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It was winter and the weather in New York had turned cold.

Tilda took a strong stance, brought up the Glock and aimed dead center at the target, firing off the six remaining rounds. When the clip was empty, she walked the length of the soundproofed basement to check her results. A smile spread across her face as she took the target down from the sandbags piled against the back wall. Five of the six shots were bullseyes in a tight grouping. The sixth shot hit the target right between the eyes. It pleased her that Ford and Neuland trusted her enough with the gun to let her shoot alone these days. After taking off her ear and eye protection, she hurried upstairs to show them how well she’d done.

The three of them lived in a decommissioned police station near Tompkins Square Park in Alphabet City. The place was a solid three-story concrete tomb set hard into the ground with its barred windows intact. Imposing. Impregnable. They called it the Bunker.

Upstairs, Tilda found Neuland in his lab, which was tucked into the back of the first floor where the cells used to be. He seldom talked about his experiments, so Tilda never asked about them, though she was fascinated by the array of chemicals and potions he had, the stacks of chemistry books and age-stained grimoires.

She walked around his worktable and silently held up the target. Neuland was carefully pouring gray, ground-up raven bones into a flask half filled with a thick yellow liquid, so it took him a moment to notice her. When he did, he removed his goggles and gloves, took the target and held it out at arm’s length.

“This is beautiful work. And you’ve only been shooting a couple of weeks. You’re a natural.”

She held up her hands and shot finger guns at him. “A natural born killer?”

Neuland chuckled and handed her back the target. “We’ll see. Make sure to show that to Ford. He’s having a rough day.”

“What’s wrong?”

“He’s calling our old contacts, trying to drum up business, but it’s not going well.”

“Oh no. I’m sorry.”

Neuland leaned on the worktable and said, “He doesn’t like us living off your inheritance. Neither do I.”

Tilda put a hand on his arm. “But it’s okay. I volunteered, remember? I can’t fight. I can barely shoot. Hell, I can’t even find my way around on the subway. Helping out with money is the one thing I can do right now. And you’ve both done so much for me.”

Neuland pursed his lips. “Thank you. But that target proves you can shoot, so don’t sell yourself short. And you’ll learn the city soon enough. Ford and I just need to get back on our feet so that this feels like an equal partnership for everyone.”

Rolling up the target, Tilda said, “You know, before I met you two no one ever encouraged me to learn things. I mean, not anything that wasn’t about my grandfather’s business. Nothing for me.”

“You’ll learn plenty now. Anything and everything you want.”

She glanced at his worktable. “Potion stuff too?”

Neuland looked down, thinking. “Maybe. But what I’m working on is dangerous for people like you.”

“You mean because I’m alive?”

“Exactly. Revenants like me have a few advantages, and that includes handling certain dangerous chemicals.”

“You’re locked in here so serious ever since we got back from California. Will you tell me what you’re working on?”

“I thought it would be obvious.”

“Not to me.”

He picked up the flask and held it to the light. “I’m so tired of being dead. I’m trying to find out if I can do something about it.”

Tilda smiled at him. “That’s wonderful. Will the mixture help?”

Neuland shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried this approach before. We’ll just have to see.”

“Let me know if I can help?”

“Of course.”

She nodded once and said, “I should let you get back to work.”

“Don’t forget to show Ford the target.”

“I won’t.”

Tilda leaned up and kissed Neuland on his cold cheek. “Thank you for everything.”

“You don’t have to keep thanking me. You’re one of us now. Part of the team. We do everything we can for each other.”

“You have no idea how happy that makes me. I’ll really let you get back to work now. Good luck with everything.”

Putting on his goggles, Neuland said, “Thanks.”

* * *

The enormous living room had been the squad center in the old days. Now it was full of comfortable mismatched sofas, easy chairs with reading lights, art from local galleries, and a long conference table where they ate their meals. Tilda loved it. Who would have thought you could turn a police station into something so eccentric and warm?

Ford sat at one end of the conference table looking grim. He held his phone in one hand and pecked at a laptop with the other. When Tilda approached him he eventually looked up and tried to smile, but it came out crooked and wrong.

“Neuland said you were having a hard time, so I wanted to check on you.”

“Thanks, T. That’s really sweet. I’m just kind of pissed at the world. I’m going through this address book, calling old clients and contacts trying to drum up some business. But no one wants to play.” He sat back and ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe coming back to New York was a mistake. Maybe we should have stayed out west and started over.”

“No,” said Tilda, dropping into one of the conference room chairs. “This is your home. It will work out. You’ve only been back a couple of weeks. Give it time.”

“Maybe,” said Ford. “But if things keep up like this, I’m going to have to learn how to ride a scooter so I can start delivering pizzas for five bucks an hour.”

Tilda slapped his wrist lightly. “Stop it. You and Neuland are the best at what you do and people know it. They’ll come back.”

Ford didn’t say anything for a while, then nodded to the rolled-up paper in her hand. “What have you got there?”

“A target. Want to see?”

Smiling for real this time he said, “Of course.”

As he unrolled it, Neuland came in.

“Damn,” said Ford. “That’s a nice grouping. What were you using?”

“The Glock G19 you gave me.”

“Nice, nice work.”

Neuland walked over to the table and said, “Maybe it’s time for you to try something with a little more kick.”

“Yeah,” said Ford. “Maybe a Sig?”

Neuland went to a shoulder holster draped over the back of a chair and brought it back to Tilda. “Tell me what you think.”

She snapped the flap that released the gun and held it out at arm’s length. It was a lot bulkier and heavier than the Glock. Holding it with both hands, she sighted down the room.

“I like it. A lot,” Tilda said.

Ford said, “It’s a Sig Sauer P220 .45 caliber.”

“It’s really heavy.”

“True, but the weight helps keep it from snapping back and smacking you in the face. Very embarrassing.”

Tilda sighted around the room with it. The gun’s bulk made it hard to hold steady at first, but it became easier.

Neuland said, “Some people consider a .45 to be overkill. But in some situations, it’s exactly what you want.”

“It’s what we call a put-down-stay-down gun,” said Ford. “You hit someone in the chest with a slug from that and—dead or alive—they’re not getting up.”

“That’s so… cool,” Tilda said.

“Want to try it on the range next?” said Neuland.

She grinned and nodded. “Hell yes.”

Neuland smiled at her. “We’ll try it out tomorrow.”

Ford leaned back in his chair and said, “I’m glad we’re all in here together, because I want to run something by you.”

Neuland sat down and Ford started up again.

“I’m leaving messages all over town and no one’s getting back to us. So, I’m thinking we pick out some creep—a real piece of shit—and take him out. No charge. A sort of freebie to reintroduce ourselves to high society.”

Neuland scratched his ear. “Who were you thinking of?”

“Benny the Bull?”

“That bastard.”

Tilda said, “Who’s Benny the Bull?”

Shaking his head, Neuland said. “He does the same work that we do, but he specializes in soft targets.”

“Civilians,” continued Ford. “Suburban moms and dads who step out of line. Stupid teenyboppers selling hash in the wrong neighborhood. Easy marks who can’t fight back.”

Tilda sat back on her chair. “That’s awful.”

“It is,” replied Neuland. “Everybody hates Benny. But he’s close with his cousin in the Bronson outfit.”

Ford raised his eyebrows. “Still?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“The pricks. How about that weird little guy everybody calls Igor?”

“The one who talks like Bela Lugosi?”

“That’s him. I don’t trust him around women or kids. Plus, he’s a rat who’ll sell you out for bus fare and everybody knows it.”

Neuland nodded. “Including the police, and they love him for it. God knows he deserves putting down, but it’s probably more trouble than it’s worth.”

Ford took a sip of the beer that was sitting on a coaster. “Man. It’s like you can’t assassinate anyone these days.”

Tilda raised her hand shyly and both men looked at her.

“You really don’t have to do that,” said Neuland.

She said, “Okay. But maybe we should do the opposite, and help someone instead of killing someone.”

Ford and Neuland glanced at each other, then back at Tilda.

“That’s novel,” said Ford.

“No one would expect it, that’s for sure,” Neuland said.

Ford sighed. “But who? We mostly know bastards.”

“Really?” said Tilda. “That’s kind of sad.”

“I guess it kind of is,” Ford replied.

Neuland said, “Maybe we need to get out more.”

“Definitely,” said Tilda. “We should go to a show.”

“What kind of show?”

“Broadway! I’ve never seen a Broadway show.”

“What do you want to see?” said Ford.

“Fly Me to the Moon. It’s a musical of old Frank Sinatra songs. My grandfather was a monster, but the one non-disgusting thing he liked was Frank Sinatra, so I grew up listening to him.”

Ford picked up his phone. “I’ll get us tickets.”

Tilda frowned. “But it’s sold out for months.”

“I’ll get them.”

Grabbing his hand, Tilda said, “Please don’t assassinate anyone.”

“I was thinking more of a scalper.”

“We don’t kill everyone, you know,” said Neuland.

“Yeah,” said Ford. “We have strict rules about who we do and don’t make dead.”

Tilda put her hands on the table. “I’m sorry. I’m still getting used to this life.”

“That’s okay. There’s a learning curve for everyone.”

“Thank god,” said Tilda and she relaxed a little.

“But you know what I could murder? A rib eye steak. What do you say, T?”

“I’d love that.”

They both turned to Neuland.

“How about you? Want to come along?”

“Yes. Please join us,” said Tilda.

Neuland shook his head. “Not tonight. I have some work I want to finish in the lab.”

“Don’t stay in there all night again,” said Ford. “You’re going to make yourself crazy.”

“I won’t. There are just some things I want to check.”

“Good luck with it.” Ford looked at Tilda. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said excitedly. “I can’t believe we’re going to Broadway.”

“We’re already halfway there. But don’t forget. When you get your coat, bring your gun too.”

Tilda stood but stayed by the table. “Do you think I’ll need it?”

“Probably not. But you’re in our world now and you never know. Can you deal with that?”

“Absolutely.”

“I knew you could. Let’s hit the bricks.”

As Tilda went to get her coat and gun she said, “Goodnight, Neuland. We’ll come and check on you when we get back.”

“Thank you.”

When they were halfway to the door, Ford turned to her. “Maybe we should get Chinese instead.”

“No,” Tilda said firmly. “I was promised a steak and that’s what I want. Thick and bloody.”

Ford smiled broadly. “Now you’re getting into the spirit of things.”
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There was no night for him. The city was always bright in his ancient eyes.

He sat in that evening’s vehicle: an NYPD squad car. The dead cop lay naked on the floor of the backseat and he wore the officer’s uniform, easily two sizes too large for his slim frame. Still, all that mattered was the look. The badge. The hat. The belt around his waist heavy with the tools of the police trade. And lastly, the gun. Not that he’d ever used one. All that was necessary was a slight movement of his hand in the direction of the holster and people melted before him. The sight never failed to make him smile. But tonight wasn’t the night for games. His body ached with hunger. In truth, he could have sustained himself on the policeman’s flesh, but he longed for something softer. Something perfumed. Something perfect.

He spotted the rental car stopped at Seventieth Street off the Henry Hudson Parkway near the river. Certain that the driver was a lost tourist, he activated the lightbar on top of the police car and rolled up behind the rental. Sitting for a moment, he let the red and white strobing lights play across the back window. It was another game. As a policeman, the longer he waited to approach the other car, the more frightened the driver would become. Their fear wasn’t necessary, but simply a pleasant addition to what would happen next. After a couple of minutes, he stepped from his vehicle and—even from yards away—he could savor the driver’s floral scent. It made his hunger grow.

He took his time walking to the front of the car, letting the driver’s aroma grow stronger and richer with each step. When he reached the front door she already had the window down and the smell of her fear mixed with her perfume.

“I’m sorry, officer,” she said. “But I’m lost.”

He shone his flashlight at her. “May I see your license, ma’am?”

As his prey fumbled with her handbag she said, “My phone ran out of power and I don’t know how to work the car’s navigation system.” When he didn’t say anything she added, “I’m sorry,” and handed him the license.

He still didn’t reply but stared at the small slab of plastic with his practiced police scowl, staying just far enough away from his prey that she wouldn’t see the wrinkles that lined his face and hands. She would see them soon, but then it would be too late.

“Your name is Kelly,” he said.

“Yes.”

“It says here that your eyes are green.”

“Yes,” the woman replied nervously. “Is that…? I don’t understand.”

“Green eyes. It’s just unusual.”

“I suppose. I never really thought about it.”

“Of course you did,” he said. “When you were a child the other children talked about it, didn’t they? They probably called you a leprechaun or something.”

The prey didn’t say anything for a moment and he could tell she was caught somewhere between fear and simple annoyance. Eventually, she said, “May I have my license back?”

When he grew bored he handed it to her. The strobing of the lights on the police car bothered her. He watched her try to shield her eyes with one hand, then become self-conscious and lower it. He put a hand on her car door so the prey couldn’t roll up the window if she became too frightened. This was the moment when some people would notice his dry, sagging flesh. Much too old for any normal policeman. It was another game he liked to play, but when his prey didn’t react he nodded into the distance.

“See that old wreck out there?”

She turned and looked out into the Hudson River at the rusting, metallic hulk of a half-submerged pier. “I do, but I’m already late to meet some friends. Can you just give me a ticket or something and help me get to East Thirty-Fourth Street?”

He took his time replying to the prey. Her scent mixed with the spell of the strobing lights in such a gorgeous way that it made him faint with joy. He knew his hunger was making him weak, but he wasn’t ready to succumb to it yet.

He said, “That wreck out there is the Sixty-Ninth Street Transfer Bridge. They built it to move train cars across the river from here in Manhattan to New Jersey.”

Quietly, the driver said, “Please, officer. I’d like to go.”

He leaned down so that his face was level with his prey’s and pointed out into the water. “When they built the bridge, it was beautiful—the light glinting off it at sunrise and sunset.”

When she finally spoke, the woman’s voice had lost its tone of fear and was now full of anger. “Look, I don’t care about any of that. Don’t you understand? I just want to go so, please, write me a damn ticket. I’ll find my own way downtown.”

Still staring out at the half-sunken bridge he replied. “They finished it in 1911. I remember opening day. The mayor gave a speech.”

The prey made a face. “What are you talking about?”

He shoved his head in through the car window so she had to lean away and said, “I killed a policeman here that night. Not the first cop I ever killed, just my first New York one.”

Even then, the prey hesitated for a second before trying to push him outside, flailing at him with her nails and fists. As she screamed, he clamped a hand over her mouth and said, “It’s all right. It will all be over with soon. I hope I get your green eyes.”

The prey’s hands were wrapped around his wrist, trying to push his hand away. He waited a long moment before relaxing his muscles and letting her shove him. By then, though, even the prey knew it was too late.

The skin of her face and his hand had fused together to become a single thick strand of flesh. Soon, the hands she used to fight him softened, sinking into the meat of his arms as he held her in place. His prey tried one more scream, but nothing came out, as her tongue had melted and flowed into her cheeks, which the policeman slowly drew off her bones and onto his. The wrinkled, pockmarked skin that encased him softened like putty as the prey’s new, healthy flesh slid in waves from her body onto his. He felt himself growing strong again and his hunger diminished.

Soon, the prey stopped moving. When he was done feeding, all that was left in the car was a collection of fleshless bones held together by bits of gristle slick with blood and lymph.

Knowing the game had kept him too long where he risked being spotted, he hurried back to the policeman’s car and started it. Before pulling back onto the Parkway he couldn’t help glancing at himself in the rearview mirror. He had her green eyes all right.
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