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      Lookout duty was of course a necessity in any vampire-hunting team, but Layla Cartland wished it didn’t involve pretend kissyface with fellow soldiers.

      “There’s that grey Acura again,” she murmured, shifting against warm, gritty bricks. A hot August night, soaking with humidity, had already plastered the pretty black sundress to her lower back. Even bare arms and legs offered no relief; the air was thick as cottage cheese and her toes were sweat-slippery inside cotton socks and combat boots. “Same license plate—and will you quit that? It tickles.”

      “I hate having my back to the street.” At least Pete stopped rubbing his stubble on her hair. He was the only one short enough for her to see over his shoulder, and nobody would suspect a couple supposedly making out between two separate nightclub entrances of good taste, much less surveillance. It was the second spot on their rotation, the only bare patch of wall in sight, and next they’d move to an alley-mouth half a block down.

      She couldn’t wait.

      Layla could probably count the fact that stocky, snub-nosed Pete inevitably got a chubby as a compliment to her own mild attractiveness, though the cheap cologne he dabbed on for every operation involving decoy or lookout made her sneeze. The wall she was propped against thudded faintly with dueling bass beats, a giant’s drowsy pulse. The bouncers were leaving them alone, more concerned with the lines of drunks and name-droppers trying to get in or out of the roughnecks’ paradise known as Cactus YaYa or the slightly more expensive Blue Moon Spot; wall-humpers would be told to move along if the crowd got more restless, but until then the lookouts were in a golden zone, politely ignored.

      “Pete and Layla sittin’ in a tree…” Ackerman’s voice came over the earpiece, a clear tenor singsong; he was perched on a rooftop wearing his goddamn cowboy hat, probably getting a breath of night breeze as well.

      It was rare for him to unbend enough to tease anyone. Progress was being made, hopefully as a result of her own steady encouragement, balancing out the rough teasing other males mistook for therapeutic. Maybe simple, stupid hazing was how a male animals of any species showed they cared.

      However, Pete now became even more tense—if that were possible. He was always amped on operations, even simple recon. “Fuck you,” he snarled, the throat mic picking it up double and squealing slightly in her poor ear, and Layla had to repress a sigh.

      “Cut the chatter.” As usual, Dan’s voice made her heart thump an extra beat. Unfortunately, the leaps had been getting smaller lately. Especially when she wondered when this entire operation was really going to get off the ground. “Steve-o?”

      “I got it, boss.” Lanky laconic Steve, always professional, drawled over the invisible line. Group chat with vampire hunters, just the thing for a girl’s night on the town. “Got three coming in from the west, big black Marias. Guessing that Acura’s the lookout.”

      Or can’t find a place to park. Layla didn’t bother stating the obvious, but as usual, Ben just had to.

      “Could be a civvie, looking for a place to squeeze in. Like Pete.” Ben’s slight wheeze said he was grinning like a jackal, his bushy eyebrows waggling ferociously. “How’s it looking down there, Petey? Nice and juicy?”

      “For Chrissake,” Pete muttered, thankfully too low for the mic to pick up.

      Just ignore him; he does it because you respond. Bullies were the same everywhere. Layla patted her lookout partner’s side, just over the hard hidden edge of Kevlar.

      At least Ben did his job—sort of. Layla could even suppose his clowning might be a bonus in certain situations, like the hair-trigger violence displayed at the least provocation. On the one hand, he’d been overwhelmingly on-target with the two biters they’d already put down.

      On the other, it had taken both Dan and Ack to get Ben bundled out of the bar where they’d gathered intel about the Griskov bounty—plus all her own practice at defusing male tempers afterward to clean up the mess, with Steve glowering theatrically over her shoulder.

      Finally, the client had unbent enough to agree they were the team for the job—but no down payment, because Ben had fouled the waters almost past soothing. And Layla could be forgiven for thinking she was tired of dealing with mess, physical or emotional, all day every damn day.

      Every squad member had their own reasons for this kind of work, and bad coping mechanisms to match. You didn’t enter a fabulous career in vampire hunting unless you’d lost someone—or unless you had more psychological problems than a stick could shake at.

      At least Dan was adamant about not taking on any more crazies, even if it meant a little less firepower. Small mercies, as her grandmother always said, were the only kind a woman ever got.

      Not that it mattered at the moment. “I see them,” Layla said softly, because she did. Three big glossy SUVs, each black as midnight itself, trundling west along 21st Street. Huh. She inhaled sharply. “Three Marias coming in westbound, and two more just joined from Battery Road, heading east. Looks like all the same makes and models; I think we’ve got extra players tonight.”

      “Fuck me.” Ack, grimly unsurprised—he never expected anything to go smoothly, even laundry. “I see ’em too. What we got tonight, friends and neighbors?”

      “He could be leaving early, maybe upgraded his security detail.” A crackle from Dan’s mic—this time he’d drawn the squawker from the gear barrel, instead of Layla. Another tiny mercy. “Eyes, hold your positions. Ben, Steve-O, stay loose. Ack, take your lock off.”

      A rash of ten-fours, including Pete’s murmur. Layla’s pulse began to pound, sweat greasy on her neck and arms. A regular old crowded downtown street on a summer night, car horn blaring at the far end, shriek of drunken laughter from a group of college kids spilling out of a bar a block and a half up, faint thread of cigarette smoke lingering on unmoving air. Every salt-soaked inch of her shrank from the assault of noise, light, people.

      It was only the adrenaline kicking her senses into high gear, but she still had to suppress a twitch.

      “Pulling up now.” She enunciated clearly, quashing the urge to yell. Her other hand rested at Pete’s nape; he leaned protectively into her, torrid male sweat-smell now edged with the same metallic stress-based cocktail pouring into her own bloodstream. Funny how you could smell the adrenaline, after a while. “Both directions. They’ve got traffic corked, gentlemen.”

      Which meant five SUVs full of something bad against their small team. She waited for Dan to make the call. As usual, Suzy’s face floated in front of her—not the awful butcher’s ruin on the morgue table, but bubbly blonde Suze on her wedding day, smiling beatifically during the waltz, tiers of white lacy dress swaying around her legs. And Dan, his eyes closed, keeping his chin carefully near his new wife’s piled curls. He’d looked so handsomely protective, and her best friend so peaceful, that Layla had gone right to the open bar and started in on the whiskey. Two fingers, neat, hold the ice.

      At least she hadn’t opened her mouth at the wrong time that day. No sir, she’d done the best thing possible, and been quiet ever since.

      “Egg’s cracked.” She gazed steadily over Pete’s shoulder as the SUVs popped their doors. “Looks like bodyguard details in standard… oh, shit.”

      “What? What shit?” Dan, as usual, didn’t like it when she swore. “Give me something better, Eyes.”

      I’ve liked you for a long time, Danny, but sometimes you’re a real prick. Layla buried the thought as deep as it could go. No use in getting distracted. “It’s a biter,” she muttered. “Just not ours. Repeat, not our target. It’s another one; I think…” Where have I seen that face before?

      “Fuck.” Nobody yelled at Ackerman for uttering a blue word, of course. “Angle’s bad until a target gets closer to the door. Do you have an ID, Layla?”

      I’m working on it. She mentally shuffled every laydown in the past few weeks—the face was familiar, and she knew he had to be a vampire. She just couldn’t remember precisely which one; the most unsettling thing was that they all looked so goddamn normal until you got entirely too close.

      Then the flawless matte skin, the slightly different texture to the hair, and most of all some indefinable, atavistic feeling of predator, oh shit, run away were all dead giveaways. It was terrifying how good the human-camouflage was, until you realized there were human monsters too.

      Those were entirely out of Layla’s control. At least you could feel a hundred percent good, moral, and American about killing a bloodsucking fiend.

      “Man, let’s just abort,” Ben muttered. Pitched right in the sweet spot for his mic to pick up, but not loudly enough for Dan to call him out for either cowardice or defeatism.

      Layla pressed her bare shoulders against the bricks; this dress was pretty, kicky, and would be absolutely zero use when the shooting started. She could remember the biter’s face, the exact position of the grainy 8x10 photo, seeing it against a stack of manila files—worth their weight in gold, each the product of her own hard work, endless online argument, and constant re-checking.

      Her role was clerical, close logistics, and occasional surveillance, which was a pretty way of saying she was a glorified maid-plus-secretary. Still, that was necessary for the smooth functioning of any endeavor. Without her, they wouldn’t even have hardcopies of the files from O’Shaughnassey’s crew, all verified sightings and intel.

      Poor Shawn. God.

      “Layla?” Dan, warningly. If the operation was called off now they might never get another chance at the biter who owned the Blue Moon Spot, but this definitely wasn’t the big blond sonofabitch Roger Griskov.

      No, this guy had a mop of curly dark hair, slightly glistening under the streetlights, and a nose that outweighed the entire rest of his face. He unfolded from the backseat of the middle westbound SUV, glancing to either side as soldiers marking terrain always did, and the shape of his chin was even more familiar. She simply couldn’t remember the name, though she could smell the cold leftover Hawaiian pizza she’d downed while doing what Ack called fuckin’ homework.

      She was only certain of one thing. “He’s a red-stripe.” Let that be enough. “Skull and crossbones. Do not engage. Repeat, do not engage.”

      The biter wore a black sweater with leather elbow patches, far too heavy for a sticky summer night, and loose workman’s pants—looked like Carhartts, plus heavy boots like Pete’s, like Ack’s, like her own, no doubt steel-toed as well. The beefy bodyguards moving with him had to be human employees, in dark suits tailored almost well enough to hide the shoulder holsters.

      Naturally the biter wasn’t carrying. He didn’t need to, even a new vampire was dangerous enough—and if civilians noticed him at all they would assume bigwig, maybe mob boss, and hurriedly look away.

      But she knew what he was. Once you glimpsed what lay under the human-looking shells of a few demimonde inhabitants, nothing was ever the same again. She could swear the strange things all but announced themselves into a microphone; the guys, claiming they didn’t see the details, called it ‘women’s intuition’.

      When they weren’t mocking her for a vivid, ‘overactive’ imagination, that was.

      Pete shifted, and something about the movement might have caught the vampire’s peripheral vision. The curly-headed monster glanced in their direction, and for a moment his gaze met Layla’s squarely. She hurriedly glanced away—sometimes the creatures could hypnotize, and skull-and-crossbones on any file meant serious bad news.

      Her small movement did the trick. She finally remembered the name typed on the manila tab, written on the back of the 8x10 glossy.

      Oh, no. No. Fucking hell. “It’s the one they—” she began, but it was too late.

      A high hard ratatat, Ben moving in from the alley across the street and spraying the two eastbound SUVs with a short burst. Which meant Steve-o had to back him up, because once the tango started a hunter did their job, hell or high water. Ack no doubt took his shot too, but the crack of his sniper rifle was lost under the sudden, closer noise.

      Pete flinched, an instinctive movement jamming her hard against the wall. She didn’t blame him one bit—very little was worse than hearing gunfire behind you, except maybe knowing a biter was there as well. Their earpieces howled with feedback, Dan shouting something; it had to be ignored.

      Now the lookouts had only one job.

      Run, and maybe save their own sorry hides.
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        * * *

      

      Their escape route was a good one—an alley’s mouth lurked just on the other side of Cactus YaYa’s entrance; they’d counted off the steps during daylight and on several other nights during recon. Pete’s fingers sank brutally hard into her upper arm; he set his feet and hauled, trying to yank her against a sudden eddy in the crowd.

      His grip was torn loose and Layla was swept up in a tide of frightened human animals seeking any cover they could, which meant through an open nightclub door barred only by a single red velvet rope. The heavy, polished brass stand it was attached to fell with a clang lost in gun-chatter, pops, and screaming ricochets; it sounded like the biter’s bodyguards were returning fire with a vengeance.

      Layla’s feet dangled a good six inches off the pavement; if she went down, she’d be trampled to paste. She grabbed blindly, getting a fistful of someone’s fishnet shirt plus sweat-slick skin, and was dragged past overturned tables as the human wave crested. The screams almost managed to drown out a high-decibel assault of throbbing line-dancing music. Lights flashed, a migraine attack of whirling red-and-purple sparkles, and the poison of panic flooding through the front door spread through the dance space and packed galleries like ink in trapped water. A burst of stench—restrooms down a long hall to the right—and a puff of skunky weed-smell hit her, receded.

      No use looking around for Pete, she was on her own. Fire alarms brayed; someone with incredible presence of mind or simply a modicum of drunken mischief must have pulled a lever, because piercing white strobes were now lighting up over back exits. Two of them, if she remembered the Cactus’s layout, and now she blessed Ackerman’s dogged insistence that she be the one laboriously going over social-media photos, building a layout of both clubs.

      Just to be sure.

      Owe you a drink, Ackie. Her bootsoles hit the floor; Layla staggered, yanked free of whoever she’d been clutching. Swept onward again, but she’d managed to aim herself in the right direction; now she just had to pray the fire exits really were in working order—and that she wouldn’t be crushed or pummeled within sight of escape.

      There was a moment of being squeezed between a woman in a fantastic silver wig and tiny bedazzled cowboy hat matched by a beaded dress clinging to her every Amazonian curve, and a person with a high pink-tipped mohawk, a heavy brown beer bottle clutched in one beringed hand. The goddess’s breast smashed against the side of Layla’s face and the mohawk’s hand blindly crawled across her ass—not to grope, but desperately seeking any purchase—before she was spat through a pair of flung-wide fire doors and into the back alley running parallel to 21st, propelled with such force she almost bounced off a bank of dumpsters across the way. The air was only slightly cooler outside, and screams spilling from the club’s depths sounded like lost souls in a particularly cinematic hell.

      Layla reeled at the edge of the crowd, realized she was going the wrong way to make any planned post-incident rendezvous, and decided to just keep running.
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      He almost overlooked her, though Iuppiter’s thunderbolt does not miss when a soldier has made his sacrifices and endured long enough. Or perhaps the gods were indeed dead, and it was only blind luck.

      A flash like lightning—pale eyes peering shyly over a heavily padded shoulder, like a dryad in deep woods, amazed at the woodcutter’s intrusion. The soldier’s gaze moved on, the rest of him already aware of wrongness in the night—heightened mortal pulses, a faint squeal of static from a certain type of short-range communication device, the subtle sensation at his nape meaning prey had noticed a predator.

      Not danger, precisely, merely unfriendly attention.

      The soldier almost thought his target had hired mortal catspaws to distract Father’s chosen sword; a silly measure, but ossification made older sanguinant stupid just as it rendered the young prone to bloodcraze and glut.

      Then a stray thread of scent brushed past, sound hurrying after light, storm-roar capable of paralyzing if the flash did not. Electricity was partly tamed nowadays, trapped in switches and wires; still, even in confusing modern times, mortals feared great weather events.

      He might have scented her in any case, especially upon a simmering midnight when every exhalation collected in the bowl of concrete called a city street. Yet it was not certain—her kind was, after all, so very rare.

      Priceless, in fact. A single breath halted the soldier midstride, images cascading through his skull as he sought to identify the tantalizing odor. Roses, crushed coffee beans, an exquisite stainless musk, all coalescing into those wide grey eyes and straight dark hair pulled ruthlessly back, a glimpse of high-arched cheekbone. There was a mortal male looming before her, leaning close, his hands no doubt roaming over soft curves.

      A sudden vengeful snarl contorted the soldier’s face, true teeth sliding free as the ever-chained beast roused within his bones. Blinding, utter rage stripped away centuries’ worth of dust accreted upon his perceptions, falling like scales from a certain mad prophet’s eyes, plummeting like a boy with melting waxen wings.

      The assault of fresh color, sound, and other sensation very nearly undid the soldier, an ancient pulse pausing its steady march inside his bone-armored chest. Then a clatter of gunfire began, bullets humming like bees, and mortals began to scream.

      For the first time in his long strange existence, the soldier put aside his orders and lawful prey. A new, overriding imperative sank claws into flesh and brain both; he blurred into a light variety of mistform, streaking after something he had never truly believed existed.

      There were rumors, of course—leman, those fantastical creatures capable of warding aside the slow Gorgon-gaze of accumulating years, a prize every bearer of the Blood longed for. The soldier had never given such tales much credence, despite honoring their telling. After all, if gods and emperors could die, what else might be possible in a wide world teeming with prey?

      The challenge was to face Hades with dignitas. He had fallen on his sword once, as a mortal. It wasn’t so difficult.

      She was borne upon the stampede, a jewel amid flotsam. The soldier arrowed overhead, buffeted by noise and various smoky substances, pushing against air-currents, ready at any moment to dive and tear through fragile mortal flesh if his new prize foundered. The sudden, overwhelming acuity of every sense was akin to a fledgling’s first nights after full transition, drunk with the wonder of the Blood—yet far, far deeper.

      He had not realized how close he trod to true-death. Ossification had stalked him with infinite cat-quiet patience. Even the control and discipline of his work was a trap, though he had sought to remain flexible by engaging with mortal catspaws and dogsbodies far more than one of his age normally did. His duties as Father’s head general necessarily involved contact with security troops, but few pursued it so actively.

      That was also part of the game, each interaction with brief ever-changing mortal creatures an attempt at insurance against the inevitable while longing for the unbelievable. Which had now occurred, albeit not quite in the way he’d ever imagined.

      She spilled through a pair of wide-open doors, flung free hard enough to clip a corner of the metal refuse-boxes standing sentinel in a spacious, well-brushed alley. He had to restrain a sudden urge to plunge, slip out of mistform, and shield her from the blow, but it was already too late. She was off and running again, quite fast for a mortal. Modern streets were as a rule much cleaner than those of his long-ago youth, yet for a moment he was at the sack of Karthago again, or Korinth, or any of a thousand other cities he had led warriors through.

      Screams and wailing rose to foul a night’s uncertain peace, though unaccompanied by smoke or cries of murderous joy. The gunfire was fading—his own squad would be withdrawing in good order, knowing well enough to avoid whatever sudden event had necessitated their commander’s vanishment. Anything requiring the behavior he had exhibited was above or beyond their own concerns.

      They would return to the outpost near the oilfields bearing news, though. And that was concerning. The soldier did not wish to think beyond the current moment, since there was quite enough to do keeping a fleeing leman in sight and dealing with the flood of luxurious, unwonted sensation.

      He could lose through sheer inattention or mischance what he had just found, unless great care were exercised.

      Entirely sumptuous, the layers of deadened emotional callus peeling away as he floated behind her. He could watch while glorying in the freshness, the sheer newness of every detail. A clinging black dress with straps over her tender shoulders, the full skirt fluttering, lovely bare lithe legs and heavy boots, a dark braid swaying as she fled—quite the picture, and he dipped lower as she flagged.

      Not even a nymph could run forever.

      She swung aside, plunging into a small passageway connecting to yet another alley. Was she familiar with this place? Curiosity was another new hunger, burning all through him. How best to introduce himself? The old rumors were clear upon at least one point—a leman was to be taken at the moment of discovery, or swiftly as possible afterward.

      Taken, and bitten. Then claimed.

      He dove, slipping out of mistform, booted feet cat-soft meeting cracked pavement. Gliding after her, wholly intent, he wondered if he should pray.

      Save that for when she is safe. And have you forgotten him?

      The soldier had not begun this night expecting he would find himself at once disloyal and possessed of divine good luck, but he was now committed. The thrall had risen, a crimson burst in old, almost-dry veins, and he found not only was he awash in magnificent sensation but also—for the first time in centuries—incredibly physically aroused.

      Stiff as a gladius, in fact. The need was pleasant in its sharpness; how long had he been an unthinking automaton?

      Now he was awake, aware, alive. But just as he decided he had followed long enough, that his new prize must indeed be grasped, she put on another burst of speed.

      Her pulse sang—every mortal’s heartbeat was unique, certainly, but hers was music engineered specifically for his hearing. He quickened as well, a hawk preparing for the dive, a giant swan ready to descend upon a staggering girl.

      I long to know your name, pretty one. So glorious to feel again after centuries spent watching the waters of Lethe rise inch by inch upon his frame, trapped in slowly calcifying body and mind.

      Engine-noise, nearby and slowing. A mortal yell.

      “Leila! Leila, come on!”

      Like a young doe was she, running flat-out as if sensing the predator in her wake. Fists curled, arms pumping, the braid swinging to tap her back, she bolted from the alley and dove into the rear passenger side of a nondescript sedan, quick as a wink. The vehicle barely slowed enough for her to perform the maneuver, yet she did so with grace. One last skirt-flutter, and she was gone.

      The soldier paused, struck by unfamiliar astonishment. He recognized another heartbeat within the car; one he had catalogued from sheer habit—the mortal male who had held her against the wall.

      Lover? Husband? What true man would let such a beauty wander alone? But mortals were unaware of the rare flowers in their midst—and a good thing, too, lest they make leman even scarcer. Hunting the strange or different was not solely a sanguinant trait, or even confined to the wider demimonde.

      Now that he had found such a rare, impossible miracle, everything he had ever heard concerning leman swirled inside him, a collage of tactical responses jostling for selection. It was traditional to remove all encumbrances from a new aima-glyza, in order to discourage panicked attempts at escape—and to make their transition to fledgling easier, for the moment she was bitten and claimed the Gift would begin to rise in her flesh.

      At least his new objective was almost painfully clear. Father was a problem best solved in due course; the soldier could even anticipate the event with some pleasure.

      His chains were now broken, an event any servant longed for, any master feared.

      The soldier took to mistform again, following the fleeing vehicle.
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      An uncomfortable ride back to base, not least because lean sandy-haired Dan stared in front of the old Taurus like the road had personally done him wrong, refusing to even glance in the rearview mirror. On the other hand, Pete, in the front passenger seat because of course he was, kept twisting to look back at Layla.

      As if it were her fault someone else had jumped the gun.

      “It was a red-stripe, skull and crossbones,” she repeated, and felt the same old dull hopelessness. Tonight’s clusterfuck would absolutely end up being blamed on her somehow. “I just couldn’t drag the name up in time. You have to believe me.”

      “I do,” Pete said. Sweat gleamed on his forehead, and his mild brown eyes were for once hot with accusation as he glanced at Dave. “I told you not to put him there.”

      “You prefer him on lookout, then? Or up-top with sniper duty?” Dan shook his head, an irritable flicker tossing too-long fringe out of his eyes. He’d refused to get a trim despite Shawn’s crew mocking him, probably because they were a weirdly costumed lot in their own right—the tattoos, or the feathers tied in John Dancer’s sideburns, were the least of it. “I’ll wait to hear what Ben has to say for himself before I decide what the hell.”

      Oh, for Chrissake. Layla strangled a flare of uncharacteristically intense anger. Soaked with fresh sweat, her heart refusing to slow down from rabbit-gallop, and beginning to feel all the bruises from being nearly trampled to death in a nightclub because some dipshit couldn’t get it into his head not to pop off before the order was given—that was bad enough. But to have Dan constantly giving that same dumbass the benefit of the doubt just because…

      Why?

      Because he’s a man. She swallowed the bitterness of adrenaline lingering at the back of her palate. “I swear to God it’s him. The one they call Nemesis.”

      The car wallowed as Dan piloted left onto 45th Street. He was playing it cool, just at the speed limit, striking a balance between cautious old granny-driving and the slight rule-breaking of a businessman one past the limit but determined not to get pulled over. This circuitous route back to base was part of the plan.

      At least they’d taken her suggestion in that regard; a miniscule, qualified victory, the only kind she ever got. But the sense of an invisible, unfriendly gaze on her simply wouldn’t go away. Her nerves were a thousand percent shot.

      Pete at least had body armor under his civilian T-shirt, for Chrissake. Layla was supposed to be well out of the way before any shooting went down. She couldn’t get rid of the sensation of a big ol’ glowing target painted on her back.

      “You can’t be sure,” Dan said, finally.

      What the fuck? Her jaw threatened to drop. “There’s nothing wrong with my memory, Daniel.” Layla throttled the unfriendly reminder that she and Suze been the ones getting him through high school—Suze with her head for numbers and ideas of maybe becoming an accountant, Layla for everything else, including every single essay he’d laboriously hand-copied to turn in.

      Thinking about it now, she wondered why he didn’t just spend that teeth-clenched effort to write the damn things himself.

      Layla’s memory was a steel trap not just for names but for faces, a major reason why she did so much of the research and recon. But no, Dan said she couldn’t be sure, probably thinking estrogen was clouding her synapses. Just what did she like so much about him, anyway? Especially considering what she’d seen just before the wedding—and yet he’d made Suzy so very happy, and the way he’d broken down after… after Suze…

      After the attack at Paradise Point, and those terrible, dreamlike weeks afterward, when both he and Layla had found out how far down the rabbit hole really went.

      Pete twisted again, peering into the backseat. “Well, I think you did great.” As if conferring a huge favor, but it wasn’t his fault. Men were just built to be dickheads; if she wasn’t so hung up on one particular specimen, she might even like Pete. Certainly he was far nicer than some she could name. “And if you say it was a red-stripe then I believe you. But… Nemesis? You’re absolutely sure?”

      “Curly-headed sonofabitch with a nose like that? And he was dressed the same way as in the file, same sweater even. Plus, he always goes around with a squad of cookie-cutter human goons, and I’d recognize that stare of his after looking at it even once.” Layla shivered, though the breeze coming through the half-open window did nothing to cool her off. It was just too hot tonight. She longed for a nice chilled bottle of chablis, a tepid bath, dreamless sleep on good sheets in an air-conditioned room. “We went over the files like eight separate times because of what happened to O’Shaughnassey’s crew.”

      And wasn’t that a bitch and a half? Shawn and his group of quiet, scarred, diffident men who had taken their few weeks of adding professional training to Dan’s group so very seriously. She’d thought about signing up with them for good, but they were Catholic and took a dim view of girls getting in the way.

      Story of her life. Of course, maybe she could be grateful, since just last winter they’d run across a really powerful biter and got wasted in a parking garage, of all things. The footage from that, as well as the autopsy reports, made for some nightmare viewing.

      Everything did, nowadays.

      “We did.” Pete no longer sounded entirely dubious, just mostly. It was a nice change.

      The car veered again; they were getting close to base. The few active storefronts along this street were closed, locked, and bearing metal grilles across their doors; the abandoned ones were boarded up. Both types ignored anything happening before their shuttered gazes.

      “I’m telling you I recognized him. We should’ve aborted.” The undeniable, atavistic sense of being watched was really giving her ‘the wiggins’. Now there was a Suze-ism.

      Poor Suze. Poor Shawn. Poor everyone.

      “And wait how long for another chance at that Griskov bastard? Where are we gonna find the funding, huh?” Dan’s hands were tight on the steering wheel, knuckles pale, and Layla was suddenly very aware of her bare, bruised shoulders, naked knees, the thin material of the dress. “Fuck. Fuck. The asshole we were after was supposed to be there. He was supposed to be leaving at two, just like always!”

      I’m sure he’s checking his day planner right now. She swallowed the observation, just as bitter as stale coffee or leftover adrenaline. “Well, if he got word Nemesis was paying a visit, he’s probably long gone. We’re lucky to be alive, Danny.”

      Maybe her tone wasn’t exactly as soft or forgiving as it could be, but honestly, did she have to be the voice of reason all the damn time? Managing every single man’s emotional state as well as his laundry pile was a thankless goddamn occupation, and she was tired.

      So, so goddamn tired.

      “For fuck’s sake.” Now Dan glanced in the rearview, and if looks could kill she’d be bleeding in the backseat. “Can you try not to call me that, Lay?”

      Why do I like you so much, again? She was asking herself the question more and more these days. Her back was positively crawling with gooseflesh; Layla found she was also hugging herself despite the heat and the sweat, fingers slipping against bruised, aching upper arms.

      All of her was throbbing like a bad tooth. “Sure thing,” she muttered, and settled to stare out the window. Maybe Pete was now watching her in the side mirror; the sense of being looked at only intensified.
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        * * *

      

      She’d thought the night couldn’t get worse, but it just had to go and surprise her.

      Base was an abandoned, boarded-up machinist’s shop out on LaGranda Boulevard, its interior jammed with detritus and a few ‘rooms’ excavated for their use. Ack had jury-rigged the electricity and Ben, for all his flaws, was a dab hand at guerrilla plumbing, so at least there was a little bit of wash-up before debriefing. Layla could jam herself into jeans and a pink V-neck T-shirt—neither piece too fresh, since she was the only one who did any cleaning at all plus funds were scarce—and tell herself the persistent feeling of being stared at was just post-operation letdown.

      She pressed a folded, dribble-soaked washcloth against her nape, ignoring the sharp smell of mildew. Any temporary illusion of coolness was well worth the hassle. “That’s him.”

      The trestle table in what Steve called ‘the ready room’ held four piles of intel paper and several neatly arranged weapons; at least Steve and Ack spent time tidying those up. The rest of the place looked like a bomb had gone off, but the stacked walls of crap helped shield them from outside scrutiny and would slow down cops if any came calling to check for harmless, houseless folk just trying to find some shelter.

      NEMESIS, the manila file proclaimed on its tab, sprawled open under a tensor lamp. The grainy 8x10 photo was just as she remembered, and seeing the biter again, even in 2D, was unpleasant at best. Alias: Nemesis Name: Unk. Age: Unk. Range: Unk.

      Lots of unknowns, but the listed sightings were thought-provoking. If oh God that’s terrifying qualified as provoking, that was. The biter had been all over the continent in steadily widening loops since at least the late 1800s.

      Shawn’s intel guy Mike had taught Layla how to use shorthand and cross-reference in the particular way real demimonde investigators found most useful. Even he had looked a little green going over some of the reports from Nemesis sightings, and their group had been about as hardcore as it got—fancy new ceramic armor, chain gorgets to guard against bites, crucifix tattoos, Vatican funding, the whole nine.

      Fat lot of good it had done.

      “You’re absolutely sure?” Pete persisted, rubbing his knuckles like he always did when really bad news hit.

      “He looked right at me. Of course I’m fucking sure.” She couldn’t suppress a shiver, carefully laying the washcloth on the table’s edge. “I mean, on the bright side, he’s probably done for the Blue Moon biter. Maybe we can turn in the kill and get the bounty?” The idea of going back to that particular mobster watering-hold and asking for money just made her more tired. Christ knew she’d probably be the one doing the actual work of gathering a package of gruesome proof.

      “Good luck with that.” Tall, blue-eyed Ben rubbed at his cheeks, callused palms scraping stubble, and let out a massive beery belch. He’d apparently stopped for a case of suds on the way back to base, which would’ve gotten anyone else a chewing out from Dan—both for the expense and for showing up on a gas-station camera or two. “If we don’t have actual footage of the kill, they won’t put out. Fucking bastards.”

      The kill, as if he did this every day of the week. Sure, he’d been part of that terrible two-fer, the baby biters which so far represented their group’s only success—albeit more luck than anything else, but still. Layla restrained the urge to roll her eyes.

      Which took serious effort. All she could do was wait to see how Dan was going to deal with this.

      Their leader just sat in a camp chair, an open Coors can in his hand, staring bleakly at a nearby wall made entirely of stacked, shadowed garbage.

      “I only saw the back of his head.” Wiry, buzzcut Ackerman had helped himself to a can as well, but he wasn’t drinking, just rolling the damp aluminum across his forehead. There were shadows under his bright hazel eyes, and his baggy fatigues had seen much better days. He’d already cleaned his rifle twice and kept glancing nervously in Dan’s direction. Now, however, he tipped his chin in Ben’s general direction. “Then genius here started shooting.”

      “Early bird gets the worm.” Ben grinned, lifting his beer can, clearly not chastened in the slightest. “We popped some of the hypnotized fucks, at least.”

      Lots of people signed up to work for individual biters, most unwittingly. The monsters had their blood-drenched claws everywhere, or so it seemed; bloodsucking came with lots of business success, most on the quasi-legal side but no few were entirely on the up-and-up save for entirely law-abiding tax evasion of the sort rich people throughout history had always excelled at. Some of the bodyguards and close personal servants seemed to be as durable as other demimonde species, and the argument over whether they’d been given a bit of biter blood like the stories claimed or were something else entirely was perennial. Some people swore little green goblins and aliens with black bug-eyes worked for the vampires as well, not to mention certain species of chupacabra.

      Good help was hard to find for everyone these days.

      Steve-o had shoved his whole head into the utility sink; the dark mop glistened with moisture. Now he scrubbed at his underarms with a dirty T-shirt since all the towels were stiff and smelled bad; he hadn’t spoken yet. His expression was sour as the laundry.

      “Yeah, that’s four henchmen who won’t be licking Dracula’s ass.” Ack didn’t seem pleased, though he reserved his coldest, most ardent hatred for those provably signed up to serve biters for their own gain. Apparently he’d run afoul of a willing servant sometime in the past, but he rarely elaborated. “But they almost had you and Steve. I think I clipped a civilian, covering you.”

      “Collateral damage.” Ben took another hit off his can, blinking hard—probably against the tingle of carbonation in his nose—while staring at Layla’s chest.

      She was used to that, so far as was possible. Wearing a bra under these conditions was more trouble than it was worth. At least his constant gawping could explain the sensation of eyes on her every goddamn move.

      Steve finally piped up. “That’s bad luck, man.” He had a nice baritone; Layla often wondered what he’d sound like singing. “Man, I once thought y’all were professionals.”

      Shawn had offered to let Steve into his group, while turning down Layla in the nicest possible way. Later, Steve had asked her quietly not to let Dan know, and she’d nodded, well aware of the fireworks that piece of information would cause—not from Dan himself, but from Ben.

      Just one more service she provided, really. Now there was yet more smoothing the waters to do, and the task filled her with dread.

      “We’ve collected the bounty on two biters already,” she pointed out. The fact that the money had been from low-level mobsters who felt a particular type of weird murder-y shit was cutting into profits was neither here nor there; if regular municipal authorities wouldn’t pony up, organized crime would. Shawn’s crew had been bankrolled by a hush-hush Vatican program, or so they said, but good luck getting the Church to share the collection-plate take with regular old American heretics. “That’s good, right?”

      “Yeah, well.” Steve-o dragged another camp chair toward the table and lowered himself to sit in stages, like an old man.

      Nobody would admit Ack getting headshots on two baby fangers with the new ammo while Steve and Dan pumped the rest of the creatures’ bodies full of yet more fancy-dancy exploding bullets was more a fluke than anything else. That was just three months ago in Chicago, another operation gone almost-wrong, and she hated thinking about it.

      She’d done a great job as decoy, even Ben had to admit as much. Both biters had locked right on her, and she’d led them into the ambush without any trouble at all. In fact, they’d acted skunk-drunk and were still trying to get at her as the bullets hit. And how they’d screamed before falling apart, violated tissues poofing into fine, gritty dust, a sound fit for nightmares if she didn’t already have so many.

      Mostly centering on poor Suzy.

      Maybe that job was why Ben had opened fire early tonight. He constantly talked about getting a few notches in his belt, a phrase which seemed to apply both to vampire-hunting and to sex, but he never mentioned why he had taken up the former.

      Of course, neither did Steve, but the look on his face whenever the subject came up spoke volumes.

      Dan sighed. Everyone quieted, waiting. When he finally broke the hush, though, it wasn’t to start the official debrief. Instead, he lifted his sweating Coors can and looked at it like he didn’t quite understand how it had gotten into his hand.

      “Fuck it,” he said, tonelessly. Dim backwash from the tensor accentuated fine lines around his eyes, at the corners of his mouth. “I quit.”

      A strange murmuring silence filled their temporary, derelict home. A past-midnight train was barreling nearby, rhythmic wheel-clacks like a heartbeat; the formless mutter of traffic was so familiar it went unnoticed until something awkward happened.

      Layla’s throat was dry. Even the beer, yeasty and pisswatery, was starting to sound good.

      “Three years of bullshit,” Dan continued. “Four, if you count… just fuck it. I’m going back home, I’m forgetting all about this creepy shit, and I suggest y’all do the same.”

      What. The hell. Layla had to un-grit her teeth before she could get a word out. “What do you mean, you quit?” Hunting biters wasn’t the sort of thing you walked away from. Especially when they killed your wife, for God’s sake.

      That went double for showing up at Layla’s door, blubbering-drunk about how Suzy was gone, it was real and Suze was gone. And then asking her to go to the morgue to help identify the body, because he couldn’t face it alone.

      “Do you need a fucking dictionary, Lay? I. Fucking. Quit.” Dan glared at her, coffee-colored eyes gone cold and strange, just like when she’d opened the door to the hotel room before the wedding and found him with Cindy Asterly.

      No tears that time, no sir. He hadn’t even pleaded with her not to tell, just looked at her like that.

      Like she was a stranger.

      “But…” There wasn’t enough air in this stupid falling-apart building packed with junk; she sounded like she’d been punched right in the gut. “But Suzy.”

      Poor, sweet, friendly Suzy, who never hurt a fly. Who never seemed to care Layla’s house was on the wrong side of the tracks, who called her bestie and even uninvited Mary LaCosta from her thirteenth birthday party because the little bitch had spread rumors about Layla and Bobby Myers.

      “For fuck’s sake, I didn’t even love her,” Dan spat, his mouth contorting for a swift, terrible moment. The dark circles under his eyes had somehow gotten worse in the past half-hour, as if years of sleep deprivation had settled in all at once. “She fucking forced me to marry her, all right? Said she was pregnant.”

      But you did marry her. Even after I caught you. Layla stared at him, dimly aware her mouth was slightly open. A weird slipping sensation vibrated under her still tightly laced boots, as if a minor earthquake had chosen this particular moment to strike.

      “Uh-oh,” Ben mock-whispered, grinning. “Trouble in paradise, Mommy and Daddy are fighting⁠—”

      “Will you just shut the entire fuck up?” Steve-o snarled—another shock, he was always so laid-back. “I’ve had about enough of your bullshit, man.”

      Layla knew she should say something, anything to fix things, to smooth this over. The words dammed up in her throat, dry and horrible, and Dan’s face—once capable of making her melt like ice cream on a hot sidewalk—had turned into a stranger’s.

      He lifted his Coors can, still staring at her with that cold, awful expression.

      Ben belched again, the sound turning into words. “Brrrrr-uck you.” He was probably proud of being able to perform that feat. “Shouldn’t have a cunt with us in the first place. Bad luck.”

      Pete turned, his hip banging the trestle table, which squeaked and wobbled alarmingly. “Shut up,” he hissed. “Jesus Christ, you’re such a fucking amateur.”

      “None of us are pros,” Ack weighed in, and thank God for that. If someone with a dick was playing peacemaker, it might have a chance of working. “Let’s just all calm do⁠—”

      Ben was, of course, unwilling to be reasonable. “Oh, you think you’re gonna get in the cunt’s pants? She don’t even notice you, man, you—ulp!”

      At first she thought Steve had stood up, walked around the table, and punched him. But when Layla’s head turned, she saw Steve still in the camp chair, gazing at the spot where Ben had been. Steve’s jaw was loose, blue eyes cartoonishly round, and the shirt draped over the chair’s arm fluttered on a stray draft.

      Where Ben had stood there was nothing. He’d vanished into thin air.

      What the…

      She couldn’t even finish the thought. A flicker in her peripheral vision, soft whuff of displaced air touching her cheek, and Dan’s chair hit the concrete, the Coors can describing a high, perfect arc before impact, splattering yeasty white foam. The trestle table wobbled harder, the tensor’s glow casting crazy shadows and stacked guns, knives, and ammo clips clattering uneasily.

      “Run!” Ackerman yelled.
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