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      I sat in Max’s dining room with my laptop open on the table, browsing through real estate listings… well, listlessly. There were plenty of nice houses and condo­miniums for sale in the city, and I had more than enough money to buy one. But for some reason, none of them seemed quite right. I kicked my chair back, resting my bare feet on the tabletop, and looked across the dining room.

      “You don’t have to cook for me, you know,” I said.

      Max smiled at me from the kitchen. He stood in front of the stove wearing a pair of boxers, a well-worn apron, and nothing else. He flipped a couple of pancakes on the griddle and shrugged his broad shoulders.

      “Hey, I eat breakfast too,” Max said. “I just make a little extra for you, Lil. It’s no trouble.”

      “A little extra?” I repeated, nodding toward the huge tower of fin­ished pancakes on the counter and the steaming heap of scrambled eggs beside them.

      “I need more than a bowl of cereal to pull out an entire engine block. And I know you need a good breakfast to fight boogey­men, too.”

      Max removed the final pancakes from the stove and added them to the stack. He poured a tall glass of orange juice and then carried it all to the table. I dug into the eggs while Max sprayed whipped cream over the pancakes until the can began to splutter. We had eaten most of it off each other a few days ago. So Max topped off the pancakes with a handful of diced strawberries and pushed them across the table to me.

      Maxwell Ferguson, king of best friends. Ladies and gentlemen, eat your hearts out.

      I ate fast. Not that I didn’t enjoy Max’s cooking – I just enjoyed it quickly. I devoured twice as much as he did in the same amount of time. Max sat across from me and smirked. I’ve been able to out­pace his appetite since we were teenagers. And Max was never a small guy, so feel free to be impressed.

      Max doesn’t tease me about how I eat… much. But to judge by his contemplative expression, Max was trying to come up with a really good jab. But my computer made a sudden pinging sound, interrupting Max be­fore he could quite figure out what joke to make. I stopped with a heaping forkful of pancakes and strawberries half­way up to my mouth.

      “Something wrong, Lil?” Max asked.

      “Uh, not exactly,” I said with a frown. I put down my fork. “Just weird. I got an email.”

      “If you think that’s weird, maybe you’ve been spending too much time with the wizards.”

      I reached across the table and tugged on the ties that held Max’s apron up around his neck. The top flopped down across the table, exposing his bare chest and the healing claw marks that a yeti sliced into him last month. Max made no move to cover himself and I smirked at him.

      “No, that’s not the weird part,” I said. “There’s no sender listed on the email.”

      I wiped my hands off on a napkin and clicked the notification. There was no subject line, either. I opened the email up and read it. Then I read it again. Max watched me with obvious curiosity in his expression, but remained quiet.

      “Vincent Myrdon has taken the other hunters off their current jobs,” I read out slowly. “All bounties are suspended until further notice.”

      “What?” Max asked. “Why?”

      “To… to hunt down the infernalist who created Reid.”

      I shoved my breakfast away and read the email a third time. Max put down his silverware and came around the table to look over my shoulder.

      “You mean the wizard who works for Asmodai, that incubus who killed Evaine?” he asked. “That guy?”

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      “But I thought the College didn’t do email.”

      “They don’t, really. But this isn’t from the College,” I said. “At least, not officially.”

      “Maybe Stefano sent it?”

      A very few of the wizards – especially the younger ones, like the other monster hunters – stooped to carrying cell phones and could even use the internet when they absolutely had to. Stupid wizards don’t go far, so it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of pos­sibility that a couple of them might know how to send an email. Out of character, certainly, but not impossible.

      But it still didn’t make any sense. Why not just call me? Why didn’t the sender tell me who they were? For plausible deniability, perhaps?

      Or maybe after everything I had done for them, the College still didn’t trust me.

      Of all the wizards in the city, the two most likely to slip me a little extra information were Dorian and Stefano. Dorian Vandi was a part of the inner circle of elder sorcerers and handled College bounties, including the hunters and their payment. The old mage never seemed to hold my half-demon heritage against me, but I doubted he ever used technology more recent than 1920s fare. The chances of Dorian sending an email were pretty damned remote.

      That left Stefano Rossi. The other bounty hunter was the only wizard that I could actually call a friend – often friends with benefits, like sex and information.

      Well, I needed one of those things right now, so I went to the bedroom to grab my phone off the nightstand and tapped Stefano’s name in my contacts list. After three rings, I figured that I would just leave a voicemail, but then the line actually picked up.

      “Lilith?”

      I recognized Stefano’s voice. He sounded surprised.

      “Hey, Stefano,” I said. “What’s–?”

      “I’m not going after that witch anymore, Lilith,” he answered too quickly. “There’s no information for you to squeeze out of me.”

      I frowned at my cell phone. Squeezing anything out of Ste­fano usually included a big load of his cum, too. It al­ways drove him crazy when I beat him to his own bounty, but Stefano’s never been able to resist me before.

      “Uh…” I said. “Look, I’m more interested in the new job, the one that the College is sending everyone after now. The one on Reid’s creator.”

      “Lilith, that’s not a posted bounty. This is an internal College matter and there’s no gold in catching him. How do you even know about this?”

      “Don’t worry about it, Stefano. I guess the witch is all mine.”

      I hung up and sat at the table again. I frowned at my breakfast and Max looked at me, brow furrowed.

      “Sounds like Stefano didn’t send that email,” he said. “What about one of the other hunters? Would any of them give you the heads-up?”

      “I don’t think I’ve traded ten words with Griffith or Redmond in the entire time they’ve been hunting for the College. After that yeti business last month, Doyle hates me even more than usual. And I’ve never even seen Sabra.”

      “What about the other one? Clio?” Max asked.

      “We’ve spoken a few times and I manage to refrain from making fun of her accent.”

      “Accent?”

      “Clio’s from Nebraska. Lot’s of ain’t and y’all. Doyle and Red­mond never miss a chance to give her shit about it. Clio takes it all in stride, though.”

      “So do you think you should get involved, Lil?” Max asked.

      “With Clio?” I spun my phone on the tabletop. “Hmm. Blonde, curvy, lots of attitude… I’d definitely go there. Just haven’t had the opportunity.”

      “No, I mean with this hunt.”

      Max didn’t remind me what happened the last time I forced my way into a hunt after I was specifically warned away, but he didn’t have to. I remembered. Reid died. Evaine died. And for a moment, I really considered backing off. Let the College corner Reid’s creator and settle it in a wizard’s duel or something. But I just couldn’t.

      “I have to do this, Max,” I told him. “If the College knows who created Reid and is helping Asmodai with… with whatever that de­monic asshole’s doing… then I want a piece of him. I owe Reid and Evaine that much.”

      Max laced his fingers together and looked across the table at me. Slowly, he nodded.

      “Alright, Lil. I understand,” Max said. He probably even did. “I can close up the shop today if you need me.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “I’m not sure,” Max admitted. “But I helped with the yeti.”

      “And nearly got yourself killed.”

      Max touched his fingertips to the healing claw marks across his chest. “I’m fine. And I’d do it all over again in a second if it would help you, Lil.”

      And I knew he meant it. The desire to leap over the table and pounce Max was strong. We had already fucked each other’s brains out twice that morning… But I shook my head.

      “I don’t think you can help with this,” I said. “Not yet.”

      “Okay. You let me know if you need me for anything, Lil.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “Then I’ll be in the garage,” Max said.

      He finished the last of his pancakes, deposited his plate in the sink and kissed my head before going to the bedroom to change clothes. A few minutes later, Max was downstairs, starting his day. The comforting whir and clank of tools and the double-kick beat of heavy metal echoed through his apartment.

      I wolfed down the rest of my breakfast and went to get dressed, too. If I wanted to find Asmodai’s infernalist buddy, I would have to play catch-up.

      The other hunters were already several steps ahead of me. The High Magus had given them the job and, presumably, the information to get it done. I needed to know what they did, but Stefano was refusing to share. That left his source and hoping I had the leverage to demand some answers.
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      I managed not to break any land-speed records on the freeway or even up the empty, winding road that led to the College, but I was driving fast enough that I almost crashed right into the front gate when it didn’t open at my approach. I slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop less than a foot from the thick iron bars.

      What the fuck? I climbed out of my car and waved my arms at the two massive stone gargoyles perched on the posts. They didn’t move, of course – they never do when I’m watching – and the gate remained stubbornly shut. I scowled at it. Somehow, I doubted this was just a random magical malfunction.

      I turned my car off and left it in the middle of the driveway, then stalked to the high, ivy-covered wall that surrounded the College. Living with Max gave me constant access to his cock, which I took advantage of often and left me pretty much always full up on sexual power.

      I coiled my legs beneath me, judged the distance, and leapt over the perimeter wall. I landed lightly on the other side and jogged down the driveway toward the sprawling complex of old brick man­sions. The last of summer had faded and the sky overhead was streaked in silvery clouds. A misty autumn rain beaded on my old leather jacket and my shoes kicked up sprays of water from the wet grass.

      The gates weren’t closed to everyone, apparently. There were six vehicles parked in front of Dresden Hall and I recognized Stefano’s truck among them. It was a more recent model than Max’s, but in much worse shape. There were some deep claw marks in the rear fender that looked new.

      Beside the bashed-up truck were Doyle’s shiny black Mercedes and Sabra’s big windowless van. I wasn’t familiar with the other pickup truck, the motorcycle, or the gray sedan with no plates, but I could guess who they belonged to: Clio, Redmond, and Griffith.

      The front doors of Dresden Hall swung open and I skidded to a stop in the driveway as the other bounty hunters stepped out. All of them – minus Sabra, of course. Stefano strode at the head of the pack, ticking something off on his fingers as he spoke. Doyle was right behind him, gesticulating with the arm I had broken last month. I suspected magical healing and scowled again. No one had offered that shit to Max when the yeti tried to carve out his heart.

      I started toward the hunters. Stefano glanced up from Doyle and jerked to a halt when he saw me. The other wizards followed Stefano’s gaze and fell silent.

      “Lilith? What are you doing here?” he asked.

      I crossed my arms. “What the fuck, guys? This infernalist is a big enough job to have you all teaming up, but you don’t call me?”

      “This isn’t a bounty,” Stefano said. “There’s no gold, Lilith. I told you – this is a College matter. It’s our duty to deal with it.”

      “And I’m not one of you, right?”

      Stefano looked uncomfortable and seemed to be trying to think of something to say that would smooth this all over, but then two more figures appeared in the open doors of Dresden Hall. One of Sabra’s huge homunculi was escorting an almost equally oversized human who came up short when he caught sight of me.

      “Muir!” I snarled.

      “Ah, shite,” he said.

      The big Scottish man was one of the two surviving wizards who had summoned a succubus the year before and promptly, pre­dictably lost con­trol of her. They tried to banish the demoness back to the Nether, but accidentally caught Ben Sung in their spell and turned him into a ghost. To cover up what they had done, Muir and Finn attempted to murder Ben a second time, along with his little brother, Rick. When I went to put an end to that bullshit, the two wizards managed to capture and then fuck me down in Finn’s sanctum.

      Okay, I didn’t mind that last part so much. But Muir was sup­posed to be serving a life sentence in the Tower for his crimes. Un­less something had changed… Had the College caught Muir doing something even worse?

      I charged past Stefano before he could say another word, seized Muir by his beard and yanked his face down to mine. Sabra’s hom­unculus reached for me, but I swatted its huge hand away so hard that one thick clay finger went clattering back through the door and across the tiled foyer.

      “Was it you?” I shouted. “Did you summon Asmodai? Are you the reason Evaine’s dead?”

      Muir stared down at me. His eyes were wide and dark, full of a fear that I had never seen there, not even when I was beating the shit out of him in Finn’s sanctum.

      Good.

      “Lilith, stop!” Stefano said.

      He tried to pry me off Muir, but I didn’t budge. Griffith grabbed my other arm and heaved, too. Neither of them could pull me away.

      “If you did it,” I snarled into Muir’s face, “you’re not going back to your cushy Tower cell–”

      “He wants to help,” Griffith said. “The High Magus has granted Muir a temporary release to lend us his expertise.”

      “Muir used to be a hunter, too,” Stefano reminded me. He had stopped tugging, but his hand remained on my shoulder. “And he has… experience with demon summoning. Muir’s going to help us catch–”

      Griffith gave Stefano a sharp look and shook his head, setting his impressive collection of dreadlocks swinging. Stefano sighed and let go of me. He stepped away and gestured to Griffith, who did the same, though the tall hunter crossed his arms over his chest and continued to frown at me. Despite
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