Bargain

"Theguy’'snameis David Hargrave," Roy said, spooning whipped cream off his mocha coffee, and
durping it between words. "Killed three chicksin Tennessee. Definitely awere. If his Pack’ s not hunting
for him now, they will be soon.”

Xavier looked to hisleft, where atable of college kids pecked at their laptops while sipping three dollar
double espressos. On their right, middle aged business women sniped about their coworkers asthey
downed nonfat |attes.

He sghed. There was something so wrong about conducting crimina businessin a Starbucks.
"S0..." Roy continued. "Isthat good? We golden?’

"Golden?"

"Y eah, you know. Square. Even Steven. Chit paid infull.”

Xavier took aswig of coffee. Tasted like it d been brewed in adirty ashtray. He pushed it aside and
looked a Roy. "What do you think?'

Roy quailed under Xavier' s stare. There was something to be said for working with guys who were
scared of you. Unfortunately, for Xavier, most of those guys were the type who called meetingsin
Starbucks.

Ashismentor had once said, "Kid, there are guys who can scare the shit outta folks with one mean look,
and guyswho couldn’t if they were carrying amachete in one hand and an AK-47 in the other. We're
typetwo. Born grifters, but lousy thugs.”

True, but there were some people Xavier could still intimidate, though he suspected it had moreto do
with the scar on hisface than anything in his eyes. There was something menacing about facia scars, like
wearing a T-shirt that read: "l wasin ato-the-death prison knifefight and dl | got wasthislousy scar.” If
the true story behind the scar leaked . . . well, let’ sjust say Xavier’ sdays of scaring even
whipped-cream durping toadies like Roy were over.

"I need you to do one more thing for me," Xavier said. "Then we re square.”

Roy deflated, asif thiswasthe answer he' d been expecting, but had remained optimigtic.

Xavier continued. "Firdt, spook Hargrave into thinking the cops are on histrail. Second—"

"Y ou said one morething."

"They’ re connected. Second, when Hargrave balts, follow him and find out where he holes up. Third—"

Roy opened his mouth. Xavier fixed him with alook, turning so his scar was on full display. Roy shut his
mouth.

"Third, keep an eye on him. Probably for afew weeks."



"A fen—7?"

"Could be acouple of months. I'll give you two fifty aweek in expenses. Y ou lose Hargrave, you il
owe me, plusyou haveto pay back those expenses. But if he' s till there when | need him, your debt is
repaid, and | might even have acouple smdl jobsfor you."

Roy perked up. "Okay. Sure. So how do | spook him? Swipe a cop uniform and ring his doorbel|?*

"Not unless you want agood look at your own innards. HE sawere. Y ou don’'t engage. Get auniform
and let him see you poking through histrash. Or wear a suit, go to his neighbors, ask questions about
him. Do whatever it takes to make Hargrave think the cops are hours from showing up with an arrest
warrant.”

Heading back to his car, Xavier waked past severd sky-high office towers. The streets were filled with
men and women in suits, skirtsand preppy "business casual,” scurrying between buildings, chasing the
next meeting, the next offer, the next client, loya worker drones buzzing from hiveto hivein service of
their queen—the company bottom dollar.

If hisfolks had their way, he d be with those drones right now. While other parents envisioned medical
degrees and law licenses and PhDsfor their kids, his had dreamed of four MBAs on thewall, onefor
each child. They’ d managed three out of four, but hadn’t stopped pursuing that perfect score until Xavier
hit his mid-thirties. Then they seemed to cometo their senses and decide that, since he showed no
inclination to move home or ask them for loans, they should be happy with that seventy-five percent
success rate.

With good humor, Xavier bore his siblingsjibes about their drifter baby brother, knowing they were, in
someways, envious. Intruth, hisway of making aliving wasn't much different from theirs. the meetings,
the schmoozing, wooing new clients, keeping old ones happy, congtantly networking and expanding his
contacts, then managing the projects he had, reaping the most profit out of each. Tough work. But, unlike
his siblings, he didn’t have any office to report to, no nine-to-five hoursto keep, no bossto answer.

The current project he was working on was one of his mogt intricate yet, with a sweet payoff that wasal
but guaranteed. All he had to do wasfind the right combination of eventsto set it in motion.

It had started afew months ago, when he’ d run into trouble with aCabal. He tried to avoid that. Any
grifter with an ounce of self-preservation did. He worked hard to stay on their good side or, better yet,
stay off their radar dtogether. But every now and then, it happened. Y ou pulled ajob for some guy and
the next thing you know, there’' s a squadron of Cabal goons clomping up your gpartment stairs.

As Xavier had been dipping out the window, athought had struck him. It'd been along timesincehe'd
talked to ElenaMichads. Too long.

There were timeswhen awerewolf aly would come in handy, and that had been one of them. The last
time he’ d seen Elena, he' d told her she owed him afavor. Y e, having never gotten her agreement on the
matter, he knew better than to push it. Instead, he' d use the reminder as an opening, away to get her to
lisgen to hisbargain.

He only hoped that, after three years, she ill remembered that he' d helped her . . . and she' d forgotten
that he was partly responsible for getting her into trouble in the first place.

Elenawould make a powerful addition to his contact list. And if she and her psycho boyfriend ever had a



faling out, Xavier would be there to offer whatever comfort he could. Anything for afriend.

The honk of apassing car startled him from some pleasant thoughts on that potentia bonus. Business
before pleasure. Business-wise, awerewolf would be handy. A Pack werewolf would be very handy. A
Pack werewolf who also served as a council delegate? Well, it just didn't get any better than that,
especidly now that that Cabd rich kid who fancied himself a crusader—L ucas Cortez—had married a
council delegate. Next time a Caba gave him trouble, he could just cry to the council about the injustice
of it al. Elenamight betoo savvy to fal for that, but Cortez was another story. Idedlists were ways so
gullible

Firgt, though, he needed to get Elena on board with aninitid bargain. She' d be expecting ascam, so he
needed as square adedl as he could makeiit, onetilted in her favor, but not so much that she'd be
suspicious. She' d seethat he could be trusted—and useful—and a professional relationship would be
born.

Hargrave was step one. Find aman-killing mutt before the Pack did, and hustle him out of town. Now he
had something to offer Elena. For step two, though, he needed to ask her for something in return, to
makeit afair trade, setting the right tone for the relationship. Nothing too tough, just some smplejob he
might hear about and think "Hey, Elenawould be perfect for this™ A job suited to awerewolf.

Timeto Start looking.

A week later, Xavier wasin his apartment kitchen, listening through his answering machine messages.
After three days away, they’ d started piling up. Amazing how fast the system worked. Put a"job
wanted" cal out on the grapevine, offer afinder’ sfee, and in they pour.

He' d had to be careful with the specifications. It would be easy to say "Give me ajob that needsa
werewolf," but then he’ d have twice as many messages from contacts wanting an introduction to this new
"employee” of his. Instead, he d asked for jobs suited to a supernaturally strong, gifted fighter.

The vagueness hadn’t worked aswell as he’ d hoped. Thefirst message was from awitch he hadn’t
worked with in years, trying to fed him out about this new guy, guessing he was aFerratus
half-demon—atype asrare as werewolves. Three more messages were in the same vein, including one
very irate cal from abusiness partner accusing Xavier of holding out on him with this new employee.
Xavier dghed. Featherswould need to be smoothed—reassurances given, gifts sent, promises made.
Some days, thisredly was't any different from running abusiness.

The other callswere the same sort he' d been getting al week. Muscle jobs: working someone over,
scaring someone, guarding someone. Petty thug stuff. Elenawould hang up on him the minute he
suggested any of those.

So far the only possibility he had lacked the finesse he' d been hoping for, but did have a payoff Elena
might appreciate. This one was a0 about thuggery—catching one, not being one, stopping a Ferratus
half-demon who' d been shaking down the owners of some black market spellcaster shops.

The idea of muscling muscle to protect the weak and innocent would appedl to Elena s council delegate
senshilities. . . solong as shedidn't figure out what these "innocents' did for aliving. He could play
dumb if she found out, but Xavier hated scamming Elena. Not so much a matter of respect as
self-preservation.

He d giveit afew more days.



Three days later, when no better opportunity presented itself, he knew he had to use the Ferratus job.
Roy wouldn't guard Hargrave forever.

So it wastimeto contact Elena. He remembered enough of her bio details from the compound records
that he could probably track down a phone number. But he wouldn't. Better—and safer—to maintain
the palite fiction that he didn’t know where shelived. So he called Robert Vasic. Vasic was no longer the
council’ s half-demon delegate—having passed the job on to his stepson—but every haf-demon Xavier
knew dill dedlt with the old man, and ignored the kid.

Two days passed with no return cdl from Vasic. Xavier was serioudy considering the possibility that
he' d haveto call Elenadirectly. Or maybe there was still abackdoor route: the witch who'd married
Lucas Cortez. It d be easy to get amessage—if not to her directly—to her crusading hubby, aplan that
had the added advantage of giving him an excuse to makethat initia contact with the kid.

Spesking of kids, wasn't that witch the same one who' d taken custody of Savannah—thelittle girl from
the compound? Not alittle girl anymore, heimagined. She' d been agood kid, and he hated to "use” her,
but that could make contact with Cortez even essier.

"—werewolf."

Xavier garted, coming back to planet Earth. He was sharing a bottle of Jack Daniels with Tommy, athief
and fellow Evanidus haf-demon, holed up in asmoky, dark bar—a proper place for acrimina meeting.

"Y ou avoiding the question?' Tommy asked.
"What?'

"I was taking about that job-wanted ad you put on the grapevine. When | heard it, my first thought was
‘Holy shit, Xav'sgot himsdf awerewolf’."

Xavier snorted alaugh. "Don’'t | wish. It wasjust aregular job for aguy who likesto work with hisfigts.”
"Too bad, ' causeif you did have awerewolf on the payroll, I'd know the perfect job for him."

Xavier hooded his eyes before he glanced up from hisdrink, trying not to look too interested. "Y eah?"
"Jack the Ripper’s From Hell letter.”

"Huh?'

"Jack the Ripper. The guy who killed—"

"Yeah, yeah. | know who heis." Xavier refilled his glass, taking histime. "So what' sthis|etter?"

"One of abunch the guy supposedly sent. It was stolen from the policefiles years ago. Been missng ever
snce. There s aguy—some human—who want it. Willing to pay big bucks, too."

A human client? Xavier didn’t do much work for humans, but every so often ajob came aong on the
human side, and a supernatural contact of hiswould hear about it and redlize it was custom-made for
their kind.



"So what’ sthisjob got to do with werewolves?' Xavier asked. "Finding the letter? They can't track
something like that."

"They don’'t need to. It’s never been lost—not to our Side anyway. It'sin a private collection. Some
sorcerer in Canada—Toronto, | think."

Toronto? Wasn't Elenafrom Toronto? Xavier downed hiswhiskey, hoping the sting of it wiped away
any gleaminhiseye.

"So why would you need awerewolf to get it?"
Tommy told him.
"Huh." Xavier filled hisglass again, gaze down.

Tommy knocked Xavier’s elbow, nearly making him spill the bottle. "Y ou do know awerewolf, don't
you?"

"No, but | think I might know another way around the job. Y ou want in? Five percent finder’ sfee?
"Fifteen.”

"Ten. .. and you give me dl the details you know, and tell mewhere | can get therest.”

By the time Xavier |eft the bar, he was flying high on whiskey and success.

A job in Elena s hometown, stealing aletter that was already stolen property, and therefore wouldn’t
offend her council delegate sensibilities. Shewasn't athief, but he' d give her everything she needed, to
make this job as danger-free as possble. Something this ssmple, what could go wrong?He' d give her a
sexid killing werewolf, and she' d stedl the From Hell letter for him. An easy job, low risk and high profit
for both of them.

The perfect bargain.



