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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      My boots sloshed through dirty puddles that resembled the gumbo they served at the dive bar below my apartment. The sight of the trash-littered gutters mixed with the revolting odor left behind by last night’s bar hoppers made my nose wrinkle. No matter how long I spent in the French Quarter of New Orleans, the smell never went away. Even on a rainy Monday like today, the odor of vomit, alcohol, and sweaty humans clogged my nostrils. Even my fae magic couldn’t coat the scent—and that was saying something.

      Head down, shoulders bent, I let myself blend in with the few pedestrians who’d been forced to venture out this early in the wet weather. No one acknowledged me as I passed. To any of them, I looked human—and probably hungover or half-drowned, thanks to the weather. It was so easy to fool a human; they only saw what they thought was real. Supernaturals were harder to fool, but we also weren’t in the habit of outing each other to the human population.

      Not unless you wanted to get dead.

      Despite the half-drunk werewolves still wandering around down here and the con-artist witches who read fortunes for tourists and traded secrets for favors, I was safe enough. Even if anyone could tell I was half-fae, half- shifter, no one was going to call me out for it. An agent, on the other hand… An SSF agent would get outed for nothing more than existing if spotted by the wrong supernatural. An agent had to watch her back constantly.

      But I wasn’t actually an agent.

      Thanks to failing my graduation test, I was now a cleaner.

      And according to Rigo, the slimy perv I’d had for an instructor, I was lucky for even that much. God, I didn't want to think about that dreaded night at The Monster Ball ever again. Not the failed final mission. Not the mysterious stranger who’d saved my life—and helped me take down two would-be murderers in the process. And definitely not my favorite pair of heels that now lay at the bottom of the sea, probably off some continent far away from this one.

      The harsh reality was that I’d missed my chance to become an agent for the Supernatural Security Force, the Nephilim-run organization that hunted demons and policed the supes of Earth. Instead, I was nothing more than a glorified janitor, cleaning up the supernatural messes of my beloved hometown.

      If I’d been tempted to lie and tell myself being a cleaner was somehow prestigious, the address of my new post would have set me straight. Downtown New Orleans, right on the edge of Bourbon Street, and smack in the middle of low-level supe-crimes wasn’t exactly a corner office with a coffee maker.

      Hence, the thermos I was currently clutching.

      A toothless beggar smiled at me as I passed him and kept moving through the crosswalk just past his cardboard home. The sight of his friendly grin only served to drive home my irritation.

      A homeless guy with no shoes should not be having a better day than me.

      My phone rang, and I almost declined out of habit until I saw the name flash on my Caller ID.

      “Hey, Milo,” I answered.

      “How’s my favorite pretend lover?”

      I smiled at that. Milo and I had met the first day of academy training when he’d snuck into my exam room and made me his sex-alibi. I couldn’t bring myself to leave him hanging, especially after finding out he’d snuck around with an illegal immigrant who also happened to be a literal demon spawn.

      “On my way to report for cleaner duty.” “Oh, darling.”

      I didn’t want to revisit the sympathy he was giving me—or the reasons for it. I’d spent the weekend drowning my sorrows in reruns of Buffy with my mother. That was more than enough pity and comfort for one tragic life turn.

      “What are you up to?” I asked instead.

      “Knee-deep in paperwork. Toledo still blows, in case you were wondering.”

      “I thought you liked being blown?” someone said in the background.

      Someone male. And with an unmistakable teasing tone.

      I shook my head. “That better not be another coworker you’re flirting with.”

      “Hypothetically, if I arrest a guy, is it okay to date him?”

      “Milo.”

      “Enough about me. Let’s talk about you.”

      “We need to work on your relationship decisions,” I said with a sigh.

      “I picked you, didn’t I?”

      “No. You pretended to pick me, and I let you.”

      “Consent is everything.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why are you calling me so early? I thought they had you on night shift out there.”

      “Just got off.”

      His friend spoke in the background again.

      “Are you really talking to me while entertaining?” I asked, sloshing through a puddle.

      “Baby, I’m always entertaining.”

      The voice in the background laughed.

      I rolled my eyes. “Why are you calling me if you’re on a date, genius?” Milo’s voice turned serious. “Have you talked to Tony?”

      “I haven’t exactly been in the mood to catch up,” I said.

      Milo didn’t question my snappy answer. Probably because I’d called him the moment I’d been released from the Tiff to tell him about my new assignment. He’d listened to the whole story and then proceeded to cuss Rigo out. While Milo ranted, I did shots of tequila from my empty apartment. For the last few days, the voice of Angel himself, and tequila’s mind-numbing abilities, had been my support system.

      Gran kept checking on me randomly, but her overuse of the word peniswrinkle as it related to Rigo Garcia was getting old.

      “He left me a weird voice mail the other night, and now he won’t call me back,” Milo said, and I forced my thoughts back to the here and now. To Tony, our friend from the academy.

      “Trouble in paradise?” I asked.

      Tony had been pining for Fiona, another recruit we’d befriended during our time at the Tiff. If not for my own problems, I would have already gone to see the both of them.

      “I don’t think so. His message sounded cryptic, but not about Fiona. You should check on him.”

      “Milo, this is the part where I tell you I’ve got enough problems to deal with.”

      “And this is the part where I call in my favor.” “What favor?”

      “The one you owed me after I totally saved your ass from that snorgaut demon.”

      “I’d say we’re even considering I followed it up by saving your ass from the same demon about five minutes later.” Milo huffed. “Just check on Tony for me.”

      I huffed right back. “Fine. I’ll call him when I get off.”

      I could practically hear Milo’s answering smile. “Thanks, love. Talk soon.”

      “Hey Gem?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Knock ’em dead.”

      “You got it.”

      Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I trudged another couple of blocks before I spotted my destination. It was a story taller than the other buildings on this street. A wrought-iron fence lined the property, but that wasn’t unusual for this part of the city. Neither was the large sign that labeled this place CLOSED FOR TOURS.

      A placard on the corner just before the front doors detailed the origin of the building and the fact that it had once been a meeting site for the first French-Creole civic league.

      Everything in this city was a historical site these days. Tourists loved that shit.

      And it provided the perfect cover for an agency full of supernatural law enforcement. Some of whom had been alive since before the building’s foundation had been poured.

      I made my way up the steps to the front doors and pushed them open, glad to be out of the rain, at least.

      A tiled foyer greeted me, the high ceilings offering soft lighting from a low-hanging chandelier that probably cost more than my childhood. I stared up at it—and then beyond, to the coffered ceiling. The etched designs perfectly matched and mirrored the tile where I stood. A not-so-subtle announcement that this particular building might be more than just a restored landmark.

      I whistled, and the sound echoed inside the space.

      Behind me, someone cleared her throat. I turned toward a woman approaching fast, her sensible flats making almost no sound as she crossed the foyer from what I saw now was a tiny office full of security monitors. If she was a supe, she was something beyond my ability to sense.

      Her blouse was baggy on her petite frame, and her mouth was set into a nervous line.

      She was the guard on duty?

      “May I help you?” she asked, friendly but quiet.

      “I’m Gem Hawkins,” I said. “I’m supposed to meet with Harvey Carter.”

      She hit a few buttons on a tablet cradled in one arm before looking up at me, a polite-but-distant smile on her small face. “Sure, you can go right through those doors, and Harvey will be along in a moment.”

      “Thanks,” I said, not sure what sort of doors she was referring to.

      Before I could ask, she retreated into her office, hitting buttons on her tablet again as she went. A second later, there was a groaning sound, and I whirled to find the far wall sliding slowly away to reveal another lobby on the other side.

      “Hot damn,” I muttered as I stepped inside. Maybe I’d misjudged the place.

      The wall slid back into place, sealing me in, and I wandered the room.

      The carpet was soft and neutral—the kind only top-shelf money dared to buy because it got ruined in about thirty seconds. Photos lined the wall, interrupted by a life-size statue of a praying angel in one corner. The photos were black-and-whites of gorgeous men and beautiful women. None of their names were labeled. Not that a name would have helped; I had no idea who any of them were.

      Probably Nephilim elites. The real bosses around here.

      The narrow door on the far side of the space opened, and a middle-aged man stepped through. He sported stained work pants and a sad comb-over. His expression was set in a scowl with a touch of impatience.

      “You’re Hawkins?” he asked gruffly. “Yes.”

      “Follow me.”

      No handshake then. Fine by me.

      He led me through the door he’d just arrived by and down a narrow hall that split off in both directions before emptying into a large workspace. By the time we emerged into the open area, the money had run dry, and the décor was run-of-the-mill Office Emporium clearance. What I’d seen in the entrance hall had probably been for show in case higher-ups came to visit. This area was obviously for the grunt workers like me. Nothing fancy. Just efficient.

      A dozen or so desks filled the center of the room, most of them unmanned, scarred with age, and covered in manila files. The handful of employees in the room barely looked up as I passed. None of them offered smiles or greetings. Most of them looked just as pissed about being here as Harvey did.

      I sighed.

      Exactly the workplace morale I’d been expecting from a low-level SSF office.

      Harvey led me straight back to the far side of the room and into a tiny office that smelled like cigarettes and dirty socks. He shut the door behind us and pulled the dust-covered blinds closed so the employees we’d just passed couldn’t watch us through the cutout glass.

      “Have a seat,” Harvey said, gesturing to the empty chair sitting before his desk.

      I sat.

      Harvey went straight to the filing cabinet underneath the window and snagged the pack of cigarettes lying on top. He lit one and then cracked the window before exhaling a cloud of smoke. I did my best not to make a face as the smell hit me. That window wasn’t doing nearly enough for ventilation.

      Why did supes think the rules of modern health didn’t apply to them?

      Nicotine was poison no matter what kind of creature you were. Even vamps could get a black lung… probably. Not that Harvey was a vamp. In fact, my fae senses made him a dead ringer for a werewolf, thanks to the wet dog smell that permeated the air around him.

      “Rodrigo and I go all the way back to our training days,” Harvey remarked, pulling me out of my thoughts. He said it like I’d asked him a question.

      “Okay.”

      He took another drag of his cigarette and turned to study me. On an exhale, he said, “You get pregnant or something?”

      “What?” I sat up. “No, I didn’t get— Why would you ask me that?”

      He grunted as if he was relieved for me. Or for himself. “Had to make sure.”

      Not going to punch him, not going to punch him. I repeated the words over and over in my mind, and when that didn’t work, I decided to level with Harvey.

      “Look, Rigo was pissed that I wouldn’t sleep with him,” I said. “On top of that, my last mission had a . . . complication.”

      I shoved aside all thoughts of The Monster Ball, vowing here and now to never think of it again. Or him. Well, either of the hims.

      There’d been two.

      First, Jax McGuire. Over the weekend, I’d asked around. Apparently, he was the alpha of the largest panther pack in the southern U.S. He was also easily the best kisser I’d ever had the pleasure with.

      Then there’d been the stranger. Tall, dark, and mysterious. And if my fae senses weren’t lying, he was hot as hell to match underneath that mask he’d worn. The fact that I’d never seen his face hadn’t stopped me from dreaming about him. About both of them.

      “A complication,” Harvey repeated, and I blinked.

      Shit, I’d zoned out on dirty threesome fantasies again.

      I cleared my throat, all business now. “Rigo sent me here as punishment for my last mission—but mostly, he sent me here because he can’t handle rejection.” I sat back and didn’t try to hide the snide smile as I said the last part.

      Harvey grunted again. “That makes sense,” he said finally. “Rodrigo’s a good ol’ boy, but he can’t keep it in his pants with the cadets.”

      Apparently satisfied, he ground his cigarette out in the ashtray by the window before moving to take his seat across from me.

      “Look,” he said, his gaze level with mine. The scowl was still there, but it was a matter-of-fact thing. Like it’d been on his face his whole life and every other expression could just work around it. “Rodrigo never asks me for favors and for good reason. Being a cleaner is a shit job, but it also takes a very particular kind of creature to do it. He knows that. The fact that he sent you here…well, I’ll be honest. I read your file, and initially, I wasn’t going to accept you.”

      My brows shot up because I had no idea what was about to happen here, but it didn’t sound good. If the cleaning department threw me out, where did that leave me? Was I out of SSF completely?

      That was not an option.

      Harvey wasn’t done. “Your father was Vic Hawkins.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway, heart pounding. “Did you know him?”

      “I knew of him,” Harvey said.

      The disappointment must have registered on my face.

      Harvey cleared his throat. “Look, I have a friend in Protocol and Procedures. I was going to see if he could pull some strings and get you set up over there. It would’ve at least put you back on track for a decent posting at headquarters in a couple of years, and based on what I read in your file, you can handle it.”

      I blinked. “So, I’m not getting fired?”

      “What? No. If it were up to me, I’d promote you.” He sat back and added, “I’m assuming that’s what you wanted out of all this.”

      “How do you know what I want?” I asked warily.

      Screw Rodrigo’s pervy, petty ass for making me suspicious of a good thing.

      “Isn’t that what every recruit wants?” Harvey pressed. “A corner office with a coffee pot? Detective status?”

      I didn’t answer. We both knew that’s exactly what I wanted.

      I held my thermos tighter, praying I was about to get it.

      But Harvey sighed and shook his head. “Anyway, none of that matters because I got an inter-agency alert late last night with your name on it.”

      I froze.

      An inter-agency-anything sounded like bad news.

      Had the Nephilim heard about my little double-homicide from the night of that stupid party?

      “What did it say?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

      “According to the memo, you’re to be placed here at division thirteen and remain under our jurisdiction until further notice,” he said. “Funny part is you’re not reporting to me. Don’t make no sense, but it’s not like I have the clearance—or the interest—in talking back to the assholes upstairs.”

      I stared at him, my eyes narrowing as a pit of dread curled in my stomach.

      The “assholes upstairs” meant⁠—

      “The alert came directly from headquarters?”

      My stomach was doing weird flips, and my panic level was inching fast toward day-drinking status. Despite the lingering hangover from my weekend bender.

      “You got somebody’s attention,” Harvey said, shaking his head. “Can’t say that’s a good thing either. At any rate, your handler is one Adrik Romanov. You’ll report to him and only to him for all of your cases, effective immediately.”

      “Who is he?” I asked. “Damned if I know.”

      “How can he be my boss if you’ve never heard of him? I thought division thirteen was your department.”

      His eyes narrowed, and I knew I’d struck a nerve. “This is my department, darlin’, and don’t you forget it.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, failing to keep all of the sarcasm out of my voice.

      Harvey continued to glare.

      I sighed. “How do I find this Adrik guy?”

      “Here’s the address.” He grabbed a slip of paper from the pile in front of him and handed it over. “That’s all I know.” I glanced at the address. What the hell? “Are you sure this is right?” I asked.

      “I’m following orders,” Harvey said, leaning back in his rolling chair.

      It was all I’d get from him.

      I rose, cradling my thermos. If SSF wanted to confront me for murder, they wouldn’t send me to the sketchiest neighborhood in the city to do it.

      Right?

      When I reached the door, Harvey stopped me. “Listen,” he said, and I turned to see his scowl now included a layer of uncertainty—and maybe the tiniest hint of sincerity. “If you get into trouble out there, come see me. I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thanks, Harvey,” I said, and this time, there was no sarcasm to be found. If Harvey was the one ally I was afforded in this entire system, I’d take it. He snapped his fingers. “Oh, almost forgot.”

      Harvey chucked something, and I caught it mid-air, frowning down at the badge labeled ‘Cleaner.’ “Your credentials.” “Thanks,” I said dryly.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      I probably wouldn’t.

      Exiting the office, I shut the door behind me and headed back the way I’d come from.

      It was time to meet my new boss. Adrik Romanov. Whoever the hell that was. With any luck, I’d win him over in a week and be right back on track for detective once again. Then again, luck had never been my friend. My last mission was pretty clear evidence of that.

      But I refused to be stuck here as a cleaner forever.

      I’d joined the SSF to do one thing, and that was to track down a killer. As long as I kept my head down and stayed out of any trouble—or any more trouble—I had a shot. With that one goal in mind, I clutched my thermos tight in my hands and walked out the front door. It was time to get to work.
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      The scrawled address sent me straight into the worst part of the city. Beyond the French Quarter and its touristy dive bars sat the Ninth Ward. Destroyed by Hurricane Katrina only to be forgotten and left to rot, the Ninth Ward was a death trap in daylight and much, much worse at night. Demons had been a real problem here, especially since a lot of human deaths in these neighborhoods went unreported. Even worse, the kind of supes who hung out in this part of the city weren’t the upstanding, law-abiding kind.

      I’d trained at the academy for trips into the sketchier areas and fully expected that was where many of my missions would take me as detective. As a cleaner, it was probably even more likely. But I’d never expected to actually report here on a daily basis.

      What kind of department kept business offices in the slums?

      Thankfully, the drizzle had stopped, but I felt the prickly awareness of eyes on me as I made my way down the final block.

      The last time I’d felt this kind of internal warning, I’d been assaulted by some goon who’d tried threatening me away from joining the SSF in the first place. I wasn’t in the mood for a round two.

      When a figure stepped out from around a blind corner, I was already half- shifted into my griffin.

      The sight of Starla had me pulling up short—and quickly returning to my human-like fae form. To a human, my ears were glamoured to look normal. To another supe, their pointed tips gave me away.

      But Starla wasn’t looking at my ears. And she didn’t look impressed by the fact that I’d just nearly shifted into something that could kill her with a single swipe of claw either.

      “Gem, we need to talk.”

      “I’m on my way to work,” I said, hedging.

      For a secret spy, she was being awfully obvious tracking me down in public like this.

      “It’ll only take a moment.”

      I crossed my arms and waited, brow arched in impatience. Since becoming Starla’s spy at the training academy, not a single bit of information I’d fed her had seemed to make an inch of difference.

      The worst kick in the teeth? Rigo was still employed.

      “You seem frustrated,” she said.

      “I just don’t see how I’ve helped anything with the work I’ve done for you.”

      “Your work has proven your loyalty,” she said.

      My eyes narrowed. “So, you’ve been giving me meaningless assignments just to see if I can prove myself?”

      “It’s the way we’re all vetted,” she said with a shrug. “And if you ask me, you aced that final mission.”

      “Great. Get me promoted to detective.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. I can’t pull strings for you and tip people off that we have a connection.”

      I sighed.

      “I see. I spy for you, and I get nothing in return?” “Not necessarily.” She tossed me a manila envelope. “What’s this?”

      “Consider your training period officially over. This is payment in full. Everything I have on your father’s death.” I looked up at her sharply.

      “Seriously?”

      “Look for yourself.”

      I tucked the envelope away, knowing better than to open it out here. Starla nodded approvingly.

      “Is that all?” I asked warily.

      “For now. I’d like to hear how your new assignment goes, though. I’ll come by later for an update.”

      “Okay.”

      She started to retreat in the direction she’d come from.

      “Starla?” She turned back. “Thanks for the information.”

      “Our relationship is built on mutual exchange,” she said simply and then melted seamlessly into the shadows and was gone.

      The envelope seared itself into my fingertips, and the moment Starla vanished, I ripped it open.

      Scanning quickly, I read the incident report followed immediately by the coroner’s report.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      I’d expected documents redacted within an inch of their life. I’d expected scraps that led nowhere.

      But this was so much more. This was real.

      And according to the very real, very classified document I was reading,

      my dad’s death was nothing like what the agency had led us to believe. “Why were you in the Quarter?” I murmured, scanning the address where he was found and tucking away that piece of information for later.

      All I wanted to do was turn around and rush to the spot marked on the report, but duty and common sense had me rooted here.

      Later, I promised myself. I’d read the reports more thoroughly and check out the address where his body had been found. When I had more time. And hopefully, a badge that said something more official than “Cleaner” to help me get past any red tape.

      With a silent curse, I zipped the envelope into the hidden pocket of my jacket and set out again. Not much farther ahead, my destination loomed: a dilapidated two-story house with more boards than glass where windows used to be. Between here and there, I could see a homeless man sitting in the alcove of an aging warehouse that looked deserted but was probably infested with rata demons from the smell of things.

      His human form huddled underneath a threadbare woolen blanket, and he looked up at me with blank, glazed eyes as I passed. I almost stopped to help him—a human in a neighborhood like this one wouldn’t last more than one night—but then I noted the slant to his gold irises, and a ripple of awareness shot through me. Not human.

      A shifter.

      Banished pack member?

      I didn’t have the time or the inclination to find out. Not with my fae senses now screaming at me to get the hell off the street.

      Eyes. So many eyes.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, prickling and tickling until my senses were on overload. When I spotted the crumbling number marker on the house, I leaped up the five steps and pushed through the front door with more relief than I wanted to admit.

      Inside, the air immediately changed from the creepy, foreboding chill of the street to a warm stuffiness that made me feel both safe and completely outmatched at the same time. Whatever this energy belonged to, I knew instinctively that nothing from out there was getting in here, not without permission. I wasn’t so sure that fact was going to benefit me in any way.

      I walked slowly from the foyer, which was a mess of peeling paint and what looked like blood—actually, I was going to assume it was ketchup since it felt safer—staining the floorboards in the far corner.

      On my right was an empty living room with a window that faced the street. The missing glass had been boarded over, sending tiny pinpricks of daylight streaming in through the cracks between the wooden planks.

      The floor was a rough hardwood, warped and rotting from old water damage. From there, a short hallway led into a bathroom that was too disgusting to linger near and what looked like a bedroom—all of it also rotting, thanks to flooding once upon a time.

      This place wasn’t a business office at all but one of thousands of condemned and abandoned homes. Aside from the weighted energy hanging over the space, there wasn’t a trace of SSF.

      My day just kept getting better and better.

      My patience thinned, and I found myself in the foyer, weighing my options. If Harvey was punking me—or worse, Rigo—I was going to smash their heads together.

      Time to get the hell out of here.

      My hand had just landed on the brass knob when I heard the ceiling overhead creak with movement followed by the unmistakable sound of footsteps above me.

      I frowned and made my way to the second floor, my steps silent as I moved. My breath evened out, and my heart rate calmed—all traits I’d inherited from my mother. Fae were notoriously stealthy, which meant my tendency to panic was all thanks to my dad’s genes. He would always tell me it was animal instinct, but anxiety was anxiety. And until I knew whether the thing above me was friend or foe, I was going in quietly on the outside and screaming like a horror film virgin on the inside.

      My foot hit the landing at the top, and the wood creaked loudly. I cursed my half-blood for that and held my breath, listening.

      The footsteps stopped.

      My palms turned clammy, but I fought back against the urge to flee, reminding myself I’d held my own in plenty of street fights over the years. You didn’t grow up as a half-fae girl in a neighborhood of mostly shifter pups and not learn to defend yourself. But this felt different.

      This felt . . . big. And old. And substantial enough that I decided to take a non-threatening approach. Instead of trying to sneak up on whatever lay on the other side of the wall—which I had a feeling I’d already failed at—I took a deep breath, and very, very delicately, I cleared my throat.

      “Excuse me,” I said quietly.

      Almost too quietly. Even a supe would have trouble with the whisper I’d offered. But not even a second later, a figure stepped out of the room ahead.

      I jumped, mostly because he’d emerged without so much as a creaky footstep, but also because I’d been right.

      The power hanging in the air wasn’t a product of some everyday supe. The black wings being tucked out of sight then vanishing completely were undeniable proof of that. They were also the last things I expected to see in a place like this. Anything winged should have had more sense than to hang out in a slum-dump like this one. Yet, here we both were.

      “Holy shit, you’re an angel,” I blurted.

      The man blinked, and I watched his perfectly sculpted mouth turn immediately into a frown. Or, a deeper frown. Honestly, the one he’d worn a moment ago was more than enough to send a message. But at my dumbass greeting—hello, Captain Obvious—it deepened into something that changed his entire expression from brooding to downright pissy.

      Even so, he was drop-dead gorgeous with broad shoulders, a hard chest, and toned arms—or at least, that’s what I could gather through the gray thermal shirt he wore over black pants that were tactical and sexy without being hipster. His hair and eye colors nearly matched, both black as midnight, and only added to the broody set of his cheekbones and chiseled jaw.

      He was breathtaking—and a little panty-wetting if I was being completely honest. He was also clearly not as thrilled with me as I was with him.

      “Sorry,” I hurried to add. “I mean, about the ‘holy shit’ comment. I probably shouldn’t curse in front of an angel.”

      He responded by lifting one arched brow, and something warm knotted in my stomach. Any man that could lift only one brow at a time had skills. And I really wanted to see more of his specialized abilities where those kinds of skills were concerned.

      “You’re Gemini Hawkins,” he said in a deep voice, totally ignoring my blathering in favor of stating a fact. At least we were both doing the same thing here.

      “Gem,” I said, finally having the sense to be wary even through the haze of attraction and shock. “And you’re . . .?”

      “Adrik Romanov.”

      My eyes widened as his name registered. “Wait. You’re my new boss?” He didn’t answer. “But you’re an angel.” There it was again. The most obvious elephant in the room.

      “Nephilim,” he corrected.

      “Right. Sorry, Nephilim.” I shook my head because I honestly did know better than to call an angel an angel. They hated that sort of thing. Or at least, that’s what my dad had always said. They preferred Nephilim since it set them apart from their heavenly brothers and sisters who’d cast them out and sent them here to keep Hell from taking over our world while on its way to taking over theirs.

      Angels and Nephilim didn’t get along. Also, angels didn’t come to Earth, and if they did, they wouldn’t hang out in the slums of New Orleans. Then again, neither did Nephilim.

      “Since when do Nephilim oversee division thirteen?” I asked. Or any division for that matter. Even the council—basically the bosses of the SSF— stayed out of daily affairs at the agency and rarely made appearances even at the top levels.

      I thought of Raphziel and how he’d shown up at dad’s funeral. He’d wanted our gratitude simply for deigning us with his presence.

      Asshole.

      Nephilim were above the measly supernaturals of this planet, and they let us know it every chance they got. In their minds, the only thing worse than supes were demons—creatures both our kinds hated with equal passion—so at least we had that to unite us.

      “Since I was assigned,” he said sharply, and I knew I’d been shut down from whatever questions I wanted to ask.

      Unfortunately, my brain didn’t get the message or have the ability to filter. So I continued.

      “Right.” I couldn’t help drawing out the word a little to highlight my suspicion. “Are you trying to say you screwed up so badly that you were sentenced to look after all the screw-up cleaners at division thirteen?”

      “Not all of them,” he said, managing to look down his nose as he said it. “Just you.”

      I glared at him, crossing my arms over my chest. “Gee. You’re so free with your compliments I don’t know what to say.”

      “I don’t think we need to rehash what brought us here. What’s done is done. We should focus on the task at hand and how we can best complete it.”

      He turned and disappeared inside the little room, and I had no choice but to follow, shaking my head. Were all Nephilim this clueless about sarcasm? Or this one-dimensional about work? I thought I was hyper-focused. . .

      Turning the corner, I was surprised to find the little bedroom actually furnished. A desk and chair sat against one wall, and a couple of light gray cushioned chairs that looked brand new sat against the other wall beside a grimy window.

      My new Nephilim boss picked up a brown file folder and held it out to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked. “Your first case.”

      “My. . .” I looked down at the file and then back at my new boss. This time, it was my turn to frown. “Okay, hold up. I realize you’re all about the task at hand,” I said, using two fingers to air quote the phrase he’d used. “But I have questions before we get into all this.”

      “What would you like to know?” he asked stiffly. “For starters, why am I here?”

      “Because you failed your graduation mission and⁠—”

      “I didn’t fail.” My temper flared, strong and fierce and sudden enough to blot out the fact that this guy was Nephilim and perfectly capable of killing me. Probably with his pinky finger if he chose. But I wasn’t going to let him stand here and tell me what I had or hadn’t done when he didn’t know shit about me.

      “Your file says⁠—”

      “I don’t care what my file says,” I argued. “I didn’t fail.”

      His eyes narrowed a fraction. “I’m merely trying to answer your question. You’re here because your superior at the academy requested your placement into the cleaner division upon your completion of the training program.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You’re telling me why I’m a cleaner. I want to know why I’m here. As in, reporting to an office that is actually a condemned house in the middle of the Ninth Ward, to a boss that’s Nephilim and who doesn’t like conversations.”

      “I don’t have a problem with conversations. It’s the needless chatter I could do without.”

      I offered a sweet smile. “Tomato, potato. I want to know why they sent me to you and why they sent you to me.”

      He sighed. Or he probably sighed judging from the way his shoulders rose and fell, although I couldn’t hear the sound of his breath as it left his lungs. “As I said, we don’t need to rehash the past. Focusing on the assignment is the best way to get⁠—”

      “Did you curse in church or something?” I asked, my imagination kicking in as I contemplated what a Nephilim could have possibly done to get into trouble. They just didn’t have the same rules we did. “Or borrow a fiver from the offering plate? Sing off-key in the celestial chorus? Is that what made them send one of their own into the working class?”

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re annoying?”

      I beamed. “My mother calls it tenacity. She says it’s my best trait.”

      He glowered, and the weight of power behind the expression nearly knocked me backward. I sucked in a breath, blinking against the urge to let my knees buckle.

      “I know what you’re doing, and I’m not going to let you bully me,” I said through clenched teeth even though there was no “letting” here. He was just doing it. Nephilim were entitled that way.

      The crushing weight eased up, though not by much. “Most supes have the sense to defer to the power they’re up against.”

      “Most supes wouldn’t

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Get a free book
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Heather Hildenbrand
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Heather Hildenbrand


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/knock-em-dead-final-2.jpg
| éECUP\ITY FORCEQ
KNOCK'EM DEAD





