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Chapter 1

 

Ever since God bit the big one—and the bastard deserved it, but that’s a story for another time—there’s been too much work for those of us who have taken it upon ourselves to protect humanity, and not enough people to do it. Only a few people know the truth about the world: that Hell exists, and so does Heaven, and the things that go bump in the night are even bigger and nastier than the stories say. There are fewer still who are willing to do something about it. And now that Heaven has better things to do than keep an eye on what Hell is doing, it sometimes seems like half the demons in Hell see Earth as their personal playground. That means we’re even more overworked and underpaid than we were before.

My name’s Nic Ward. On paper, I’m a personal security consultant, meaning I sit back safe behind my desk and give people advice on how to keep themselves and their property safe. In reality, my job description is a fair bit more extensive than that. I get justice for people who can’t get it anywhere else. When the human authorities turn a blind eye, and people have nowhere else to turn, they come to me.

These days, most of my clients have problems human law enforcement wouldn’t know how to deal with even if they cared enough to bother. I’ve cultivated a quiet reputation for handling the weird stuff. The problems you don’t want to mention out loud, lest people start thinking you’re not right in the head.

See, I’m not entirely human myself. I’m one of the things that goes bump in the night—or I was. These days, I’m rocking a standard-model human body, complete with all the little inconveniences like hunger, pain, and an unsettling sense of my own mortality. A few scraps of magic and an archangel’s sword are all I’ve got to help me out against all the beasties out there that eat humans for breakfast.

Well, that and a stubborn streak that’s probably going to get me killed someday.

But someone’s got to do the work. And that someone may as well be me. Especially considering it’s kind of my fault the world is in this state to begin with.

All this to say, when I saw the flyer at the Daily Grind advertising “Dog Training for Busy People” while I was standing in line for a cup of joe, I called the number first thing. Whatever else I am these days, there’s no denying I’m busy.

The back room of the pet store smelled like whatever Father Keller kept spraying around to scrub Sparky’s puddles off the floor. There was a box of dog biscuits in one corner, and a pile of squeaky chew toys in another—plastic molded in the shape of shoes, newspapers, mailmen, all the things I thought we were supposed to be training our puppies not to chew. But then, I wasn’t the trainer here. That honor went to Jessica, a fresh-faced blond who looked barely out of high school. She was sitting in a folding chair, taking some kind of roll call. One by one, she called out people’s names, and wrote their puppy’s name down on her clipboard when they gave it.

It was hard to hear her over all the racket. Alarmed yips, ominous growls, embarrassed owners telling their squirming puppies to shush. Some puppies dangled from their owners’ arms, windmilling their legs in futile escape attempts. The ones on leashes strained for the door.

I wondered if Jessica had noticed yet that the puppies were all trying to get away from me.

Dogs don’t like me. Never have. I expect I smell wrong to them—I might look like a human on the outside, but that doesn’t make me human. Sparky, currently doing his best to wrench the leash out of my hands and go say hello to his new puppy friends, was the exception. But then, he was a dog in the same way I was a human. The outer trappings might have been roughly the same, but on the inside, he was something else entirely.

The other puppies didn’t look any more enthused about his attention than they were about being in the same room as me. Maybe he smelled wrong to them too. Or maybe it was the fact that he was twice the size of the next-largest puppy in the room, an exuberant Great Dane who kept wrapping his leash around his owner’s legs. Or maybe it was the glowing red eyes that turned them off.

Some dogs came from fancy show stock, and had the pedigree to prove it. Some were mutts with a grab-bag collection of features. Sparky here was a full-blooded hellhound straight from the fiery pit, even if I didn’t have any papers saying so.

“Nic Ward?” Jessica called over the racket, nearly yelling.

I raised my hand. “That’s me.”

“And what’s your little guy’s name?” She eyed Sparky and gave a nervous laugh. “That one’s not so little, is he? Are you sure you’re in the right place? This is the class for puppies. Adult dogs meet on Wednesday nights.”

In answer, I bent down and held up one of Sparky’s giant paws. Already, they were almost as big as my hand, and the wiry tangle of long black fur sprouting out from between his toes made them look even bigger. The bigger the paws, the bigger the dog, or that was what people kept telling me. And as big as he was, his paws belonged on a dog several times his size.

The unbalanced puppy sat down hard on his tail and looked up at me like, What was that all about?

“As you can see,” I said, “Sparky here has got a lot of growing to do before he belongs in that class.”

Her eyes got bigger. “Well,” she said, in a perky tone that now seemed a little forced, “it’s a good thing you signed up when you did. Much longer, and he’ll be—”

Basking under all the attention, Sparky surged forward. The nylon leash ripped out of my hand, scraping the skin raw, as he leapt into Jessica’s lap. His front paws landed on her chest. With a startled yelp, she toppled backward. Sparky’s thick bushy tail wagged as he covered her face in wet kisses.

“Impossible to control,” she finished weakly.

I pulled Sparky away, murmuring my apologies, and tucked him tight against my chest. Not so long ago, he had fit perfectly in my arms. He used to fall asleep like that, his head on the shoulder of my leather jacket. Now my arms struggled to fit around him as he pawed at the leather, squirming to get free and go back to his new friend. He strained up to kiss my ear, then deafened me on that side with a complaining bark.

That set off a storm of answering barks. Jessica righted her chair and brushed off her jeans. She looked like someone who was having second thoughts about her career choice.

She clapped her hands. “Welcome to Dog Training for Busy People!” She was working overtime to keep the perky tone in her voice. Her smile was a rictus grin. Her eyes kept darting to Sparky. “Thank you all for making the time to be here. I can see some of you need it!” She gave a nervous chuckle.

Everyone else in the room shot surreptitious glances at me. I answered with a shrug and a good-natured smile.

“It’s important for both you and your dog to learn good habits now, while they’re still small—erm, smaller—and eager to please,” Jessica continued. “Soon enough, they’ll be teenagers, and a teenage dog is a lot like a teenage human, as you probably know.”

Wait, what? This was the first I’d heard of this. “She better not be talking about you,” I said to Sparky. “You’re enough of a handful as it is.”

“But right now, your puppy wants nothing more than to please you,” said Jessica. “Well, that and treats.” She held up the box of dog biscuits and gave it a shake. She laughed. A few of the other owners laughed too, although most were still busy keeping an eye on me.

Sparky’s floppy ears twitched toward the rattling sound. He went still for a second, then shoved hard against my rib cage with his back legs, and used the leverage to leap out of my arms and across the room. With a triumphant yip, he jogged the rest of the distance to Jessica, where he chomped down hard on the cardboard box.

A chunk of cardboard came free in his teeth. He delicately spat it out and went for the biscuits that spilled from the box like it was a piñata. A few of the other puppies broke free from their owners and rushed over, but backed off at the sight of Sparky. Sparky gulped down one bone after another—I didn’t even think he was stopping to chew them—and wagged his tail all the while.

Jessica’s smile was more like a grimace now. “It looks like you have a treat-motivated dog!” she said, in the chipper tones of a killer clown. “That’s good news. It means you’ll have an easy time finding a reward that will motivate him. Since he’s here already, why don’t we use him as an example of our first technique?”

She caught hold of Sparky’s collar. Sparky licked up the last of the crumbs, then turned to give her a slobbery kiss square on the lips.

Jessica wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “The easiest way to train a dog is to praise them for doing something they already want to do. The first thing you’ll be learning is how to teach your puppy to come when you call. That’s a useful technique for those of you with escape artists.” Her laugh was unmistakably forced this time.

What could I do but shrug again? “Guilty as charged.”

“Here’s how it works,” said Jessica. “You hold out a bone—” She looked down at the empty box she was holding. “Well, I’m sure he’ll be happy to come to you whether you have a treat for him or not. It looks like you two have a good relationship.” From the look on her face, she wasn’t so sure.

Neither was I. Sparky loved nothing more than snuggling up close—at least in the middle of the night, when I kept waking up on the floor bathed in sweat because my hellfire-hot furnace of a dog had shoved me off my own mattress. But right now, it looked like he’d found a new love of his life. He kept giving little hops to try and reach Jessica’s face again. Jessica leapt back every time, but she still had hold of his collar, so she only ended up bringing him with her.

“What you’ll do,” she said, visibly trying to regain her concentration, “is call him. ‘Sparky, come!’ Just like that. Then I’ll let him go, and he’ll run to you. Then comes the fun part—you can love on him and tell him what a good boy he—”

Her words cut off with a yelp as Sparky took off before she had a chance to let go of his collar.

Tail wagging, black fur waving up and down, he bounded toward me and leapt into my arms. Only the ease of practice kept me on my feet. I took a step back and wrapped my arms around him. Half because I didn’t want him getting away from me again, half because—let’s face it—when a big black ball of fluff flies into your arms, it’s hard not to give him a hug. His unnatural body heat radiated through my chest, making me sweat under my jacket.

My palms burned. The skin under my fingerless leather gloves started itching. That was the problem with owning a hellhound when I had scars on my hands that got set off by any contact with angelic or demonic energy. Sparky was worth it, though. I figured it was no different from someone with allergies bringing home a puppy and suffering through the sneezing.

A pained noise made me look down. Jessica had let go halfway across the room—either that or Sparky had finally shaken her free. She lay on her stomach in the center of the floor, staring up at us with an expression that by no stretch of the imagination could be described as perky.

Sparky wriggled free from my arms to give her a worried sniff. When he saw she was alive and—relatively—uninjured, he wagged his tail and shook himself. Orange sparks flew off his fur and sizzled out on the tile floor.

“What was that?” one of the other puppy owners asked from the corner. They had all crammed themselves over there after Sparky’s run across the room.

“Is something burning?” someone else asked, and sniffed. “I think I smell smoke.”

No, what she smelled was hellfire—the distinctive scent of sulfur and organic rot that showed up in the wake of demonic magic. Living with a hellhound had gotten me a whole lot more familiar with the smell than I’d intended to be after I left Hell. But hey, no one expects a dog to smell like a bunch of roses.

“You might want to try our ‘Puppy Training for Difficult Breeds,’” Jessica said faintly as she pushed herself to her feet for the second time tonight. “I’m not sure what breed your puppy is, but I’m not sure it matters.” She looked from me to the huddled masses in the corner. One puppy had made a puddle on the floor. A couple more looked ready to follow suit. “Why don’t we start with someone else as an example instead?”

None of the owners heard. They all had their hands full trying to keep their puppies from making a run for it. The puppies were all looking at Sparky—at least the ones that weren’t looking at me. I wasn’t sure which of us made them more nervous.

The one thing I could be sure of was that none of them would be learning any commands while the two of us were here.

“Well, buddy, it was worth a try,” I murmured to Sparky. I grabbed hold of his leash and tugged him away from Jessica. I had to put all my weight into it just to slide his paws a few inches. Another few weeks, and there would be no budging him if he didn’t want to go somewhere.

Yeah, I really needed to make this training thing work.

But not today.

Sparky strained back toward his new girlfriend, jerking me nearly off my feet. I gave up on the leash, gathered him into my arms, and, with an apologetic murmur, made a run for it before he could cause any more trouble.


 

Chapter 2

 

I thought getting kicked out of puppy class would be the low point of my day. But when I dragged my forty-something pounds of sulky hellhound into my office, who should I find waiting for me but a certain starched and pressed police detective, freshly shaved even at this hour of the night, reeking of cologne and moral superiority? That’s right, Detective Sullivan was standing just inside the door, tapping his foot like we’d had an appointment and I’d stood him up.

Behind him, Father Keller sat at the reception desk, even though normally he’d have gone home for dinner and an early bedtime by now. His argyle sweater was looking frayed around the edges, and so was he. He looked up at me with undisguised relief. “Nic,” he said through his teeth. “I’m glad you’re back. As you can see, someone is waiting for you.”

“Where were you?” Detective Sullivan barked at me. And here I thought I’d heard all the barking I was going to hear tonight when I left puppy class.

Sparky slid out of my arms and immediately got to work rubbing black hair all over Sullivan’s spotless slacks. I nodded down at him. “Puppy class.”

“As I told you,” Father Keller murmured, his smile pinned to his face like a captured butterfly. “Multiple times.”

Sparky circled around behind Sullivan to give his backside a good sniff. Sullivan gave an undignified jerk and edged away. Sparky followed, tail wagging, nose pressed firmly to Sullivan’s hindquarters.

I didn’t intervene. You step into my office, you submit to Sparky’s security screening. I leaned against the door and crossed my arms. “What’s the rush? Whatever you’re here for, we both already know how it’s going to go. You accuse me of something I didn’t do. I give you a solid alibi. You refuse to believe me, and we both waste an hour going around in circles. Seems to me that could have waited till morning.”

“I believe what you mean,” said Sullivan, the effect of his steely tone somewhat ruined by the small side-hops he kept doing to evade Sparky’s nose, “is that I present evidence of your latest wrongdoings, you give me a flimsy excuse, and in the end I walk out of here with nothing, because you believe the rule of law doesn’t apply to you. But this is your lucky day. I’m not here to question you about a crime.”

“Don’t tell me you came around to enjoy the pleasure of my company.”

Sullivan pinned me to the wall with his gunmetal stare. “I’m here to collect on that favor you owe me.”

Oh, right. That.

A while back, my other employee—the ex-inquisitor Juliana—got her hands on a magical ring that turned up the volume on the wearer’s conscience and turned them into a would-be crusader. Not a good thing for someone who already had a white-knight complex. Long story short, the city had a vigilante problem for a few weeks, and Sullivan figured out who was behind her mask. In exchange for him not sharing his suspicions about Juliana with the rest of the Jarvis PD, I’d agreed to help him out with the next weird case that came across his desk, no questions asked.

Sullivan didn’t know anything about the supernatural. Partly because I kept it that way. Partly because he worked overtime at refusing to see anything his five senses couldn’t explain. But the one thing he couldn’t fail to notice was that whenever something strange happened in Jarvis, I usually happened to be involved somehow. Hence the favor.

I’d sort of hoped he would forget. Should’ve known better. Sullivan’s a bloodhound—once he gets a scent, he doesn’t let go. And he’d caught my scent a long time ago. 

I led Sullivan into my inner office, to Father Keller’s undisguised relief. I sat down behind my desk and leaned back, hands behind my head, one leg crossed over the other. Sullivan lowered himself into the client chair on the other side of the desk, as stiffly as if he thought it would electrocute him.

“I went out yesterday with an old friend from back when I worked homicide,” Sullivan said. “They’re dealing with a big case down there, and doing their best to keep it quiet. If this one got out to the media, it could generate a lot of sensationalistic headlines.”

“I’m guessing the reason has something to do with why you’re bringing it to me.”

“They think they’re dealing with a serial killer,” said Sullivan. “There have been half a dozen murders in the past three weeks, all with the same… distinctive element.” He swallowed. His hands tightened around his knees.

I sat back and waited.

“The bodies show signs of…” Sullivan’s lips worked, but no sound came out.

He started again. “The markings suggest…” Still nothing.

He scowled and dug around in his pocket until he brought out a folded photograph, printed on ordinary printer paper. “I convinced him to let me have a copy of this. I thought you’d want to see for yourself. I didn’t tell him what I planned to do with it, of course.”

He spread the grainy photo out on the desk in front of me, smoothing out the creases with restless fingers. The photo was a close-up of a victim’s face. The quality was so bad I couldn’t see whether the person in question was male or female. But I had a feeling I wasn’t supposed to be looking at the face, anyway. The photographer had focused on the neck. Specifically, on the two neat puncture marks over the artery.

“He wouldn’t give me copies of the rest, but he showed me,” said Sullivan. “They’re all the same.” He scowled down at the picture. “Down in homicide, they’re thinking the killer wants to turn this into a media sensation. Either that, or they’re dealing with someone with real delusions of being a…” He swallowed again. “Supernatural creature.”

“A vampire, you mean.”

He flinched back like I had shoved a cross in his face.

“That’s why you brought me this, right?” I tapped the puncture wounds. “You saw it right away. Even if you can’t bring yourself to say it.”

I slid the picture back toward him and leaned back in my chair again. “For what it’s worth, your instincts were spot on. Those are vampire bites, all right. The genuine article. Even with the photo quality as bad as it is, I can tell. The copycats always want to make the holes tiny and perfectly round. With a vampire, there’s usually a bit of a jagged edge. Your average vampire isn’t too concerned with table manners when they’ve got a tasty meal in front of…”

I trailed off. Sullivan’s face was turning a fascinating shade of green.

“No details,” Sullivan said faintly, holding his stomach. “And please don’t say… that word… again. Just tell me whether you can help.”

“Let me get this straight. You came to me for my help with a… supernatural creature. But you’re still not willing to admit to yourself that said supernatural creature exists.”

“Can you help or not?”

“Congratulations. That takes a special kind of denial.” I was tempted to go on needling him about it. Tormenting the straitlaced Sullivan provided me with a sense of levity I rarely got in my days battling Hell’s injustices. But it hardly seemed fair to poke at him about this, when I was half the reason his denial ran so deep.

A while back, he’d come to me for the truth. If I’d given him what he was asking for, he would have believed me. I’d lied to him instead.

See, Sullivan is the old-fashioned hero type. There’s good and evil, white hats and black, and he knows which one he wears. Causes a fair bit of trouble for him in the Jarvis PD, which runs on bribery and blind eyes turned. If he knew there was real evil at work in this world, deeper and blacker than any human criminal could concoct, he wouldn’t be content anymore to sit back and hand out parking tickets, or whatever they had him doing now that I’d gotten him booted from homicide. And Sullivan was less equipped for that kind of fight than I was.

He was one of the few good cops out there. The city couldn’t afford to lose him.

I leaned in toward him, elbows on the desk, hands steepled in front of me. “Just to be clear. If I help you out, the debt between us is settled. Is that right?”

“If you can get this killer off the streets.”

“And since you’ve got some idea what we’re dealing with, I’m assuming you’re okay if that doesn’t mean putting them behind bars.”

Sullivan clenched his jaw. He gave me a curt nod.

He didn’t say anything out loud. But the fact that he’d given me even that much spoke volumes about how much he understood about what his buddies were facing, even if he wasn’t willing to admit it. Sullivan believed in the justice system above all else, even when it got in the way of true justice. Put it this way—we first met when he came knocking on my door looking for information about the disappearance of a man who’d killed his own daughter. A man Sullivan himself had tried and failed to put behind bars. He knew as well as I did that the man had been guilty as sin. That didn’t stop him from stalking me for months, intent on locking me up for the crime of getting the man off the streets for good.

“All right, then.” I laid my hands flat on the desk, palms down. “Looks like I’ve got myself a case.”


 

Chapter 3

 

Sullivan stood, like he thought his job was done. I motioned him back down. “Not so fast. I need more details. If I’m going to help you, I’ve got to know what I’m working with.”

Sullivan nodded down at the picture without looking directly at it. “Doesn’t that tell you enough?”

I slid the picture across the desk toward me and took a closer look. The second look didn’t give me much more than the first. “I’m going to need more than a single grainy photo to go on. Let’s start with what your friend told you. Any similarities between the victims?”

Sullivan shook his head. “None that they’ve found. Male and female, across the board in race and income level, ranging in age from twenty-one to seventy-three. So far, the killer might be showing a slight preference for older victims, but it’s too early to say.”

“And with any luck, we won’t give him—or her—the chance to make enough victims to prove or disprove that theory. Any connection at all? Hobbies? Area of the city? Any of them go to the same gym, or attend the same night classes?”

Sullivan shook his head again, with a grim set to his lips. “I asked all this already. They’ve got nothing. Nothing except…” His eyes flicked toward the bite marks in the picture.

So did mine. “Most of the time, when you see vampire bites, it’s because you’ve got an infestation of new vampires,” I said, marking the way Sullivan flinched every time I said the V-word. “And infestation is the right term. They’re no brighter than rats—actually, rats probably have the advantage in terms of brainpower—and they breed even quicker.

“When a vampire turns a human, the human is dead. For good. That’s when the vampire virus takes over and starts building a new personality out of the raw materials. Most times, you get something pretty similar to the old version, minus some of those pesky moral scruples. A vampire who’s had a chance to mature is a dangerous adversary. The good news is, it takes them a fair bit of time to get there. In the meantime, they’re big bundles of instincts on two legs—eat, make new vampires, eat some more. Most of them don’t survive long enough to make it out of that stage. Survival takes some brainpower, it turns out.”

Sullivan flipped the picture over. “Can you please stop saying the word?”

“You’re the one who came to me for help. Doubt you’d be spending your favor if you thought you were dealing with someone in a pair of plastic fangs. But here’s more good news—infestations are easy to clear out. It doesn’t take much to take out a few baby vampires, or a few dozen. Bad news is, until every last one of them is gone, these bodies are going to keep turning up. And dollars to donuts, what you’ve seen is just the tip of the iceberg. Ask your friend if anyone has noticed an uptick in missing persons lately.”

“I don’t suppose there are exterminators you can call for this,” said Sullivan. “That is, if you’re sure this is one of these… infestations.”

I wasn’t sure at all. Vampire infestations were a frequent enough occurrence. Juliana and I had cleared one out a couple months back. We were about due for another. But it didn’t add up perfectly.

Normally, how it works is this: a whole mess of bodies turn up in one place, all at once. The mundanes don’t know what to make of it, but the rest of us do. Word gets around, and whoever has the means takes care of the problem. Even the cruelest of demons find it in their best interest to take care of a vampire infestation before it gets out of hand. That kind of thing makes the humans suspicious. Makes them lock their doors up tighter at night. Demons don’t like that. They like their prey unwary.

A scant six bodies over three weeks… that didn’t fit. Neither did the fact that I hadn’t heard so much as a whisper from any of my sources.

I wasn’t so much worried we might be dealing with an older vampire. If Jarvis had one of them hanging around, the police wouldn’t have found even six corpses. Older vampires were more careful than that, especially these days. There was a time when older vampires would display their kills to send a message, but that was back before the Inquisition and the demons drove them into the shadows. Inquisitors and demons don’t agree on much, but human or demon, no one wants a vampire hanging around.

No, I was more wondering if we were both being a bit too quick to draw a conclusion. All we had to go on were a couple of puncture wounds.

Sure did look like vampire bites to me, though.

“I want to get a look at one of the bodies,” I said. I pushed the picture back over to Sullivan. “First thing, I need to make sure we’re actually dealing with a vampire. The picture tells me it’s likely not a human copycat, but I’m going to need more than this to go on.”

Sullivan flinched all over again at the word. That was going to get old real fast. “Then you’re not sure.” All of a sudden, his face looked pale under my flickering yellow bulb.

That gave me a different angle on this meeting. All that tension radiating from his pores… it wasn’t just his denial being threatened. The unflappable Detective Sullivan, stalwart American hero, had run across something he had no idea what to do with. And he was depending on me to do what he couldn’t.

After how long he’d spent trying to put me behind bars, that had to stick in his craw. Favor or no favor.

I could have gloated. But no matter how long I’d spent wishing Sullivan out of my life, I didn’t have it in me to be cruel. A bit of teasing here and there was one thing. Kicking someone while he was down was another.

I did my best to put on a face that made me look like someone who knew what he was doing. “Seems pretty straightforward to me,” I said. “But it can’t hurt to rule out all the other options.”

“I’ll see if I can get you some better-quality pictures.”

“I was thinking more like a trip to the morgue.” As soon as I got close to the body, I’d be able to tell whether we were dealing with a vampire or a true demon. The angelic script burned into the palms of my hands made for a decent detector of angelic and demonic energy. When I wasn’t around either one, my palms were smooth as a baby’s bottom. If I got too close to an angel or a demon, or anything one of them had spent much time around, the angry red burns flared to life all over again and did their best to crawl off my skin. The angelic script doesn’t like to be written down. That includes when it’s burned into someone’s flesh.

That was why I kept my gloves on pretty much all the time when I wasn’t sleeping. Scars that randomly appear and disappear are a headache to explain.

Sullivan creased his brow. “Getting in won’t be easy. The morgue is locked down tight these days. Everyone is twitchy about the possibility of this case getting out to the media.”

“It won’t be as hard as you think,” I said. “Can you get them to let you in by yourself?”

“Yes, of course, but I thought you said you needed to be there to—”

“Get yourself in,” I said. “I’ll handle the rest.”


 

Chapter 4

 

The coroner’s office was a prime example of why so many Jarvis cops found themselves deep in the pockets of the local criminal interests. It wasn’t as if they were getting their funding elsewhere. The office was in the middle of a shabby little strip mall, sandwiched between a pawnshop and a teen fashion retailer that’d had its heyday around twenty years ago.

We parked under a burned-out streetlight. As we got out of Sullivan’s car, I could swear I saw an oversized rat squeeze through a crack at the edge of the pawnshop’s window. I guess even the rats were having a hard time these days. Sad thing when they had to stoop to selling Grandpa’s watch to survive.

In places like this, I preferred to amble along nice and easy, making sure I didn’t look like a threat. This was the kind of outfit where, if someone didn’t get the cash they needed at the pawnshop, they were liable to try and squeeze it from the next person on their way inside.

Sullivan, though, walked like a cop. I didn’t think he knew how to turn it off. I had to scramble after him to keep up with his I’m-on-a-mission stride.

Sullivan paused with his hand on the door to the coroner’s office. “How do I signal you when I’m in?”

“No need. I’ll know.”

“The desk is facing the door. Even with me distracting her, it won’t be easy for you to get in unnoticed.”

I gave him a don’t-worry gesture. “I’ve got it handled. This isn’t the first time I’ve snuck in somewhere I’m not wanted.”

Sullivan’s eyes darkened. “When this is done, we’ll have a chat about how you do that. I’m particularly interested in hearing how you covered your tracks in the Kevin Fisher case.”

“When this is done, we won’t have any more business between us, and we can happily ignore each other for the rest of our lives. That’s what you promised, isn’t it?”

“I promised the debt between us would be resolved. I didn’t promise anything else.”

Oh well, it had been worth a try. I shrugged. “If you want to keep on harassing me for answers you know damn well you’re never going to get, that’s on you. For now, let’s get this done before someone comes along and thinks we look like a couple of tasty marks.”

Sullivan started to pull the door open, then hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t need me to give you a signal when—”

“I’ve got it. Now go.” I opened the door for him, standing safely off to the side where I couldn’t be seen from the inside, and gave him a none-too-gentle shove between the shoulder blades. He stumbled through the door. It clanged shut behind him.

I leaned against the wall and got down to the business of loitering. The smell of cigarettes lingered in the air, even though there was no one out here smoking right now. I’d never picked up the habit. It was hard enough getting used to being mortal as it was, after a few thousand years of immortality. Seemed a shame to do anything to shorten my lifespan any further.

Right now, though, I felt the lack. It was the right kind of night for a smoke, and the right kind of place. The air was warm and dry, with just enough of a breeze to keep things comfortable. Distant headlights sped by on the road ahead, but here, I was alone in the night. It was quiet. Peaceful. And it would likely stay that way until someone got around to sauntering up and demanding my wallet.

After a couple minutes, I closed my eyes. In my mind’s eye, I pictured a flat black expanse, like a movie theater with a busted projector. I dragged three symbols kicking and screaming out of the depths of my memory, all full of intricate loops and curves and jagged lines.

Those three were just a fraction of the hundreds of glyphs that made up the angelic language, and the human brain wasn’t built to handle the kind of power they held. It rejected them instinctively, like spitting out a poisonous mushroom. I’d been born speaking the angelic tongue, but my Fall had burned every bit of it from my brain. What little I’d relearned had been hard-won.

The glyphs filled the empty blackness in front of me, blazing with the pure white flame of divine fire. When I was sure they weren’t going to slip away from me, I rested one hand on the sword at my belt. Not that it looked like a sword to the average passerby. From what people had told me, it looked like a plain old knife—a bit beat up around the hilt, a little old-fashioned to be carrying around with me, but otherwise nothing out of the ordinary.

I could thank my magic teacher for that. She’d laid an enchantment on it to keep humans—and most demons—from seeing it for what it was. Her parting gift to me, and more than I’d deserved after breaking the bond between us beyond all repair.

In reality, this was the sword of the Archangel Michael himself. I’d ripped it from his hands when I’d wounded him nearly to the point of death, right before I’d driven it through the heart of God himself. When Michael had come around looking for it again, I’d bargained it from him fair and square—okay, not quite fair and square, but you know what they say. All’s fair in war and eternal enmity.

Now I used the sword as my magical focus—the item that drew out my faith, the most reliable way for a human to access divine power, and let me tap into the greater pool of faith all humanity shared. Some people find faith in a religious icon. Some in a more mundane item, like their wedding ring. Me, the only thing I’ve ever had faith in is justice. And bringing an end to the tyrant on the Divine Throne was the purest moment of justice I’d known in my long life.

 Faith spread through me, warm and sweet, turning my limbs languid and heavy. It felt like a glass of whiskey sipped slow, but without the bite. I didn’t let myself relax. I knew what came next.

“Uzgon hele,” I whispered, and braced myself.

The sharp heat of divine fire sizzled up to the hilt of the sword and down my nerves. I clenched my teeth as the bite of the flame tickled my tongue. It flowed out of my body on my tongue as I said the words, and left me cold and bereft, gritting my teeth in the aftermath of the pain.

I glanced down at myself. I looked the same as I ever did. Ratty jeans that should have hit the scrap heap a few washes ago. My worn leather jacket, threadbare and patchy from surviving a few close calls with demons. And, of course, the gloves. It was a good thing I had them on now, because the magic had set my scars to writhing against my skin, making my palms itch. If I pulled the gloves off now, the skin would be red and angry underneath, the angelic glyphs twisting in ways nothing burned into solid flesh should do.

But that wasn’t what anyone who looked my way right now would see. For as long as I kept the formula in my mind, I would be just one more patch of shadow, maybe a bit darker than all the rest. It’s not quite true invisibility, but it’s good enough.

I eased the door open and slipped inside.

The woman at her cheap metal desk looked up from whatever she’d been discussing with Sullivan. She glanced sharply at the door as it swung shut behind me. After a few seconds, she shook her head. “Damn wind,” she muttered. “Damn cheapskates in City Hall, sticking me in this place. Some days I swear it’s haunted.”

It took Sullivan a few seconds longer to stop looking at the door. He swept his gaze from side to side. I knew he was searching for me.

I also knew he wouldn’t find me. Sure enough, he turned back to the desk, lips set in a thwarted grimace. “About that body,” he said.

The woman, brow furrowed, gave her head a small shake. “You don’t work homicide anymore. I’m going to need a signed authorization before I let you down there. You know we’re tightening our security.”

“I’m not officially working homicide,” said Sullivan. “It’s a favor for a friend. One we’re trying to keep under the radar.”

“I’m sorry. Rules are rules.”

Sullivan straightened his back. “You know me, Janice. It’s been how many years since we’ve met? In all that time, I’ve never gone off-book.”

“You’re probably the only cop I’ve never had to argue rules and regulations with.” But her frown didn’t go away. “If that’s true, why don’t you have an authorization for me?”

“If I’m here without one, you know there must be a good reason.”

I scanned the room, looking for something I could toss around as a distraction. Just in case.

The woman let her breath out through pursed lips. “Lock up after you’re done,” she said. “You remember where the keys are. I’m off the clock in fifteen minutes, and I don’t want to hang around this place any longer than I have to.” She cast another nervous look toward the door.

“As soon as I’m done here,” Sullivan promised.

The woman narrowed her eyes at him. “And if anything bad comes of this, I won’t hesitate to throw you under the bus. No matter how long we’ve known each other. Don’t think I won’t lie through my teeth if necessary, and say you broke in all on your own. If it’s between you and my job, I’m choosing the paycheck.”

Sullivan gave her a brisk nod. “Understood.”

She waved him toward the metal door at the back. “Knock yourself out. I’m out of here.”

I darted across the room, clinging to the invisibility glyphs for dear life, and slipped through behind Sullivan before the door could close behind him.


 

Chapter 5

 

Sullivan strode down a narrow set of stairs and opened the creaking door to the morgue. I padded silently behind him. I slipped in after him, still holding on to the glyphs.

The door clanged shut behind him with an ominous finality. Sullivan flicked a switch, and the fluorescent lights above flickered to harsh life.

I couldn’t blame the woman upstairs for thinking the place seemed haunted. The stark white light threw thick, jagged shadows across the room. The basement smelled clean in the kind of way that makes you imagine a serial killer splashing bleach over his house thirty seconds before the police arrive. Every time Sullivan took a step, the autopsy table in the center of the room rattled.

Sullivan glanced around the room. “No Ward,” he muttered. “Big surprise. I’ll give him five minutes. After that, he can figure out how to get to the body all by himself.”

I tiptoed up behind him. “Boo,” I said softly in his ear.

I let the glyphs flow out of my mind like water as he spun around, hand on his weapon. I nodded down at his gun hand. “Careful there,” I said. “I can’t help you with your vampire problem if you shoot me.”

He pressed his other hand to his heart, scowling. “You scared me half to death.”

“Good thing we’re in the morgue, then, isn’t it? In case the other half catches up.”

“How did you get in?”

I shrugged. “I told you, I’ve got my ways.”

“You weren’t here a second ago. I looked.”

“Look closer next time.” I shot him a crooked smile, then let it fall away as I looked pointedly past him to the rows of metal drawers along the far wall.

Sullivan watched me for another few seconds. When he got the message that I wasn’t going to volunteer any more information, he walked over to where I was looking. “Here’s the latest body. It came in two days ago.” He reached for the drawer, then hesitated with a dark look back at me. “And Ward? Whatever you see, keep it to yourself. Not a word of this goes beyond this room.”

“You can’t expect me not to bring my team in on this. But I won’t go to the press—you can be sure of that. I don’t want reporters in my business any more than you want them in yours.”

Sullivan thought that over for a second. “Fair enough. As long as the priest and Ms. Dietrich also agree to keep their mouths shut.”

“One more thing. I reserve the right to say the word ‘vampire’ any time it’s warranted. I believe in calling a thing what it is. Whether you like hearing it or not.”

Sullivan eyed me from under his heavy brow. “If you believe so strongly in being forthright, how about you tell me the truth about that business of yours?”

I shrugged. “All right. You got me. I don’t particularly care about calling a thing what it is. I just like seeing you squirm.”

Even if it had lost some of its appeal tonight. My heart wasn’t in this game, not after that disconcerting impression he’d given me back in my office. The guy genuinely needed me—was depending on me, even. It gave me a sort of crawling sensation under my skin. Up until last night, I’d known where I stood with him, and I liked it that way. He’d been a constant in my life for the better part of a year now, if an obnoxious one. Now he needed me all of a sudden, and I didn’t know where things stood between us anymore.

“Go on, then,” I said, nodding at the drawer. “Open it up, so we can get this done and go home.”

Sullivan tugged the drawer open. It rolled open with a rattle and a screech.

We both stared down in silence at the empty metal tray.

I spoke first. “Any chance you got the wrong drawer?”

Sullivan shook his head. “The Jarvis coroner is the most organized woman I know. She lines up her pens in order of size. She’s not one to misplace a body.”

He slammed the drawer shut.

“These… creatures,” he said. It sounded like it was hard for him to even get that word out. “Do they ever clean up after themselves?”

“Not the young ones. They don’t even know what a city morgue is, let alone that it might be a threat to them. Hell, they don’t have a thought in their heads beyond their next meal. The older ones, sure—but not like this. They clean up their mess before humans ever get a chance to find it. The only time one of them lets the mundane world see bite marks on someone’s neck is when they want to make their presence known. And that’s something no vampire wants these days. Not only that, but if that was what’s going on here, they’d leave the body for you guys to keep on puzzling over instead of taking it away.”

I frowned. Disappearing bodies… something about that nagged at the back of my mind. But I couldn’t put my finger on why. After a minute, I gave up.

“You said six deaths over the past three weeks,” I said. “Any chance you’ve got any of those other bodies kicking around?”

“Not likely,” said Sullivan. “They’ve been trying to process them as quickly as possible. The press can’t get hold of the bodies once they’re in the ground. But I’ll go up and check the computer, just in case.”

He did just that, leaving me alone with the drawers full of bodies. After a moment, I realized I was standing as still as possible, breathing shallowly, listening for any sounds that didn’t belong. Not that bodies scared me. I’d seen a fair few dead humans in my time. Made some of them that way myself. But something about this place got to me. That antiseptic smell. The harsh white lights. Those cold, impersonal drawers.

I’d seen bodies before, yeah. But with most of them, it was back before I was mortal myself. I hadn’t had to look at one of them and know it would be me someday. Laid out on a metal tray, chilled to the temperature of a cheap cut of beef waiting for the grill.

I was glad when the door opened again. Although I confess, I may have jumped the tiniest bit before I saw it was Sullivan on the other side. I took a long deep breath and leaned back against the wall, the picture of ease. “Find anything?”

Sullivan scowled. “There’s something not right about you, Ward. I don’t know how you can look so relaxed in a place like this. It’s not natural.” He strode past me and placed a hand on a drawer. “We’re in luck—if you can call it that. Another body came in two hours ago. Same M.O. Homicide hasn’t been down to check it out yet. Probably all asleep in bed.”

I wasn’t too proud of feeling glad about another victim. But hey—we had to figure out the truth of this somehow. Couldn’t do it without a
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