousal, clawing its way out of his throat.

      Then he felt the weight of the animal press down on his leg, the wolf’s furry belly touching his bare skin. Dai sucked in his breath and held it, his heart pounding away in his chest. That damp, teasing tongue started bathing the head of Dai’s cock in long, slow strokes while the wolf began pounding against his leg in a series of unmistakable thrusting motions.

      The goddamn thing was humping him!

      “Oh . . . fuck,” Dai moaned. He clamped his eyes shut, both dreading and wanting this.

      The wolf stopped and shuddered and Dai became very conscious of warm flesh —human flesh—touching his own. Eyes snapping open, he looked down and into the smirking face of a fully human Sakurai.

      “Oh, I knowexactly what you want, Daisuke.” He grinned that insufferable shiteating, smirking grin again while his hand stroked over Dai’s aching cock and balls. He twisted the sac, kneaded it between his fingers then slipped lower into the crevice of Dai’s ass. Without warning, he shoved three fingers in as deeply as they’d go. “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      Dai refused to give him the satisfaction of an answer. However, his body chose to betray him, clenching those probing fingers, his cock oozing another drop of precum as Sakurai dipped forward to flick his tongue across the sensitive head.

      Oh God, the way the vampire’s long, black hair ticked his thighs, like a thick fringe of heavy silk, was almost enough to make him come then and there.

      Sakurai was suddenly leaning over his face, his lips inches from Dai’s.

      “What’s wrong, lover?” the vampire breathed. “Is this more than you asked for?”

      Dai gritted his teeth to stop himself from shouting, No, thisis what I want! at the top of his voice. Sakurai misunderstood the gesture completely, any trace of a smile dropping right off his face.

      “You placed yourself intomy dream.” Sakurai opened his mouth wide enough to expose those long and very deadly pointed fangs. “Next time make sure you’re ready to play.”

      * * * * *

      Cursing in a mixture of Japanese, Cantonese, and Mandarin, Sakurai paced the tiny bedroom, raking his hands through his disheveled hair. It was bad enough that he was still fighting this unheard of fatigue, but to have his dreams invaded by a fucking mortal was infuriating beyond all reason!

      He fell silent when a soft knock sounded upon the bedroom door, followed by a melodic female voice speaking to him in Japanese. “Sakurai-san, are you all right? Is there a problem with the room?”

      Taking a deep breath, he pulled on his pants then feigned the most pleasant expression he could muster as he opened the door. “Forgive me, Matsui-san. It was nothing. The room is excellent and your hospitality so far has been exceptional.”

      Daisuke’s mother bowed then laughed. “I never realized how much I missed home until I had someone to speak Japanese with. You haven’t been here a day and already I’m feeling as though I’m back in Mie. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. It’s been a long time since I’ve also had another to converse in

      Japanese with.”

      “I’ll leave you be then. I was planning dinner for seven. Is that agreeable?’ “Actually, I’m going to take most of my meals out. May I ask you a question?” He said, leaning against the doorframe. When she nodded he continued. “You said this room belonged to one of your sons?”

      “Yes, my oldest. Daisuke. His brother’s room is smaller and doesn’t face the yard. I thought this one would be more attractive.”

      “It is very attractive, Matsui-san.” And it also explains quite a lot.“Would you happen to have any tea and a few moments? I think I’d like to hear more about your sons.”

      The woman gave him a curious look. “My boys?” But she smiled and the love for her two children brightened her face in a way Sakurai hadn’t expected to see . . . or feel. The emotion was strong enough that it would’ve been easy for anychiang shih to sense it, even those with far less psychic power than Sakurai had.

      When he looked at Keiko Matsui now, he saw a glimpse of his own mother for the first time in more than four centuries.

      Sakurai gripped the doorframe to make sure his hold on reality hadn’t slipped away somewhere between fucking Daisuke in his dream and waking up here with what felt like a very,very bad hangover.

      “Would somesen-cha be alright, Sakurai-san?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “That’s fine.”

      * * * * *

      The afternoon was almost gone by the time Dai finally woke. He sat upright, rubbing his wrists and ankles again and again, the abrasion from the leather restraints in the dream more real that he wanted it to be.

      The sexual frustration he’d felt when Sakurai dissolved into nothingness was also very real, and Dai reached down, grasping his cock in an effort to ease the pressure. But oh, God, the feel of that wolf tongue on his flesh had been unreal. It was so fucking kinky, but so incredibly erotic, he wondered what it would feel like if he’d been fully conscious. Reaching over to the nightstand, he took the bottle of lube from last night and poured some into his palm. Lying back, he began to stroke himself, imagining the wetness was the hot wet tongue of the Sakurai wolf.

      * * * * *

      Wei lit up his fourth smoke of the night. The nicotine took the edge off his nerves, even though it did shit for the way it felt like someone was trying to hammer a two-by-four through his skull.

      Damn it, Dai. Why did you have to go and fuck things up?

      They could’ve both been sitting here in the sub-basements below the Resurrection, lounging on one of the red velvet chaises and saying to fuck with the

      shitty world overhead. He loved Daisuke . . . even though the man’s hands were stained with the blood of Wei’s old man . . . even though they hardly talked anymore.

      “Blood runs deeper than water . . . or some shit like that, right?” Wei stubbed out his cigarette and watched the dark crimson rivulets of said fluid run down from the gash on the inside of his elbow. The blood dripped into a ceramic bowl Mikail held underneath his arm.

      “Something like that,” Mikail agreed, with a bright smile that never lit the fucker’s eyes.

      After what seemed like an hour, Mikail bent over Wei’s arm. He flicked his tongue across the gash then removed the bowl. Wei watched in amazement as the blood slowed to a trickle then stopped and the edges of his skin began to knit together. Oh shit, yes, he was goin’ to be able to do that soon.

      “We’ll see,” Mikail said condescendingly.

      Mikail stepped back and waited as Yun entered the room, the Mistress following close behind him. Only then did Wei realize Mikail wasn’t wearing his usual tacky ass clothing. In fact, all three were dressed up in clothing that was, for them, conservative.

      “It’s a tribunal, Wei Qing,” Mistress Viktoria said as she sat in a high-backed antique chair reminiscent of a throne. “We have reason to doubt your sincerity and more importantly, your suitability, to be granted the privileges we have to bestow upon a certain select few.”

      Wei slipped from the sofa and fell to his knees before her. “Iam worthy! I deserve this chance, Mistress. Please. I’ll do anything for you--anything!”

      Viktoria arched one of her thin, carefully sculpted brows. “That’s exactly what I hoped to hear, Wei.”

      Yun stepped forward and pulled him up roughly by the collar. “I think he’s full of shit, Mistress,” the vampire snarled.

      “Fuck you!” Wei jerked out of his grip. “You’re the only one here who’s full of shit—I’m ready to prove myself!”

      Folding his arms across his chest, Yun glanced at Viktoria, who nodded. “Then kill for us,” he said.

      “What?” Wei gasped.

      “You must be ready to take a life without any hint of remorse—that’s what it means to be a vampire.” Yun smirked. “If you are ready . . . .”

      “No fucking problem,” Wei blurted out before his mind had a chance to catch up with his words. “Why didn’t you ask me sooner?”

      Mikail chuckled and clapped his hands together. “I like this one.” He patted Wei’s head. Wei shivered under the touch.

      “Who--who do you want dead?” Wei swallowed.

      “A child.” Viktoria smiled. “Boy, girl—doesn’t matter, as long as they’re healthy and full of life when you take it. And you’ll bring the body to me.”

      Nodding, Wei reached into his pocket and pulled out another cigarette. “Piece of goddamn cake.”

      Mikail produced a lighter from God-knew-where and lit the end for him.

      “Morning is on its way, Wei-chan.” The vampire smiled wickedly. “Go get to work.”

      * * * * *

      Yun watched the mortal leave, noting his show of confidence, even though the young man’s pounding heart betrayed his true emotions. None of the vampires were fooled, though they kept a straight face until Wei closed the door behind him.

      “Ah well,” Mikail sighed. “He was fun to have around while it lasted.”

      “What little confidence you have, Mikail.” Viktoria steepled her fingers before her. “He might be ready, after all.”

      “Please.” Yun snorted. “He’s a pawn who’s serving his purpose and nothing more. His blood simply happens to be strong enough for our uses. Now if only his brother would be as compliant.”

      “Oh, you want more than that one’s blood and we know that.” Mikail chuckled until Yun slapped him across the face.

      “Shut that useless mouth of yours!” Yun fumed.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      “Gentlemen, please,” Viktoria’s voice silenced them both “Yun, where are your Eyes now?”

      Yun straightened his suit jacket and gave Mikail one last filthy glance before turning back to the Mistress. “They’re watching both Wei Qing and those two men from the law enforcement agencies,” he said darkly. “Wei should serve as an adequate distraction for them until the demons can gather more information.”

      * * * * *

      “There he goes,” Diaz said, nudging the dozing Brandt.

      Brandt sat up as Diaz pulled the used car away from the curb and began to follow Matsui’s brother. They drove onto the sidewalk, blocking his path before he could reach the nearest subway stop.

      “What the fuck?”

      Brandt flashed his shield.

      “Get in the car and don’t say anything.” He shoved Wei into the back of the old Impala and slid in next to him “You have information we want and we’re getting it so be quiet until I say to talk.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Brandt pulled out his pistol and rammed it into Wei’s side. “Correction—fuck you to the tune of a couple 45 slugs.”

      They drove to a dilapidated warehouse in Brooklyn. Diaz pulled the car inside then got out and jerked Wei out by the collar of his jacket. He threw him against a steel support pillar then dragged him up by the hair when he crumpled to the ground.

      “This one is a pussy compared to his brother.”

      “Half brother,” Brandt corrected. “I guess Matsui has that ancient samurai blood in him. All this little shit has is Chinese laundry soap in his veins.”

      Wei spat at Diaz and got backhanded with the butt of the cop’s gun.

      “Little shit,” Diaz snarled, wiping the saliva from his cheek. He glanced over at Brandt as Wei tried to push up from the floor. “Let’s see if he can take it up the ass as good as Matsui can.”

      He pulled out his own nickel-plated 9mm and moved forward.

      “Easy there,” Brandt said and put a firm hand on Diaz’s shoulder. “We’re here to play nice.”

      “Kiss my dick, both of you,” Wei snarled. He spat up the blood pooling in his mouth. He’d bitten his tongue when he hit the floor.

      “Now, now, Mr. Chen.” Brandt bent down and pulled him up by the hair. “We want to help you with your little problem.”

      “Bite it.” Wei flipped him off. “I know what cops want when they say they’re going to help.”

      Brandt shoved him up against the pillar and then stepped back, his gun still out and ready. “We’re here to help with yourother problem.”

      “Huh?”

      “Yourvampire problem,” Daiz said. Wei gave them one of those so-fucking innocent-looks, the kind any cop would recognize as fake. “What the hell are you talking about?”
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      Chapter Fifteen

      “What the fuck,” Dai grumbled when the doorbell rang after nine. He was going to ignore it but decided it might be Wei Wei. In fact, he hoped to hell it was Wei. He looked through the security hole.

      Shit.

      “Um, Susan. How are you?” He opened the door.

      She flashed him a sugary smile. “I’ll be better once you let me in so we can share

      this pizza and maybe a little midnight snack.”

      Dai held the partially opened door in place with his body. “No . . . I mean, I can’t.

      I was headed over to my Mom’s. She’s having some trouble with her sink leaking. I was

      gonna fix it.”

      “I’ll come along. I haven’t seen her ages.”

      “No. She isn’t feeling well and she’d feel bad if you caught the flu or whatever.” Susan’s pretty face took on the look of the Wicked Witch of the West. “Fine. I get

      the hint.”

      With a sneer she turned on her heels and strode down the hall, stuffing the small

      pizza box into the little chrome trashcan near the elevator.

      Dai closed the door and leaned back against it. Running his hand through his

      tousled hair, he sighed. He didn’t know why he felt so bad. They didn’t have a thing

      going now. And it wasn’t as if Susan was the Virgin Mary, either. She’d dated a hell of a

      lot of guys from the department since she came out of the Academy with him. Hell, if

      she had a black book, he’d probably be on page four.

      He slid the deadbolt back in place then dropped down onto the sofa. A framed

      photo hanging on the wall near the TV caught his eye. He reallyshould stop over at his

      Mom’s, especially with the weird shit Wei was getting into. Maybe now he could convince her to get that alarm system installed. He couldn’t tell her about the fucking vampires, but he could cite enough figures from recent months on the street to prove to

      her that, contrary to what the mayor said, crime was not really down.

      A trilling purr caught Dai’s attention as he pulled his boots on. He scooped up

      the cat, cradling him on his lap and scratching his belly. “Hey Dude, wanna go for a

      ride? Want to go visitobbasan? The cat actually looked like he was smiling as he nuzzled

      Dai’s chin and purred loudly. “Stupid Dude. You are not really her furry grandson.”

      * * * * *

      The cat went crazy as soon as Dai turned the GTO onto his mom’s street. “Dude! Dude! Stop jumping around. You rip that seat and I’ll rip six of those nine lives!” The closer they got, the more agitated Stupid Dude acted. In fact, he reminded Dai of the totally whacked out playful kitten he’d once been. He was always bouncing off the walls—literally—thus earning his unique name.

      “Okay Dude, okay we’re here.” Dai said, prying the cat off his shoulder as he took the key from the ignition. Stupid Dude bolted out of the car, nearly getting run over in his rush to get onto the front porch. He jumped onto the window ledge, then onto the porch. And then back up to the window again, by the time Dai made it to the front door.

      “Hey mom, it’s just me,” Dai called out, opening the door. The cat made a mad dash to the kitchen. He smiled when he heard his mother laugh. Good Lord, what was the city putting in the water today? She wasn’t just laughing, she sounded like a teenager giggling over a hot new boyfriend.

      “You need to stop spoiling my cat . . . .” The words died upon Dai’s lips when he entered the kitchen and saw Sakurai, the fucker, sitting at the kitchen table holding Dude. The cat was licking the vampire’s face as though they were the best friends in the world. And his mom had that same giddiness about her. Dai watched in open-mouthed horror as she refilled a large mug before Sakurai.

      What. The. Fuck.

      “Dai!” His mom grinned up at him. She looked happier than he’d remembered seeing her in a long time. A real long time.

      “I’m so glad you came by, I’d like you to meet Liu.”

      Dai watched her look over at the fucker, who was now scratching under Dude’s chin while the cat purred and meowed like he’d gotten into some really good catnip.

      “He’s renting a room.”

      “What?” Dai shouted. “Are you fucking me?”

      “Daisuke!” His mom glared at him. “Watch your manners!”

      “It’s all right, Mrs. Matsui.” Sakurai laughed. “It’s part of his charm, I’m sure.”

      And she actually laughed back. Dai glanced out the window to see if the sky was turning red with the coming Apocalypse or some shit. No way in hell did his mom ever find anything about his swearing ‘charming’.

      “And get the fuck off my cat!” Dai suddenly burst out, infuriated by the way Sakurai kept rubbing Dude.

      “Sayuri likes the attention.” Sakurai grinned at Dai, his tongue darting out between his teeth. “You’ve neglected him, dai-dai.”

      “I’m not your little brother, asshole,” Dai muttered as he moved to stand beside his mother. He slipped his arm protectively around her shoulder and glared at Sakurai. “Leave. You’re not wanted here.”

      His mother pulled away. She looked at him then to Sakurai. “You two know each other then?’

      “No.”

      “Yes. A bit,” Sakurai added. “I believe our paths crossed once or twice in Chinatown.”

      Keiko took her cup to the sink then rinsed her hands and took her purse from one of the kitchen cabinets. “Well then, since you two have already met, I think I’ll join Mrs. Walker in seeing that late movie.”

      She smiled at the bastard vampire and Dai wondered just what he’d done to fuck with her mind. “Make yourself at home Sakurai-san. Daisuke, you be hospitable.”

      As soon as his mother’s car pulled out of the driveway, Dai pulled his Glock. “Get the fuck out. Now.”

      In the blink of an eye, Sakurai had Dai pinned against the refrigerator, his hand squeezing the pressure point in Dai’s wrist until he dropped the gun. Sakurai snatched it before it hit the floor. “I like it here.”

      “If you hurt my mother, I swear to God—”

      “What? You’ll kill me? You can try, but it won’t be easy.” He handed Dai the gun. “Go ahead and shoot. You know you want to. You know you want to see if I truly am a vampire or if I’m --what’s the term? Right. Some fucked up EDP.”

      Dai’s heart pounded in his chest and though he hated himself for it he felt his cock begin to grow hard. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

      “I don’t know. And that’s entirely your fault.”

      The vampire pressed close, his fingers trailing up Dai’s heaving chest to caress then clamp around his throat. “I was summoned to New York to help someone with a bit of a problem and I came here to this house to find out about you.”

      Dai met Sakurai’s hard stare and accepted the tightening of his fingers with no outward sign of discomfort.

      “You disturb me and I don’t like it,” Sakurai said at last. “I don’t like it one bit.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Sakurai smirked. His hand slid from Dai’s throat. His fingers tangled in the cotton of Dai’s shirt and he yanked forward, pivoting and throwing Dai face down onto the old wooden table. He shoved Dai’s legs apart and settled himself between them, his hand pressing down on the small of Dai’s back. He leaned forward and his long, black hair cascaded across Dais’ cheek like a silken waterfall.

      “I have no use for weakling mortals and I have no use for you.” The vampire gave an obscene, throaty laugh. “No use beyond the obvious of course,” he said, flicking his hot tongue across Dai’s ear.

      “Motherfucking son of a bitch!” Dai roared. Every muscle in his body tensed. His cock, especially, and the ache there made him groan out loud. Shit--the more pissed off he got, the bigger the hard-on.

      “Which I find very flattering, by the way,” Sakurai cackled in his ear. “You’ve got a pretty good-sized piece. Are you upset that you’llneverput it inside me?”

      That fucking did it.

      Dai grabbed a handful of Sakurai’s hair—forcing himself not to think about how soft and nice to the touch it was—and held him fast. Twisting on to his side, Dai grabbed the porcelain teapot of hot water and smashed it against the side of Sakurai’s head.

      Yeah, it was a pussy move, but it caught the other man by surprise. Before Sakurai could shake it off, Dai pushed away from the table and out from under him. He launched at Sakurai, shoving him backwards against the kitchen sink.

      “You like big pieces, huh shithead?” Dai snarled and pressed the end of the Glock under Sakurai’s chin. “How about tasting some lead from this ‘piece’!” Oh, hell no, he wasn’t turned on by this. The way his cock tried to shove out through his jeans was a fluke.

      The fucker smirked. And laughed. “Oh Daisuke, you are a rare treat. But so foolish. Surely you must realize how your body and mind both betray you.” The simple tug he gave to the back of Dai’s shirt sent him sprawling across the floor. Before he could get up Sakurai hauled him off the floor and tossed him through the swinging door that led to the back entry hall.

      Dai was ready when Sakurai came through the door, strutting like the fucking Lord of the Manor. He charged, knocking the vampire back into the kitchen. Harkening back to the days of his youth, when he’d been a scrappy street kid, Dai began pummeling Sakurai with his fists, only to find himself flying back through the door and onto the hard hall floor in less than a minute.

      “You’re pissing me off, boy!” Sakurai roared before lifting Dai by the shirt and landing one punch that made Dai’s vision dim to gray.

      “Son of a . . . bitch . . . .” Dai’s words came out slurred. He shook his head and tried to focus on one of the two blurry Sakurais he saw in front of him, hoping he’d picked the real one. “You thinkyou’re pissed, you haven’t seen shit yet.”

      “This was charming before; now you’re just starting to grate on my nerves.” Sakurai frowned, for once that cock-assed smile gone from his face. Dai couldn’t resist snickering at his expense.

      “Hey, fuck you, remember?” Dai clawed at Sakurai’s hand, trying to break away from the man’s iron grip. “That’s not supposed to be a compliment.”

      “But it’s a very good suggestion,” Sakurai hissed. “I think I’ll take you up on it.” He dropped Dai flat on his ass. Dai hit the floor hard, his teeth clacking together. Before he could move, Sakurai took him by the collar and dragged him kicking across the carpet toward the staircase.

      “Oh, fuck no!” Fully back to his senses, Dai grabbed on to the banister and held on with all his strength. “Jerk it off on your own, dickhead!”I don’t want this, I don’t want this. He tried to convince himself, but God, who was he kidding? If he wasn’t so busy holding on to the railing, he’d be rubbing his own cock raw right now.

      “Oh fuck yes,” Sakurai corrected, jerking Dai by the waist of his jeans. The newel post began to give and Dai let go, regretting it the next instant when he sailed up the stairs and hit the landing with a painful thud.

      His body battered like it hadn’t been in years, he nonetheless picked himself up as that smug fucker took his own sweet time climbing the staircase. Dai might have laughed if the situation weren’t so pathetic. Here he was, looking around for a weapon —any weapon—and coming up empty. Nothing would stop Sakurai, the bastard, and now Dai had been reduced to considering darting across the hall and trying to bolt himself in his room.

      “Don’t bother. I’ll only kick it off the fucking hinges,” Sakurai growled as he reached the top of the stairs.

      Dai leaned heavily against the small lacquered cabinet against the wall behind him. “So you’re gonna be the big man and rape me, right? Oh yeah, that will destroy me, all right. Do what you want. I’ll still find a way to kill you.”

      “Promises, promises.” Sakurai rolled his eyes. “That’s another one I’ve heard before, trust me.” He strode along the hall, stripping off his black shirt as he walked.

      “Anyway . . . .” Sakurai twisted the cloth and draped it around the back of Dai’s neck as he held on to the two ends. He jerked Dai forward away from the cabinet so their lips almost touched. “It’s not really rape if youwant me to do it.”

      Dai groaned, despite the precarious situation he found himself in. “The hell I want it!” he choked out and clutched at the twisted cloth around his neck to keep himself from ripping open his fly and working his hands on what was quickly becoming a very hard, aching erection.

      “Exactly.”

      Damn it—the smirk was back on Sakurai’s face.

      The latch on the bedroom door—his bedroom door—sprung the moment Sakurai shoved him against it. Dai swung back with the door, Sakurai still with him.

      “Oh Daisuke, I must admit that you are unlike any mortal I’ve had the great misfortune to encounter. And that, my pet, is what’s kept you alive and may very well continue to do so.” Twisting the shirt cloth with one hand, Sakurai reached down with the other and ripped Dai’s T-shirt from his body then raked his index finger along the muscled rise of Dai’s shoulder, his eyes gleaming as the blood pooled along the cut.

      “Oh shit,” Dai whispered as the vampire’s tongue stroked along his hot flesh, lapping up the blood. His could only stare when Sakurai lifted his lead and slowly licked his blood-tinged lips.

      “You have no idea how good you taste. No idea at all.”

      Dai said nothing. He couldn’t if he wanted to. But he looked down as his cat sauntered past.

      Sakurai laughed. “Such a good son, worried that your mother may come home and find your drained corpse waiting for her.”

      “You fucker. I swear---”

      “You’ll kill me. Yes, I know.” Sakurai flicked his tongue out and teased Dai’s lips. “Don’t worry. I’ve become rather fond of your mother—another amazing thing about you Matsuis I’m not entirely comfortable with. I wouldn’t be so boorish as to insult her hospitality in such a crude way. However . . . .” His voice trailed off and he traced a path down Dai’s torso until he reached his belted waist.

      He pulled Dai further into the room. “I’m not above fucking her little boy until he can’t take anymore.”

      He stepped back, folded his arms across his bare chest and fixed Dai with the same commanding stare he’d worn at the club that night with Mikail. “Strip.”
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      Chapter Sixteen

      “No.”

      “What did you say?” Sakurai cocked his head to one side and raised an eyebrow. “Let me spell it out for you--F-U-C-K -Y-O-U.” Dai was breathing heavy, drops

      of sweat beading on his nose and cheeks.

      Sakurai unfolded his arms and took a few steps to close the bedroom. The lock clicked into place. “I’ll only ask you one more time—undress. Now.”

      A lame and only half-hearted protest formed on Dai’s lips. But Sakurai was slowly pulling down the zipper on the front of his own pants, the leather straining against a very large, very prominent bulge that only now Dai noticed.

      “Oh God,” he moaned.

      Sakurai traced a finger over the thick and fully erect cock jutting out of his unzipped pants. He rubbed his thumb over the swollen, pink head, before gripping and tugging at the shaft. Dai felt every one of those strokes on his own cock until he was about two seconds away from having an orgasm without even touching himself.

      Shuddering and sighing, Sakurai ejaculated into his hand. Cum oozed over his fingers and down the front of his pants, glistening on the skin-tight black leather. Some of it dripped down on to the tip of a pointed boot and Sakurai threw his head back with dusky laugh.

      Dai trembled with the effort it took to contain his own ejaculation. “But you are determined to resist me aren’t you, Daisuke?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      Sakurai laughed again. He wiped some of the cum onto his pant leg then raised his hand to his lips and licked his fingers clean, his dark gaze locked onto Dai’s. “Tell me. Tell me you don’t want to taste it.”

      “I’d throw up.”

      “Let’s see, shall we?”

      With steps so quick they were a blur, Sakurai crossed the space between them and seized Dai by the hair, pushing him down to bend at the waist and shoving his face to the spot on his thigh where he’d just wiped the bulk of the semen. “Lick it, bitch.”

      It’s not me, it’s him fucking with my mind, Dai told himself as his tongue darted out to taste the sticky fluid. He shuddered and gave in, letting himself lick harder.

      “Oh, you want me to fuck with more than your mind, pet. Admit it.”

      Dai jerked back, losing some hair in the bargain. “Drop dead.”

      Sakurai laughed and plucked the hair strands from his fingers. “I’ve been walking this earth for four centuries, so that isn’t very likely.” He placed his hand atop Dai’s head and shoved him to his knees. “Lick it all.”

      Dai ran his tongue over the spot, fairly sure he was going to wear a hole in the material. The cum burned on his tongue and in his throat, but he liked the taste, and how it seemed to make his skin prickle with an energy he couldn’t begin to explain. Shit . . . he loved it.

      Working downwards, he lapped up every last drop. And somewhere along the line, Sakurai had stopped holding his head in place, so he moved further and even sucked on the tip of Sakurai’s boot to make sure he got it all. Dai tugged his fly open to the sound of Sakurai’s throaty laughter.

      Dai was lifted up by his throat and shoved backwards on to the narrow, twinsized bed. His gasp for breath was cut short as Sakurai pressed down on top of him and covered his mouth his own. Moaning against those full, hungry lips, Dai reached up and wrapped his arms around the back of Sakurai’s neck to pull him closer still.

      He tried to spread his legs, but his pants were bunched above his knees. Sakurai reached between them and broke the kiss long enough to roughly tug off Dai’s boots and tear off the jeans.

      “Fuck you, you say,” Sakurai breathed. “Let’s try that.”

      Dai damn near came when the vampire settled back on his heels and used the nail of his index finger to shred his nylon briefs. Dai flinched and squirmed when Sakurai skimmed that nail across his aching cock, scooping inside the opening to draw out a bead of precum.

      Licking it like one would lick honey, Sakurai gave him that infuriating smirk. “Oh but you do taste sweet, pet.” He trailed his fingers lightly across Dai’s hips. “I’m almost tempted to suck you off. Almost.” With fluid grace he moved from the bed and pulled off his own boots and leather pants. “Now, how shall we do it? You’re quite partial to roughness, but alas I have no restraints and I daresay you aren’t carrying your handcuffs. It’s such a pity this bed isn’t equipped like the one lingering in the far reaches of your mind.”

      The vampire simply stood there staring down at Dai as an artist might examine a subject he was about to paint. That look was reminiscent of the way Susan Lenzer looked at him, full of hunger and lust, but Sakurai’s gaze was far more powerful and touched Dai deep where nothing ever had.

      “Yes,” Sakurai hissed stroking his finely sculpted chin.

      Without warning, he flipped Dai over onto his stomach and yanked his legs apart.

      “Mortal emotions are such fucking inconvenient things,” Sakurai breathed. He traced the marks left from their love play with the flats of his palms and found himself leaning down to kiss and lick each one.

      “Oh shit,” Dai moaned.

      Sakurai gave his ass a hard slap. “Be quiet! Don’t say a word unless I tell you to.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Strike that . . . or at the very least, reverse it.”

      Sakurai studied the prone man before him again and fought the annoying tug at his insides. Dai was an insignificant mortal piece of shit. Nothing but a toy to play with and eventually feed off of. He had no time to waste on any other thoughts.

      He could love the pleasure this human body could provide, but loving the man himself was another thing entirely. Sakurai threw his head back and laughed. The fact he even entertained such an idea—that he’dlove anyone—was too fucking amusing.

      Kill him now before it’s too late. Sakurai snapped his head forward, his mirth dying with the words of warning dominating his thoughts. He started down at Dai as the young man stirred underneath him, spreading his legs further apart whether he meant to consciously or not. Dai was inviting him to enter, submitting to it and loving it.

      So, fuck him first and then kill him. Sakurai traced one of the fresh bruises on Dai’s back with a bloody forefinger, bringing out a moan of pleasure from the sexually starved young man.

      “That’s exactly what you are,” Sakurai mused softly. “Starving, hungry for something that tests the limits of your desire and what your body can take.” So different this one was from other mortals, even from the masochists who’d enjoyed their short-lived stays in the House of Ecstasy. Maybe that’s why Sakurai wanted, needed Dai to live.

      Gasping, Sakurai pulled away and knelt at the foot of the bed. “This is some very weird shit,” he murmured. “Fuck!”

      Clamping his eyes shut, Sakurai placed his hands over his ears as if that would stop the nagging voice within him. It was a voice he knew only too well—that of Kuro, the samurai who’d turned him and his adopted brother into vampires. Kuro was a tough task master but he’d taught many valuable lessons. And the first lesson was mortals are for food. Very few were worth the trouble to be of use for anything else.

      But this one . . . this strong, passionate one . . . .

      Daisuke turned enough to look over his shoulder. “What are you up to?”

      “Shut up!” Sakurai got off the bed, angrily tossing his hair back from his face. He paced the perimeter of the bed much the way he stalked prey when in his wolf form.

      Shivering, Dai sat up into a kneeling position, his back to Sakurai. “You shut the fuck up,” he said quietly, his fingers knotting in the rumpled sheets. “You’re the one fucking with my head—my life.”

      “I’m fucking withyou?” Sakurai seethed. “You’re the one infecting my brain with all this—shit!” He swiped back his hair and pointed an accusing finger at Dai’s back. “I should kill you, you know that?”

      Dai glared over his shoulder. “Why the fuck not? That’s all you are anyway, a goddamn murderer.”

      Sakurai’s mouth hung open.

      “Come again?” He cocked his head to one side and squinted at Dai through the strands of hair that fell across his face. “Since coming to this shithole city, I haven’t killed anyone—that’s part of the fucking problem!” He started pacing again and added in a mumble, “No one who’d be missed, anyway.”

      “You trying to tell me you didn’t have something to do with the two women practically mauled to death in the building across from mine?” Dai spat.

      “Why the hell would I lie to someone like you—a meaningless no one?”

      “Because you’re a bastard!” Daisuke clenched his jaw. “Why the hell would I give a shit about someone like you—a sick fuck?”

      Sakurai returned to the bed, grabbed the back of Dai’s neck and pulled the man down to the mattress. He glared down at the fragile mortal before him, studying the stubborn set of the jaw, the fury blazing in those dark eyes . . . the bruises scattered over his well-toned body. He released his hold on Daisuke and strode across the room to stare out the window, though he saw nothing other than his own anger reflected back at him from the glass pane. He heard the bed creak behind him and caught a glimpse of Dai pulling his pants and boots back on. “Stay away from that woman. She isn’t to be trusted.”

      “That Mistress Viktoria bitch? No shit, Sherlock.”

      “No, the other. The blond. Susan.” He turned and leaned back against the window sill. “She’s using you and not only for sex. She’s working for someone. Two men.” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Diamond, Brady, something. I don’t really give a fuck.”

      “Shit . . . Diaz and Brandt.”

      “Those are the ones,” Sakurai said, his words dripping with apathy.

      “Susan is working for them?”

      “Brilliant deduction.” Sakurai rested his head against the glass. “You really earned your rank, Detective.” He closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to see the young man’s reflection. It was bad enough Daisuke’s scent was everywhere, on Sakurai himself, even, but now the mortal’s emotions were too easy to feel.

      “Oh, fuck off,” Dai retorted.

      Sakurai sighed. Having Dai suck up his semen wasn’t the smartest idea of the night. The exchange of fluids was already intensifying the bond between them.

      A bond. Sakurai groaned and buried his face in his hands. He loathed having ever stepped foot in New York. Well, at least that’s the story he’d keep telling himself.

      “Would you mind putting some fucking clothes on?” Dai suddenly snapped.

      “Why? Is the sight of my cock too tempting for you?” Sakurai opened his eyes and turned. He stroked himself, observing the way Daisuke’s gaze followed every languid motion. He laughed. Laughed from true amusement for the first time in he didn’t know how long. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said giving himself another lazy stroke for good measure. “I rather like the freedom of being naked. I always have.” With a bemused grin he walked forward, thoroughly enchanted by the way Daisuke kept forcing himself to look away, only to turn back and stare once again.

      He seized Dai by the shirt and hauled him to his feet, pulling him at once into a tight embrace. Their lips met, and though Daisuke tried to turn his head it wasn’t long before he stopped fighting. His lips parted, giving Sakurai the free access he sought. The kiss was long and deep and Sakurai explored every inch of the mortal man’s mouth, savoring his heat and taste, the young man’s passion and pent up desires inflaming his own. Sliding his fingers up into Dai’s hair to cradle his head and hold it firmly, he stroked his tongue across one fang and let the blood flow between them.

      When Daisuke realized what was happening he tried to struggle again, but Sakurai held fast until he was certain enough had been given. Dai jerked back and slipped to the floor. “What the fuck! You crazy bastard. Don’t you dare turn me into a fucking monster!”

      “Don’t be an ass,” Sakurai said, licking a trickle of blood from his lower lip. He reached for his pants and pulled them on then did the same with his boots. “I was helping you heal.” He picked up his own shirt from the floor and smoothed out the wrinkles with his hand then put it back on. “Lift your shirt and look in the mirror.”

      Dai did. He gaped at his reflection. “You’re fucking me.” Dai stared as the reddish-purple bruises faded into his natural skin tone.

      “Not tonight, apparently.” Sakurai sighed.

      “Don’t you get enough of that while I’m sleeping, you fuck?” Dai asked over his shoulder, not really as pissy as his choice of words suggested. He turned back to the mirror and rubbed his perfectly healed and now unbruised shoulder.

      “I guessed it would be more fun with you awake,” Sakurai said dryly. “I didn’t realize how much of a bitch you’d be about it.” He shoved the window open and perched on the ledge. “There’s still that rape idea though.”

      “Vampires have to sleep sometime, right?” Dai whispered.

      Sakurai laughed. “You do have big balls, dai-dai.”

      Dai grabbed himself. “You saw ‘em,Papi. You know how big they are.” Holy shit was he losing his mind? Here he was joking with a motherfucking vampire for chrissakes like he was his best friend. Dai pulled his shirt down and ran his fingers through his hair. He stared at Sakurai and wondered how it was that this skell, this monster, wasn’t setting off all his gut instincts the way most criminals did. He waited for the bastard to jump into his head and say some snarky shit but he didn’t.

      “Are you leaving? You had your fun. You can get the fuck out of my mother’s house now.”

      “But I like it here. And she could use some protection couldn’t she?”

      “What do you know? What the fuck is going to happen?”

      Sakurai shrugged. “I don’t know anything for certain but I have hunches now and again, not unlike yourself.”

      “Hunches my ass. And you’re not the type to waste your time watching out for someone on a gut feeling.”

      “I have a ‘type’?” Sakurai laughed.

      “Stop bullshitting me.” Dai frowned. “You don’t really give a fuck, but I do. Why does Mom need your protection?”

      Sakurai’s eyebrow twitched, his outward show of being annoyed, Dai guessed. “Because you get a little too distracted with the fake cocks you have lying around your apartment.”

      “Jesus Christ!” Dai clenched his hands into fists. “Just answer my questions straight-up for once. And while you’re at it, what the hell did you do with my TV set?”
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      “I watched it,” Sakurai answered flatly. “And yes I watched that lovely video disc. We were good together,dai-dai. Very good together.” He licked his lips.

      “Fucking asshole,” Dai said. He exited the room, slamming the door behind him. He went down to the kitchen and straightened up the mess, leaving his mother a note that he’d dropped the tea pot. He also attributed the now-loose newel post at the bottom of the stairs to his tripping as he came down from the bathroom.

      “You’re forgetting something, Daisuke,” Sakurai called from the top of the stairs as Dai opened the front door.

      “What?”

      The vampire pointed as he came down, holding himself in that same fucking regal way. Dai looked and saw his cell phone under the small table near the living room doorway. He picked it up and checked to make sure it was working. “Thanks,” he mumbled, watching as his cat ran down the stairs and jumped onto Sakurai’s shoulders. The vampire reached up and scratched Dude behind the ears.

      Dai patted his leg. “Come on boy, time to go home.” He reached for the cat, but Dude lashed out, clawing Dai’s hand. “You little shit.” He gasped as he watched the small cuts heal themselves. He glared up at Sakurai. “You did turn me into a fucking monster!”

      “Oh please. You rely on far too many stereotypes. The effects are temporary. Very temporary, so don’t go getting any more injuries after this.”

      “Bastard.”

      “That’s bastard-sama to you.”

      Dai rolled his eyes and headed to the door once again. He paused with his hand on the knob. “If you do anything to my mother . . . .”

      “I will look after her as though she is my own.”

      Dai watched Sakurai, and though he hated to admit it, the simple words rang true. He nodded then left.

      Too many thoughts kept running around in Dai’s head. He kept going back to that night with Sakurai in the club, and then to their ‘meeting’ with the Mistress. Susan, on one hand, was someone he wished he could block all together. But this news that she was involved with Brandt and Diaz meant he had to be on guard while he tried to sort out what the hell was going on.

      Would Diaz and Brandt get someone else from the PD involved in their blackmail scheme to trap Wei? Especially someone he’d had a relationship with--if you could even call what he and Susan had a realrelationship. Facts were facts though-Susan was too close to be someone they could rely on to help without being biased in some way.

      So why the hell was she mixed up in this? Shit . . . no wonder all the cozying up and the I-want-sex attitude. Being the asshole that he was, he fell for it.

      “Shit.” While walking to the car, he flipped open the cell. Someone had tried calling while he was upstairs with Sakurai--the number was saved in the call log, but it wasn’t one he recognized. Maybe it was Wei, trying to reach him from a pay phone. Dai tried the number, and when no one answered he tried Wei’s apartment. No answer after eight rings there, either.

      Wei was probably at that club again. “Fuck it.” Dai dropped into the GTO and revved the engine. For now, the kid was safe. Sakurai had said as much the last time they were all at theResurrection. But tomorrow Dai would haul his brother’s ass out of there, even if he had to drag him out kicking and screaming . . . even if Wei hated him afterward.

      * * * * *

      “Damn it.” Wei grumbled. So much for his big brother being the responsible one. Why the hell have a cell phone if he wasn’t going to answer it?

      Behind him, he knew those two dickheads were keeping an eye on him as he walked. Living on these streets made Wei a lot sharper than most people, at least where some things were concerned. He didn’t trust them or the vampires anymore--he didn’t trust anyone but Dai, and now that he needed his help, his brother was nowhere to be found.

      The easy answer—find a way to get to Dai’s apartment and hole up there until he got home. “Ge ge, don’t let me down this time.” He practically prayed the words as he wiped some of the dried blood from his nose and hailed a taxi. He breathed a sigh of relief as he slipped in the backseat.

      “Fancy meeting you here, Wei Qing.”

      Wei jumped so hard he nearly hit his head on the roof of the taxi. “Yun. Where did you come from?”

      “You would have known that answer but . . . .”

      Wei swallowed hard. “But what?” His gaze darted to the taxi driver, who seemed impervious to the fact that he now had two passengers.

      “You have disappointed us. Greatly.”

      “But how? I haven’t done anything.”

      “You were supposed to get us something. Deliver us a token of your loyalty.” “I-I was going to. I was on my way—”

      “To your brother’s. You were on your way to hide behind your belovedge-ge the way you did when you were children.”

      “No I—”

      Yun placed his hand over Wei’s mouth and leaned in closely. “Enough lies.

      “You were also talking to those men—don’t lie, I said.” Yun’s calm expression twisted into an ugly snarl when Wei tried to shake his head to deny it. “Pissing me off now would be a very big mistake.”

      Wei got the idea and swallowed. He nodded as much as he could with the way Yun was gripping his face.

      “Do you know they’re not even what they appear to be?” the vampire asked, but from his tone, didn’t really expect an answer. “They’re crooks, Wei Qing. Bigger ones than you, I’m afraid. They wanted to use you to get to your brother, and worse for you-to get tous.”

      Yun smiled. “And you would’ve led them to us, wouldn’t you? To save yourself from these ‘terrible vampires’.”

      Wei drew back as far away from Yun as he could, his back smashed up against the window. “Hey! Stop the car!” he shouted to the driver. “Oh shit . . . .” The guy at the wheel wasn’t a man at all—it was one of thosethings Yun always had around—a demon. The thing twisted its head around almost a hundred and eighty fucking degrees to give Wei one of the cruelest smiles he’d ever seen.

      “You see, Wei, unlike the mistress, I never really thought much of you.” Yun reached into his coat pocket to pull out a long, pointed object that flashed in the light from the billboards and streets lamps. It was a knife, the blade hook-shaped and serrated on the inside edge. “You’re too weak.”

      * * * * *

      A sick feeling settled in the pit of Dai’s stomach even before he turned off Eldridge and onto his street and he regretted taking a drive after leaving Long Island.

      “Oh shit, what now?” he muttered, pulling in the first available space. He was a half block from his building and the street was crammed with patrol cars, an ambulance and a couple unmarked cars, too. A uniformed rookie tried to block Dai from going past the first rmp.

      “I’m on the job, asshole.” Dai reached for his ID and shield wallet before he remembered. “Fuck!”

      “Shit!” The rookie slammed Dai into the car parked along the sidewalk, slapped a handcuff on one wrist and yelled for help.

      Fuck. The kid had seen his off-duty piece.

      “Ho ho, cowboy, hold up. Let the man go. He’s one of us good guys.”

      Dai shook his friend Cal’s hand once he was let up. He did not like the look on Cal’s face though. Not at all. “What’s going down?”

      “Bad shit, bro. Real bad shit. Come on.”

      Dai recognized the watch despite the blood dripping down around it. He’d given it to his brother this past Christmas. It was a fucking Daffy Duck watch. He’d chosen it for Wei because ever since they were kids his little brother had liked Daffy. “No, man.” He took another step forward, but Cal held him back.

      “It’s bad, Dai. It’s really bad. Can you handle it?”

      He wanted to cry, to scream, to break someone’s fucking neck with his bare hands, but fuck if he’d break down now. Not in front of these gawking bastards. He drew a deep, somewhat calming breath. “Yeah I can handle it.”

      Cal let him go and the cops standing around all backed away.

      “Oh, holy fuck . . . .” The burger Dai had on the way home from Long Island came up and he turned away, losing his guts on the pavement. Once he’d spit out the remaining bile he looked again just to be sure. It was Wei and he’d been slashed— hacked nearly to pieces, but there wasn’t nearly as much blood as there should have been and Dai knew why.

      Dai leaned into the cab and carefully touched Wei’s hair, afraid that his little brother’s head might fall completely off.

      “Hey! Don’t disturb the evidence!”

      “Fuck off!” Dai shouted, hitting the detective-on-scene with a damning look. “This is my baby brother and you’ll never get the fucks who did this.”

      He turned back, closed his eyes to fight back the tears and touched his fingers to his brother’s cold lips in a final farewell. He straightened and took another slow, calming breath. He barely heard Cal speak.

      “The sarge was going to head over to your mom’s and tell her since we found his empty wallet. It looks like a robbery gone real bad.”

      “It wasn’t any fucking robbery. It was a hit.”

      The detective nearby butted in. “What’s that? You know who may have done this?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “You can be charged with obstruction, Matsui. That will go good with your suspension.”

      “Dai, don’t—”

      Too late. Dai decked the detective then stalked back toward his car.

      * * * * *

      Sakurai felt Daisuke’s pain long before the young man arrived and he slipped outside to intercept him.

      “Your brother—”

      “Get the fuck out of my way.”

      Sakurai gripped his shoulders. “I know what you’re thinking and it’s suicide.”

      Dai tried pulling away. “Yeah, well, it doesn’t fucking matter, does it?”

      “It does to your mother. Think about her.”

      Dai stopped resisting Sakurai’s hold, and the vampire let him go. “Is she asleep yet?”

      Sakurai shook his head. “No, she’s having tea with her friend. They’ve been amusing themselves by commenting on my hair and various other things.”

      He said it so quietly and with such a straight face that any other time Dai would have laughed himself silly. But not tonight. Tonight, Wei was dead. Murdered. Fucking slaughtered like a pig hanging in one of the Chinese markets.

      “I’ll see that you have your revenge, Daisuke,” Sakurai said. The look in his eyes was intense and Dai could swear that the vampire felt his own fury at the fuckers who’d done this.

      “I’ll avenge him on my own.”

      “You can’t. Not against them and certainly not tonight.” It was as much a command as comment. “They’re expecting retaliation now, which is exactly why you need to wait.”

      “Wait and let them kill other people the way they killed Wei Wei?”

      A stifled scream caught them both off guard. They turned to see Dai’s mother and her friend on the porch. Keiko’s hands were clamped over her mouth, holding in the rest of her scream.

      “Mom . . . .” Dai went to her, enfolded her in his arms as she broke down and sobbed. After a moment he led her inside and her friend Mrs. Walker went to follow. Sakurai touched her shoulder. “There isn’t much you can do at this point. I’ll keep an eye on them tonight. I’m sure Keiko-san will need your help in the morning.”

      * * * * *

      Mikail sat at the long table in the greeting hall, the club still pumping with music some two-stories above on ground level. He was drinking from a saucer brimming with a thick pool of sanguine fluid.

      Just as he had that night several days ago, Yun crossed the floor under those swaying fluorescent lamps and approached the table. He had a cloth sack in one hand and a knife in the other. Both objects were leaving a trail of blood on the floor.

      “It’s done.” Yun tossed the bag on the table and Mikail gave a delighted squeal. “Wonderful!”

      Mikail opened the sack and turned it over. The organ inside plopped out into the

      saucer with a splatter. “It’s still so fresh,” he said with a grin, taking up a knife and fork. “But the Mistress won’t exactly be pleased with this, you understand.”

      “The Mistress . . . .” Yun gave a short, barking laugh. “She’s dawdled enough already. It’s time we take matters into our own hands.”

      Mikail frowned a bit. “I hoped it wouldn’t come to this.”

      The old vampire shook his head. “I will do what I must,” he said quietly.

      Yun snorted. “I’m sure it’ll be difficult for you.”

      “It will!” Mikail insisted between mouthfuls of Wei’s heart, the blood oozing past his lips. “You know how fond I am of her.”

      “All the more reason to move.” Yun cleaned the flat of his knife with one of the cloth napkins on the table. “Her fondness for Wei Qing made her weak, and she’s drawn so much unnecessary attention to us already.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid you’re right.” Mikail sighed and offered the plate to Yun.

      “I think I’ll save my appetite for what’s coming next.” Yun turned down the remains of the bloody organ. “Jung Kai’s heart will taste especially good.”

      “And what of the mortals who’re trying to meddle in our affairs?”

      Yun smiled wickedly. “The two men will be taken care of, but I have something in mind for the woman.”

      Mikail gave him a long, curious look. “And what of Wei’s brother? He’s the type to seek vengeance.”

      Yun laughed. “As if he could ever pose a threat. Oh, but let him come. I’ll be waiting and sovery ready.”

      Licking his fingers clean of blood, Mikail lowered the plate to the floor and snapped his fingers. Two large, Russian wolfhounds trotted in to devour the bloody heart. “And master Sakurai? Have you forgotten him? He poses a very real threat.”

      Yun smirked. “He poses a minor inconvenience, nothing more. I’ll especially delight in slaughtering him with my bare hands.”

      Mikail frowned and Yun snorted his contempt.

      “You pathetic fool. Don’t get in my way when I kill him or I’ll take your head too.”
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      Chapter Eighteen

      Sakurai slipped back inside the house, sayuri rubbing against his legs as he closed the door. Usually the night never seemed to last long enough but tonight, the hours before the first glow of sunlight started on the horizon were going to be long.

      To say Keiko was devastated would’ve been one of those contrived descriptions someone who’s never understood or felt this kind of all-consuming sense of loss would use. She was emotionally broken and she desperately tried to cling to the pieces to keep from falling part.

      “You don’t know what you saw. It’s late and you’re tired!” Keiko babbled in

      Japanese. “That wasn’t Wei!”

      “Mom . . . .” Dai was crying. He kept letting go of her shoulder to wipe at his

      face. “Mom, listen to me.”

      “No.” Keiko pulled away from him. “I’m going to call him and you’ll see for

      yourself.”

      “Mom, he’s—” Dai choked on his words and then tried again. “He’s gone,

      okay?”

      She started weeping louder and this time didn’t pull away when Dai threw

      himself around her and buried his face in her shoulder.

      From his place by the front door, Sakurai watched. How strange this all was . . . . Not the outpouring of mortal grief—he’d seen enough if that in his lifetime to

      blanket the earth in a shroud a thousand times over. No, it was his own reaction that

      was strange to him. There mere fact that he cared about the pain this tiny family felt

      was repulsive to him, and yet he could not turn his back upon them. He’d felt that very

      pain twice before. When his mother died of a ravaging disease in a small village in

      Japan, and again the night he’d slit the throat of his lover, his adopted brother

      Kiyoshi . . . .

      “How strange,” he repeated dully. Though maybe not so strange . . . . In the past

      he’d even bargained with a sorceress in the hope of resurrecting his lover. What other

      motivation had there been but a sense of emptiness . . . . ”Of loss.”

      Dai looked up. Behind the grief, his eyes flashed with rage. “Don’t you start

      opening that fucking mouth of yours,” his voice cracked. Keiko sobbed quietly into her

      hands as he pulled away.

      “This is your goddamn fault!”

      Sakurai frowned. “Explain that to me.”

      “You and all those other fucking vampires or whatever the hell you are, you sick

      fuck!” Dai stopped in front Sakurai with his hands knotted into shaking fists. “Vampires?” Keiko mumbled as she stepped forward.Kyuuketsuki? No. It’s not

      possible.” She grabbed the back of Dai’s shirt. “It can’t be.”

      “But it is,” Dai hissed. He reached out and pulled Sakurai’s upper lip, revealing

      the fangs.

      Keiko trembled. She cried out, clinging to her remaining son like a lifeline. “No,

      no, no! Go away! Don’t hurt us please!”

      “I would never do that,” Sakurai said softly. “Never.”

      “Get out of our house you fucking monster.”

      “I can’t. Not tonight. The ones who attacked Wei may come here.” “If they do I will fucking kill them!”

      Keiko cried harder and Dai wrapped his arms around her quaking shoulders.

      “We don’t need you!”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Listen to reason, Daisuke. You know what they are capable of. Do you want to subject

      your mother to that? You can’t stop them. You’ll barely be able to slow them down. “So what are you saying—” Dai’s face twisted. “Ilet Wei die?”

      Sakurai clenched his teeth. “I’m asking you to be careful.”

      He was actuallyasking something of a mortal. If their grief didn’t resonate so

      deeply within his own soul, he might’ve laughed at himself until his belly ached. As it

      was, he reached out to touch Dai’s cheek, to wipe away one of those fat tear drops that

      might never, ever truly stop flowing.

      Pulling away with a choked cry, Dai held Keiko tighter. “Don’t! Don’t go there,

      fucker.”

      “Daisuke, please,” Keiko pleaded softly. When she looked up from her son’s

      shoulder, her skin was completely drained of color. “Stop it.”

      “She’s going into shock.” Sakurai licked at his fingertip, tasting the salty tear so

      full of bitterness.

      “Fuck you!”

      Dai led his mother upstairs, murmuring comforting words and telling her to try

      and rest because he had the necessary calls to make to arrange things. Just as he’d had

      to do for Raymond Watts, who’d lacked a family of his own.

      Sakurai made a conscious effort to stop reading the young man’s thoughts. Dai’s

      cat wandered in, rubbed against Sakurai’s leg. The vampire took a seat in one of the

      high-backed chairs in the living room and allowed the cat to jump onto his lap. Leaning

      his head back, he stroked the animal’s fur and tried to come to terms with the feelings

      swirling within him.

      * * * * *

      The ensuing three days were quite unusual, to say the least. Not wanting to intrude further, yet not willing to leave these grieving mortals alone and unprotected, Sakurai took to cloaking his presence as he followed them to the funeral parlor then the church, and then the cemetery. It was draining and he wasn’t feeding at all properly and yet he was compelled to continue on.

      The blonde bitch, Susan, showed her face, not seeming to care that Daisuke all but ignored her. She fawned over his mother and family friends and acted very much like the potential wife, staying discreetly in the background yet making her presence known as if she were a central part of things.

      With every passing hour Keiko Matsui reminded Sakurai more and more of his own mother. So elegant and with such utter regal poise she publicly handled her grief. Much in the same stoic way his mother had handled her humiliation of being taken from Shanghai and forced into becoming the servant then concubine of insufferable samurai.

      And Daisuke. Daisuke was a study in contrast. Guilt and grief colored his soul black while he, too, put on the most composed, brave front possible for those who came to pay their final respects. He even managed a few melancholy smiles as old childhood friends he hadn’t seen in years came by to offer their condolences and rehash their long gone hellion days on the streets of Chinatown.

      Sakurai watched the burial a few yards away, standing in the protective shade of a tall birch tree. Too weak to take any direct sunlight just now, he kept the collar of his long, leather coat high and wore sunglasses to help with the discomfort in his overly sensitive eyes. He stayed there, unmoving, until the cleric ended the service and the coffin was lowered slowly into the earth.

      A large, heavy-set man in his mid-sixties, a friend to the family, took Keiko away, but Dai refused to move from where he stood in front of the grave. Deciding Keiko was safe with her mortal friends for now, Sakurai stayed behind to watch after Dai. Susan started to leave with the other mourners but after a few steps, she turned and came back. Sakurai glared at the bitch through the dark tinted lenses of his glasses.

      “Maybe we should go.” Susan hooked her arm through Dai’s. “It’s getting pretty late and you must be exhausted.”

      “I’m fine.” Dai didn’t even look at her.

      She sighed and fiddled with her blouse collar. “I know how much you loved Wei

      . . . .”

      “You don’t know anything, Susan.” Dai did glance her way this time. He gave

      her a long and very cold look.

      The woman actually seemed surprised that her attempt to comfort him wasn’t

      well received. “I just want to be here for you,” she said after a bit.

      “You want a lot of things, don’t you?” Dai moved his arm so hers dropped away.

      He turned back to the grave. “Goodbye.”

      With another sigh, Susan finally took the hint and walked away. Sakurai brushed

      past her as she left, the vibes rolling off of her raising his suspicion, but not enough to

      warrant him doing something about it just now. Instead Sakurai moved next to Dai,

      wincing a little as even the late afternoon light made his few exposed areas of skin feel

      like it was being burned.

      “I know you’re there,” Dai said without looking up from the hole where his

      brother’s coffin lay. “You’ve been following us like a fucking stalker. Get out of here.

      Get out of my life.”

      “If only it were that simple,” Sakurai said with a sigh as he stopped cloaking his

      presence. He rubbed his temples. Even this simple act was draining him. How could

      lesser vampires stand living like this?

      Dai looked at him. “What do you want?”

      “Nothing.” Sakurai couldn’t help but be amused as a truly insipid thought ran

      through his mind. “I want absolutely nothing from you, Daisuke Matsui.”Except

      perhaps to see you smile.

      “Asshole.”

      Dai turned his angry visage upon the cemetery workers exiting a small truck on

      the road a few dozen yards away. They stood a discreet distance, waiting to cover the

      casket with earth. “Do it,” he growled at them. “I’ll come back later.”

      Dai stalked away and Sakurai fell into step beside him.

      “I said—”

      Sakurai cut him off. “Fuck off, I know,” he mumbled, only half meaning the

      sarcasm behind it.

      They walked up to the GTO in stony silence, the last of the sun sinking behind

      them. Dai opened the car door, but didn’t get inside. He rested his forehead on the edge

      of the roof and Sakurai shuddered as another wave of that powerful, heart-rending

      grief washed over him from Dai’s soul.

      “What doyou want fromme, Daisuke?” Sakurai whispered.

      “Change me.” He looked up, his eyes dry of tears and his jaw clenched. “Make

      me what you are.”

      Sakurai raised his eyebrows. “That’s your heart talking, not your brain.” “Change me, goddamn you.” Dai banged his fist on the car’s roof. “You have no idea what it truly involves.” Sakurai frowned. “So, no.” Dai pounded the car roof again. “You’re a fucking cold-blooded killer who can’t

      be stopped by bullets!”

      “That’s part of it, yes. But you have no idea the price of that strength.” “The fuck I don’t. I’ve seen the movies and apparently the immortality is all true

      and the other bullshit isn’t. You don’t sleep in a coffin, you aren’t a walking corpse, and

      you can even see your reflection in a fucking mirror.”

      Sakurai tilted his sunglasses down to peer over the tops. “Solitary immortality is,

      quite frankly, a bitch.”

      Dai removed his own glasses. “I. Don’t. Give. A. Flying. Fuck. I want revenge

      and that is my key to getting it.” He slipped the glasses back up. “If you won’t help me,

      I’ll find someone who will. That club had a lot of fucking vampires in it. And I heard

      stories in Chinatown when I was a kid about certain community “Elders” being

      ‘different’.”

      Sakurai shook his head. “I can’t do it, Daisuke. Not today, especially. Perhaps

      another day I’ll reconsider—”

      “Worthless fucker.” Dai got in the car and sped off in a squeal of tires and spun

      gravel.

      Sakurai watched the GTO disappear around a tree-lined bend. He walked down

      the gravel drive and sought the nearest shade to wait for the workers to finish filling

      Wei’s grave. He followed one of the men as he left for home, a man who was biding his

      time until his probation for assault was over before he went and killed the adulterous

      ex-wife of his and the bastard child he was paying support for. He took in the

      adrenaline from the man’s pathetic fight and struggle then killed him swiftly, with no

      regret.

      Fortified by the man’s blood, Sakurai returned to the now-deserted cemetery to

      await Daisuke’s arrival. It was inevitable he supposed, making Daisuke a vampire as he

      was, and yet he couldn’t do it with so much pain pouring out of the young man’s soul.

      Well, hecould, but it wouldn’t be the same as it could be if his blood were heated by the

      ambition and passion that his own had been when he and Kiyoshi had been turned. Sakurai heard Dai’s car grind to a stop on the road behind him. The man himself

      stumbled up the path a few moments later. Sakurai could smell the liquor on him even

      at this distance.

      With a sigh, he hopped off the waist-high headstone he’d been sitting on and

      approached as Dai crumpled to his knees in front of Wei’s grave. Again, the man was

      able to sense him, even when Sakurai was still a few feet away.

      “Worthless fucker.” His words were slurred, but at least he had enough brain

      power left to remember where their conversation ended last time. Sakurai said as much

      and Dai cursed him. “‘Hell with you.”

      “Go home, Dai,” Sakurai replied quietly. “There’s nothing here for you.” “You don’t know what its like to lose someone—your own brother, for fuck’s

      sake!” Dai shouted, his hands digging into the fresh soil over Wei’s grave. “Yes, I do.”

      Dai clenched his hands into fists. “Do you know what it feels like to be the one

      who as good as killed him? Do you?” he demanded.

      “Yes. I slit his throat with my own hand.”

      Dai looked back at him, disgust pouring from both his eyes and heart. “You sick

      fuck.”

      “I didn’t mortally wound him,” Sakurai said. “But I could have. I was drunk on

      the power. Drunk on the power of immortality. Drunk on the power to kill, to take

      revenge for the wrongs done to my mother and myself by the townsfolk where we

      lived. I craved the power. Lusted after the kill and the strength gained from the blood.

      Night after night I took countless lives and reveled in it. Is that what you want?” “I want to kill the fuckers who killed Wei I don’t care about anything else.” “And after you take care of them then what?” Sakurai asked.

      “I told you—I don’t give a fuck about anything else,” Dai whispered. “Then you’re ready to die? To hunt the night and live forever while those you

      consider loved ones wither and die from age and disease?”

      Dai looked up with nothing but anger and determination in his eyes. “I’m ready

      to lose anything to make sure the fucks who killed Wei are dead.”

      “You’re drunk,” Sakurai said flatly. “On more than the liquor. You’re drunk on

      this idea that vengeance is all that matters.” He bent down, grabbed Dai by the collar

      and hoisted him up. “I’m taking you home before you say anything else stupid.” “I’m not fucking going anywhere.”

      He dropped to his knees on the grave once more, and once more Sakurai hauled

      him up by the jacket collar. Dai broke away, but only because Sakurai let him. “Leave me the fuck alone!”

      Sakurai folded his arms across his chest. “Tell me. If you’re so hell bent on

      becoming a chaing-shih, then why didn’t you seek out Jung Kai or one of his ilk, or better

      yet, go to theResurrection and demand immortality from the Mistress herself.” Dai glared. “I’m not a fucking idiot. I’m not walking into their trap unless I have

      ammo equal to theirs.” He lowered his voice and his gaze. “I couldn’t get anyone on

      Mott Street to talk about getting close to Jung,” he mumbled.

      “ThenI am your only hope.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “You had the chance the other day. It’s a pity things didn’t work out.” Sakurai

      expected a good retort from Dai. Instead, the young man sat back on his heels and cried

      out at the top of his lungs. “Just leave me the hell alone!”

      He bent forward, pounded the ground.

      “I don’t want anything from you, Sakurai. I wish I didn’t dream with you or like

      it so much, or fuck—I wish I’d never even met you.” Dai spat out each word and

      wrapped his hands around the back of his neck. “But Ineed you to do this for me, damn

      you.”

      Dai sat up again, his hands dropping down to his sides. “They took his heart.

      They cut it right out of his body.”

      “And my brother’s heart was eventually ripped from his chest by a chaing shih

      whose grief rivaled yours . . . .” Sakurai breathed a sighed and slid his hands into the

      pockets of his leather coat. He tilted his head back, gazed up at the night sky. So

      peaceful here, the air so calm and filled with the scents of flowers, grass and trees. Rain

      was in the distance and closing in. He could smell it on the breeze that ruffled the ends

      of Daisuke’s hair. He turned his attention back to the young man.

      “Even if I did change you tonight, you couldn’t fight them. You need at least

      some time to feed on your own and get used to what you can do. Are you ready for

      that? Are you ready to take mortal lives to sustain your strength and healing abilities?

      We are perfectly capable of subsisting upon liquids and small amounts of food but it’s a

      pitiful existence as I’ve learned firsthand. Once you’ve tasted invincibility, being weak

      to any degree is devastating to both mind and body.”

      Dai stood, looked him in the eye. “But you did it. You let yourself grow weak

      since Wei died. And yet you claim you could have protected my mom and me if we

      needed it.”

      Sakurai shrugged. “I have the added strength of years. I have very powerful

      blood in my veins from one called Kuro, the product of both a witch and a kyuuketsuki.

      I’m not like all the others. I can do things they can’t even fathom.”

      “Ineed that kind of power, Sakurai. I need it to kill those fuckers.” “Youwant the power for now, but I doubt you have what it takes to pay the price

      for it night after night after night.” He turned his back, walked toward the road. “Fucker,” Dai muttered. He charged Sakurai. Sakurai stepped aside and Dai fell

      face first over a headstone and banged into another. He pulled himself to his feet,

      swiping away the blood that trickled from his forehead. “You like the look of my blood?

      Didn’t you get enough? You killed somebody tonight when I was gone. I know you did.

      I can tell. I can feel your presence more than I could before.”

      Smirking, Sakurai pulled his hands from his pockets and clapped oh-so-slowly. “Very perceptive, Detective.” He flicked his long hair back behind his shoulder

      with a swipe of his hand. “And that brings us to another little obstacle you haven’t

      thought of. “What will happen to your beloved career? Do you think the thirst isn’t

      going to get to you when you see blood spilled on the streets? What will happen if you

      have another incident as you did with that Lynch person? As a vampire, if you hit a

      mortal the way you hit him, you’d kill him. You could crush the life out of your mother

      by trying to give her a simple hug. Have you thought of that,my vengeful friend?” Dai said nothing. Sakurai shook his head. “The price of immortality is high,

      Daisuke. Too high for a mere man such as yourself to bear.I will deal with Yun and his

      people. Go home.”
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      Chapter Nineteen

      “Asshole.” Dai wiped his hand across the cut on his forehead again “You stay away from those fucks—I’ll kill them.” He stood up on feet undoubtedly made more unsteady by the blow to his head than from just the liquor. “You know what? Forget it. I don’t want your help.”

      So much determination for a mortal, even if what he planned to do was suicide. Sakurai had thought that kind of courage all but dead in the modern world. Then again, the label ‘New York’s Finest’ had to have come from somewhere.

      “You’re going home.” Sakurai was at Dai’s side a second later, grabbing him by the back of his belt.

      Sakurai hoisted Dai up in the air and over his shoulder.

      “Put me the fuck down!” Dai shouted, his head at Sakurai’s hip. He kicked out like a child struggling to get out of his father’s hold, even punching uselessly at the side of Sakurai’s leg. “Let me go!”

      “One day when you know me better, you’ll realize how much I’m going out of my way for you,” Sakurai muttered.

      “No!” Dai’s cries ended in a low, exhausted moan. Sakurai could smell the first of fresh, salty tears welling up in the man’s eyes.

      “Stop it—I have to do this. I can’t let him down again.” Dai’s words ended on a choked sob.

      “They were mine to kill before they were yours,” Sakurai whispered. The thought suddenly struck him. If he’d done as Jung Kai had asked all those days ago, Dai wouldn’t be suffering the way he was now. “I’m sorry, Daisuke.”

      “I hate you.” Dai said weakly, apparently too worn out to offer any more protest. “God, I hate you.”

      He was asleep by the time Sakurai reached the GTO and he was still out when Sakurai carried him up to his apartment. Dai was safe here; Yun and the others would think twice about sending an assassin for him, knowing that Sakurai was in the room above. Their botched attempt on Sakurai’s life had cost them enough to be too wary to do it again.

      Leaving Dai on the sofa, Sakurai slipped out through the fire escape and dropped down soundlessly to the ground. He made his way quickly on foot toward Jung Kai’s stronghold, planning to have him and his minions handle the pathetic blood drinkers theShan ching had created.

      Death greeted him at the building’s entrance.

      The two human guards who kept watch in the lobby both had their heads nearly severed from their bodies. Knife wounds and bite marks covered what was left of their flesh.

      “Wonderful.” Sakurai smiled, not in the least fucking way amused. He could already imagine what he’d find in the Elder’s quarters, but he went anyway. As soon as he stepped off the elevator, he realized his imagination wasn’t as creative as the other vampires’ had been.

      Hundreds of six-inch long iron nails pinned Jung Kai’s body to the wall. The curtains in the hallway had been ripped off the windows so the morning light would burn away the shredded flesh, leaving only the skeleton behind. Jung Kai’s head was on the floor at the foot of the body. His eyes had been taken out and his mouth propped open with another one of those nails, revealing the fact that the Elder’s fangs had been removed. Where those had been placed, Sakurai could only guess.

      Covering his mouth with a hand, Sakurai laughed. Either this Mistress and her dogs were insane andwanted to be slaughtered, or they were confident in some new strength they possessed.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Sakurai’s laughter faded and he exited the building. “The slaughtering part works for me either way.”

      And it looked like Daisuke would get the opportunity he wanted, after all.

      Of course, an occasion such as this needed some preparation and Sakurai prepared by seeking out a small, seedy club tucked away in a basement in Manhattan. He learned of this place from the minds of that female he’d toyed with along with Mikail that night at theResurrection. This was where the young ones came to relax away from the watchful eyes of their superiors.

      Via the Internet, the club welcomed the mortal youth obsessed with the “vampire lifestyle”—and in reality brought them to their own slaughter. Well, at least tonight, many of them would be spared---if he was feeling merciful.

      He was, but just barely.

      Sakurai wasted no time. The lust for blood must have tinged his aura, perfumed his scent. From the moment he slipped in through doors, his prowess as a hunter was apparent to the handful of vampires scattered throughout the club. Even the mortals could perceive the intensity brimming under the surface of his skin.

      Though the music continued reverberating in the dark expanse of the dance floor, conversations were silenced and people stared. Sakurai enjoyed the attention, his lip curling. One look at his expression was enough to warn most of the humans away, their instincts obviously telling them to leave as quickly as possible because something clearlynot good was about to happen. But the vampires, understanding the threat at last, were foolish enough to attack.

      When Sakurai finished with them, their blood had stained the entire dance floor in a crimson wash. Five bodies lay in broken heaps about him, and the music continued to pulse through the club’s walls, uninterrupted.

      All in all, a very good way to get his point across to the Mistress. Sakurai flicked his tongue over a trickle of vampire blood running down his finger, smirking.

      * * * * *

      Dai was jolted awake by a splash of cold water to the face. He opened his eyes, surprised to find himself on his bed. Naked, spread-eagle, his arms and legs restrained. Sakurai loomed over him like some stereotypical Prince of Darkness, his long hair tousled, his shirt half-open, his chest spattered with blood. But whose blood? Oh God, not his mother or the Mageras.

      “ Stop imagining such stupid shit,” Sakurai’s voice boomed inside Dai’s head. “Are you gonna fuck me and kill me now?”

      “That had been the original plan, but it changed along the way.” Sakurai stepped

      closer, reached out, trailed a finger still sticky with drying blood down the center of Dai’s chest. “So very much changed along the way, pet, and I’m not certain if I will ever truly be comfortable with it.”

      Dai pulled at the restraints, even though he knew it was pointless. The leather straps around his wrists were tight enough to dig into the skin. If he kept struggling, he was going to start drawing blood.

      Like it mattered, anyway. Not from what he could tell, based on the look in the crimson depths of Sakurai’s eyes.

      It wasn’t the possibility of cruelty lurking there that made Dai’s heart race now.

      “Like I am comfortable with it?” Dai’s breathing was starting to get heavy. He yanked at the restraints again, just to do something with the building tension in his body. “Yeah, it’s a fucking trip being obsessed with a monster.” A monster who understood his deepest longings, one who actually had a shred of humanity underneath the blood-lust.

      “You understand, don’t you? This isn’t some insipid film. The wounds have to be fatal before my blood can heal you and give you new life. There is always the chance a mortal body cannot survive the trauma.”

      “I’ll do what I have to do to avenge my brother.”

      Sakurai simply stared down at him for the longest time then turned away toward the bathroom.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I want this filth off me first.”

      Dai stared at the open bathroom door, watching wisps of steam as Sakurai showered, unable to stop the mental images from filling his head. Sakurai. Himself. Fuck, this wasn’t the time for crazy shit like that. The water stopped and he kept watching. Waiting.

      Sakurai approached the bed, a towel wrapped round his lean hips. He flicked the bedside light on to its brightest setting and looked down, that fucking smirk of his there in all it’s glory.

      “This is the perfect time for crazy shit like that,” he said, reaching out and running his index finger along Dai’s growing erection. “Your passion makes your blood more intoxicating than the finest wine. I like that. You’ll understand in time—if you truly want this to happen.”

      “I want it!”

      The smirk faded from Sakurai’s handsome face. “I won’t abide a companion who hasn’t the stomach to kill, to properly pay the price for the strengths we have.”

      Dai clenched his jaw. “So what do you want from me then?” he demanded. “My life? Then fine—take it. After I make sure the bastards who killed my brother pay, you can do whatever the hell you want to me.”

      Sakurai leaned over and just barely touched his lips to Dai’s chin.

      “I can do whatever I wantnow, can’t I?” the vampire whispered. It was more a statement than a question. “But what I don’t want is for you to change.”

      “That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” As angry and scared as he was, Dai still turned his face toward Sakurai so their lips met.

      “To change your body, yes.” Sakurai pulled back and cocked his head to one side. He studied Dai for a long time before speaking again. “But not your soul, not who and what you are within.”

      Dai closed his eyes. “I don’t care.”

      “But I do.”

      An involuntary moan made its way out of Dai’s throat as Sakurai traced his cool fingers over the hot skin of Dai’s cock. “Why?”

      “Because I think I’m in love.”

      Dai opened his eyes and stared.

      Sakurai grimaced. “Yes, it is rather a distasteful thing to admit. But to use a phrase that lingers in the far reaches of your mind—it is what it is.”

      “I don’t have time for this,” Dai said.

      Sakurai’s expression hardened. “You can’t conceal your thoughts from me—yet. But I have no desire to speak what we both know is there for whatever reason.”

      He skimmed his fingers along Dai’s thighs, his eyebrow quirking when Dai involuntarily spread his legs wider. “My standards and expectations are strict and the thought that my efforts this night might be wasted quite frankly sickens me.”

      Daisuke strained against his bonds, tried to sit up, eager to lash out with his body as well as his tongue. “Then what the fuck do you want? Do you want me to promise to slaughter old ladies and cripples so I can live forever?”

      Sakurai sneered and stepped away from the bed, his arms folded across his chest. “I want to see you retain the vestiges of humanity I was so quick to discard when Kuro turned me. I don’t want to see you deny what you are and live as some guiltriddled specter as my Kiyoshi did for too long.”

      Dai gritted his teeth and fought as best he could his growing desire for the man —thecreature—before him. “I want to avenge my brother. I want you to help me. I’ll deal with the rest after.”

      In an instant, Sakurai leapt on the bed and grabbed Dai’s hair, forcing him to look straight up into his eyes. “Keeping with the modern mentality--buy now, pay later, right?”

      Dai growled and snapped his head out of Sakurai’s grip.

      “I’m not going to spend eternity regretting this or wishing for something different, goddamn it.” He met Sakurai’s stare and held it. “And I’m fucking serious-you can kill me afterwards, if I end up being such a ‘waste’ of your time.” Dai’s voice cracked.

      “That thought disappoints you.” Sakurai slipped a hand under Dai’s neck, drawing Dai as far up as the restraints allowed. “It hurts you to think I’d stop feeling for you.”

      “You don’t know shit,” Dai lied viciously. “I don’t care what you think you know about me.”

      “It is what it is, Daisuke,” Sakurai whispered before flicking his tongue across Dai’s lips.

      Dai shuddered, hating himself for it, yet savoring every second as Sakurai’s tongue flicked over his lips again then slid down along the sensitive skin of his throat then further to the center of his chest. The vampire nipped at his taut nipple and Dai gasped as he felt blood ooze. He groaned when Sakurai lapped it up then climbed onto the bed to straddle his waist.

      He squirmed against the restraints as Sakurai reached to squeeze his cock. “It’s a pity things weren’t able to progress more slowly as I had hoped. Your mentor had a great many interesting toys in his chest. So many things to use on you, to watch that passion flare in your eyes and flush your skin, as it is now.”

      Dai’s gaze slid from Sakurai’s intense stare down to the vampire’s erect cock, so close yet so inaccessible. He licked his lips, regretting his actions when the vampire answered with that fucking smirk of his.

      “Regret nothing, Daisuke. Never regret.” Sakurai leaned forward, captured his mouth in a hard kiss, invaded his mouth with his experienced tongue, and Dai found himself waiting to taste the blood again as he had the other day.

      I knew you liked it, despite your protests. You’ll need to crave it and you will. Wait until you are able to discern the different taste from different people from different situations you find them in. But the sweetest blood, pet, is that tinged with lust. And your lust is most delicious.

      Sakurai pulled back, sat upright and grazed his fingernails the length of Dai’s chest. Dai squirmed as he felt his skin open, the blood seeping. He clenched his jaw to contain the whimper as Sakurai leaned in again and began to lick the blood, stroking each long, shallow gash with his tongue, back and forth, again and again.

      He didn’t expect a kiss but when it came he eagerly drew the vampire’s tongue into his mouth and sucked at his own blood. A muffled cry of protest escaped him when Sakurai pulled back, tossing his mane of damp hair in the process.

      Grinning, Sakurai caressed Dai’s lips with his fingertips. “There are other things for you to do with that lovely mouth.”

      Dai didn’t really start to hate the ties holding him back until now. He tugged at them, desperate to wrap his arms around Sakurai’s neck, to draw him back into an embrace. He wanted to take that hard, teasing cock rubbing against his belly into his mouth, to drink up the thick spurts that were sure to follow.

      “Shit!” He cried out in frustration and desire, knowing that his wrists were being cut into only by the slick, hot streaks of blood that trailed down his forearms. Dipping low, barely brushing his lips over Dai’s, the strands of his hair tickling the sides of Dai’s face, Sakurai taunted him. “How badly do you want this?”

      Jerking and pulling at the leather restraints, Dai let out another primal cry. His shoulders ached from the force he exerted as he tried to break the bonds. One of them actually snapped and Sakurai stared down at him in surprise as Dai reached up to grab the back of the vampire’s neck. Dai pulled Sakurai down halfway to meet his sloppy, desperately hungry kiss, and he didn’t let go until Sakurai gave his cock a painful squeeze.

      With a whimper, Dai dropped back down to the mattress. Sakurai crouched over him, his crimson eyes glittering.

      “Now you’ll have to keep yourself from touching me without the straps to help.” He smiled, but Dai noticed he didn’t seem quite as self-assured as before. Sakurai arched a brow. “Are you strong enough for that?”

      Dai gritted his teeth and nodded. He grabbed the bedrail overhead and closed his eyes. He groaned as Sakurai fondled his balls, then stroked his aching cock, but didn’t let go. Sakurai’s free hand raked across Dai’s chest, leaving more sharp cuts in their wake and this time he didn’t bother to soothe the pain with his tongue.

      Instead, he smeared the blood onto his palm. “Look at me.”

      Dai complied and watched Sakurai lick the blood from his hand. His eyes shone with a light that spoke of ruthlessness and an unnatural hunger that paled in comparison to the countless horror movies Dai had seen.

      “When you take your revenge, Daisuke, I want you to savor every drop spilled. Their heads will be your prize; take them without remorse.”

      “I will.”

      “You’d better.”

      Without another word, Sakurai shifted to straddle Dai’s upper chest. He swiped his hand behind him to pick up more blood then stroked himself before jutting his hips forward to brush against Dai’s waiting lips. “Suck it. But don’t touch.”

      Dai gripped the rail so hard he thought he’d either crack the wood or break his hand.

      He raised his head to wrap his lips around Sakurai’s cock. The engorged flesh filled his mouth as he eagerly sucked as much of it in as he could without gagging himself. The bitter taste of Sakurai’s skin sent a shudder of pleasure through his body, the precum burning on his tongue the way it had each time Dai had sampled the vampire’s semen. He moved his lips harder, his jaw aching as he opened wider to take more of it in, his appetite growing with every passing moment.

      Sakurai grabbed both sides of Dai’s head and readjusted himself, rising up to align himself with Dai’s open mouth and throat. He pushed in.

      Dai almost choked and then Sakurai’s voice drifted through his mind, telling him not to force it, but to invite it. Sakurai’s cock slipped in deeper with each of his short, gentle strokes. He fucked Dai’s face, and Dai took it deeper into his throat than he would’ve thought he could manage.

      Sakurai stiffened then a series of gushing spurts poured forth. Dai couldn’t even try to swallow—he just let the liquid run down his throat and sink into his belly, burning the entire way.

      Sakurai pulled out long before Dai was ready to release him, but Sakurai offered a deep kiss in return. “You’ve only just begun, Daisuke. Don’t fail me now.”

      “I won’t. Do it! Do what it takes!”

      Sakurai stroked his cheek, drew blood with razor like nails and licked it away. “I will, but first a small reward for your obedience thus far.”

      The vampire shifted, turned his back to Dai while still straddling him, and began to stroke his aching cock with maddeningly slow strokes. Dai writhed and held on to the desire to reach out and touch Sakurai. He wanted to feel the muscles of his back, to grab his long, black hair and tug the vampire down on top of him.

      “Ah ah ah. Stay those impulses, Daisuke, unless I instruct otherwise.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Sakurai replied with a laugh before taking his fingernails and cutting into Dai’s cock on his next upward stroke. Dai cried out in a mix of agony and ecstasy, the ecstasy winning out when Sakurai covered him with his hot mouth, licking and sucking him with a methodic pace that made Dai snap the other leather tie binding his wrist. He gripped at the sheets, bucked his hips up, straining to have Sakurai take him fast and deep.

      When the vampire finally heightened the pace, Dai went with it, his breath quickening, his body sweating, growing more tense as the pressure built.

      “I thought you never sucked,” he managed to gasp out. Sakurai’s throaty laugh vibrated Dai to the very core.

      I don’t, pet. I bite.

      Dai’s come exploded. Sakurai pulled free and tore into his groin with nails and teeth. Dai felt his blood flow as his climax spiraled to its conclusion and a weird dizzying euphoria gripped him. He felt weak, about to pass out. Oh fuck, was he dying?

      Sakurai sucked hard, drained him until he danced along the edge of unconsciousness, and then the vampire pulled away. He covered Dai’s body with his, dug his nails into the side of his own throat until the blood spilled forth.

      “Drink it now! Drink until you can’t swallow any more!”

      Dai grabbed Sakurai’s shoulder when the vampire snatched him into an embrace. The blood was thick, hot as liquid fire and it made him gag but he wanted it. He needed it and he swallowed it like a man rescued from the desert and placed before a rushing stream.

      How long he drank, Dai couldn’t begin to guess. He pressed his lips to Sakurai’s throat and prayed the flow would never stop. Everything else had been pushed completely from his mind.

      Enough.

      No-it wasn’t enough! Dai gripped Sakurai’s shoulder tighter, dug his nails into his skin. He guzzled deeper, pushed his tongue into the wound to draw out more of the delicious fluid.

      “Enough!” Sakurai shouted. The sound of his voice echoed in Dai’s ear, shattering the thrall.

      Sakurai sat back on his knees, still straddling Dai. Breathing heavily, he clutched at the wound on his neck with a trembling hand. Dai tried to reach up to caress Sakurai’s beautiful face but couldn’t raise his arm. He could barely even keep his eyes open.

      “What’s happening?” he whispered. Sakurai swayed unsteadily on top of him, the blood still oozing through his fingers.

      “Fuck,” Sakurai breathed before collapsing off to the side, half on top of Dai, half on the mattress. “We’re going to have one hell of a hang-over.”
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      Chapter Twenty

      What happened?”

      Yun surveyed the main hall under the small club,Night Life, his arms folded across his chest. Mikail paced the only spot on the floor not drenched in the blood or flesh of the young vampires slaughtered throughout the room.

      “His mark is everywhere.” Mikail knotted his hands together in a fretful gesture, his gaze darting wildly around the room at the many bloody Chinese characters scrawled on the walls and other flat surfaces. “Sakurai did this in retaliation.”

      Yun laughed. “He murdered a few children—big deal. I bet he meant this to serve as a ‘warning’, but it’s only a joke.”

      “What if he summons the rest of thechiang shih? Jung Kai has followers outside the city who’ll hear of this and want blood for blood!” Mikail muttered under his breath. “And the Mistress won’t be pleased; some of these young ones were her favorites.”

      That only made Yun snort louder and more disdainfully. “By the time they come for vengeance, Sakurai will be dead and with his blood in us we’ll be too powerful to be stopped by anyone.”

      * * * * *

      Groaning, Sakurai rolled on to his side. The light from the lamp on the nightstand burned his eyes—a bad sign that he was weaker than he’d thought he’d be. He reached over and clicked it off, sighing at the pleasant darkness that enveloped the room. According to the alarm clock, it was a quarter to four in the morning. He’d slept only an hour and a half, at the most.

      And he felt like total shit.

      Underneath him, Daisuke lay still. Too still. Sakurai forced himself up into a sitting position, shaking off the lightheaded wave of nausea. He touched the man’s cheeks with both hands and found him cool to the touch, but not cold enough to be dead. Dai’s heart continued to beat—much slower than it had in his mortal life, but with a regular, steady rhythm.

      The change had worked—Dai had survived. But the next hour before dawn was critical for them both.

      Sakurai smiled and kissed Dai on the mouth, stealing the faint breath that passed over the newbornchiang shih’s lips.

      Wake up. He caressed Dai’s throat and traced his fingers over the raw cuts on the young man’s chest and abdomen. When he got no response, he reached lower and squeezed Dai’s balls. Immediately, Dai’s cock jerked to life, pulling the young man out of sleep.

      Get up, dai-dai. Sakurai laughed weakly.

      “I think I’m still dying,” Dai murmured drowsily. He tried to sit up without opening his eyes and collapsed back to the mattress with a whimper. “What did you do to me?”

      “You lost a lot of blood.” Sakurai touched the superficially healed gash on Dai’s thigh. “We both did and we’re both very weak right now. We need to hunt.”

      “I don’t think I can take those fuckers on just now.”

      Frowning, Sakurai breathed a disgusted sigh.

      “We need to feed, to heal and regain our strength. We’re vulnerable like this.”

      Daisuke opened his eyes and stared but said nothing.

      If you’re having a stroke of conscious, I’ll kill you now and be done with it. I’m not.

      Why am I doubting that?

      “I don’t know,” Dai said softly.

      Uttering a Mandarin curse, Sakurai got out of the bed and grabbed his leather pants from the bathroom then took a button-front shirt from Dai’s closet.Fucking useless mortal heart. He laughed when Dai shot out of the bed and grabbed a handful of his hair to spin him around.

      “I am not useless.” He released him, and then threw on black jeans, a dark gray sweater and his boots. He waited while Sakurai put on his own boots then followed his new mentor out.

      As soon as they stepped out of the building, the city assaulted Dai’s newly heightened senses. He shrank back against the doorway and covered his ears with his hands in a futile attempt to block out sounds he wasn’t ‘hearing’ in the true sense of the word. “Holy shit,” he gasped and squeezed his eyes shut. “So many people . . . talking at once . . . .”

      Sakurai turned back and took him by the wrist, pulling his hands away from his ears. “It’s your psychic power growing faster than you can adjust for it. You’re picking up the thoughts of the thousands of people living close by. In time you’ll learn to block it. For now you’ll have to get used to it.” He guided Dai away from the building’s entrance and a bit further down the street until Dai gasped in pain and stopped to lean against the counter of a closed newspaper stand.

      “I’m impressed.” Sakurai touched his temple and hissed. “I can feel your psychic energy. It can take a chiang shih years to focus that ability.”

      “Great,” Dai whispered shakily.

      “I warned you my blood is strong.” Sakurai chuckled.

      Dai’s vision blurred a bit as his control on the new found power wavered. “Is there some way to get all the other noises to stop pounding in my head?”

      Sakurai drew Dai’s hand close and placed it over his heart. “Concentrate on me,” he said softly. Listen to the beat of my heart. Feel it.

      Listen to his heart. Right. That was good. That helped a lot actually. But the way it felt . . . . The feeling was not so good. Itwas good, but in all the wrong ways for right now.

      Sakurai’s silent laughed echoed in Dai’s mind.

      Asshole.

      Yes, you can feel it there, too, can’t you?

      Shit, he couldn’t counter that because hecould feel it. He could feel that steady

      sensual pulsing all through is own body and he wondered if he’d be sporting a hard-on non-stop throughout all eternity.

      We can think of ways to alleviate it when it’s gets to be too trying.

      Smart shit . . . .

      Concentrating on the steady beat of Sakurai’s heart, Dai followed the older vampire into the center of Chinatown. Into the back alleys where even the locals rarely tread. It was so different from what he remembered from his childhood. The sights were so much more clear, the smells of food and humanity so much stronger than he’d ever experienced.

      Yes, it’s one of the few things the fiction writers have gotten correct. Ah, here they are, right up ahead.

      Dai swallowed and licked his lips. Without really thinking he touched the tip of his tongue to the roof of his mouth and immediately his canines extended like a cat’s claws. Shit. It was really true.

      The thirst hit him like a punch to the gut. Subconsciously, he’d been aware of the desire welling up inside of him. But he’d ignored it, thinking it only his desire for Sakurai. And yeah, there was that, alright—if he let his thoughts drift out of focus, all he could imagine was the taste of Sakurai’s cock.

      But this close to fresh blood . . . .

      Dai could smell it brimming in the bodies of the three kids hanging out behind a seedy bar, stronger than the alcohol they drank or the cigarettes they smoked. It stirred something primal inside of Dai, made his mouth water, his body tense and his fangs ache to tear into their young throats.

      “Do you really think you can take them?” Sakurai breathed into his ear, clearly amused.

      “Yeah,” Dai said as he watched the little bastards from the shadows and let their thoughts drift into his head. These were the little fuckers his friend Cal had been wanting to get the goods on a few weeks back. They worked for a Fukienese tong and had been earning their shitty keep by harassing vegetable and fish vendors. The old people wouldn’t talk. None of the old folks who’d gotten away from the Mainland talked to anyone in authority, let alone turned to them for help. At the precinct, there was a saying: It is what it is. Nothing in Chinatown had changed, nor would it ever. And this part of New York was a world unto itself, the new independent gang fuckers made a killing both literally and figuratively off the sweat of hard-working people’s backs. But these shits weren’t content to collect the protection money as ordered…no, they had other ways to amuse themselves, like assault and rape.

      Sakurai watched from a distance as Dai fed. Once his thirst had been slaked and the gang members lay in a limp heap, Daisuke came back to him, pausing for one telling moment along the way.

      This is not a unique situation. This is the way it is for you now. If you haven’t the stomach for it once Yun and the others have been dealt with, tell me now.

      “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me,” Dai muttered, wiping the blood from his chin with the back of his hand then licking it away.

      Sakurai raised an eyebrow and smirked. “You are taking to the taste of it pretty well.”

      “I’m a quick study.” Dai raked a hand through his hair, shuddering as the fresh blood circulated through his system. “Shit . . . .” He breathed in deeply and tilted his face up to the starless sky.

      “It feels good, doesn’t it?” Sakurai watched him carefully for the first sign of weakness.

      “That word hardly covers it.” Dai held his hands overhead, examining them in the blue neon lights from the bar. “Everything is so different. I could taste their . . . life . . . as I was taking it. Does that even make sense?”

      Sakurai laughed. “You’re starting to make my mouth water.”

      “Huh.” Dai exhaled and looked around him with the dazed expression of someone whose senses were on the verge of being overloaded.

      “My turn.” Sakurai grabbed Dai’s wrist and pulled him down the alley. “Those little fucks were easy to take from; I’ll show you what a real hunt is like.”

      When they reached the chainlink fence at the end, Sakurai jumped straight up and gracefully leapt over the 8-foot height to drop as easily as a cat on the other side. Dai followed on pure instinct, too drawn by Sakurai to even realize this kind of movement would’ve been impossible in a mortal body. They took off running as soon as their feet touched the ground, stopping only when they reached a park a few miles away.

      Sakurai passed the few homeless guys they saw sleeping on benches, even ignored the one lone jogger in sweats that Dai was sure had to be the most fucked up nutcase to be running around alone at this hour and in this city.

      “Can you smell his blood?”

      Dai thought Sakurai had meant the jogger until he picked up the tangy scent of blood tinged with lust. There was another man up ahead, walking away from them with his head bent low and his hands stuffed into his pockets. There was a tension in his posture and an overall air about the man that set off Dai’s instincts as a cop. Now that he was a vampire, the feeling was intensified.

      What is he?

      He’s a hunter like us. Sakurai’s eyes flashed. That makes the kill more exciting.

      Whatever it was the man was hunting, Dai knew it wasn’t good. Not that he would’ve protested at the way Sakurai darted forward without making a sound, snatching the man in his arms and dragging him under one of the small bridges decorating the park’s landscape. He felt a certain satisfaction as he watched his lover bite into the man’s throat and drain the life out of him. Dai was enthralled, observing silently, holding his breath. When Sakurai dropped the lifeless body, Dai sucked in some air at last.

      Sakurai came up to him and Dai couldn’t stop himself from grabbing at the front of the otherchiang shih’s shirt to pull him close. He wanted to kiss him--to fuck him right here where they were standing. He got a good knock on the side of his head for it, too.

      “What the fuck?” Dai pushed him and rubbed at the spot above his ear. “Bastard.”

      “Bitch,” Sakurai teased him back. “You can’t afford to lose focus. I bet you didn’t even notice we’re being followed.”

      Dai’s first impulse was to say, “So,” until he sensed the watcher’s gaze. His neck hairs rose and he whipped around, knowing immediately that what he sensed wasn’t human.

      “It’s a demon,” Sakurai said dryly, his eyes glowing a fierce scarlet now that he’d fed. “I’ve dealt with these little shits before in the apartment. It’s fun, but gets old quickly.”

      And then he was gone on the trail of this new prey, disappearing into the shadows faster than Dai’s sight could track him.

      Shit! Think Detective Dumbass. Think, Dai ordered himself. Concentrate on me. Listen to the beat of my heart. Feel it.

      Dai closed his eyes a moment and struggled to get back that particular sensation, that steady beating rhythm echoing from Sakurai that matched the tempo of his own heart. He let it tickle at the edges of his senses, slowly draw him forward. The more steps he took the more he felt Sakurai’s presence and he didn’t realize he was running at top speed until he noticed the landscape around him beginning to blur.

      It was a shock to his heightened perception when his cell phone rang and vibrated in the pocket of his jeans. He ignored it at first, intent on finding Sakurai, but then he realized it may be his mother. Stopping, he pulled out the phone and flipped it open.

      “Dai are you there? Please. It’s Susan. Help me—”

      “Susan! What’s wrong?”

      A man’s laugh echoed from the other end. Then the line went dead.

      Dai looked at the screen. The call had come from Susan’s apartment phone. Shit.

      The change wasn’t just enhancing his senses or strength. Any emotions Dai felt seemed sharper, more vivid, too. The scared tone of Susan’s voice triggered a strong protective reaction that drove him to race through the park without even consciously mapping out the way to Long Island and her apartment—he just went.

      He pictured his brother and Watts, two people he’d loved so much . . . and let down so badly. Dai felt the grief stab him through the chest like a knife, and he stopped to lean against the back of a building until the pain subsided enough for him to keep moving.

      He wasn’t going to let it happen again to anyone. Not to his mother, or even Sakurai . . . .

      When he got to the back of Susan’s building, he easily jumped the nine feet to grab onto the end of the fire escape and climb up. Dai forced open her apartment window, snapping the locks right off in the process, and jumped inside. Susan was coming out of the kitchen with a couple of glasses of wine and gave a start when she saw him. She dropped one of the goblets, spilling the liquor.

      “Susan!” He looked her over, trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with her—why she’d called in a panic.

      “We were expecting you to use the front door, Matsui. What’d you do, break every traffic law in the state to get here so fast?”

      Dai turned, finally registering the two other people in the room. Brandt had spoken from his spot on the couch; Diaz was crouched by the bookcase looking through Susan’s collection of CDs.

      Shit. Sakurai had warned him to be careful with this bitch, hadn’t he?

      Diaz made a face, pulling his lips away from his teeth and snapping them at Dai. “Nice dental work, fuckface. That’s one thing we weren’t expecting.”

      “Not after the way they made a mess out of little brother Wei Wei,” Brandt said from behind a cold smile.

      The words had barely left Brandt’s lips when Dai snatched him up and shoved him against the wall, his fangs aching to bite into the bastard’s jugular. “Don’t even speak his name, you fuck.”

      Far from appearing afraid, Brandt smirked. “Now, now Detective, control yourself or we’ll have to do it for you.”

      “Asshole.” Dai struggled with the primal instinct compelling him to feed. The inner struggle was just long enough for Susan to come up unnoticed behind him.

      “Do it Lenzer!” Diaz shouted.

      Dai looked back just as Susan drove a large iron nail into his back. The pain was like a gunshot wound he’d gotten his fifth year on the job, only this pain—the agony— was amplified by his new awareness and something more. It burned like acid, zapped his strength as he crumpled to his knees.

      “I’m sorry, Dai. I have to.” Susan kissed him lightly then took another nail with a small paper prayer charm attached and slammed it into his right shoulder.

      The pain and lightheadedness swept over Dai. He fell onto his back, driving the nail farther in. Crying out, he tried to sit, to pull the spike from, his shoulder, but he barely had the strength to move. “I’ll kill you fuckers for this. All of you.”

      Susan bit her lip, wrung her hands, tried to back away, but Brandt grabbed her arm and kept her in place. “Big talk from a fallen man—er, vampire, Matsui.”

      Diaz stepped on Dai’s chest, flicked cigarette ashes in his face. “It looks like your master or whoever you fucked for this didn’t teach you much, did he? Or was it a she?”

      “Definitely a guy, Carlos,” Brandt said. “You need to see that DVD. He takes it up the ass real good. Maybe we should give it a try before we go.”

      Susan whimpered. Dai snarled. “I will so fucking kill you.”

      Diaz laughed, crouched to put out his cigarette on Dai’s forehead. “Then kill me, go on.”

      Dai managed to grab the bastard’s jacket but he couldn’t do much more. Fuck! Sakurai hadn’t told him anything about this shit!

      Diaz grabbed Dai’s balls and squeezed. “We better not bother. He probably has some fucking Asian VampAIDS or some shit.”

      Brandt got a good laugh at that.

      “No kidding,” he sneered, squatting down by Dai’s head. “Guess he fucks too good for you to say ‘no’, eh, Matsui?”

      “What the hell are you two talking about?” Susan asked and folded her arms across her chest.

      “Shall I break it to her?” Brandt patted Dai’s cheek condescendingly and almost had his hand bitten off. He pulled away fast enough though and Dai’s teeth clamped down on empty air. “Watch it, tiger.”

      Diaz squeezed Dai again—harder this time. Combined with the agony of those fucking nails burning and stabbing into his body, the pain blurred Dai’s vision.

      “Oh, let me tell her.” Diaz chuckled.

      “Tell me what, damn it?” Susan snapped.

      “Your boyfriend’s a cocksucker, Lenzer. Literally.” Diaz stood up, laughing. “Sorry, honey—he’s been too busy chasing a vampire’s dick to give a shit about you.”

      “Christ,” Susan muttered and rubbed the sides of her head. “This is a joke.”

      “You didn’t show her the video?” Brandt laughed at Dai.

      “There’s a video?” Susan’s jaw dropped.

      “Complete with him moaning while the vamp shoves it up into his asshole.”

      “Shit!” she whispered furiously.

      Diaz snickered. “Your pussy isn’t that good anyway, honey.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Both of you—shut up,” Brandt said coldly, grabbing Dai by the collar of his shirt and standing him up. “He’s weak enough to handle now. Let’s go.”

      Dai tried to kick out and managed only to spasm. The nail pinched the nerves in his spine, sending wave after wave of a nauseating, throbbing pain. Blood-filled bile filled his mouth.

      “Easy, easy.” Brandt slammed him against the wall. The back of Dai’s head hit the wall and his vision was temporarily lost in a white burst.

      “Don’t make us rough you up now, Matsui. The Mistress might want that pleasure all to herself. You and your brother must have done something bad to piss her off enough to want him dead like that. We’re betting she wants the same pleasure for you.”

      Dai snarled from behind his clenched jaws in a rage. “You motherfuckers,” he choked out through the pain. “I swear to God—I’m going to kill you.”

      Brandt slammed his head against the wall once more. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Tell it to someone who gives a shit.”
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      Chapter Twenty-One

      The stab of pain hit Sakurai dead center as he let the demon’s lifeless body slide from his grasp, and a feral growl rumbled up from within his chest. Daisuke. He called out silently for his lover but received no reply. He knew the young man’s powers were still weak, but adequate enough that he should have heeded the call—if he were able.

      “Fuck.”

      He kicked the demon’s corpse aside and headed back toward the park to pick up Daisuke’s trail. It led to that blonde bitch’s apartment. And there had been others. Men. Adversaries. A prickling on his arm caught Sakurai’s attention and he looked to the left.

      “My, such ingenious little bastards,” he said, picking up the fallen iron nail with the Buddhist prayer charm attached. It did nothing more than burn his skin, as touching a hot cooking pot might, but to a new vampire, one whose mortal sense of fucking chivalry would have gotten him caught unawares . . . .”They shall pay for this, pet, and then you and I will have a little talk.”

      * * * * *

      The car turned onto West 20th. They drove past the Resurrection before turning down a side street to get to the club’s basement entrance. Through the tinted car windows, Dai saw the place dark and closed down for what was left of the night. Which wasn’t much. The sky was already turning a dingy yellow on the horizon and it prickled his skin when Brandt yanked him out of the back seat and tossed him out onto the pavement.

      Dai hit the concrete hard and winced, though he refused to cry out.

      “What’s the matter?” Brandt grabbed him by the collar, dragging him roughly along toward the back stairs. “I thought you liked it rough, bad boy.”

      Dai wanted to call him every kind of motherfucker but the best he could muster as pain flared around the iron in his back was a unintelligible growl.

      Two more car doors slammed shut as Diaz and Susan stepped out onto the sidewalk. That bitch—when Dai caught site of her, he finally felt something other than the pain—a fury that would’ve made some of the tempers he’d seen on the streets look like shit in comparison.

      She caught his look and narrowed her eyes.

      “You did it to me first, baby,” Susan muttered, giving him the finger.

      Brandt threw him down the stairs before Dai had a chance to tell the little slut off. He hit the bottom—hard. Brandt came down, taking the steps two at a time, and lifted him up. Blood spattered the floor where he’d landed. That was the only way Dai noticed he was starting to bleed from where the nails were piercing him.

      Brandt pounded on the metal door.

      “Mailman,” he called out. “I’ve got a special delivery for the Mistress. It’s nice and gift wrapped, too.”

      A set of glowing yellow eyes stared back at Brandt from the tiny peep window set into the door. The door swung open and Brandt stepped inside, dragging Dai with him, only to be shoved against the wall hard enough to crack his skull. He crumpled to the floor, leaving a scarlet trail along the bricks as he slid.

      “This one is mine,” Yun said.

      Diaz and Susan tried to back out but their exit was blocked by a group of demons at the bottom of the steps on the other side of the door.

      Diaz took a look at those demons stalking in, with their disproportioned bodies and the rows of pointed, crooked teeth, and pissed himself. The sharp, acidic odor of urine reached Dai’s nostrils even through the sickening scent of Brandt’s blood.

      “W-wait!” Diaz stammered and pointed at Dai. “We brought that little shit for you to make nice. We’re all friends here!”

      Susan made a strangled little noise in the back of her throat as one of the demons touched her ankle, leaving a gash with its sharp claws. “Oh God, oh God, oh God . . . .”

      “Yes,” Yun hissed darkly. “My little ones arevery friendly, especially to the ladies.”

      In a blur of knife-sharp teeth and claws, the demons jumped on top of Diaz all at once.

      His and Susan’s screams pierced Dai’s sensitive ears and he winced.

      “Oh, don’t let this bother you,” Yun said in a sickening sweet tone. “Let’s go someplace quiet, yes? And I’ll make you feel so much better.” He yanked out the nail that was in Dai’s shoulder. “See? Feeling better already, aren’t you, Daisuke?”

      “Let me go, you fucker.” Dai tried pulling away and kicking out at Yun, but he was still too weak, thanks to the fucking nail in his back.

      “Yes,” Yun hiss, reaching out to caress Dai’s face. “The bitch needs to pay for her betrayal. Shall I avenge you or would you like to do it personally?”

      “Dai, please no! They made me do it! I swear!” Susan backed up against the wall, almost tripping over Brandt’s body, which was now being gnawed by all but one of the demons. The remaining one was closing in on Susan, its clawed hands reaching out, its serrated jaws snapping. “Don’t let these things get me, Dai. Please.”

      “Oh, do shut the fuck up, you sniveling bitch,” Sakurai told her as he strode in the door, kicking aside the bodies of more demons who’d tried to intercept him in the outer walkway. He stood just inside the doorway, his arms folded across his chest. “In the event you hadn’t noticed, Yun, Daisuke ismine.”

      “Tsk, tsk.” Yun wagged his index finger at Sakurai while he grabbed Dai from behind. “You don’t take care of your children very well, Elder.” He wrenched the nail from Dai’s back.

      “Fuck!” Dai cried out. Shit—it felt like his spinal cord had been ripped out along with the nail, the pain was so bad. He crumpled to his knees, too weak to support his own weight. Yun caught him by the back of his shirt before he could pitch forward facefirst onto the blood-soaked cement floor.

      “The mortals wanted to use him as bait, Sakurai.” Yun snorted and held the nail up with a patronizing air. “So much for him being ‘yours’. How does that saying go —’finders keepers’?” Laughing darkly, he stepped backwards and dragged Dai into the shadows with him.

      “Dai!” Susan screamed.

      “Cocky little shit,” Sakurai cursed. He started after them, but the demons weren’t interested in their mortal snacks anymore.

      They turned on Sakurai, clawing at the back of his coat, his face, his hands. Snarling, their faces twisted in evil grimaces, more of the devils darted from the shadows outside to tear at him.

      Sakurai tore through them, sending bits of flesh and their black, reeking blood in sprays. But as one fell, another split into two to take its place. Though they were small —the size of young children—it was almost too hard to handle them in his human body, Sakurai realized. But shifting into wolf form would leave him drained, and he was still worn after changing Dai.

      “Fuck!” He roared his frustration, slicing through two more of the demons in the process. Oh, he was going to have to teach Daisuke a few hard lessons after this.

      The pain began to ebb, but Dai wasn’t about to let on to Yun, the fucker, so he let himself be dragged into a subbasement apartment and tossed onto the middle of a sectional leather sofa. Mikail came slithering out from somewhere, a plush velvet robe in place of his customary red leather. There was a thin, young guy, clad only in bloodspattered boxers, draped on his arm.

      “Quite the commotion going on out there, Yun. Is it really necessary?”

      Yun sneered. “Apparently, Master Sakurai is a tough old bastard. Our little guard dogs have their hands full, it seems. The Mistress is here?”

      “Yes, she’s occupied herself with a few other young ones.”

      Dai sprung from the sofa and tore into the side of Yun’s neck, managing to get a few deep swallows of the vampire’s potent blood before he was thrown off and slammed into the wall hard enough to dislodge a hunk of the sheetrock covering the bricks.

      “I don’t think this one is going to be much easier.” Mikail chuckled as he gestured to Dai, who was already starting to pull himself up.

      With a snarl, Yun wiped the blood away from his neck. “A weakling wouldn’t have made for good amusement, anyway.” The blood kept gushing from the wound and he clamped his hand over it.

      Dai licked his lips, tasting the fluid and swallowing it. No way was Yun’s blood as powerful as Sakurai’s, but it was giving him some of his strength back.

      “How does it taste, Daisuke? Good?” Yun laughed, his dark eyes glittering. “Some of your brother’s is in there. You should arrest yourself for committing incest, Detective.”

      “You fucker!” Dai roared. He started to charge forward then dropped to his knees as he recognized the flavor of Wei’s blood on his tongue. It had the same unique smell he recognized as his own. Dai couldn’t keep it down, and threw up.

      Yun was suddenly next to him, lifting him off the floor and slamming him down onto the sofa.

      “You weren’t ready to become a chiang shih,” Yun said quietly. “Look at you--so young, so vulnerable.” He caressed Dai’s cheek and then clutched his throat tight enough to cut off Dai’s air. “But not vulnerable enough.”

      Dai bared his fangs and clawed at Yun’s hand. The older vampire narrowed his eyes.

      “I was going to fuck you first and then kill you—the same way I killed those women in the apartment across from yours . . . the same way I killed your brother,” Yun said. “But if I’m a little more careful with the way I take your life and don’t damage your body too badly, I can fuck you just as well after you’re dead.”

      He relaxed his grip a bit and Dai continued to glare at him. “Why did you kill Wei?”

      “Yes, Yun, why did you take it upon yourself to kill Wei Qing Chen?”

      Yun released Dai and stepped away. Dai sat up and looked toward the rear of the cavernous room where Mistress Viktoria stood, clad in diamond-studded black leather. Mikail shooed his little plaything away and respectfully bowed his head.

      “Enough insincere shit from you as well, Mikail. Don’t think I haven’t been aware of you two trying to usurp my authority.”

      “Mistress—”

      “Enough!”

      She folded her arms across her waist and cocked her head a bit to the side. “Well? I want an answer.”

      Dai watched as Yun stared at Mikail and he thought he caught a fleeting hint of the thoughts they exchanged. Mikail’s eyes glittered with fear but he shot across the room. Viktoria held up her hand, sending a jolt of power that shattered Mikail’s thighbones and sent him crashing to the floor.

      Yun growled and in the next instant Mikail was hurtling forward, slamming Yun into the back cement wall. The smaller vampire’s bald head cracked open on impact.

      Yun shoved Mikail’s limp body away and rose, glaring at Viktoria. “‘Why’?” he spat. “Because he was a weakmortal—-one you were getting too attached to, Mistress.”

      Viktoria narrowed her eyes. “That’s very presumptuous of you, Yun. That displeases me very much.”

      “Too bad,” Yun said coldly. “But I don’t think there’s anything you can do about it now.”

      Viktoria’s laughter echoed off the walls and jostled the crystal chandelier overhead. “You are an arrogant bastard, Yun, and that’s one of the things I used to like about you.”

      Yun lunged but she held up her index finger and he stopped short as if frozen in place.

      Taking advantage of Yun’s situation, Dai leapt to attack the Mistress, only to find himself tossed by unseen hands back onto the sectional sofa with enough force to tip the middle section backward and flip him onto the floor.

      “Don’t interrupt, boy. I’m busy,” Viktoria told him. “Stay out of my way and I’ll spare you because of Wei.”

      “You’ll spare him because if you don’t you’ll have to deal withme.”

      Dai hauled himself up to see Sakurai in the doorway like some dark, bloodspattered avenging god of war. His shirt and pants were ripped, his long hair matted, his skin covered in blood and blackened gore.

      “I should have fucking killed you all the first day I was here.”

      Viktoria grinned. “But you didn’t, because you realize what a waste that would be. You and I are a lot alike, my friend. We could work well together.”

      Sakurai swiped his hair back from his face. “You and I are nothing alike. You’re no better than the worthless bitch I drained out there.”

      Viktoria gave a disappointed little huff. “Oh well. You’ll just have to die too, then.”

      “I thought you were smarter than that.” Sakurai didn’t crack a smile for once. “Trying to intimidate me doesn’t earn you brownie points. It only pisses me off.”

      Breaking free from whatever power Viktoria used to hold him, Yun made a strangled noise in the back of his throat. “My little ones—you killed them all!” he cried out, his gaze darting up and down Sakurai’s blood-drenched clothes. “My demons!”

      “They were in my way,” Sakurai whispered coldly.

      Yun lost his self-control and lunged at Sakurai this time. It was just the opportunity Dai needed.

      Bending down, he picked up the iron nail Yun had discarded on the floor. The metal burned like a bitch, but Dai clenched his jaw, darted forward and pierced Yun’s temple with the three-inch long spike. The vampire screamed and almost fell, but Dai caught him by the hair and held him up.

      “This is for Wei, you fucking bastard,” Dai growled. Gripping Yun’s shoulder with his other hand, he gave a violent wrench and twisted Yun’s head right off his neck.

      Yun’s blood rose like a geyser, drenching Dai like a summer cloudburst.

      “Daisuke!”

      Sakurai’s voice came from behind him and Dai turned. Mikail was inches away lumbering toward him, his head still split, his brains hanging out, his gait unnatural and stilted. But the fucker was unreal, catching Dai off guard by flying through the air and knocking him back into a glass table that shattered beneath him, cutting into his upper thighs and back.

      He grabbed a shard of the glass, severed Mikail’s head from his body and threw the corpse off him. Dai pulled himself to his feet, glaring at Sakurai who watched impassively, his glance straying only occasionally to Viktoria. “What the fuck are you waiting for? Kill that bitch!”

      “I don’t know why I didn’t notice it sooner,” Sakurai said, walking slowly from the door toward the calm female vampire at the head of the room. “Surely it’s been within you the entire time.“

      “It has,” Viktoria said with a faint smile. “But I’m not surprised you didn’t notice. Men can be so oblivious, can’t they? Be they mortal or immortal. Especially when it’s something that defies all logic.”

      “What the fuck are you two blabbering about?” Dai demanded.

      Sakurai stared at him coolly. “Listen, Daisuke. Concentrate on the heartbeats in the room.”

      “What stupid shit.” And yet Dai found that he couldn’t help but do so. There was his heartbeat, matching Sakurai’s, there was Viktoria’s, slow and strong as well, yet different. And there was another. Fainter, yet similar to hers. He looked around. Both Yun and Mikail were dead, nothing emanated from them now.

      Suddenly there was another, very strong, very steady, and very much like Sakurai’s. Dai looked over. Even Sakurai seemed surprised now.

      Viktoria smiled. “So many secrets you’ve missed, Master Sakurai.” She raised her hands overhead and the chandelier and wall-mounted lamps exploded one by one, sending out blazing showers of sparks, hot enough to set the cloth furniture and carpet runners to smoldering. With a snap of her fingers they began bursting into flames, the rolling waves of fire separating Dai and Sakurai from Viktoria.

      She disappeared through a door in an alcove. Coughing, Dai tried to leap the flames, but Sakurai grabbed his jacket. “Let her go.”

      “No!”

      “Yes.”

      An explosion rocked the building upstairs in the main club and they made a run for the lower club above the subbasement. A fire burned there, too, consuming the demons Sakurai had slaughtered, as well as the bodies of Diaz and Brandt and Susan.

      Don’t grieve for her. She had many sins upon her soul, Daisuke.

      The wail of sirens in the distance made Dai wince as the shrill sounds invaded his head but he concentrated again upon the drawing beat of Sakurai’s heart and made it out through the flames and smoke and into the narrow walkway. Instinct drove him to leap as his lover did and they ran across the rooftops until they were away from the arriving fire and police vehicles.

      They dropped down into a dark alley and Dai realized there was no way they could get home before the sun came up. Sakurai laughed and knocked him in the head as he’d done earlier.

      My blood is strong, pet. Even though you’re young and by my usual standards, weak, you can survive the exposure long enough.

      But look at us. The blood. You think no one will notice?

      Sakurai grabbed Dai’s shirt and yanked him forward so their noses practically touched. “I trust this clueless attitude of yours is due to the injuries you’ve suffered.”

      Dai was about to slug him but then he realized hewas acting clueless. He’d felt Sakurai’s presence near him all during the viewing and funeral services for Wei and yet hadn’t seen him. No one seemed to have seen him. “We can make them not see us.”

      “Exactly.” The exhalation of breath from Sakurai’s whisper tickled Dai’s lips and though he hadn’t expected it he wasn’t about to refuse the kiss that followed.

      * * * * *

      Dai’s cat was waiting for him outside the bedroom window when they returned to the apartment, a pink silk thong clutched in his jaws. Sakurai chuckled and pulled off his boots as Dai opened the window for the cat to come in. “Dude, I do not even want to know how you got this.” The cat gave a trilling meow in reply then nuzzled Dai’s hand before leaping from the window ledge to run to Sakurai.

      The elder vampire scratched the cat then headed toward the bathroom. “I’m getting a shower. Join me.”

      Dai considered telling him to fuck off but only for a moment. Though they were both too worn out to do much other than actually bathe, the simple act of doing it together was satisfyingly intimate, as was lying in bed sipping jasmine tea as the sun fully rose outside the shaded bedroom window.

      Setting his empty cup on the nightstand, Dai turned onto his side and studied Sakurai’s regal profile. “Why did you do it—let her go like that?”

      Sakurai looked at him questioningly. “You heard it. You had to have heard it.”

      “The heartbeats? Yeah. Yours, mine, hers and two others. I guess Mikail’s little boyfriend and some other wannabe in the building?”

      Sakurai pinged him on top of the head with his index finger and Dai growled.

      “What did you notice about those ‘two others’? Surely you took stock of them. And here’s a hint, they were not wannabes as you call them.”

      Dai sat up, not liking thisyou better not be a dumbass attitude he kept getting. He closed his eyes a moment and thought back to it. “One was like hers, but not exactly. It was very quiet and now that I think about it, faster. And there was another, it reminded me a bit of you, but slightly different.”

      Smirking that aggravating yet now sexy smirk of his, Sakurai reached out and smoothed back damp strands of hair from Dai’s forehead. He let his fingers trail down to brush over the red wound lingering from the iron nail. “The former was quiet because it was within her. It would appear that somehow she’s become pregnant—by your late brother.”

      “No fucking way!”

      Sakurai shrugged. “It is what it is, Daisuke. I admit it’s something I’ve never encountered before.”

      “This is just too fucking unreal. Wei’s kid being born to a vampire?”

      “She’s a most unusual vampire, to be sure, and that explains the presence of the other.”

      “It reminded me of you. You know who it is, don’t you?”

      “Kuro,” he said simply, draining his cup then leaning over to place it inside Dai’s empty cup. Dai grabbed a handful of Sakurai’s hair and pulled him into a slow kiss, surprised his lover allowed it.

      The kiss led to another and another and then into a steady exploration with mouths and hands and teasing bites until both were pleasantly spent and sated from the exchange of blood and fluids. Dai drifted quickly to sleep, his head upon Sakurai’s shoulder.

      Welcoming this gentle intimacy more than he could have imagined, Sakurai rested his chin lightly against Daisuke’s head and closed his eyes. He couldn’t help but be reminded of those long ago nights when he and Kiyoshi had shared this same type of pleasure . . . until the night Kuro arrived and changed their lives forever.

      How could it be? How could he have survived? Sakurai had killed him with his own hand, had watched his severed head fall down the mountain in Tibet. He’d kicked the body off the other side of the mountain himself, as well. Kuro couldn’t have survived. Hecouldn’t have, and yet he obviously had.

      If it was vengeance Kuro wanted, he could have had it. What was he planning? What was his connection to Viktoria? Did he have a hand in this unusual pregnancy?

      You think too much. Go to sleep.

      Sakurai laughed and pinched Dai’s naked ass beneath the sheet. Insolent bitch.

      Admit it. You love it.

      Yes, I do, actually.

      Sakurai closed his eyes and let the tiredness lull him. All the questions running through his mind would have to be answered, but not today. All that mattered now was what he’d found in a most unexpected way.

      Daisuke Matsui was all he wanted. All he needed.

      ~The End~
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