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    To my amazing family and friends,


    I could not do this without your support and love!


    And to my real-life hero, my husband, Jasen,


    who likes a kick-ass heroine.


    We made some awesome kids together,


    and I love you more every day!




    ...
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    ~ Edgar Allen Poe


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Evelyn




    DEMONS.




    They’re everywhere, hiding in plain sight. Lawyers, doctors, politicians, the guy on the corner, the lady ringing up your groceries, your kid’s principal, or the over-exuberant PTA mom who runs every bake sale and fundraiser at the school.




    Chances are, you’ve interacted with one or two of them in your lifetime without even realizing it on a conscious level. But your body knew.




    Deep down in your bones, you sensed something wrong and unholy about them. There was something in the cut of their jib that just made your skin crawl and set your teeth on edge, a natural, innate reaction to their unnaturalness. Instinct.




    My name is Evelyn Elizabeth Brighton. I work for the Lebriga Corporation. And I hunt demons.




    If you were to see me on the street, I would look like any other twenty-three-year-old, give or take a year or two. And once upon a time, I was.




    [image: abstract96.jpg] 




    As I stood in the shower, the warm water beat down on the back of my neck, spilling over my shoulders and loosening up the muscles coiled tight under my skin. I’d been on countless assignments over the years, but I still tensed up every time like it was the first one.




    That’s the way I liked it, though; it kept me fresh and on my toes. My point of view was if I ever came to a point of complacency, I deserved to have my ass handed to me by whatever beast I happened to be wrestling with at the time.




    Today I was in a run-down, nasty motel in the shittiest part of Los Angeles, preparing for the next assignment: a Moriscon demon, a particularly slimy breed that prided itself on the art of manipulation. They were used-car salesmen, talent scouts, and the like. Back in the day, they traveled from town to town peddling tonics and elixirs and inevitably running off with the pretty young farm girl who was never to be heard from again. They were smooth talkers, song-and-dance men.




    Moriscon usually worked with two or three lesser creatures, generally trolls, because they were easy to control and to disguise, not unlike the demons themselves.




    This demon in particular had a photography studio with pictures of well-known young actresses displayed in the window, two goons on staff, and a penchant for naïve, straight-off-the-bus-from-Kansas, nubile young girls. Luckily, I played dumb, wide-eyed country girl really, really well.




    As I stepped out of the bathroom, my cell phone chirped with a text message notice:




    Hey E, it’s a go. Don’t get dead. ~T




    T, Tessa, was my handler. She made sure I knew where to go, when to go, and that I had everything I needed to get the job done. She was also my best friend and had wicked-accurate gut instincts, something that came in quite handy in our line of work.




    I wrapped the chintzy hotel towel over my hair, twisted it into a turban, and threw on my clothes. Sitting in the middle of the bed, I picked through my bag of tricks, the tools of the trade: blades, guns, and lots of ammo. Each and every piece of metal had been consecrated by the high mucky-mucks at Lebriga.




    This assignment was also going to call for me to work some serious magic to get the job done, and not just the usual scent-masking charm either. Because this nasty Mo liked his meat young, it called for a pretty hefty age spell.




    As I plucked the small white envelope out of the assignment-order packet Tess had tucked into my backpack, I tested the weight in my hand. I could see that it was thicker and heavier than normal, and I knew what that meant. The more powder used, the younger the result. Man alive, I was really going to enjoy sending this putrid sack of pseudo-human flesh back to the hell, or whatever dimension, he had slithered out of.




    Rifling through my bag, I pulled out my casting pot and black candle and set them on the rickety table in the corner of the room. I strapped my sword to my back and slung on my jacket, concealing my baby. She was one wicked piece of cold hard steel encased in charmed leather that made her pliable, able to conform to my body as I moved. But as soon as she was free, she sang with immense power.




    After tying a dagger to my ankle, I braided my hair and tugged on a blond wig, stuffing any loose strands underneath. At the table, I poured the powder into the bowl and lit the candle as I began to recite the incantation I’d spoken so many times before:




    G’ea anst’d n’wod


    Toh’uy sire veabo.




    I said this three times and touched the candle to the powder with a quick flash of blue light and a puff of purple smoke.




    Now for the weird part.




    I closed my eyes and felt my skin tingle as the magic settled in and covered my exposed flesh. Slowly lifting one lid, I peeked at myself in the mirror and was taken aback by what stared back at me. I looked like I was fifteen, if that. I almost lost my lunch when I thought about all the young girls who it was too late for.




    Maintain, Evie. You need to stay calm or you’re going to break the spell before you even leave the room.




    Strolling out of the motel, I headed down the street, flinging my backpack over my shoulder as I walked toward the location. This place was supposed to be “off Sunset Boulevard”; apparently, that meant three blocks east and four blocks south of it. As I rounded the last corner, I saw my destination:




    Dick Starr Photography




    Let us make YOU a star




    I think I’m going to hurl.




    Dickey Slick’s little studio was a boil on the ass of this city. Well, one of them anyway.




    I checked my reflection in the window of a nearby store to make sure the spell was holding. So far, so good. As long as it held long enough for me to get in the door and make sure there weren’t any innocents in there with this sick bastard, I was on point.




    A series of tinkling bells announced my arrival as I opened the door.




    “I’ll be right there,” a vaguely female voice called from the back office, and I heard the very distinct plop of slimy troll feet hitting linoleum as the creature made its way to the front of the shop where I was. I knew to the untrained ear it sounded like the normal canter of human footfall, but I’d always had the ability to see what others couldn’t or wouldn’t see. That’s one of the reasons why I did this. One can’t deny one’s natural, God-given talent.




    “Hi, what can I do for you today?” She surveyed my appearance, probably trying to pick up on my scent. Trolls had a keen sense of smell and fancied themselves as being able to sniff out a hunter from ten miles away. Luckily, they weren’t the brightest beings in the creature world and were easily fooled with a simple masking incantation. “Hang on…let me guess…portfolio package, right?”




    Perfect, the magic is doing its job. I’m in. Time to throw out the line and see if the fish are biting today.




    “Oh my gosh, how did you know?” I asked, using my most sickeningly sweet voice. God, I hated that voice.




    “Because you, sweetie, look like the next big thing.” Her grizzled green lips curled over her yellow teeth in what I’m sure appeared to be a sweet smile, but I saw under the façade, and it was all I could do not to shudder at the sheer grossness before me. “I’m going to be honest with you, though, hon’. You look pretty young, and if you’re under eighteen, we’re going to need your parents to sign a release.”




    “Oh,” I said, putting on my best dejected, sad-puppy face, hoping she’d take the bait. “Well, my parents really don’t know I’m here.” I threw in one of those uncertain bottom lip bites for good measure.




    “Hmm, they really need to be here with you, sweetie, I’m sorry. Hey, why don’t you come back with one of them a little later this afternoon, and we can see what we can do about turning you into a star. How about that?”




    This racket was smarter than I thought, but luckily I was smarter. I knew what this feigned concern really was—they were covering their ass. If they were going around snacking on the local fodder, it would raise eyebrows; missing child reports would start to pop up, and the next thing they knew, cops would be breathing down their necks.




    “Um, they don’t exactly live around here,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets and working the toe of my sneaker against the linoleum.




    Her greasy green skin vibrated with excitement; this was precisely what she wanted to hear.




    “Where do they live, honey?”




    Ugh, one of her stomachs just rumbled.




    “Little River, Kansas.” I juggled my backpack in front of me as I unzipped the front pocket. “But I have money. I can pay you right now, in cash.”




    I swear to God, I could practically see her salivate when she spied the Greyhound bus tag tied to my bag. Tess really had thought of everything.




    “Stop right there…don’t move, and just stay exactly where you are,” I heard from behind me.




    A “man” walked around in front of me, looking me up and down—probably trying to decide how he would carve me up, which parts he wanted to keep for himself and which ones to throw to his two goons. It was weird how I saw demons and the like. I could see beneath the opaque outer shell that most everyone saw, a smokescreen of sorts over their true selves.




    He reached out a gnarled gray claw to me. “I’m Dick, and I am going to make you one of my stars.”




    My pre-assignment burger was halfway up my throat at the serious line of bullshit this guy was slinging. Did people really buy this crock? His black veins pulsed under the thin veil of demon skin on the back of his hand as he held it out for me to shake.




    Ick. I really didn’t want to touch it, not with my bare hand, anyway. Part of me wanted to yank my sword off my back and just whack the hunk of flesh off at the wrist. But there was still a troll missing, and I needed all three of them in the same room to lessen the chance of someone escaping and me having to hunt them down. Not that hunting wasn’t fun; sometimes I enjoyed a good chase. But I wasn’t in the mood for running through the back alleys of Los Angeles. I just wanted to get this over with and get the hell out of there.




    I reached out, hoping that the spell would hold if I made physical contact with the evil beast. We’d just about connected when Smelly Troll Number Two came stumbling out of the back room. Really, this thing reeked so badly that I highly doubted whatever black magic was being used to disguise that joker was enough to hold the stench back.




    “Sir…uh, I mean, Dick, the table…err…the studio is ready.”




    About that time, Slick Dick’s sharp eye caught the hint of the tattoo on the inside of my wrist.




    “What’s this now,” he said, grappling my hand and yanking my sleeve up my arm.




    As soon as his unnatural flesh touched my skin, I could feel the magic of the age incantation dissolving. It was irrelevant at that point, though; the ink wrapped around my wrist was in full view. I looked up and saw his beady red eyes staring down at me, and his top lip twitched up angrily.




    I was made.




    Stink Boy pointed a fat sausage finger at me from across the room. “HUNTER!” he yelled—screamed like some otherworldly little girl was more like it.




    Biting down on the holy water gel capsule I’d tucked into my cheek just before walking in, I spat in Tricky Dick’s eye.




    With an ear-piercing screech that only demons were capable of, he turned me loose and scrubbed at what I knew was an incessant burning in his eyes.




    Spinning out from under him, I quickly reached into my backpack, whipped out my semiautomatic handgun, and gave Stinky a bullet right between the eyes, just to shut him the hell up. I flung my jacket off and shoved the gun in the back of my pants as I pulled my sword off my back. This blade had been good to me over the years, and together we’d relieved many a demon of their heads.




    I swung at Demon Dick, and the rat bastard dodged, taking a swipe at me as he vaulted to the ceiling. He clung to the paneling like a giant bat as he growled and hissed orders to the she-troll in Morisconic, his born language. The next thing I knew, his slimy Girl Friday was hurling herself in my direction. One thing about trolls was, even though they might not have been the brightest bulbs in the box, they were impossibly strong.




    She gnashed her crooked, bile-colored teeth, excreting and building the amount of viscous, green saliva in her mouth. It spilled over her lips in strings, dangling and swaying in her wiry chin hair. Trolls also tended to bite and had the most disease-ridden, disgusting pie holes in the neighboring dimensions and every level of Hell combined.




    I ducked down, rolled on one shoulder, and leapt to my feet behind Miss Big Green and Gross. Taking a deep breath, I jumped onto her back and wrestled my arm around the front of her thick neck. Damn but it was hard getting a good grip amidst the sludge her body secreted out of its giant pores, and then there was the smell—it was beyond rank.




    “You seriously reek. You know that, right?” My grasp slipped and slid in creature goop as I reached down for the dagger strapped to my ankle. I really didn’t want to get this thing’s blood on me because the stench was gag-inducing and stayed on you for a good week.




    With one quick tug, I sliced right through the giant carotid artery, or whatever it was called in this species, and sprang back off of her, trying to avoid the arterial spray. Sally Slime Bucket slid to the floor, gurgling and sputtering into a dark green pool of putrid troll juice.




    I heard the clicking and scratching overhead as the main attraction skittered across the ceiling.




    I hate to say it, but as sick and twisted as it sounds, I loved this part. I pulled off the blond wig and threw it to the ground as my own chestnut-brown braid slid down my back. Tugging my long-sleeved T-shirt over my head, I revealed the dozens of incantations I carried, potent spells tattooed and branded right onto my skin. One of them was so ancient and powerful that it had to be carved into my flesh deep enough to leave a raised white scar.




    The Hell spawn muttered a bunch of things in his unholy tongue, but one word that didn’t need to be translated was “No.”




    I drew the tip of my sword across my palm, drawing blood; that part was important. My blade was powerful and deadly in her own right, but coupled with the blood from a single, self-inflicted wound? We were downright unstoppable, and the beast knew it because he began pleading for his life.




    That was step one. There seemed to be a general order in which these types of things happened; it must have been in the demon handbook or something.




    “Look, Dickless, can we just cut to step three? I mean we both know how this is going to go down, right? You’ve already started with the begging. You know I’m not gonna buy any of your crates of crap, so save it. Then you’re gonna try to run. I don’t know why, because you know I can’t let you leave. So can we just cut to the fighting so I can kill you and get it over with?” I asked. “Get your greasy gray ass down here and fight me like a man, bitch. Come on.”




    He looked at me for a second like he wasn’t sure I’d really just said all that, then his hind legs twitched, and I knew he was going to make a run for it.




    Shit.




    I spoke the sealing spell and sealed all of the doors and windows—no one could get in, and no one could get out. This incantation in particular was some serious magic because this sucker stuck until it was released.




    The demon knew those words, knew what the spell meant, and knew that if he killed me he’d be stuck in there forever. Finally, with a very intimidating growl, he dropped to his feet on the other side of the studio.




    My skin prickled with excitement, and I positively pulsated with the power of the incantations. This was the moment I lived and breathed for, and I couldn’t stop the grin that spread over my face. This is what I was born to do.




    The creature held out one of his arms and started to carve through it with a black talon. What the hell was he doing?




    Reaching in, he probed, and I could see his two fingers moving under the thin skin. There was snapping and crunching before this dude slowly pulled one of his arm bones out to wield as a weapon. This was new.




    “Oh, see? Now that is just wrong,” I said just before he charged me.




    My blade collided with the bone he’d fished out of his body; it didn’t splinter like normal calcified matter would. But then again, this situation wasn’t even in the realm of normal anymore.




    He blocked and countered every move I made as we moved and danced in the heat of battle. Suddenly, I felt a pull inside of me, a familiar tug on my insides that told me I was missing something. I quickly glanced around the room as our weapons clashed and saw the door that Stinky had come out of.




    That’s when his words clicked in my memory: “Sir, the table is ready.”




    Holy shit, there’s an innocent here, behind that door.




    Pushing the demon back with my last advance, I felt the power of the magic moving through me, the warmth of the incantations as they worked to give me strength. With every lunge, I was stronger and more pissed off.




    He spat curses at me, trying to distract me as we moved deeper into the studio, closer to the back door, and every step increased the pull on my gut and the rage surging through my veins. I swung again, shouting the spell of strength, and I felt the magic vibrate up my body, into my arms, and radiate out of my blade. His crude weapon shattered like glass, exploding on impact and rendering him unarmed.




    “Please, please…” he pled, his hands covering his face as he backed up against the big green door in the rear.




    I swung my blade back. She glowed with magic, and I could feel her intense need to finish this. Using all of my might, I buried my sword up to the hilt into the demon’s gut, pinning him to the door. Black blood flooded out around my hands as I twisted my weapon and recited the final words:




    “With my sword, I damn you and send you back to Hell. May the pain of every innocent soul you’ve stolen come back on you tenfold until the end of time.” As I pulled my blade free, the useless shell of his body slumped to the ground. Seething with rage and magic, I pushed his lifeless body aside and broke down the door.




    There, bound by her wrists and ankles and surrounded by plates and carving knives, was a young girl. Her eyes were wide with fear as she took in my appearance and struggled in her restraints. My tattoos and scars cast a pulsing glow, and the fact that I was covered in demon blood to boot couldn’t have helped matters; the poor girl was terrified of me.




    “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you,” I said as I laid down my sword, slowly approached her, and untied the leather gag in her mouth. “What’s your name?”




    “A-Amber,” she croaked, her body trembling.




    “Okay, Amber, let’s get you off of this table, okay?”




    I worked the straps off of her, and for a split second I saw a familiar look in her eye, one that said she was going to try to deck me. Something told me that this one didn’t go quietly and fought with every ounce of her being. I’d bet money that she’d definitely left an impression on her captors, which was why they’d been going for the living feast. Good for her.




    As my arms closed around her, she crumbled, sobbing while I helped her to her feet. This was all to be expected; she’d been nearly eaten alive by creatures she probably hadn’t known existed until that day.




    I steadied her, and we walked out of the twisted banquet hall. We passed the dead demon, and Amber kicked and spat at him. She reminded me of myself, strong with some serious spunk. She and I were going to be working together sometime in the future, I could feel it in my gut.




    After I lifted the sealing spell, the Lebriga cleanup crew filed in, complete with the necessary psych personnel to ensure Amber would be okay.




    Gotta love Tess and her foresight.




    Pulling a fresh shirt out of my backpack, I slipped it on. While walking around downtown LA wearing just a modified sports bra and covered in tats might not raise many an eyebrow, the fact that the incantations still glowed with magic just might.




    I fished my phone out of my front pocket and tapped out a text to Tess:




    Still kickin & pulled one out of the fire. ~E




    Sweet! I knew u would. ~T




    Have a gut feeling, did ya? ~E




    Haha smart ass. Sbux? ~T




    C u in 5. ~E




    Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and walked down the street, getting lost in the hustle and bustle of modern-day Los Angeles. As I stepped onto Santa Monica Boulevard and waited for Tess to pick me up, I watched the happily clueless people go on about their day, oblivious to what had taken place just around the corner.




    But that’s what we were there for, to keep the peace.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Evelyn




    THE SUDDEN, ANNOYINGLY LOUD BEEPING of the alarm jolted me awake. After cursing Tess for buying me that damn clock, I sat up and rolled my neck a few times before I pulled myself out of bed, bent backward, and cracked my back.




    Ahhh. That was better.




    Padding into the bathroom, I inspected myself in the mirror, then headed into the shower. The ink in my tattoos still had a faint glow, but it would be back to normal the next day, so until then, I was housebound.




    To the outside world, our headquarters looked like any another mansion off Mulholland. But underneath the roof of that non­descript estate beat the heart of the Los Angeles branch of the Lebriga Corporation, home to four hunter and handler pairs including Tess and myself, each with our unique specialties.




    Hunters did the dirty work: they went out in the field and took care of business working alone or with a partner, depending on the assignment. Our handlers, conversely, worked behind the scenes, making sure we had every ounce of pertinent information for any particular task.




    We were matched on a level that went beyond coworkers, friends, or even siblings; what a hunter and a handler had between them was thicker than blood and stronger than the trunk of any family tree. This was the reason that hunters were always paired with same-sex handlers—it kept funny business between the two to a minimum. In fact, it was strictly forbidden for a hunter to even “hook up” with someone else’s handler, of either sex. According to the bigwigs overseas, adding sex into the mix would be too much for anyone to handle, mentally and emotionally. The bond was just that tight.




    But corporate wasn’t ignorant and knew that, as humans, we had needs, so it condoned fraternization within our own ranks, without a care as to what our personal sexual preference was. A fact that many took advantage of, except for me—I was just fine on my own. I didn’t need anyone else inside my head, messing with my emotions and throwing me off my game.




    Besides, being a hunter was dangerous business. I’d seen firsthand what could happen to a hunter who was broken down by loss, and that wasn’t going to happen to me, ever.




    As I was drying off, my bedroom door burst open.




    “Hey, Josie, are you ready to—”




    “Jesus, Tony, knock much? She’s not in here,” I said, trying to cover myself with my towel.




    “Sorry,” he said with a huge grin as he backed out of the room. Before closing the door behind him, he added, “Nice glow, by the way. It’s hot.”




    Somebody really needed to put him on a leash.




    Anthony was in the hunter half of our geek squad. He and his handler, Walter, kept us up to speed on the latest and greatest tech known to man and some that was beyond anything anyone had even dreamed of coming up with yet. At first glance, you would think Tony was the type of guy that needed directions on how to unscrew the lid off a mayonnaise jar. Two hundred eighty pounds of solid muscle covered his six-foot-five-inch frame. A nerd in meathead’s clothing. Walter, on the other hand, more than made up for that. Homeboy was one-hundred-percent-pure, Grade-A geek. Complete with inhaler and about twelve different prescriptions for his extensive allergies.




    In truth, I liked working with Tony. He was the guy you could always count on to have your back no matter what. His only downfall was my roommate, Josephine. But then again, Josie was a lot of people’s downfall.




    My door flew open again, slamming against the wall behind it.




    “Evie, babe, you comin’ down to eat?”




    “For crap sake, do closed doors mean nothing in this place?” I yelled, wrestling my towel around myself.




    “Geez, someone got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” the hulking figure said as he ducked in, closing the door behind him.




    “Get out, Zach, I need to get dressed,” I said, cinching my towel tighter under my arms.




    “Aw, come on, it’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before, Ev.” He smiled widely and waggled his dark eyebrows as he walked toward me.




    A one-night mistake a few years ago that never seems to stop coming back to bite me in the ass.




    “And like I’ve told you a thousand times, that will never happen again.”




    “You mean to tell me you don’t ever think about it? Even when you’re all alone at night?” he asked, still walking slowly across the room with a smarmy grin on his face, running his large hand down his chest.




    “No, I don’t,” I growled, feeling the rage building inside me. The ink of my tattoos tingled with it and burned brighter on my skin.




    Zach stopped where he was and put his hands up in surrender. “Relax, Evie, I was just messing with you. I didn’t mean to piss you off,” he said as he slunk out of the room.




    Zachary was a nice guy and all; he just didn’t know when to quit or when to shut up. He was a loose cannon in the field too, seldom waiting for backup and instead jumping into a situation balls to the wall. Not to mention he kissed like a Saint Bernard: all tongue and drool. He did know his varmints, though. If one slithered up out of the underworld, he and his handler, Finn, knew what made it tick and, more importantly, how to kill it.




    After getting dressed, I stepped into the hallway to find Tess headed in my direction.




    “Oh good, I was just gonna come get you,” she said, bounding over to my side and looping her arm through mine.




    Tess and I handled incantations and charms. It was our job to make sure the hunters had what they needed to conjure magic, incorporated into tattoos and brands. Everyone who went out into the field was marked with the most basic elements: protection, strength, and clarity. We had been together longer than any other team in the house, and we knew each other almost as well as we knew ourselves, which was why I recognized that look on her face. The one she got when she was playing matchmaker again. As much as I loved Tessa, I was going to strangle her if she tried to set me up with some random guy in another house again. She always wanted to pair me with the hunter of whatever handler she happened to be diddling with at the time.




    “I don’t care how ‘dreamy’ he is, Tess, I’m not interested,” I said before she could even start in.




    “For your information, I was not going to try to set you up again,” Tessa said with a huff as she planted her feet, jerking me to stop.




    “Good, ’cause I’m hungry.” I gave her a good tug to get her moving again.




    The smell of bacon and fresh coffee greeted me as we hit the last step and turned into the kitchen.




    “There you are,” Isolde said, her dark blond hair tied into a knot behind her head. She smiled and slid an omelet onto a plate for me.




    Isolde was our keeper, our Mama Bear, if you will. She looked after each and every one of us as if we were her own children. “You need to hurry and eat. Alexander wants to see you downstairs. He has another assignment for you.”




    “Another one?” I asked around the hearty bite of omelet I’d just shoved in my mouth. That was highly unusual. Back-to-back assignments were almost unheard of, especially so close together.




    “Less talking, more eating,” Tessa said as she bounced in the chair next to me.




    “What is with you?” I took a gulp of coffee. “I haven’t seen you so excited about an assignment in—”




    “Evelyn, in my office, please,” squawked Alexander’s voice through the intercom system that ran throughout the house.




    I stuffed the last bite of omelet into my mouth and hopped out of my chair. “On my way,” I said into the box as I pressed the button. Leaning around Isolde, I plucked a freshly baked cheese Danish off the plate. “Thanks for breakfast,” I whispered, dropping a peck onto her upturned cheek.




    By the time I made it down the stairs and onto the underground level, Tess was already perched on a chair in our shop, thumbing through an ancient book of incantations and taking furious notes. But something wasn’t right. Tessa was a fairly excitable person on any given day, but as she sat there she seemed like she was about to come out of her skin.




    “What is with you today?” I asked, poking my head into the shop on my way to Alex’s office.




    Before she could answer, movement at the other side of the corridor caught my eye. I looked down the hall and saw all six feet, three inches of dark-haired, green-eyed hunk of yum wrapped in a tight gray T-shirt, heading my way.




    “Ladies.” He nodded to us as he passed by, ducking into the weapons room. His voice had a lilt to it that made my knees wobble.




    “Who was that?” I asked as I picked my jaw up off the floor.




    “That is the new handler,” Tess answered, popping up behind me to ogle the new guy.




    New handler?




    I opened my mouth to ask what the hell was going on when the voice of our fearless leader grabbed my attention.




    “Evelyn, today, please,” he said as he leaned out of his office door. That was Alexander-speak for, “Get your raggedy ass in here, right now.”




    Alexander was the boss man. He had the direct line to Lebriga’s main office overseas. All assignments and orders went through him, and he doled them out as he saw fit. As far as we all were concerned, his word was law. He was the epitome of class, distinguished with his nice, crisp shirt, tie, and vest—always a vest.




    As I rounded the corner into his office, cramming the last piece of cheese Danish into my mouth, I saw that we weren’t alone. Leaning against the back wall behind Alex’s desk was what I assumed was the other half of Hot Handler Guy from the hallway.




    He was leaner but not scrawny by any means. His brown hair was perfectly un-perfect, and a light dusting of scruff swept across his jaw. A mischievously crooked grin spread across his face as his piercing blue eyes blatantly rolled up and down my body.




    “Come in and have a seat, Evelyn,” Alex said from behind the massive mahogany desk, the tips of his fingers pressed together in thought.




    Crap. I had the feeling I was about to hear something I didn’t want to.




    Alexander and I had worked together for a long time, going back to when we were working out of an abandoned church downtown and Tess and I had been the only crew to speak of. Over the years, a lot of pairs had filtered through our doors, and some of them stuck—like the crew we had now—and some had moved along to another branch, so having a new team in the crew wasn’t exactly something out of the ordinary.




    What was out of the ordinary was this, right here in Alex’s office, this one-on-one bullshit. In the past, newbies were always introduced as a team to the entire crew.




    “I’ll stand, thank you,” I said, my eyebrow quirking up at Alexander as I crossed my arms over my chest. I probably sounded a tad too snarky, but I couldn’t help it. This scenario reeked of bad news.




    “Very well,” Alex said, pushing himself to his feet and crossing to the front of his desk, where he leaned back against it. “I assume you met Christopher, our new handler, out in the hallway, and this is Daniel. He is our newest hunter.” He motioned to the prick on the other side of the room.




    “Pleasure,” Daniel said with that annoying lopsided smirk and a nod in my direction.




    “I’m sure it’s all yours,” I responded with a sickeningly sweet, insincere smile.




    Alex took a deep breath and shook his head. “Evelyn, please do not be difficult about this,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose.




    “Difficult about what, Alex? I don’t even know what ‘this’ is,” I said, waving my hands around to indicate everything in the entire room.




    “This is your new assignment. You’re to train him to be part of our crew.” He spoke in that tone he got when he meant business.




    Then it dawned on me where that Christopher guy had been headed when I’d seen him in the hallway: the weapons room. We’d been without weapons specialists for about six months, ever since Frank and Lee had transferred to take the lead position at the Miami branch. I thought we were doing okay, taking care of our own weapons and whatnot. Apparently the higher-ups thought differently.




    I stood silently staring at the inkwell on Alex’s desk, my teeth working the inside of my bottom lip, trying to figure out some way to get out of this crappy assignment. When nothing came to mind, I had to face facts: this was an order, and I didn’t have a choice.




    “Fine.” I’d do my job, but I didn’t have to like it. “Warm up and meet me in the training room in fifteen. I need to see what I have to work with here,” I said, directing over my shoulder as I headed out of the office.




    While I changed into my workout gear, Josie, one of the other hunters, came in toweling sweat off her forehead. Josephine Mira was tall, drop-dead gorgeous, and had legs that went on for days. But put her behind the wheel of a car and she could blow the doors off any stunt driver in Hollywood. And her handler, Meg, could tweak and coax every ounce of power out of any vehicle; she knew her engines inside-out and backward. Our resident gearheads.




    Josie was fine to work with as long as you knew what set her off—like having food anywhere near one of her cars. Some of the other branches referred to her and Meg as “The Bitch Squad.” They just didn’t know them the way we did, but I could see where the two of them could seem standoffish and, well, bitchy.




    “So, I saw the fresh meat in Alexander’s office this morning. Very nice,” she said, with a suggestive wiggle of her eyebrows.




    “He’s semi-attractive, I guess, if you’re into that kinda thing. He’s a little too pretty for me.”




    “Everybody’s a little too something for you, Evie,” she said with a shake of her head as she walked into the shower.




    What the hell is that supposed to mean?




    “She’s right, you know,” Tess said from the other side of my locker door, startling the crap out of me.




    “Jesus, Tess, you know I hate it when you sneak up on me like that. Did you know this was coming?” I propped my foot up on the bench and tied my shoes. “You’re my handler, my best friend. If you had one of your gut feelings, you should have warned me.”




    “And said what? That everything you didn’t know you were looking for in a guy would stroll through the office and piss you off? You would have bolted in a hot minute, and don’t try to tell me different; you can’t lie to me and you know it. The fact of the matter is, when all of this is over, I know you’re going to realize that you need him, and I think you know it too because you can feel it already. You can’t hunt forever, Ev.”




    “The hell I can’t.” I plucked a towel off the hook on the wall. “And I think you need to get your gut checked because it’s never been more off-base,” I said as I turned and walked out of the locker room.
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    Daniel was already waiting on the square, padded floor of the training room. His fingers reached down his spine as he stretched his triceps. The muscles in his back rolled under the thin cotton of his T-shirt when he twisted his torso, and the thick tendons of his neck pulled taut as he bent his head to one side then the other, his lips pursing together as he held each stretch.




    Maybe this isn’t going to be so horribly unpleasant after all. The thought crept into my brain before I could stop it.




    “Well, there you are, hon’. Ready to get dirty?”




    And then he speaks. Did he just call me “hon”?




    With a sweet smile, I sauntered over to where he stood and gently took his hand in mine. Taking his first two fingers in my grip, I bent them back, bringing him to his knees in front of me.




    “First things first: if you want to keep the ability to use these two fingers, never call me ‘hon’ again, is that clear?”




    “Crystal,” he grunted, the corners of his eyes beginning to water.




    “Good.” I let go and took a few steps back. “Now get up and show me what you can do.”




    Daniel took two steps toward me, and I immediately knew he was holding back by the way he moved. He was probably afraid to hurt me or some ridiculous crap like that. I knocked him to the ground using the most basic of defense techniques. If he even thought about coming out of an actual assignment alive, he was going to have to step it up.




    “Why don’t we try that again, and don’t hold back this time,” I instructed, moving to the other side of the room. “Trust me, you aren’t going to hurt me.”




    His lip curled up with determination as he came at me, full speed this time. Excellent, he was a fast learner. We rolled on the ground, fighting for the upper hand. With him having nearly a foot and about eighty pounds on me, he gained quickly, and I found myself pinned underneath him with that jackass grinning like he’d just won.




    I muttered an incantation under my breath and felt a jolt of strength pulse through my body as I turned the tables on him and pinned him in about three seconds.




    “Don’t be afraid to use your spells; they’re there to help you,” I said as my forearm pressed against his throat.




    “I was, but nothing is happening,” he wheezed, struggling to get out from under my grip.




    “Can you feel any tingling, any kind of heat at all?” I climbed off him and held out a hand to help him up.




    “No,” he said, cracking his neck, “not in my ink, anyway.”




    I could feel my right eyebrow arch up as I tried to think of what could be wrong. “Take off your shirt. I need to check your markings.”




    He reached back and tugged the navy blue tee over his head.




    Damn.




    The back of my neck prickled and heat flooded my system at the sight of his naked chest. As much as I hated to admit it, I wouldn’t have complained one bit if Daniel decided to never wear a shirt again. He was muscular and toned with just the right amount of body hair, not the hairless bulk that Tony and Zach carried. No, long and lean—that was Daniel, and he was nothing short of perfect, which only irritated me even more. I didn’t need that, not right then and not with him.




    I pressed my hands to his skin over the inked lettering above his right pec. Something was off. I should have been able feel any magic if there was any to be felt. Nothing. The tattoo didn’t even look like it had been done correctly.




    “Turn around,” I said, trying to sound aloof. The last thing I needed was this guy thinking I was hot for his body or something like that. I was there to do a job, period. I took a step forward as my eyes swept over the smooth planes of his muscled back. There were two poorly scripted incantations, but not what I was looking for. “Raise your arms,” I said, ducking around either side, inspecting every inch of visible flesh until I saw something peeking out from under the waistband of his sweat shorts. I curled my finger around the elastic and eased it down a half an inch. There, just what I was looking for: the hunter’s brand. At least whoever had marked him couldn’t screw that up.




    “You know, I don’t think anyone is in my room right now.” His voice was smooth and husky, and any other girl in her right mind would have jumped at that opportunity. But I wasn’t any other girl, and it didn’t matter that the air between us buzzed with some palpable kinetic energy; I had a job to do.




    “Give me a break.” I shoved his shirt back into his hand. “What branch did you train in?”




    “Chris and I were recruited out of college, in Indiana, and sent to a facility in a desert in Nevada to train.”




    Figures. That was probably the same branch Zach and Finn had come from twelve years earlier, and they’d been just as green. Half of Zach’s tattoos had needed to be fixed, and the accents for the incantations they’d taught him were all wrong.




    “You need more work than you’re probably worth, but we’ll see what we can do,” I said, swiping the towel across my neck to mop up the sweat pooling there.




    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”




    Apparently I’d hit a nerve. As I looked back, I noticed a faint glow under his shirt. The incantation that wrapped around his left shoulder was illuminated; he was pissed. So, maybe there was some potential underneath all the pretty.




    “It means we have a lot of work to do. Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat it: you’re very raw, and I can’t tell yet if you’re a diamond in the rough or just a regular lump of coal.” I turned to leave. “Get some lunch and meet me in my shop later, and I’ll see if I can’t fix your ink.”
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    After I changed, I popped back into Alexander’s office.




    “How’s our newest hunter faring?” he asked from behind his computer screen.




    “He needs a lot of work,” I replied as I plopped into the chair on the other side of his desk.




    I could see his silver-blond head bob up and down in agreement. “Yes, indeed he does, as did you when I first got a hold of you.” He peeked around the monitor and shot me a wink from behind the wire-rimmed glasses he’d had for ages.




    He was right. I’d been quite the piece of work when he’d found me holed up in Agnews, The Great Asylum for the Insane, in northern California. Granted, I wasn’t really crazy, but that’s where they used to put a person who claimed to see demons walking around masquerading as regular people. If I were smart, I would have kept my mouth shut, but I had always been more outspoken than was proper for a lady in the late nineteenth century. God’s honest truth, I probably would have wound up in there anyway for mouthing off because ladies were meant to be fawned over. Ha!




    Two years, countless sessions in the back electric-shock room, ice baths, and more drugs than my body should have been able to handle later, Alex and Isolde had shown up. Posing as dementia specialist Klaus von Liechtenstein and his nurse Inga, they had claimed to be from Germany, where schizophrenia was on the cutting edge of psychiatry. After telling the doctors at Agnews that I was to be part of a new study, the hospital had been more than happy to be rid of me; I hadn’t exactly been the model patient.
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