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DAVID EUGENE FAVIER


September 25, 1955–December 6, 2010


This one is for Gene, who loved Anita and Edward as much as I did. He was always ready to defend my honor online, but without ever losing sight that he was a gentleman. He will be missed.
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The main piece of the body lay on the ground, on its back in the middle of a smooth grassy field. In the predawn gloom everything looked gray, but there were scuffed and paler places around the field; I think we were in standing in the middle of a softball field. The ‘we’ was Edward, US Marshal Ted Forrester, and me, US Marshal Anita Blake. Edward was his real name, the real him. Forrester was his secret identity, like Clark Kent for Superman, but to the other marshals he was good ol’ boy Ted, once a bounty hunter, now a marshal, grandfathered in under the Preternatural Endangerment Act just like me. I’d been a vampire executioner, not a bounty hunter. But either way, there we stood with real badges; legally we were real cops. Edward still took assassination jobs if the pay was high enough, or the hit interesting enough. He specialized in killing only dangerous things, like wereanimals and vampires. Crime fighting had actually begun to take up most of his time. Work does interfere with your hobbies.


There were other marshals over talking to the local police, but it was just Edward and me standing in the middle of the scattered body parts. Maybe the others had gotten tired of looking at them; we had come straight from the airport in Tacoma to the crime scene. The other cops had been here longer. Dismembered bodies did lose their charm pretty fast.


I fought the urge to huddle in my Windbreaker with US Marshal in big letters on it. It was fifty freaking degrees here. Whoever heard of fifty being the regular temperature in August? It was a hundred-plus with heat index at home in St Louis. The stop before this one had been Alabama. Fifty degrees felt amazingly cold after all that heat and humidity. The light softened around us and I could see the body parts better. It didn’t make me like them any better.


‘Is the body lying on its back, or its ass?’ I asked.


‘You mean because it’s bisected at midchest and the parts are about ten feet away?’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘Does it matter?’ he asked. He pushed his hand toward a cowboy hat that he’d left in the car that brought us from the airport. Ted wore a well-loved, well-creased cowboy hat, and the fact that the hat gesture had become habitual said just how much time Edward was spending as his legal alter ego. He settled for running his hand through his short blond hair. He was five foot eight, which seemed tall to me at five-three.


‘I guess not.’ In my head I thought, Problems like that are what you think about when you stare down at a dismembered body, because otherwise you want to run screaming, or throw up. I hadn’t thrown up on a body in years, but the St Louis police had never let me live it down.


‘They can’t find the heart,’ he said, voice as unemotional as his face. The light was strong enough that I could see that his eyes were blue rather than just pale. He had a summer tan, light gold, but better than I tanned. It seemed wrong that the blond, blue-eyed WASP tanned darker than I did with my mother’s black hair and brown eyes. I was half Hispanic – shouldn’t I tan darker than white-bread boy?


‘Anita,’ he said, and he moved so I couldn’t see the body. ‘Talk to me.’


I blinked at him. ‘They won’t find the heart. Just like they didn’t find the last three hearts. The killer, or killers, is taking the heart as a trophy, or proof of the kill. Like the woodsman in Snow White taking the heart back to the Wicked Queen in a box, or something.’


‘I need you here, working this case, not lost in your head.’


‘I’m here.’ I frowned at him.


He shook his head. ‘I’ve seen you look at worse than this and be better about it.’


‘Maybe I’m tired of looking at shit like this. Aren’t you?’


‘You don’t mean just this case,’ he said.


I shook my head.


‘Are you asking if looking at things like this bothers me?’


‘I would never ask that, it’s against the guy code,’ I said, and just saying it that way made me smile a little.


He smiled back, but more like it was reflex. It never reached his eyes. They stayed cold and empty as a winter sky. Once the other marshals joined us he’d make his eyes sparkle, or fill with some emotion; he didn’t bother when it was just us. We knew each other too well; there was no need to hide.


‘No, it doesn’t bother me.’


I shrugged, and finally let myself huddle in the thin Windbreaker. At least with my main gun at the small of my back instead of in the shoulder holster, I was able to zip it and not compromise my gun. I still had my backup gun in the shoulder holster and a big-ass knife down my back that attached to the specially made shoulder rig.


‘It’s more that I’d rather be home.’


‘With your men,’ he said, and again it was totally neutral.


I nodded. I missed the men in my life when I was away too long, and this was our fourth crime scene in a fourth city. I was tired of planes, tired of other cops, tired of being away.


‘I’m missing Becca in Music Man. She’s just in the chorus, but she’s one of the youngest they’ve ever cast.’


‘She must be really good.’


‘She is.’ He nodded, smiling, and this time it reached all the way up to his eyes. His face was warm and happy thinking about his almost stepdaughter. He’d been living with and engaged to Donna for years, but never quite married, but the kids thought of him as their dad. Becca had been only six when he and her mother started dating. Edward, whom the vampires had nicknamed ‘Death’, had taken Becca to dance class and sat in the waiting room with the moms for years now. It made me smile just to think about it.


‘It was more fun to hunt monsters before we had someone to go home to,’ I said.


The smile faded and he turned cold eyes to look at where the head lay to one side of the field. ‘I can’t argue that. I don’t mind the bodies. It doesn’t bother me, but I hope we get home before the musical is over.’


‘How many nights does it run?’


‘Two weeks,’ he said.


‘Two weeks, starting today?’


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t want to be out here another two weeks,’ I said.


‘Me, either,’ he said, and this time he sounded tired.


The real trouble with this case for me was that I knew exactly why these victims had been chosen. I even knew what was killing them. The trouble was I couldn’t tell anyone but Edward, because if I told the police everything I knew, the killers would come after me and every policeman that I told, and everyone that they told. The Harlequin were the vampire equivalent of police, spies, judge, jury, and executioner. They were also some of the greatest warriors to ever live, or unlive. Some of them were vampires and some of them were wereanimals, which was how they were slicing apart the bodies of the weretigers they were killing across the country. The body at our feet looked like a human man. Before he died he’d been able to shift to a big-ass tiger, but it hadn’t helped him against the Harlequin, just as it hadn’t helped any of the others. If two people were equally fast, equally strong, but one was better trained at fighting, the better trained one would win. So far, none of the weretigers had been anything but ordinary people who just happened to turn into weretigers.


‘We’re here to work the scene,’ Edward said, ‘so we do.’


I sighed, squared my shoulders, and stopped huddling in my thin jacket. ‘It’s partly that we know so much the other police need to know.’


‘We settled this, Anita. The … ones who can’t be named—’ He glared at me. ‘I really hate that we can’t even say their names out loud. It feels like we’re in a Harry Potter book talking about He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.’


‘You know the deal, Edward; if you mention their name without their invitation they hunt you down and kill you for it. If I told the other police, everyone who said their name would be hunted down and slaughtered. I don’t know about you, but these guys are scary good, and they seem to have knowledge of modern forensics.’


‘They’re wearing cloaks, gloves, and hoods that cover their hair, Anita. The outfits that keep them hidden from the other of these … guys help them not leave forensic evidence behind.’


‘Fair enough.’


‘And the Whatevers that are on your side don’t know the faces of the others. They wear masks when they meet, like some terrorist cells, so they can spy on each other if they need to.’


‘So we have no faces to give them, no names except nicknames, and those match the masks they wear.’


‘I don’t think assassins this good wear Venetian carnival masks in downtown Tacoma, so the nicknames and masks don’t help,’ he said.


‘So we know everything and nothing useful,’ I said.


‘If I’d taken the contract to kill the Queen vampire, she’d be dead right now.’


‘Or you would and I’d be talking to Peter about why he’s lost a second dad.’


Edward gave me the full weight of his cold gaze. ‘You know how good I am at my job.’


I’d had years of practice meeting that cold gaze. I met it now. ‘You don’t understand, Edward. She’s the darkness, the night itself made alive.’


‘I wouldn’t have just blown her body up and called the job done,’ he said. ‘Something that supernatural needed magic to kill it for good.’


‘What – you would have brought a witch along?’


‘No, but I would have gone to one and gotten charms, a blessed weapon, something. The mercenaries the vampire council hired to kill her treated her like just another mark and now we’re all in the shit because of it.’


I couldn’t argue with him; he was too right. The Harlequin had been the law of the vampire council in Europe for thousands of years, but their original job had been as bodyguards to their Dark Queen. Half of them had broken with the vampire council and were back to taking orders from the Mother of All Darkness.


‘They thought fire would destroy her,’ I said.


‘Would you have assumed that?’


I thought about it. ‘No.’


‘What would you have done?’


‘I’d have plastered myself with holy items, thrown more holy items on the body so her spirit couldn’t leave the body she’s in, and taken her head and heart, then I’d have burned it all separately down to ash, and put the ashes of the head, the heart, and the body in different bodies of running water.’


‘You really think she could come back if you put the ashes in the same body of water?’


I shrugged. ‘She survived the total destruction by fire of her body and was able to send her spirit out to take over the body of other vampire council members. I wouldn’t put anything past her.’


‘So even if we find Morte d’Amour, the Lover of Death, and destroy him, she’ll just jump to another host.’


‘She can survive as a disembodied spirit, Edward; I’m not sure she can be killed.’


‘Everything dies, Anita. The universe will die eventually.’


‘I’m not going to sweat what happens five billion years from now, Edward; the universe can take care of itself. How do we stop them from killing innocent weretiger citizens, and the bigger question, how do we stop her?’


‘You’re the necromancer, I’m just a humble killer,’ he said.


‘Which means, you don’t know either,’ I said.


‘Why doesn’t your boyfriend know? Jean-Claude is Master of the City of St Louis, and what’s left of the European power structure is trying to make him head of a new vampire council here in the States. Why aren’t the vampires and all the other wereanimals you’re hanging out with helping to stop this?’


‘The other … whatevers are hunting these guys. They’ll be traveling as they hear about the bodies, but they’re behind us, Edward. We’ve been first on the ground in the last three cities.’


‘For preternaturals that are supposed to be the greatest spies and assassins ever, they suck at anything useful.’


‘We’re not doing much better,’ I said.


‘So the vampires can’t help us. We’re cops, let’s be cops,’ he said.


‘What does that mean?’


‘We work the scene. This is the kill site. This is where we can learn new things about these bastards. Things that aren’t legends, but what they did only a few hours ago. It can help us catch them.’


‘You really believe that?’


‘I have to believe that, and so do you.’


I took in a deep breath and wished I hadn’t. There was a faint bitter smell because we were standing near the end of the body. Death isn’t neat, or pretty, or clean; it’s all outhouse smells as your body does everything it can do all at once, one last time.


‘Fine,’ I said, and I squatted beside the body on the balls of my feet. I made myself look at the body, really look at it.


‘This body was sliced, neat, very few cuts, very efficient.’


‘So why tear the body into pieces?’


‘Because they wanted to do it, and were strong enough to do it,’ I said.


‘You know that doesn’t feel right; try again.’ He stood over me, and for the first time in a long time I felt like the inexperienced newbie and he was the mentor again, telling me how to kill the monsters. He was one of the few people on the planet I would have taken that attitude from.


‘They wanted the bodies to match the other bodies, at least superficially. They hoped the police would think it was the same killers.’


‘But it’s not,’ Edward said.


‘The first body and the third were savaged. They were literally torn apart. There were internal organs and guts everywhere. It was like a disorganized killer with maybe an organized partner directing, or controlling him. This is all organized. He, or they, are doing the kills like they’ve been told to, matching the first kill, but their heart isn’t in it.’


‘What do you mean?’ he asked.


‘This was a cold kill like the second one. The other two kills, the murderer took joy in it.’


He came down beside me on the balls of his feet, too. ‘My kills are neat and clean, but I enjoy my work.’


‘You enjoy the planning and being faster, stronger, just better than whoever you’re hunting, but do you actually enjoy the kill?’


‘Yes,’ he said, and he was looking at the body as he said it.


I studied his profile. I asked him something I’d never asked him before. ‘What is it you enjoy about it?’


He turned those pale blue eyes to me. They’d faded so the blue was grayish. It was never a good sign when his eyes changed to that cold winter sky color.


‘I like watching the light die in their eyes,’ he said, his voice as cold and unemotional as his own eyes.


I met that winter gaze and said, ‘That’s why you like a close kill.’


He nodded, still holding that winter gaze on me. I don’t know what my face showed. We’d started out with him being my teacher, and then he’d paid me the ultimate compliment. He’d told me a few years ago that he wanted to see which of us was better. He wasn’t sure anymore, and it was a fantasy of his to have us hunt each other, so we could settle the debate once and for all. When he first told me, I’d been convinced I’d be the one that would die; now I wasn’t so sure, maybe I would win. Maybe I could call Donna and the kids and tell them … Tell them what? That their family was destroyed because Edward and I had had the ultimate guy moment and I was the better man?


‘So you think the killers enjoyed the kill?’ My voice was as empty and neutral as any I had, just two killers talking shop over someone else’s kill.


‘I think they might have enjoyed the killing. There’s no way to tell when a killer is this controlled,’ he said.


‘How does any of this help us catch them?’


He shook his head and looked back at the biggest part of the body. ‘I don’t know.’ He sounded tired again.


I looked down at the body. There was still enough of his chest and stomach left to show that he’d had muscle tone. He’d hit the gym, and it had done him no good at all. He would be another clanless tiger, a survivor of an attack rather than one born into a family group. The Harlequin were killing only the clanless right now, because they were searching for certain tigers. They were searching for gold tigers. A bloodline supposedly destroyed during the reign of the First Emperor of China, but hidden in secret by some of the Harlequin. Hidden from the other Harlequin and from the Mother of All Darkness; the fact that they’d managed to hide them from her when she was at the height of her powers said just how good the Harlequin were at subterfuge. They would have run the world’s best witness protection program ever.


We’d hoped they’d stop slaughtering the clanless tigers when the gold tigers made their public debut to the other tiger clans, but though we’d made it public that we had all colors of the tigers with us in St Louis, the Harlequin were still hunting and killing the weretigers. It seemed so pointless.


I stood up, waiting for my bad knee to protest squatting too long, but it didn’t. I realized my ‘bad knee’ hadn’t been bad in a while. I was Jean-Claude’s human servant and metaphysically tied to several wereanimals. I healed faster than human-normal, but I hadn’t realized I’d lost the old aches and pains from past injuries. When had that happened?


Edward stood beside me, and he favored one leg a little. He had an injury on that one from a hunt that went bad. I thought, How old is Edward? Will he age and I won’t? Will my ties to the supernatural keep healing me? It was a weird thought to think that Edward might grow older faster than I did.


‘You’ve thought of something, what?’ he asked.


I opened my mouth, closed it, and tried to think of something else to say out loud. ‘Why keep killing the tigers?’ I said.


‘You mean now that they know you and Jean-Claude have your own gold tigers in St Louis?’


‘Yes. They were supposed to kill the clanless tigers to keep us from getting the gold tigers to bond with metaphysically. It’s too late, Edward, we’ve already done that, so why keep killing the other tigers?’


‘Maybe they’re looking for a specific weretiger.’


‘Maybe, but why, or who, and again why? There’s nothing to be gained by it.’


‘I can think of one thing they’ve gained,’ he said.


‘Okay, what?’


‘They’ve separated you from Jean-Claude and all the other people you’re metaphysically tied to. In St Louis you have enough bodyguards to make up a small army. Here, it’s just you and the police.’


‘You think they’d risk attacking me with the cops around? I mean, the whole concept of these guys is that no one knows they exist. They’re really invested in being this big dark secret.’


‘If Mommie Darkest told them to kill you, would they risk being outed to the human police?’


‘Maybe,’ I said, and then I had another idea. I wasn’t sure it was worse, but it scared me more. ‘Her first idea was to take over my body. She wanted to kill me only after she realized I was too powerful for her to move into me.’


‘Are you as powerful out here hundreds of miles away from Jean-Claude and the rest?’


I thought about it, really made myself look at it. ‘Metaphysically, no. I’m safer if I can touch my master and animals to call.’


‘Maybe they’re killing the tigers to keep you out here.’


‘You think they’ll try to kidnap me?’ I asked.


‘If she still wants your body, yes.’


‘And if she just wants me dead, then that works better out here, too,’ I said.


‘It does,’ he said. He was looking out at the edge of the field. He was checking the perimeter for danger, trying to see the Harlequin hiding in the trees along the edge of the green, summer field.


‘I don’t sense any wereanimals,’ I said, ‘and walking in full daylight is incredibly rare. I’ve only met three vampires that could do it.’


‘If they’re these ultimate spies, would you be able to sense them?’


‘I think so,’ I said.


He glanced at me, then went back to scanning the area. ‘That’s pretty arrogant.’


‘Maybe, but I’d still know if there was a preternatural close to us.’


He spoke without looking at me, ‘Please, tell me this isn’t the first time you wondered if this was a trap for you.’


‘I thought they didn’t know the gold tigers were in St Louis. They should have stopped killing the others after they learned that. It’s one of the reasons we made it public.’


‘So either it’s a trap to keep you away from St Louis or Mommie Darkest forgot to rescind her order.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Would they slaughter the weretigers until she ordered them to stop, even if it made no sense?’


I thought about it. ‘The ones that are loyal to her are fanatically loyal, so I think they might.’


‘So either she forgot to tell them to stop, because she’s busy doing something else—’


‘Or she’s just that crazy,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘Or she’s that crazy, or they’re waiting to either kidnap you, or kill you.’


‘Fuck,’ I said.


‘You need to talk to Jean-Claude.’


‘I thought you didn’t like him,’ I said.


‘You don’t like Donna either,’ he said.


‘So we each don’t like the people that the other one loves.’ I shrugged.


‘You need bodyguards, Anita.’


‘Why not just go home to St Louis?’ I said.


‘The Marshals Service frowns on us leaving a case in the middle of it, but that’s not the problem.’


The other marshals were moving toward us. I moved closer to Edward, and asked, ‘Then what is the problem?’


‘How would you go home?’


I frowned, but answered. ‘I’d get on the first plane I could catch and go home.’


‘The police would drop you off at the airport, and then you’d be alone.’


‘What?’


‘You’d be in the airport, and on the plane alone, Anita. If I really wanted to take you and it was important to not be seen doing it, that’s what I’d be waiting for, you alone, away from the other police, and Jean-Claude.’


I leaned close, speaking low. ‘So what do I do?’


‘Have some guards come in from St Louis.’


‘How do I explain that to the other cops?’


‘We’ll think of something.’ And then I knew the other marshals were too close to talk more, because Edward’s face folded into a grin. His face lit with that charm that Ted always seemed to have. If there was an Emmy award for hired killers, Edward would so have won.


I wasn’t nearly that good, but I managed a pleasant blank face to my fellow marshals. They asked, ‘See anything that’ll help us catch these bastards?’


Edward and I dutifully said, ‘No.’
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I had been called in to Marshal Raborn’s office. It was a neat, square room. The only thing in the room that was messy was the desk, as if he’d straightened every edge in every file cabinet, and then left file folders on his desk overnight and they’d bred into short, unsteady towers of paperwork. Raborn was the local marshal in charge. If I’d been a regular marshal he’d have been more in charge of me, and Edward, but the preternatural branch was rapidly becoming its own entity, which meant Marshal Raborn was frustrated. He seemed to be particularly frustrated with me.


‘There have been rumors for decades that Seattle has a weretiger clan,’ he said.


I gave him blank cop face, polite, interested, but blank. Every group of wereanimals, or kiss of vampires, runs its business slightly differently. The white tiger clan of Las Vegas and the vampires are very public about who they are, and what they’re doing. The red tiger clan of Seattle, not so much. In fact, Seattle wasn’t aware they had a tiger clan in residence. The queen of their clan liked it that way. Wereanimals were still people under the law, so they’d never been legal to kill on sight the way vampires had been before the new vampire citizen laws went into effect, but once someone shifted into animal form a lot of people panicked and a lot of wereanimals got shot. I’d been on the receiving end of more than one attack by a wereanimal, so I sympathized, but at the same time some of my best friends turned furry once a month. I was a little conflicted. Marshal Raborn thought so, too.


He seemed to want me to say something, so I said, ‘Sorry, I haven’t been on the ground long enough to pick up rumors yet.’


‘There are weretigers here, Blake. I know there are.’ He gave me a steely, penetrating look out of a pair of gray eyes the color of gunmetal. It was a good hard stare. Bad guys probably folded like cheap card tables when he gave them the stare, but I wasn’t a bad guy.


‘Obviously,’ I said, ‘we have a known survivor of a weretiger attack as our victim here.’


‘Don’t get cute, Blake,’ he said, in a voice as hard as the cold stare.


‘Sorry, just a natural ability on my part.’


He frowned at me. ‘What is?’


‘Being cute, or so I’m told.’ I smiled at him.


‘Are you flirting with me?’


‘Nope.’


‘Then what’s with the smart remark?’


‘Why am I getting solo treatment in your office, Raborn?’


‘Because you know more than you’re telling about these killers.’


Only years of training kept my face blank; only the slightest movement of one eye, almost an involuntary twitch, gave it away. It was the closest thing I had to a tell, as they say in poker. I covered it by smiling at him. I made it a good smile. I’d found that most men got distracted by it. I was buying time while I thought about what to say.


I shook my head, still smiling, as if he amused the hell out of me. What I was thinking was, Does he actually know anything, or is he just fishing?


‘Do I amuse you, Blake?’


‘A little,’ I said.


He opened the folder in front of him and started tossing out photos of body parts as if he were dealing cards. I wasn’t smiling by the time he finished covering the desk in gruesome pictures.


I gave him angry eyes then. ‘You should see it in person, Raborn. It’s much worse.’


‘I’ve seen the latest crime scene,’ he said.


‘Good for you, now what do you want?’


‘I want the truth.’


I resisted a terrible urge to say, ‘You can’t handle the truth,’ but the thought helped kill some of the anger. I gave him calmer eyes and said, ‘The truth about what exactly?’


‘Are there weretigers in Seattle?’


‘I haven’t been here long enough to know where to get a good cup of coffee. I don’t think I should be the one you’re asking. You’ve got a preternatural branch that is local to your area. They should know more than I do about the local wereanimals.’


‘They should, but somehow everywhere you go you know more monsters than the rest of us.’


I shrugged, and didn’t have to fight to look bored. ‘Maybe it’s because I see them as people, not just monsters.’


He motioned at the photos spread out on his desk. ‘Whatever did this isn’t human. Nothing human could have done this.’


I shrugged again. ‘I can’t speak to that. I’m not in forensics and I’ve got cop friends who tell some mean stories about humans on PCP.’


‘PCP would make them strong enough to do it, but it also makes them crazy,’ Raborn said. ‘They could do the violent killings, maybe, but not this.’ He pointed at one photo. ‘This is precise. PCP doesn’t make you precise, it makes you a fucking animal.’


Since Edward and I had put that observation into our reports, I wasn’t surprised to hear him repeat it back to me. ‘Like a wereanimal?’ I asked.


‘You know what I meant.’


I sat up straighter in the chair because the gun at my back was digging in a little, which meant I was slumping. We were averaging three hours of sleep, and a different time zone every day was beginning to take its toil.


‘I’m not sure I do, but if you called me in here to grill me about the local wereanimals, I just got here less than four hours ago. I’m good at gathering information about the local preternatural scene, but I’m not that good. No one is that good.’


‘What’s killing the weretigers?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Why are they being killed?’


‘Why does any serial killer choose his victim?’


‘So you know it is a he.’


I sighed. ‘Statistically speaking, over ninety percent of all serial killers are male. Using he as the pronoun is probably accurate, but, you’re right, I don’t know that it’s a he. Though female serial killers are more likely to use poison or a gun; a blade is more typical of male serial killers. Whoever is killing these victims is sure of his skill with a blade, and that he has the strength to get the job done before the weretiger can fight back. That level of physical confidence is usually male, rather than female.’


He looked at me, but there was a touch less hostility in his face. ‘That’s true.’


‘You seem surprised that I knew that,’ I said.


He settled back in his chair and looked at me, but now it was an appraising look. ‘I’d been told that the only reason you have more executions than anyone else in the preternatural branch is that you’re fucking the monsters, so they talk to you, but maybe that’s not all of it.’


I gave him an unfriendly look, and then it seemed too much trouble. I leaned forward in the chair. ‘Look, Raborn, if I were living with a group of men and having sex with all of them, and everyone were human, the other cops would still hate it, or they’d see me as a slut. But my live-in sweeties are vampires and shapeshifters, so the other cops really don’t like my choice in boyfriends. I accept that, because there’s nothing I can do about it, but I want to stop these killers. I don’t want to see any more of these bodies. I want to go home to my sweeties, and stop seeing cut-up bodies in my dreams.’


He rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Yeah, once you start seeing the bodies in your dreams, it’s a bitch.’


‘Trust me, Raborn, I’m motivated to solve these crimes.’


He looked at me then, and let me see that he was tired, too. ‘I believe you want to go home, but how can I trust a marshal who’s shacking up with the master vampire of her city?’


‘It’s illegal to discriminate against me because of who I’m dating.’


‘Yeah, yeah, no discriminating on basis of race, religion, or lack of being human, or something like that.’


‘I know that other cops say that I’m sleeping my way to all the information, and I do sleep with the monsters. I can’t deny that, but the idea that the only skill set I have is sex is just jealousy.’


‘What do you mean?’ he asked.


‘Most of the preternatural branch is male. They actually have a lower percentage of female marshals than the regular branch. Men don’t want to admit that a little bitty girl is kicking their asses in the field. They need me not to be better at their job than they are, and the only way they can explain my having the highest number of executions in the entire service is to tell themselves that if they were a woman and could sleep their way to the top it would make all the difference.’


‘You are a little bitty thing. You look dainty as my youngest daughter. I’ve read your cases. I know what you’ve managed to kill. You’ve been called in on cases where the first marshals were hospitalized, or killed outright. You, Marshal Forrester, Marshal Spotted-Horse, and Marshal Jefferies are the go-to guys for cleaning up the mess.’


The ‘Otto Jefferies’ identity was to Olaf what ‘Ted Forrester’ was to Edward. Olaf was scarier than Edward, though, because among the mercenary stuff his hobby was being a serial killer. He’d promised Edward and some part of some government that he wouldn’t do his hobby on American soil. It was one of the ways he kept his day job helping train some uber-secret unit. His victims of choice were petite dark-haired women. He seemed to have a crush on me now, and had flat-out told me he’d be willing to try for normal sex with me, or at least sex that didn’t involve my being tortured and dead. Edward wanted me to encourage the attraction, because it was the closest to healthy Olaf had ever been around a woman, but we both agreed that the line between being Olaf’s serial killer girlfriend as we killed vampires together, and triggering his own serial killer needs toward me, was probably a thin one. Bernardo Spotted-Horse, like me, just had one name, our real names. Neither of us had ever made a living doing things as harsh as Edward and Olaf.


‘We do what we can,’ I said.


‘They all have military backgrounds, special forces. They’re all big, physically imposing men.’


‘Ted is only five-eight, not that imposing,’ I said.


Raborn smiled. ‘Marshal Forrester seems taller.’


I smiled, too. ‘That he does.’


‘Sometimes, so do you.’


I just looked at him. ‘Thanks, I guess.’


‘Do the vampires really call you “the Executioner”?’


I shrugged. ‘Nicknames.’


‘Just answer the question,’ he said.


‘Fine, I’ve killed more of them than any other vampire hunter. When you kill enough people, it tends to impress the survivors.’


‘You can’t be as good at killing as your reputation.’


‘Why not?’ I asked.


‘Because if you were, you couldn’t be human.’ He gave me that flat, searching gaze.


‘My blood work is on record.’


‘You carry, at last count, five different types of lycanthropy, which isn’t possible. The whole idea of lycanthropy is that once you get it, you can’t catch anything else.’


‘Yeah, I’m a medical miracle.’


‘How can you carry active lycanthropy and not shapeshift?’


‘Just lucky, I guess.’ Actually, I didn’t know for sure, but we’d begun to suspect it was the vampire marks that I carried as Jean-Claude’s human servant. It was as if his control and inability to change shape were shared with me. I didn’t care what kept me from shifting; I was just happy for it. If I ever shifted for real, I’d lose my badge. I’d be considered unfit for duty due to disability.


‘It makes you more than human-strong, though, doesn’t it?’


‘You’ll turn a girl’s head complimenting me like that,’ I said.


‘I’ve seen your fitness reports, Blake; don’t be coy.’


‘Then you know I can pretty much lift weight until the mass of the weight to be lifted exceeds my body mass. Any other questions?’


He looked at me and tapped his finger on the edge of the file that had held the photos. ‘Not right now.’


‘Good.’ I stood up.


‘The preternatural branch of the service is becoming more and more its own unit; did you know there’s talk of forming a new branch of service altogether?’


‘I’ve heard the rumor,’ I said, looking down at him.


‘Some of the preternatural branch marshals are just killers with badges.’


‘Yep,’ I said.


‘Why do you think the powers that be let you all run wild like this?’


I looked down at him. It seemed like a real question. ‘I don’t know for sure, but if I had to guess I’d say they’re making us into a legal hit squad. They give us badges to placate the liberal left, but they give us enough room in the law to kill the monsters the way the not-so-liberal right wants us to.’


‘So you think the government is turning a blind eye to what the preternatural branch is becoming.’


‘No, Marshal Raborn, I think they’re setting themselves up.’


‘Setting themselves up for what?’ he asked.


‘Plausible deniability,’ I said.


We looked at each other. ‘There are rumors that the laws are going to change again, and vampires and shapeshifters will be easier to kill legally, with less cause.’


‘There are always rumors,’ I said.


‘If the laws change, which side will you be on?’


‘The side I’m always on.’


‘Which is?’ He studied my face as he asked.


‘Mine.’


‘Do you think of yourself as human?’ he asked.


I went for the door then, but stopped with my hand on the doorknob. I looked back at him. ‘Legally, shapeshifters and vampires are human; that you’d even ask that of me is not only insulting, but probably illegal.’


‘I’ll deny I said it,’ he said.


‘Well, that answers my question.’


‘What question?’


‘If you were honest, or a lying bastard.’


His face darkened, and he stood up, sort of looming on the edge of his desk. ‘Get out of my office.’


‘My pleasure,’ I said. I opened the door, shut it firmly but calmly behind me, and walked out through the desks of the other marshals. They’d watched the ‘talk’ through the glass windows of Raborn’s office. They’d seen the body language, and they knew the talk had ended badly. I didn’t care. I was just walking, because my throat was tight, and my eyes burned. Was I really going to cry because Raborn had asked me if I thought I was human? I hoped not.
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Edward found me leaning against the cleanest part of the alley wall I could find. I was crying, not a lot, but still doing it. He didn’t say anything. He just leaned against the wall beside me, having to tip his cowboy hat forward so it didn’t bump the wall. He looked very Marlboro Man with the hat hiding most of his upper face.


‘I still can’t get used to you doing the whole Ted cowboy thing.’ My voice was steady; if the tears hadn’t been visible you couldn’t have told I was crying.


He grinned. ‘It makes people comfortable around him.’


‘Talking about Ted in the third person, when he’s you, is a little creepy, too.’


He grinned wider, and drawled in that Ted voice, ‘Now, little lady, you know Ted isn’t real. He’s just a name I use.’


‘He’s your legal identity. I think it’s your birth name.’


The grin began to fade around the edges, and I didn’t have to see his eyes to know they were going cold and empty. ‘If you want to ask a question, ask it.’


‘I’ve asked before and you wouldn’t answer.’


‘That was then, this is now.’ His voice was very quiet, very Edward.


I tried to read what I could see of his face. ‘Okay, is Ted, or rather Theodore Forrester, your birth name?’


He moved the hat so he could look me in the eye as he said, ‘Yes.’


I just blinked at him. ‘Really, just like that, you finally give me a yes?’


He gave a small shrug, his mouth quirking.


‘It was because I was crying, wasn’t it?’


‘Maybe.’


Then I just went back to the fact that I finally had confirmation that Edward had been born Theodore Forrester. In a way, Ted was the real person, and Edward the secret identity.


‘Thank you,’ I said.


‘For finally answering the question?’


I nodded and smiled. ‘And for giving a shit that I was crying.’


‘What did Raborn want?’


I told him, ending with, ‘I know it was a stupid reason to cry. You’d think I’d get used to being called a monster.’


‘It’s only been a month since you had to make the hardest kill of your life, Anita. Give yourself a break.’


Edward hadn’t been with me for the kill, because it hadn’t been a legal monster hunt. It had been Haven, our local Rex, lion king, going apeshit and shooting Nathaniel, my live-in sweetie, wereleopard to call, and one of the loves of my life. Haven had meant to kill him, but Noel, one of the weakest of our werelions, had put himself between Nathaniel and that bullet. He’d lost his life to save Nathaniel’s, and I’d barely known Noel. Haven had been jealous, and wanted to hurt me as badly as possible; that he’d chosen Nathaniel’s death as the most painful thing he could do to me was something I still hadn’t looked at too closely. I had enough pain, because Haven had been one of my lovers. I’d never killed anyone that I’d cared about before. It hadn’t felt very good. In fact, it had sucked.


‘You’re saying I’m still raw from killing Haven?’


‘Yes.’


‘Have you ever had to kill a lover?’


‘Yes.’


I glanced at him. ‘Really?’


He nodded. ‘Now ask me if I cared about her.’


‘Okay, did you care about her?’


‘No.’


‘And I cared about Haven, so it hurts more.’


‘I think so,’ he said.


We leaned against the wall some more in companionable silence. Edward and I didn’t need to talk – we could talk, but we didn’t need to. ‘We’re going about hunting these killers all wrong. Even if we didn’t know what was killing them, and sort of why, we’re still doing it ass-backward.’


‘We need to consolidate the warrants of execution from the first three cities and just make it one hunt,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘But the first three warrants are all in the hands of marshals who were book-and-classroom trained. They were cops, but no one has a violent crimes background. I’m not sure why they’re recruiting some of these kids.’


‘We were all kids once, Edward, but we need to take over the warrants before some of the other marshals get themselves killed. Raborn said that you, me, Jefferies, and Spotted-Horse are the cleanup crew. We come onto a warrant after other marshals have been killed or injured.’


‘It’s the law, Anita. The warrant is theirs until they are unable to execute it, through death or injury, or they sign it over to another marshal for some other reason.’


‘Let’s make them sign it over to us now.’


‘How?’ he asked.


‘We could just ask,’ I said.


‘I asked two of the marshals. They both refused.’


‘You asked the men,’ I said.


‘Yes.’


‘So I’ll ask the female marshal,’ I said.


‘A little girl talk?’ he asked.


I frowned at him. ‘I don’t really do girl talk, but I’ll try to persuade her to sign the warrant over to me. If just one of them signs off, then we can hunt the monsters. Stop the crimes by killing the criminal, not by solving them.’


‘I like it,’ he said.


‘You know and I know that we’re legal assassins, not cops. Sometimes we solve crimes and catch the bad guys, but at the end of most days we kill people.’


‘You sound like that bothers you,’ he said. He looked at me as he asked it.


I shrugged. ‘It does, and we already discussed that it doesn’t bother you. Well, fucking bully for you, but it’s beginning to get on my nerves.’


‘I think I’ve figured out a way to use you as bait to lure them out, if it’s really you they’re wanting.’


I studied his unreadable face. ‘But first we’ll need someone to sign a warrant over to us, right?’


‘That would help, and you getting some bodyguards from home, and maybe calling in Bernardo and Olaf now, before anyone’s dead, as backup wouldn’t be a bad idea.’


‘Olaf still thinks I’m his girlfriend or something.’


‘The couple that slaughters people together stays together.’


‘That wasn’t really very funny,’ I said.


‘Yes, it was, but I apologize anyway. We both know that someday you, or I, will have to kill Olaf because he’s decided to kill you.’


‘If he really plans on killing me he’ll kill you first, Edward, because he knows that you won’t rest until he’s dead.’


‘You’d do the same for me.’


‘True, so he’d kill us really close together, so neither of us could go all revenge on his ass.’


‘Probably,’ Edward said.


‘And yet, you’ll call him in to back us up on this case.’


‘He’s a good man in a fight.’


‘He’s a crazy psycho killer, is what he is,’ I said.


‘Technically he’s not psychotic.’


‘So just a crazy killer,’ I said.


‘Yeah.’ He smiled and it actually reached his eyes; it was a real smile, not Ted’s smile, but Edward smiling. I didn’t get to see the smile often, so I valued it when I did. I had to smile back.


I shook my head, still smiling. ‘Fine, I’ll try to get the other marshal to sign off, and then you call in Bernardo and Olaf, but I can’t get bodyguards from home to come help us. We’re marshals, they aren’t, and being able to deputize people isn’t a power the Marshals Service has been granted in a very long time.’


‘You haven’t been keeping up on current events.’


I frowned at him. ‘What?’


‘Last month a marshal died, because backup didn’t arrive in time, but a soldier just home from Iraq was able to take the marshal’s weapons and finish the shapeshifter off.’


‘I did hear about that. It was tragic and brave and, so what?’


‘You really don’t check the official emails, do you?’


‘Maybe not as often as I should; what’d I miss?’


He got his phone out of his pocket and used his finger to roll through emails, then held the tiny screen up to me. I read it through twice. ‘You’re joking me.’


‘It’s official.’


‘We have the right to deputize not only if we are without backup, but if we feel that an individual’s skill set is of benefit to the execution of our warrant and will save civilian lives. Mother of God, Edward, this gives us carte blanche to form a fucking mob.’


‘There’s potential for abuse, yes.’


‘Potential for abuse, there’s potential for pitchforks and torches,’ I said.


‘Anita, come on, no one would use pitchforks or torches anymore. It’d be flashlights and guns.’


‘This isn’t funny, Edward; this is a civil rights problem waiting to happen.’


‘I didn’t know you cared about that, or did that change when you helped get the law passed to spare little vampires when their master is the bad guy?’


‘I’m just saying that this little amendment to the law could get out of hand really fast.’


‘It could, it probably will, but for us, right now, it’s useful.’


‘Are you saying we deputize some of the bodyguards from St Louis?’


‘It’s a thought,’ he said.


I opened my mouth, closed it, thought about it, then said, ‘Damn, great for us right now, but …’


‘Take that it helps us right now, Anita. We’ll worry about legal rampaging mobs later.’


I nodded. ‘Deal.’


‘Get her to sign the warrant over to you and I’ll call Olaf and Bernardo in, and you pick bodyguards from home.’


‘You know most of them now; you want to help pick?’


‘I trust your judgment,’ he said.


‘High praise coming from you.’


‘Deserved,’ he said.


I tried not to look too pleased, and probably failed. ‘Thanks, Edward.’


‘Don’t mention it, but first you need her to sign the warrant over to you. Get the warrant, and then I have a plan.’


He wouldn’t tell me the plan, but since he’d actually admitted his ‘real’ name to me, I could let him keep his secret plan – for now.
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The marshal I needed to sweet-talk out of her warrant was female, so we got to split a hotel room. Marshal Laila Karlton was five-six and built solid. I don’t mean she was fat, I mean she was all muscle and curves. In too much clothing she looked like it might be fat, but when you saw her just in a T-shirt and jeans, you realized the ‘bulk’ was half curves and half solid muscle. It wasn’t lean muscle and that was the reason it could fool the eye, but when she picked up her backpack of vampire-hunting gear, which probably weighed the same fifty pounds that mine did, her biceps bulged, and you realized it was all camouflage for the fact that she was strong. She didn’t see it that way, though.


‘God, you’re tiny. I bet I can put my hands around that little white-girl waist, and you still have boobs and an ass. That is not fair, girlfriend.’


She’d taken the I’ll-cut-myself-down-and-compliment-you-before-you-beat-me-to-it tack. I had the choices of ignoring it, complimenting her in some way, or agreeing that I looked good without complimenting her back. The last choice would make her dislike me more. She’d already let me know, nicely, that my being a few sizes smaller than her made her predisposed not to like me. One of the good things about working with men was that they didn’t do this shit.


I tried, but I sucked at these games. ‘I know men who prefer your body type to mine.’


‘Bullshit,’ she said, and was ready to be angry.


‘I hang around with a lot of older vampires. They don’t like the really thin girls. They like women to look like women, not preadolescent boys with boobs sort of stuck on as an afterthought.’


‘You don’t look like that,’ she said, her voice a little less angry, but still not friendly.


‘Neither do you. We both look nice and curvy the way God intended grown-up women to look.’


She thought about it and then grinned at me. It lit her whole face up, and I knew we’d be okay. ‘Ain’t that the truth. But that booty is not white-girl booty.’


‘I’m told I look like my mother, except paler. She was Hispanic.’


‘That explains it. I knew you were too round in the right places to be white bread.’ She laid out her clothes in a neat line on the bedspread, and then said, ‘What do you mean, “told” you look like your mother?’


‘She died when I was eight.’


‘I’m sorry.’ And she sounded like she meant it. In fact, there was an awkward pause as we each unpacked on our side of the room. I had the bed nearest the bathroom and farthest from the door. We hadn’t discussed it; I’d just entered the room first.


‘It’s okay,’ I said, ‘it was a long time ago.’


‘What about your dad?’


‘German, as in his was the first generation born in this country.’


‘What does he think of you being a marshal and vampire hunter?’ she asked, as she dumped her clothes in a pile on the bed and began to sort them.


‘He’s okay with it. My stepmother, Judith, on the other hand, doesn’t like it much.’ I must have smiled because Laila laughed, a deep, throaty laugh. It was dark, and sensual like Guinness in a glass. It was a good laugh.


‘Oh, yeah, I’ve been my mom’s despair since I could walk. My dad’s a football coach and I just wanted to be like my brothers and my dad.’


‘No sisters?’


‘One and she’s the girl.’


‘Yeah, I’ve got a stepsister; she was the girl. I went hunting with my dad.’


‘No brothers?’


‘One half brother, but he’s a little too gentle for hunting. I was my dad’s only boy.’ I made quote marks in the air with my fingers.


She laughed again. ‘I was always competing with my brothers and losing. They’re six feet and up like my dad. I’m short like Mama.’


‘I’ve always been the smallest kid in class.’


‘I’m not the smallest, just not as tall as I wanted to be.’


‘So, does your dad like your job?’


‘He’s proud of me.’


‘Mine, too,’ I said. ‘He just worries.’


‘Yeah, mine, too.’ She looked at me sort of sideways and then said, ‘They talk about you in the training. Anita Blake, the first female vampire executioner. You still have the highest kill count of any marshal.’


‘I’ve been doing it longer,’ I said.


‘There’s only eight of you from the early days,’ she said.


‘There were more of us than that,’ I said.


‘They either retired early like your friend Manny Rodriguez, or they …’ She was suddenly very interested in getting her clothes in a drawer. ‘Is it okay if I take the top drawer?’


‘Fine, you’re taller.’


She smiled, a little nervous around the edges. ‘It’s okay, Karlton,’ I said. ‘I know the mortality rate was high when the vampire executioners first started serving warrants.’


She put her clothes in the drawer, closed it, and then looked at me, sort of sideways, again. ‘Why did the mortality rate among the executioners go up after the warrant system was put in place? The books all say it went up, way up, but it doesn’t explain why.’


I knelt down and she gave me enough room to put my clothes in the bottom drawer. I thought about how to answer her. ‘Before warrants, vampire hunters weren’t always particular about how they killed. We didn’t have to defend it in court, so we were a little more trigger happy. After the warrant system some hunters hesitated, worried about what would happen if they couldn’t defend it in court and ended up on murder charges. Remember, back then we had no badges. Some of us went to jail for murder even though the vampire killed was confirmed as a serial killer. It made some of us hesitate to kill. Hesitation will get you killed.’


‘We have badges now.’
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