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Book 1

Night Shift


For Nicholas Deangelo, 
who never asked why.


The most terrible thing to face is one’s own soul.

—Anonymous


Prelude
Sit. There.”

A wooden chair in the middle of a flat expanse of hardwood floor, lonely under cold fluorescent light.

I lowered myself gingerly, curled my fingers over the ends of the armrests, and commended my soul to God.

Well, maybe not actually commended. Maybe I was just praying really, really hard.

He circled the chair, every step just heavy enough to make a noise against bare floorboards. My weapons and my coat were piled by the door, and even the single knife I’d kept, safe in its sheath strapped to my thigh, was no insurance. I was locked in a room with a hungry tiger who stepped, stepped, turning just a little each time.

I didn’t shift my weight.

Instead, I stared across the room, letting my eyes unfocus. Not enough to wall myself up inside my head—that was a death sentence. A hunter is always alert, Mikhail says. Always. Any inattention is an invitation to Death.

And Death loves invitations.

The hellbreed became a shadow each time he passed in front of me, counterclockwise, and I was beginning to wonder if he was going to back out of the bargain or welsh on the deal. Which was, of course, what he wanted me to wonder.

Careful, Jill. Don’t let him throw you. I swallowed, wished I hadn’t; the briefest pause in his even tread gave me the idea that he’d seen the betraying little movement in my throat.

I do not like the idea of hellbreed staring at my neck.

Silver charms tied in my hair clinked as blessed metal reacted to the sludge of hellbreed filling the ether. This one was bland, not beautiful like the other damned. He was unassuming, slim and weak-looking.

But he scared my teacher. Terrified him, in fact.

Only an idiot isn’t scared of hellbreed. There’s no shame in it. You’ve got to get over being ashamed of being scared, because it will slow you down. You can’t afford that.

“So.”

I almost jumped when his breath caressed my ear. Hot, meaty breath, far too humid to be human. He was breathing on me, and my flesh crawled in concentric waves of revulsion. Gooseflesh rose up hard and pebbled, scales of fear spreading over my skin.

“Here’s the deal.” The words pressed obscenely warm against my naked skin. Something brushed my hair, delicately, and silver crackled with blue sparks. A hiss touched my ear, the skin suddenly far too damp.

I wasn’t sweating. It was his breath condensing on me.

Oh, God. I almost choked on bile. Swallowed it and held still, every muscle in my body screaming at me to move, to get away.

“I’m going to mark you, my dear. While you carry that mark, you’ll have a gateway embedded in your flesh. Through that conduit, you’re going to draw sorcerous energy, and lots of it. It will make you strong, and fast—stronger and faster than any of your fellow hunters. You’ll have an edge in raw power when it comes to sorcery, even that weak-kneed trash you monkeys flatter yourself by calling magic.”

The hellbreed paused. Cold air hit my wet ear. A single drop of condensation trickled down the outer shell of cartilage, grew fat, and tickled unbearably as it traced a dead flabby finger down to the hollow where ear meets neck, a tender, vulnerable spot.

“I’ll also go so far as to help you keep this city free of those who might interfere with the general peace. Peace is good for profit, you know.”

A soft, rumbling chuckle brushed against my cheek, with its cargo of sponge-rotten breath.

I kept my fucking mouth shut. “Stay silent until he offers all he’s going to offer, milaya.” Mikhail’s advice, good advice. I was trained, wasn’t I? At least, mostly trained. A hunter in my own right, and this was my chance to become… what?

Even better. It was a golden opportunity, and if he thought I should take it, I would. And I wouldn’t screw it up.

I would not let my teacher down.

So stay quiet, Jill. Stay calm.

I kept breathing softly through my mouth; the air reeked of hellbreed and corruption. Tasting that scent was bad, as bad as breathing it through my nose.

I just couldn’t figure out which was worse.

Something hard, rasping like a cat’s tongue, flicked forward and touched the hollow behind my ear, pressing past a few stray strands of hair. If I hadn’t been so fucking determined to stay still, muscles locked up tighter than Val’s old cashbox, I might have flinched.

Then I probably would have died.

But the touch retreated so quickly I wasn’t sure I’d felt it. Except that little drop of condensation was gone, wasn’t it?

Shit. I was now sweating too bad to tell.

The hellbreed laughed again. “Very good, little hunter. The bargain goes thus: you bear my mark and use the power it provides as you see fit. Once a month you’ll come visit, and you’ll spend time with me. That’s all—a little bit of time each month. For superlative use of the power I grant you, you might have to spend a little more time. Say, five or six hours?”

Now it was negotiation time. I wet my lips with my tongue, wished I hadn’t because I suddenly knew his eyes had fastened on my mouth. “Half an hour. Maximum.”

Bargaining on streetcorners taught me that much, at least—you never take the john’s first offer, and you never, ever, ever start out with more than half of what you’re willing to give.

Sometimes you can pick who buys you, and for how much.

That’s what power really is.

“You wound me.” The hellbreed didn’t sound wounded. He sounded delighted, his bland tenor probing at my ear. “Three hours. See how generous I am, for you?”

This is too easy. Be careful. “An hour a month, maximum of two, and your help on my cases. Final offer, hellbreed, or I walk. I didn’t come here to be jacked around.”

Why had I come here? Because Mikhail said I should.

I wondered if it was another test I’d failed, or passed. I wondered if I’d just overstepped and was looking at a nasty death. Bargaining with hellbreed is tricky; hunters usually just kill them. But this wasn’t so simple. This was either a really good idea or a really bad way to die.

A long thunderous moment of quiet, and the room trembled like a soap bubble. Something like masses of gigantic flies on a mound of corpses buzzed, rattling.

Helletöng. The language of the damned. It lay under the skin of the visible like fat under skin, dimpling the surface tension of what we try to call the real world.

“Done, little hunter. We have a bargain. If you agree.”

My throat was like the Sahara, dry and scratchy. A cough caught out in the open turned into a painful, ratcheting laugh. “What do you get out of this, Perry?”

That scaly, dry, probing thing flicked along my skin again, rasped for the briefest second against the side of my throat, just a fraction of an inch away from where the pulse beat frantically. I sucked at keeping my heartrate down, Mikhail warned and warned me about it—

“Sometimes we like being on the side of the angels.” The hellbreed’s voice dropped to a whisper that would have been intimate if the rumbling of Hell hadn’t been scraping along underneath. “It makes the ending sweeter. Besides, peace is good for profit. Do we have a deal, little hunter?”

Christ. Mikhail, I hope you’re right. I didn’t agree to it because of the hellbreed or even because the thought of that much power was tempting.

I agreed because Mikhail told me I should, even though it was my decision. It wasn’t really a Trader’s bargain if I was doing it for my teacher, was it?

Was it?

“We have a deal.” Four little words. They came out naturally, smoothly, without a hitch.

Hot iron-hard fingers clamped over my right wrist. “Oh, good.” A slight wet smacking sound, like a hungry toddler at the breakfast table, and he wrenched my hand off the arm of the chair, the pale tender underside of my wrist turned up to face cold fluorescent light. My heart jackhammered away, adrenaline soaking copper into the dry roof of my mouth, and I bit back a cry.

It was too late. Four tiny words, and I’d just signed a contract.

Now we’d see if Mikhail was right, and I still had my soul.

CHAPTER 1
Every city has a pulse. It’s just a matter of knowing where to rest your finger to find it, throbbing away as the sun bleeds out of the sky and night rises to cloak every sin.

I crouched on the edge of a rooftop, the counterweight of my heavy leather coat hanging behind me. Settled into absolute stillness, waiting. The baking wind off the cooling desert mouthed the edges of my body. The scar on my right wrist was hot and hard under a wide hinged copper bracelet molded to my skin.

The copper was corroding, blooming green and wearing thin.

I was going to have to find a different way to cover the scar up soon. Trouble is, I suck at making jewelry, and Galina was out of blessed copper cuffs until her next shipment from Nepal.

Below me the alley wandered, thick and rank. Here at the edge of the barrio there were plenty of hiding places for the dark things that crawl once dusk falls. The Weres don’t patrol out this far, having plenty to keep them occupied inside their own crazy-quilt of streets and alleys around the Plaza Centro and its spreading tenements. Here on the fringes, between a new hunter’s territory and the streets the Weres kept from boiling over, a few hellbreed thought they could break the rules.

Not in my town, buckos. If you think Kismet’s a pushover because she’s only been on her own for six months, you’ve got another think coming.

My right leg cramped, a sudden vicious swipe of pain. I ignored it. My electrolyte balance was all messed up from going for three days without rest, from one deadly night-battle to the next with the fun of exorcisms in between. I wondered if Mikhail had ever felt this exhaustion, this ache so deep even bones felt tired.

It hurt to think of Mikhail. My hand tightened on the bullwhip’s handle, leather creaking under my fingers. The scar tingled again, a knot of corruption on the inside of my wrist.

Easy, milaya. No use in making noise, eh? It is soft and quiet that catches mouse. As if he was right next to me, barely mouthing the words, his gray eyes glittering winter-sharp under a shock of white hair. Hunters don’t live to get too old, but Mikhail Ilych Tolstoi had been an exception in so many ways. I could almost see his ghost crouching silent next to me, peering at the alley over the bridge of his patrician nose.

Of course he wasn’t there. He’d been cremated, just like he wanted. I’d held the torch myself, and the Weres had let me touch it to the wood before singing their own fire into being. A warrior’s spirit rose in smoke, and wherever my teacher was, it wasn’t here.

Which I found more comforting than you’d think, since if he’d come back I’d have to kill him. Just part of the job.

My fingers eased. I waited.

The smell of hellbreed and the brackish contamination of an arkeus lay over this alley. Some nasty things had been sidling out of this section of the city lately, nasty enough to give even a Hell-tainted hunter a run for her money. We have firepower and sorcery, we who police the nightside, but Traders and hellbreed are spooky-quick and capable of taking a hell of a lot of damage.

Get it? A Hell of a lot of damage? Arf arf.

Not to mention the scurf with their contagion, the adepts of the Middle Way with their goddamn Chaos, and the Sorrows worshipping the Elder Gods.

The thought of the Sorrows made rage rise under my breastbone, fresh and wine-dark. I inhaled smoothly, dispelling it. Clear, calm, and cold was the way to go about this.

Movement below. Quick and scuttling, like a rat skittering from one pile of garbage to the next. I didn’t move, I didn’t blink, I barely even breathed.

The arkeus took shape, rising like a fume from dry-scorched pavement, trash riffling as the wind of its coalescing touched ragged edges and putrid rotting things. Tall, hooded, translucent where moonlight struck it and smoky-solid elsewhere, one of Hell’s roaming corruptors stretched its long clawed arms and slid fully into the world. It drew in a deep satisfied sigh, and I heard something else.

Footsteps.

Someone was coming to keep an appointment.

Isn’t that a coincidence. So am I.

My heartbeat didn’t quicken; it stayed soft, even, as almost-nonexistent as my breathing. It had taken me a long time to get my pulse mostly under control.

The next few moments were critical. You can’t jump too soon on something like this. Arkeus aren’t your garden-variety hellbreed. You have to wait until they solidify enough to talk to their victims—otherwise you’ll be fighting empty air with sorcery, and that’s no fun—and you have to know what a Trader is bargaining for before you go barging in to distribute justice or whup-ass. Usually both, liberally.

The carved chunk of ruby on its silver chain warmed, my tiger’s-eye rosary warming too, the blessing on both items reacting with contamination rising from the arkeus and its lair.

A man edged down the alley, clutching something to his chest. The arkeus made a thin greedy sound, and my smart left eye—the blue one, the one that can look below the surface of the world—saw a sudden tensing of the strings of contamination following it. It was a hunched, thin figure that would have been taller than me except for the hump on its back; its spectral robes brushing dirt and refuse, taking strength from filth.

Bingo. The arkeus was now solid enough to hit.

The man halted. I couldn’t see much beyond the fact that he was obviously human, his aura slightly tainted from his traffic with an escaped denizen of Hell.

It was official. The man was a Trader, bargaining with Hell. Whatever he was bargaining for, it wasn’t going to do him any good.

Not with me around.

The arkeus spoke. “You have brought it?” A lipless cold voice, eager and thin, like a dying cricket. A razorblade pressed against the wrist, a thin line of red on pale skin, the frozen-blue face of a suicide.

I moved. Boots soundless against the parapet, the carved chunk of ruby resting against the hollow of my throat, even my coat silent. The silver charms braided into my long dark hair didn’t tinkle. The first thing a hunter’s apprentice learns is to move quietly, to draw silence in tight like a cloak.

That is, if the apprentice wants to survive.

“I b-brought it.” The man’s speech was the slow slur of a dreamer who senses a cold-current nightmare. He was in deep, having already given the arkeus a foothold by making some agreement or another with it. “You’d better not—”

“Peace.” The arkeus’s hiss froze me in place for a moment as the hump on its back twitched. “You will have your desire, never fear. Give it to me.”

The man’s arms relaxed, and a small sound lifted from the bundle he carried. My heart slammed into overtime against my ribs.

Every human being knows the sound of a baby’s cry.

Bile filled my throat. My boots ground against the edge of the parapet as I launched out into space, the arkeus flinching and hissing as my aura suddenly flamed, tearing through the ether like a star. The silver in my hair shot sparks, and the ruby at my throat turned hot. The scar on my right wrist turned to lava, burrowing in toward the bone, my whip uncoiled and struck forward, its metal flechettes snapping at the speed of sound, cracking as I pulled on etheric force to add a psychic strike to the physical.

My boots hit slick refuse-grimed concrete and I pitched forward, the whip striking again across the arkeus’s face. The hell-thing howled, and my other hand was full of the Glock, the sharp stink of cordite blooming as silver-coated bullets chewed through the thing’s physical shell. Hollowpoints do a lot of damage once a hellbreed’s initial shell is breached.

It’s a pity ’breed heal so quickly.

We don’t know why silver works—something to do with the Moon, and how she controls the tides of sorcery and water. No hunter cares, either. It’s enough that it levels the playing field a little.

The arkeus moved, scuttling to the side as the man screamed, a high whitenoise-burst of fear. The whip coiled, my hip moving first as usual—the hip leads with whip-work as well as stave fighting. My whip-work had suffered until Mikhail made me take bellydancing classes.

Don’t think, Jill. Move. I flung out my arm, etheric force spilling through my fingers, and the whip slashed again, each flechette tearing through already-lacerated flesh. It howled again, and the copper bracelet broke, tinkled sweetly on the concrete as I pivoted, firing down into the hell-thing’s face. It twitched, and I heard my own voice chanting in gutter Latin, a version of Saint Anthony’s prayer Mikhail had made me learn.

Protect me from the hordes of Hell, O Lord, for I am pure of heart and trust Your mercy—and the bullets don’t hurt, either.

The arkeus screamed, writhing, and cold air hit the scar. I was too drenched with adrenaline to feel the usual curl of fire low in my belly, but the sudden sensitivity of my skin and hearing slammed into me. I dropped the whip and fired again with the gun in my left, then fell to my knees, driving down with psychic and physical force.

My fist met the hell-thing’s lean malformed face, which exploded. It shredded, runnels of foulness bursting through its skin, and the sudden cloying reek would have torn my dinner loose from my stomach moorings if I’d eaten anything.

Christ, I wish it didn’t stink so bad. But stink means dead, and if this thing’s dead it’s one less fucking problem for me to deal with.

No time. I gained my feet, shaking my right fist. Gobbets of preternatural flesh whipped loose, splatting dully against the brick walls. I uncoiled, leaping for the front of the alley.

The Trader was only human, and he hadn’t made his big deal yet. He was tainted by the arkeus’s will, but he wasn’t given superstrength or near-invulnerability yet.

The only enhanced human being left in the alley was me. Thank God.

I dug my fingers into his shoulder and set my feet, yanking him back. The baby howled, emptying its tiny lungs, and I caught it on its way down, my arm tightening maybe a little too much to yank it against my chest. I tried to avoid smacking it with a knife-hilt.

I backhanded the man with my hellbreed-strong right fist. Goddamn it. What am I going to do now?

The baby was too small, wrapped in a bulky blue blanket that smelled of cigarette smoke and grease. I held it awkwardly in one arm while I contemplated the sobbing heap of sorry manflesh crumpled against a pile of garbage.

I’ve cuffed plenty of Traders one-handed, but never while holding a squirming, bellowing bundle of little human that smelled not-too-fresh. Still, it was a cleaner reek than the arkeus’s rot. I tested the cuffs, yanked the man over, and checked his eyes. Yep. The flat shine of the dust glittered in his irises. He was a thin, dark-haired man with the ghost of childhood acne still hanging on his cheeks, saliva glittering wetly on his chin.

I found his ID in his wallet, awkwardly holding the tiny yelling thing in the crook of my arm. Jesus. Mikhail never trained me for this. “Andy Hughes. You are under arrest. You have the right to be exorcised. Anything you say will, of course, be ignored, since you’ve forfeited your rights to a trial of your peers by trafficking with Hell.” I took a deep breath. “And you should thank your lucky stars I’m not in a mood to kill anyone else tonight. Who does the baby belong to?”

He was still gibbering with fear, and the baby howled. I could get nothing coherent out of either of them.

Then, to complete the deal, the pager went off against my hip, vibrating silently in its padded pocket.

Great.

CHAPTER 2
Cities need people like us, those who go after things the cops can’t catch and keep the streets from boiling over. We handle nonstandard exorcisms, Traders, hellbreed, rogue Weres, scurf, Sorrows, Middle Way adepts… all the fun the nightside can come up with. Normally a hunter’s job is just to act as a liaison between the paranormal community and the regular police, make sure everything stays under control.

Or, if not under control, then at least reasonably orderly. Which, as a definition, allows for anything between “no bodies in the street” to “just short of actual chaos.”

Hey, you’ve got to be flexible.

Sometimes—often enough—it’s our job to find people that have been taken by the things that go bump in the night. When I say “find” I mean their bodies, because humans don’t live too long on the nightside unless they’re hunters. More often than not our mission is vengeance, to restore the unsteady balance between the denizens of the dark and regular oblivious people. To make a statement and keep the things creeping in the dark just there—creeping, instead of swaggering.

And also more often than not, we lay someone’s soul to rest if killing them is just the beginning.

We work pretty closely with the regular police, mostly because freelance hunters don’t last long enough to have a career. Even the FBI has its Martindale Squad, hunters and Weres working on nightside fun and games at the national and cross-state level. It’s whispered that the CIA and NSA have their own divisions of hunters too, but I don’t know about that.

For a hunter like me, the support given by the regular cops and DA’s office is critical. It is, after all, law enforcement we’re doing. Even if it is a little unconventional.

Okay. A lot unconventional.

The baby I unloaded at Sisters of Mercy downtown, the granite Jesus on the roof still glaring at the financial district. The hospital would find out who it belonged to, if at all possible. Avery came down to take possession of the prisoner, who was sweat-drenched, moaning with fear, and had pissed his already-none-too-clean pants.

I must have been wearing my mad face.

“Jesus Christ. Don’t you ever sleep?” Avery’s handsome, mournful look under its mop of dark curly hair was sleepy and uninterested until he peered through the porthole in the door. He brightened a little, his breath making a brief circle of mist spring up on the reinforced glass.

“I try not to sleep. It disturbs the circles I’m growing under my eyes. This naughty little boy just brushed with an arkeus, didn’t get much.” I leaned against the wall in the institutional hallway, listening to the sound of the man’s hoarse weeping on the other side of the steel observation door. Sisters of Mercy is an old Catholic hospital, and like most old Catholic hospitals it has a room even the most terrifying nun won’t enter.

A hunter’s room. Or more precisely, a room for the holding of people needing an exorcism until a hunter or a regular exorcist can get to them.

A lot of hunters have trouble with exorcisms. They’re perfectly simple; the trouble comes from the psychological cost of ripping things out of people. Some hunters who won’t blanch at murdering a half-dozen Traders at once quaver at the prospect of a simple tear-the-thing-out-and-dispel-it. Maybe it’s the screaming or the bleeding, though God knows there’s enough of that in our regular work.

Mikhail hadn’t been a quavery one, and I guess neither am I. Exorcisms are straight simple work and usually end up with the victim alive. I call that an easy job.

“A standard half-rip, then. Not even worth getting out of bed for.” Avery stuffed his hands in his pockets, rocking up on his toes again to peer in the thick-barred window. I’d kept the Trader cuffed and dumped him in the middle of a consecrated circle scored into the crumbling concrete floor. Etheric energy running through the deep carved lines sparked, responding to the taint of hellbreed on the man’s aura.

“He was about to hand a baby over to a hellbreed. Don’t be too gentle.” I peeled myself upright, the silver charms tinkling in my hair. “I’ve got to get over to the precinct house, Montaigne just buzzed me. Maybe I’ll bring in another one for you tonight.”

Avery made a face, still peering in at the Trader. “Jesus. A baby? And shouldn’t you be going home? This is the fourth one you’ve brought in this week.”

Who’s keeping track? Traders had been cropping up with alarming regularity, though. I snorted, my fingers checking each knife-hilt. “Home? What’s that? Duty calls.”

“You gonna come out for a beer with me on Saturday?”

“You bet.” I’d rescheduled twice with him so far, each time because of a Trader. People were making bargains with hellbreed left and right these days. “If I’m not hanging out on a rooftop waiting for a fucking arkeus to show up, I’ll be there.”

He came back down onto his heels, twitching his corduroy jacket a little to get it to hang straight over the bulge of his police-issue sidearm. “You should really slack off a bit, Kiss. You’re beginning to look a little…”

Yeah. Slack off. Sure. “Be careful.” I turned on my heel. “See you Saturday.”

“I mean it, Kismet. You should get some rest.”

If I took a piña colada by the pool, God knows what would boil up on the streets. “When the hellbreed slow down, so will I. Happy trails, Ave.”

He mumbled a goodbye, bending to dig in the little black bag sitting obediently by his feet. He was the official police exorcist, handling most of the Traders I brought in unless there was something really unusual about them. He only really seemed to come alive during a difficult exorcism, the rest of the time moving sleepily through the world with a slow smile that got him a great deal of female attention. Despite that, not a lot of women stayed.

Probably because he worked the night shift tearing the bargains out of Traders or Possessors out of morbidly religious victims. Women don’t like it when their man spends his nights somewhere else, even if it is with screaming Hell-tainted sickos instead of other women.

I hit the door at the end of the hall, allowing myself a single nosewrinkle at the stinging scent of disinfectant and human pain in the air. The scar burned, my ears cringing from the slightest noise and the fluorescent lights hurting my eyes. I needed to find a better way to cover it up, and quick.

It’s not every hunter who has a hellbreed mark on her wrist, after all. A hard knotted scar, in the shape of a pair of lips puckered up and pressed against the underside of my right arm, into the softest part above the pulse.

Two days until my next scheduled visit. And there was the iron rack to think about, and the way Perry screamed when I started with the razors.

My mouth suddenly went dry and I put my head down, lengthening my stride. I’m not tall, but I have good long legs and I was used to trotting to keep up with Mikhail, who didn’t seem to walk as much as glide between one fight and the next.

Stop thinking about Mikhail. I made it to the exit and plunged into the cold, weary night again, hunching my shoulders, the silver tinkling in my hair.

CHAPTER 3
The precinct house on Alameda wasn’t very active tonight. I nodded to the officer on duty, a tall rangy rookie who paled and looked down at his reports instead of nodding back. I placed his face with an absent mental effort—yes, he’d been in the last class I’d conducted. The one where I told each batch of shiny new faces about the nightside, and how and when to contact their local hunter.

Or as Detective Carper calls it, “Puking Your Guts Out While Kiss Talks.” Each desk has a wastebasket sitting next to it during that class, and the janitor is busy those days. Still, few of the rookies leave the force after that little graduation ceremony. The nondisclosure clauses they sign are very rarely breached.

Most humans don’t want to know about the nightside, and they unconsciously collude in making a hunter’s secrecy easy.

I don’t blame them. Some days even hunters don’t want to think about what they do for a living.

Montaigne, his dark hair rumpled, was in a pair of blue-striped pajama pants. He wore a button-up and suit jacket over them, and palmed a handful of Tums as I came into his office, his bleary dark eyes rising to meet mine. He didn’t flinch at my mismatched eyes—one blue, one brown—but I noticed he wore slippers instead of his usual polished wingtips. His ankles were bare.

Oh, God. I halted just inside his door, resting my right hand on the whip-handle. This looks bad. “Hi, Monty. Sorry I’m late, I had to drop off a Trader. What’s up?”

“Jill.” His cheeks were actually cheesy-pale. “There’s something I need you to take a look at.”

As usual, he sounded like he didn’t quite believe he was asking a woman half his size for help. I barely come up to Monty’s shoulder, but even if I gave him an Uzi and a little help he’d still be no match for me. Still, he’d never doubted my ability, once Mikhail introduced me as his apprentice.

We’re back to Mischa again. Dammit, Jill, focus. “Animal, vegetable, mineral?”

“Homicide.” Most of the time, that was the case. Monty ran his hand back through his hair again. It vigorously protested this treatment, becoming even more ruffled.

“How many bodies?” I was past uneasy and heading into full-blown disturbed. The charms in my hair tinkled, rubbing against each other. I realized I was slumping and snapped up to stand straight, dispelling the urge to yawn. I would be up to greet the dawn again and probably go all day, too. If I had to.

“Five.”

A respectable number. But you’re just calling me in now? “How fresh?”

“Two hours. I’m due at the morgue as soon as you show up, Stanton’s going to do the dicing.” Montaigne’s jaw set. I began to get a bad feeling, hearing the way his heart was pounding, ticking off time. He reeked of fear, not just the usual uneasiness of facing me down and being reminded of the nightside. Monty had decided he didn’t want to know about anything other than when to call me, which made him wiser than most.

“Come on, Monty. Drop the other shoe.” I folded my arms. “Five bodies? Found two hours ago, or—”

“Killed two hours ago, Kiss. And they’re all cops.”

CHAPTER 4
The morgue’s chemical reek and fluorescent glare closed around me, and I was glad for the weight of my heavy leather coat. No matter how many autopsies I attend, the cold always seems to linger.

Still, I’ll take an autopsy over a scene any day. The dispassionate light and medical terminology helps distance the ordinary horror of death a little bit. Just a little, just enough.

Sometimes.

Stanton was whey-faced too, wheezing asthmatically as he shuffled down the corridor behind us, his white coat flapping from his scarecrow-thin shoulders. His hair stuck up in birdlike tufts as well, and he was fighting a miserable cold. “It looks weird, Kismet.” His nose was so stuffed the sentence came out mangled. Ith lookth weird, Kithmet.

“How weird?” Am I going to have to kill them again? Please don’t let it be scurf, or an Assyrian demon. I’m too tired for that shit. “And if it looks this weird, why weren’t the bodies left onsite for me? You all know the rules.”

“They’re cops.” Montaigne hurried to keep up, his slippers shuffling. I kept lengthening my stride to keep him slightly behind me, just in case. “We couldn’t leave ’em out there in the middle of the freeway.”

“Freeway?” This just keeps getting better and better. “Take it from the top and give me a vowel, Montaigne.”

The corridor was thankfully deserted, stretching through infinity to a pair of swinging doors at the end. Stanton’s shoes squeaked against the flooring. He’d put on sneakers from two different pairs, as well as two different colors of socks—acid green and dark blue. Whatever had happened, both Monty and Stan had been dragged out of bed in a hell of a hurry.

Of course, matching his shoes wasn’t really something Stan was too concerned about. Geniuses are like that.

“A pair of traffic cops reported something odd and called for backup at about 0200. The backup got there and reported seeing the first squad car sitting on the side of the road. After that, no communication. Dispatch kept trying to raise both of them, got no response. So another black and white goes out. By this time they called me, and I got in about 0300. The third fucking car had a rookie in it; for some reason the vet had the rookie stay in the car and went to go look for the others. Everyone was converging at that point, looked like a real clusterfuck in progress.” Montaigne stopped for a breath, his pulse thundering audibly, and dropped behind me. I slowed a little. “Four other cars got there at once and found the rookie bleeding quarts. Something had opened up the car like a soda can and dragged him out. He’s at Luz General in trauma and last I heard it wasn’t looking good. The other five—the first two teams and the vet—are all in pieces.”

Pieces? The scar was hard and throbbing against my skin, burrowing in. It never got any deeper, but the uncomfortable wondering of what it would be like if it ever did hit bone often showed up in the middle of long sleepless stakeouts, keeping me company along with Mikhail’s ghost.

“Pieces?” I sounded only mildly curious. I couldn’t make any sort of guess until I’d seen the evidence, and maybe not even then. A hunter is trained thoroughly not to make any conjectures in the initial stages. You can blind yourself pretty quickly by starting out with the wrong assumption.

A hunter blinded by assumption doesn’t live long.

“Yeah, pieces. Whatever killed them tossed them out on the Drag like garbage. In pieces. Bleeding pieces.” Montaigne’s voice dropped.

We reached the swinging door, and I stopped short, forcing the other two to skid to a halt. “Before or after it carved the rookie up?”

An acrid stink of fear wafted out from Montaigne as he and Stan paused, following procedure now. They shouldn’t have brought the bodies in until I’d been able to make sure they were truly dead and not just incubating something.

Monty reached across his wide chest, touched his sidearm, clasped in its holster under his armpit. “We don’t know.”

Jesus Christ. I took a deep breath, motioned them both back. “All right, boys. Let big bad Kismet go in and see what the monster left us.”

Montaigne actually flinched, but he understood. It sounds brutal and callous, but a hunter learns mighty quick to take the gallows humor where she finds it. Just like a cop.

It’s the only way to keep from suicide or weeping, and sometimes it doesn’t work. That’s when you start drinking, or getting some random sex.

See what I mean?

I came through low and sweeping with both guns as the swinging doors banged against the walls on either side. Nothing but the glare and hard tiled floor of a ghastly-lit body bay, each table now full. It had been a busy night in Santa Luz. The five bags on the left-hand side were all shapeless, looking wrong even through heavy vinyl. The bodies on the right were bagged and normal, if there is any such thing as a normal dead body.

It used to bother me that each bag was a life, the sum of someone’s breathing and walking around carrying a soul. Then the things that bothered me were details. Hair left crusted with blood, a missing earring, a bruise that had half-healed and would never fade now, or—worst of all—the smaller bags.

The ones for children.

I took a deep breath and smelled something I didn’t expect—the sweet brackish rotting of hellbreed, added to another smell I hadn’t expected. A dry smell, blazing with heat and spoiled musk, like matted fur and unhealthy dandruff-clotted skin. My nose wrinkled. I took another deep whiff, sniffing all the way down to the bottom of my lungs and examining the bags with both eyes. My smart eye, the blue one, saw no stirring or unevenness hovering in the ether over the bodies. My dumb eye, the brown one, ticked over their contours and returned a few impressions I wasn’t sure I liked.

“Clear,” I called, and holstered my guns. Montaigne’s gusty sigh of relief preceded him through the door.

“Are you staying for the slicing, Jill?” Stan sniffed, and his bleary gaze skittered away from my breasts, roved over the five bodies on the right-hand side, and came back up to touch my face, uncertain.

Five autopsies take a lot of time. “I’ll take a look, but I’ll leave the deli work to you and Monty. I’ll need the report. This is one of mine.”

Stan’s face fell. So did Monty’s. They both looked sallow, and it wasn’t just the fluorescents.

“Christ.” Monty didn’t quite reel, but he did take a step to one side, like a bull pawing the grass, uncertain what to charge. “What the fuck is it?”

“Don’t know yet.” That was the truth. “I’ll go by the scene, see if I can pick up a trail. From what you’re telling me, it either got what it wanted or was scared off by the black and whites. I’m guessing they didn’t come in silently.”

He rolled his eyes as Stan rocked back on his heels, stuffing his hands in his lab coat pockets and eyeing both of us. “Suppose you can’t tell me anything useful.”

Not yet. I haven’t even looked at the bodies. “This is hunter’s work, Monty. How much do you want me to tell you?”

Monty shook his head fiercely. If he could have clapped his hands over his ears like a five-year-old, he might have tried to do so.

Wise man.

“I’ll take a look,” I repeated, “and then I’ll hit the street and try to find a trail. Nobody gets away with killing our brave blue boys in my city, gentlemen. Stan?”

He shrugged his thin shoulders, the pens in his breast pocket clicking against each other. “Be my guest.”

He very pointedly didn’t offer to unzip the bags for me, or caution me not to destroy any evidence. I couldn’t even feel triumphant. Maybe it was just his cold.

I set my back teeth, the charms in my hair tinkling against each other, and paced cautiously up to the first body bag. Nothing stirred, and none of my senses quivered. I touched the zipper and let out a soft breath, glad the two men were behind me.

I pulled the zipper down. I have never figured out if it’s easier to do it in one quick swipe, like tearing off a Band-Aid, or slowly, giving yourself time to adjust.

I usually go with the quick tear. Call it a personality quirk.

The body had been savaged, great chunks torn out. The face had been taken off, and his short cop-buzz haircut had beads of dried blood sticking to its bristly ends. The only thing left intact was the curve of a jaw, slightly fuzzed with stubble. He hadn’t shaved, this man.

“That one’s Sanders.” Monty shifted his weight, his slippers squeaking a little against the tile. “About forty-five. Retiring next month, early.”

A lifer. And before my time. Now he’d never retire. I drew the zipper down more, studying the mass of meat. His feet were stacked neatly between his knees, and his right arm was missing. The ribs were snapped, and the smell boiled up into my nose and down into my stomach, turning into sourness.

That’s hellbreed, and something else. Something I should know. A reek like that is distinctive, and I should be up on it, dammit. Are we looking at a hellbreed working in concert with something else? They’re not like that, most of them are jealous fucks. Still, it’s possible. But nothing a hellbreed can control smells like this. The shudder bolted down my spine. I drew the zipper up, went to the next one.

“Kincaid,” Monty supplied. “Twenty-eight. Good solid cop.”

I nodded, pulled the zipper down in one swipe.

This one had a face. A round, blond, good-natured, blood-speckled face. I swallowed hard. The rags of his uniform couldn’t hide the massive damage done to this body either—the purple of the torn esophagus, white bits of bone, a flicker of cervical vertebra peering up at me. His throat had been torn out and his viscera scattered. The bathroom stink of cut bowel flooded the chilly air. Both his femurs were snapped.

Marlow, the third, had been savaged. He’d been the driver in the first traffic unit, and whatever had attacked him had plenty of time to do its work. There was barely enough left to be recognizable as human.

The fourth—Anderson, Marlow’s partner—was the worst. His arm had been torn off, something exerting terrific force to break the humerus just below the shoulder. The force had to have been applied at an angle for the bone to yield before the shoulder dislocated. His other limbs hung by strips of meat. All of them. And his head.

There wasn’t enough of any of them left for an open-casket service.

As always, the shudder passed and the bodies became a puzzle. Where did this piece go, where did that piece go?

Then I would catch myself, horrified. These were human beings. Each one of them had gotten up out of bed this morning expecting to see sundown. Nobody is ever really prepared to die, no matter what you see in movies or read in fairytales.

My stomach churned, a hole of heat opening right behind my breastbone. Marty’s Tums were starting to look pretty good. He bought them by the case, he wouldn’t miss a few hundred.

I zipped Anderson’s bag back up. Turned to find both Stan and Marty staring at me. “I’ll drop in later for the files.” My eyes burned, stinging, from disinfectant married to the smell of death. “What exactly did the first on-site traffic unit report?”

“Just ‘something weird.’ There wasn’t a code for it.” Monty’s paleness had long since passed from cheese to paper. “Jill?”

“I don’t know yet, Monty. Give me a little time to work this thing. Have traffic units take precautions; if it’s weird and there’s not a code, don’t stop. Tell the beat cops too—they’re vulnerable. If they see anything weird, they’re to report so I can get a pattern of movement, but they are not to pursue. Got it?”

He nodded. “Do you have an idea, at least? I don’t want to know,” he added hurriedly. “But…”

But you feel better when the hunter at least has an idea. I know, Monty. I know. I could have given a comforting lie. “No.” I looked at the bodies, lying slumped under their rubber blankets. All safe and snug, never having to worry about the job or the cold winter again.

Bile rose in my throat. “No. But I’m going to find out.”

Because whatever this is smells like hellbreed and rips things up like no hellbreed should. The claw shape is strange. If I didn’t know better I’d think it was a Were. But no Were, even a rogue, would go near anything hellbreed.

Great.

CHAPTER 5
False dawn gathered gray in the east, veils of fog from the river reaching up like fat white fingers as I gunned the engine. I winced as my orange Impala’s full-throated purr took on a subtle knocking. Need to get that fixed. Should change the oil soon too.

The interstate—or the Drag, if you’re a local—comes up out of the well of the city in slight curves north through Ridgefield toward the capital, striking for the heart of desert and sagebrush once it’s out of the low-lying area watered by the river. Coming down into the city it veers through suburbs, taking advantage of the high ground and flying over deep gullies and concrete washes built to siphon off flash floods. Once it hits the actual city limits it becomes three lanes in either direction, jammed during rush hour and perfect for illegal races once normal people are in bed.

Just south of downtown there’s a stretch with hills on either side, thick with trees and trashwood, the green belt going up to chain-link fences facing the blank backs of businesses and warehouses. The scene was still crawling with forensic techs, and when I parked at the periphery a thin, nervous traffic cop came bustling up to tell me to move along—and retreated as I rose out of the Impala, meeting his eyes and keeping my silence. He recognized me, of course.

They all do.

I’ve heard they have a pool on where I’m going to show up and when, and the betting is fierce; there is a whole arcane system of verifying sightings left over from Mikhail’s tenure. Hunter sightings are comforting for them; lets them know I’m still on the job.

It’s when I disappear for a while that they get nervous.

Two lanes of southbound traffic were blocked off, and traffic was extremely light. Still, the infrequent cars were slowing down to gawk, and the scene was being trampled.

I couldn’t blame them. Cops never like to lose one of their own. Most of them were observing a respectful silence. Quite a few of them looked like they’d been rousted from bed, too. I saw Sullivan, his red hair catching fire on top of his lanky frame as the sun began its work in earnest. His partner, a short motherly woman in a sweater-coat and knit leggings, stood beside him staring at one of the long garish streaks of wetness on the road. The streaks everyone was hypnotized by.

Blood doesn’t dry as quickly as everyone thinks, even out here at the edge of the desert. It stays tacky-wet for a long time before it turns into a crust. A flat iron tang rose to my nose, like a banner through the stew of humans milling around and the sharp dual stink of hellbreed and something else, something I’d never smelled before.

Mikhail would have mentioned something like this if he’d ever come across it, wouldn’t he? I caught myself. Concentrate on the job. Jesus, you’re getting punchy.

Too bad I wasn’t going to get any rest anytime soon.

I threaded my way through the milling crowd. As fast as people arrived others left, to go back to work or home after paying their respects. It was eerily quiet, and the scar throbbed on my wrist, tension and frustration in the air plucking at it. Got to cover that goddamn thing up.

Word of my appearance spread quickly, a murmur through the crowd. Foster, his sleek dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, was the only one brave enough to approach. Of course, he was my Forensics liaison this month since Pepper was out on maternity leave. He ducked carefully under the yellow tape keeping everyone back—in this crowd, there was no shoving. The mannerly silence was almost as eerie as the palpable grief.

“Hey, Jill.” Dark circles bloomed under Foster’s blue eyes, and the silver stud in his right ear glittered. “How you?”

I don’t often use the Forensics liaison; most hunters don’t. We work most closely with Homicide detectives and next with Vice; they do the grunt work in getting files ready. Most of the time a hunt goes so quickly we don’t have time for that type of legwork, and we don’t want the human law enforcement getting close to the nightside anyway. They’re our eyes and ears, since a hunter can’t be everywhere at once.

Nobody wants their eyes catching flak.

“Hi, Mike. Monty called me in.” I pitched my voice low, my hands thrust deep in my coat pockets. Leather creaked as I shifted. “What do we have?”

He was pale under the even caramel of his skin. “A total goddamn mess, that’s what. Five goddamn bodies and that rookie bleeding all over everything. The main scene is up in the woods, there.” He pointed to the ordered commotion on the hillside. “They didn’t get more than twenty feet before something leapt on ’em. Just like shooting fish in a fucking barrel.”

I winced at the mental image. And why would cops get out of their cars and pursue something up a hillside? “Any body parts you can’t find?”

He shrugged. “Too soon to tell. Come up the hill. If Monty hadn’t called you I would’ve. This is grade-A weirdness, just your type.”

“I hate to be pigeonholed.” I followed him, skirting the three traffic units parked in standard pattern on the shoulder, inside the cordon of yellow tape. Their lights still revolved, running off the batteries.

The last car in line had been shredded, its windshield broken and the roof ripped open, jagged metal edges exploding. Bits of broken colored plastic and glass from the lights were smashed to the side.

Christ. My blue eye didn’t see any sparking and smoking of etheric energy, though the whole scene reeked of hellbreed. They are stronger and faster than humans, but a ’breed that could do something like this without sorcerous help…

What the hell is this?

The rapidly lightening sky triggered another idea. I glanced overhead. No circling copters yet. “The press?”

“Captain Bolton’s putting together a release about a car bomb or something. We’ve been able to keep the goddamn vultures quiet so far, but it’s only a matter of time.” Foster snorted, as if he wanted to spit but couldn’t bring himself to do so. The two wide lanes of pavement were streaked and spattered with gore.

I was surprised the vultures hadn’t scented it yet. Last thing we need is footage of this getting out. We crossed the ditch, me in a single leap and Mike over a piece of plywood someone had laid down, and plunged uphill into the bushes. The sharp smell of sage and pine stung my nose, mixed with the belching tang of death and that horrible stink of hellbreed and something else.

Dry fur. Dandruff clotted in drifts. Desiccated, exhaled sickness, as if a dog had crept into a hole to die.

What is that? I wished I could find something to cover the scar up. Preternaturally acute senses are useful, but it stank.

There was a clearing ringed with pine trees, their bark tinder-dry and needles crunching underfoot. Silence broken only by the shuffling of the techs’ feet and occasional muttered directions. Flashes popped, taking merciless pictures, drenching the scene in brief shutterclicks of light.

There was so much blood. I’ve seen plenty of butchery, but this was… The stench of a battlefield hung over the small clearing, cut bowel and wet red iron, as well as the heatless fume of violence. The smell of hellbreed and something else was so deep and thunderous my eyes watered.

The spindly tree trunks were shredded, and I stopped to examine the deep furrows carved in them. They were all vertical, and my eyes caught a thin reddish glint.

“What the hell?” I leaned closer, examining the long strands. Red-gold, and with a springy curl unlike anything I’d seen. It was all over, in the scratched furrows and rough bark. “Mike?”

“What, that shit? Hair. We don’t know if it’s human or animal yet.”

“Where is it? All over?”

“All over. On the… the victims too.” His voice didn’t break, but it was close. “There’s even some out on the road, in the blood. Patches of it.”

Weird. “What about the scratches?”

“Just on the trees around this clearing.”

“Huh.” I thought about this, circling the clearing as Mike peeled off to exchange low words with a woman from the medical examiner’s office, her dark hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail. I took care not to disturb the techs at their work, and they took care not to get in my way. We’re all happier that way.

You’d think a hunter wouldn’t have to worry about evidentiary procedure and the like, but it always pays not to piss off the techs. And you never can tell when something small and insignificant they find is going to turn a whole case on its head, or spin it so you can see the pattern behind the events.

The stench was deep and dark enough I had trouble finding a trail. My nose stung and my eyes prickled with tears. One slid hot down my cheek and I palmed it away, silver chiming in my hair. The creaking of my boots and coat was very loud in the predawn hush.

I had unusual difficulty making a coherent pattern out of the scuffed and blood-soaked dirt. The chaos must have been intense at night with nothing but handheld flashlights—not even the current illumination of false dawn and the portable floodlights at the periphery of the clearing, mixing a throat-coating wash of diesel into the equation. I finally gave up on trying to reconstruct the fight. There simply wasn’t enough on the hard-packed dirt scattered with pine needles.

For a moment I imagined being out here in the dark, something chasing me and nothing but a human’s reflexes and one police-issue Glock to fight it off with, and my skin chilled.

I finally zeroed in on a usable trail, but it was a bust. The scent led away from the scene at a sharp angle, back down to the cars; I followed. Then I picked it up again at the edge of yellow tape down on the freeway, and pursued it across the open lane and the meridian before it vanished into thin air. One moment, nose-watering stink, the next, nothing but the smell of damp wiry grass in sandy soil and the scent of morning.

Dammit. If it’s hellbreed it might be able to mask. A hellbreed and something working in concert? What would work with one of them? Even their own kind don’t trust them.

Still, that’s what the evidence points to. Hellbreed plus something else. In other words, a big fucking problem.

I let out a sharp frustrated breath. Traffic was beginning to pick up, and dawn was well under way. I heard the distinctive thrupping of a chopper and looked up. Channel Twelve had arrived.

Dammit.

CHAPTER 6
My warehouse smelled like dust and there was nothing in the fridge except a takeout container of fuzzy green something that had once, I think, been chicken chow mein. I pushed the fridge door shut and leaned my forehead against its cool enamel for a moment, inhaling.

There was nothing I could do just now. When dusk hit I’d start canvassing the city. Anything that smelled that bad was leaving a trail, and that taint of hellbreed would give me a place to start. If any of Hell’s citizens were developing a taste for cop, someone would know something. I had just the place to start, too.

You know what this means. You’re going to have to visit him early.

I pushed the thought away. Hauled myself up and away from the fridge. Eating could wait. I opened up the cabinet over the dishwasher and got out the bottle, poured myself a stiff jigger of Scotch, and downed it. Poured another, tipped it down my throat, and relished the brief sting.

It helped, a little.

Mikhail had left me the warehouse. Its walls creaked, each sound echoing and bouncing. Nothing could sneak up on me here, between the acoustics and the wide-open spaces. My bed was set out in the middle of its own room, well away from the walls. The sparring-space was clean, swept regularly. A long spear-shape under amber silk hummed on one wall, beside the other weapons, all racked neatly.

Mikhail’s sword hung in its sheath, its clawed finials and long hilt with the open gap in the pommel reflecting golden light. The sheath glowed—worn, mellow leather—the sword drawing strength from the square of sunlight resting over it, metal vibrating with its subliminal song. The skylight above had turned fierce, an open eye letting down a blade of light.

I shuffled out of the kitchen, swiping halfheartedly at the piled dust on the counter with one hand. Across the living room and down the short hall into the bedroom, my feet making little shushing noises against hardwood. My coat hung over the single chair, and my bed—two mattresses and a pile of messy blankets—beckoned.

Maybe just a short nap, so I’m fresh for tonight. The phone sat next to the bed, the answering machine blinking its deadly red eye.

I touched “Play” as I sank down on the bed, wriggling until knife-hilts didn’t poke so badly, burying my face in the pillow.

“Jill? It’s Galina. I have some more copper that might work for your wrist. Come by anytime.”

Will do. My arms and legs were heavy. So heavy. Sunlight is a hunter’s friend, it means rest and relaxation. Bad things generally don’t come out during the day. They wait for cover of darkness to sneak around and cause trouble.

“Jill. It’s Monty. I’ve buzzed you, something’s up. Come by.”

Already did, Monty. I’m on the job. I closed my eyes, breathing into my pillow. The smell of dust and my home gathered close and warm around me. I sighed.

“Kismet.” A bland, blank voice. My breath caught. “It would profit you to visit me. Come tomorrow, after dark, and bring your whip.” A soft gurgling laugh drew fingers of ice up my spine.

He said more, but I stopped listening, shivering as I burrowed into the bed, stopping my ears with the pillow. The sound of his voice faded.

Goddammit, Perry. Calling me wasn’t part of the deal. But I was tired. So bloody tired. I decided to leave it for a few hours. I’d get worked up about it when I woke up.

I tipped over the edge into sleep, the answering machine saying something else to me in a low male tone. I didn’t hear it, just slid under the edge of the world without a murmur as day walked the sky above.

Five months’ worth of training ended up with me facedown on the floor again, aching all over, battered and bruised, sweat dripping from my split ends. The blond dye had begun to work its way out of my hair, the constant workouts made me scrawnier than ever no matter how much he fed me, and my heart pounded so hard I thought I was going to pass out.

“Get up, milaya.” Pitiless, the accent weighting his words. “Or I will hit you again.”

He meant it, I already knew him enough to know that. I gasped in deep heaving breaths, my chest afire, staring at his bare hairy feet against the canvas. My arms were bars of leaden pain, my legs wet noodles. Still, when a man told you to do something, you did it.

Didn’t you? Obedience wasn’t optional, either in the place I’d been raised or during the years hooking for Val. It was a survival mechanism. One I cursed even as it stubbornly forced me to do what Mikhail told me, one more time.

Hate you, I thought, and buried the words as soon as they drifted across my consciousness. God would surely strike me down if I ever allowed myself to truly think it, wouldn’t He?

He was a man, too.

I pushed myself up. My left arm trembled, shivers spilling through the muscle meat, before it dumped me back facedown on the canvas-covered mat. I tried again. My arm refused to hold me, rebelling, so I pushed myself up with the other one.

“Get up.” His cane clove air, a silken swish; I didn’t flinch. I’d learned enough not to flinch, no matter what he did.

“How?” I wasn’t being fresh—I honestly didn’t know. When your body starts giving out on you, what do you do?

I was stupid, then. I didn’t know it was the mind that rules the flesh. What you truly will, the body will do. But that’s not the kind of truth you learn walking Lucado Street, you know.

CRACK.

Right across the lower back, gauging it perfectly, the thin bamboo cane would sting like hell and leave a bruise but not damage me. Unfortunately, my legs now refused to work, and I let out a dry barking sob. I wanted to do what he wanted. I needed to do what he told me to—this was my only chance, my only ticket out.

It was my road away from Lucado and my pimp’s empty eyes as he slumped choking over a coffee table, a neat hole in his chest and blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, the clock ticking, ticking, ticking on the wall.

I didn’t ever want to visit that room again. I would do anything I had to, to keep walking away, keep locking that door.

Mikhail said he would find me a job and a place, some therapy, something. But anywhere I went that room would be waiting. It was all I knew, and I’d be back on the street again sooner or later.

Probably sooner. I was a damned soul anyway. Who cared what I did?

Nobody. Nobody except the man in the long coat who had plucked me out of the snow as I lay bleeding, the .22 clutched in my scraped, bruised fist.

Mikhail didn’t want to train me, he didn’t need the trouble. But I wanted to do what he did.

I wanted to make him proud of me.

Mikhail sighed. “Get up, little snake. Don’t crawl.” Heavy, the words slid between my pounding ears. He sounded sad.

I tried again. Made it up to my knees. Red spots danced in front of my eyes, turned black. My feet hit the mat, I was upright without quite knowing how I’d gotten there. My left arm hung useless, the hand nervelessly clutching a knife, and he moved in on me again.

I threw my arm up just in time. Swallowed a harsh bark of pain as the cane clipped my elbow. The knife skittered away across the mats, and my eyes flew to his face, my right hand coming up instinctively, just the way he’d shown me and made me practice. Exhaustion sang in my ears and blurred my eyes, he shifted his weight and I responded, my knees flexing as I dropped into a crouch, knife lifted along my right forearm and a grimace of effort peeling my lips back.

I was too slow and too late, and I waited for the bamboo cane to descend again, braced myself for the pain. Blinked, gasping again as my lungs informed me they weren’t taking any more of this shit. My arms and legs seconded that emotion, with my heart pounding out its own agreement.

It was official. My entire corpse was in rebellion.

“Very good.”

For a moment my brain struggled with the words. I thought he’d spoken in Russian, it was so unexpected. Sunlight poured through the room, dusk coming on but the last half-hour of direct light working its way in through skylights, dust dancing in each golden column. Sweat dripped stinging into my eyes. I stared up at his beaky nose, the brackets around his thin-lipped mouth, Mikhail’s pale hair turning to layers of ice.

“Very good, milaya. Come.”

He bent down to take the knife from me, and I was so far gone I almost didn’t let him have it, shifting my weight back, bicep and triceps tensing involuntarily, preparing for the slash.

My teacher froze. Wariness crossed his blue eyes, and the world stopped.

“I—” I’m sorry, I began to say. The magic words. Sometimes they would stave off a beating if I said them quickly enough. If I was placatory enough, pliant enough.

“Very good.” A broad smile turned up the corners of his thin mouth and made him almost handsome, even if he was too old. “I think, there is more to the little snake than meets the eye, eh? Now hand me knife, milaya, and we shall find arnica for bruises. I think we go out for dinner tonight.”

I stared blankly at him for a long moment. Did he mean it, or was he going to punish me?

He made a quick movement with his blunt, callused fingers. He never hit me unless we were sparring, and he always tended the cuts and bruises gently. So far he hadn’t laid a hand on me except to correct me when I was holding a weapon, or to point out some flaw in my movements.

Or, of course, to beat my ass in sparring. But he was capable of more, wasn’t he? He was really able to put the hurt on someone, you could tell by the way he moved.

He was playing nice with me. For now, the hard cold survivor whispered in the back of my head. I tried to ignore her. She wasn’t a good girl.

I reversed the knife. Already the movement felt natural instead of awkward. Offered him the hilt, watching, waiting.

He took it, and the blade vanished into a sheath. He stretched, muscle moving under his red T-shirt, and held out his hand.

“Are you deaf? Come, your teacher is hungry. Hard work, training little snakes.”

My fingers closed on his, and Mikhail hauled me to my feet, then clapped me on the shoulder. I almost went down again, my legs weak as a newborn colt’s.

“Go clean up. We go out for dinner.” The kindness in the words was almost as foreign as his accent. “Good work, little snake. You are worth keeping, I think.”

It was the first time anyone had ever thought so, and my heart swelled four big sizes. I made it about three steps before I passed out from the strain.

I spent two days in bed recovering, and when I got up again, my training started in earnest.

CHAPTER 7
Night rose from the alleys and bars, spreading its cloak from the east and swirling in every corner. No matter how tired I am, dusk always wakes me up like six shots of espresso and a bullet whizzing past. It’s a hunter thing, I suppose. If we aren’t night owls when we begin, training and hunting make us so before long.

I surfaced from the velvet blankness between dreams, slowly. All was as it should be, the warehouse creaking and sighing as the wind came up from the river like it does every sunset, smelling of chemical-laden water and heat. My eyes drifted open, finding a familiar patch of blank wall. A knife-hilt dug into my ribs, hard. I blinked.

Then I rolled out of bed, catching myself on toes and palms, and did the pushups. Just like every time I woke up. Press against the wooden floor, bare toes cold, shoulders burning. Up. Up. Up.

Like a wooden plank. Nice and straight. Mikhail’s voice again, so familiar I barely noticed it.

When I finished the second set, it was time for the sit-ups. Then I padded, yawning and scratching, out into the practice room. Mikhail’s sword glittered in one last random reflection, dying sunlight jetting through a skylight to touch the hole in the hilt. The glitter was gone as soon as it happened, I hung the harness that held my knives and guns up on its peg. Yawned one more time, the silver charms in my hair shifting, as I settled, my feet hip-width apart, and found my center.

The fighting art of hunters is a hodgepodge. Name any martial art, and we’ve kiped a move or two. Savate, kung fu, plenty of judo, we do a lot of wrestling on the floor, actually. Escrima, karate, good old streetfight fisticuffs—which is mostly common sense and retraining the flinches out of you than anything else—t’ai chi… really, the list is endless and a hunter is always picking new things up. There’s even a style of fighting Weres train their young with, relying on quickness and evasion, that Mikhail thought was good for me. It’s like a dance, and several hunters take ballet for flexibility and balance. Every hunter accumulates a set of favorite moves that work well, but you always have to revisit even the ones you don’t like.

You never know what will save your ass.

After a half-hour of katas, I grabbed a pair of knives from the rack on the wall and really went to work. Knife fighting is close and dirty, and it’s my forte. I’m smaller than the average hunter, and even before the scar on my wrist I had quicker reflexes than most.

Women usually do.

Mikhail had to train nastiness into me, though, and the ruthless willingness to hurt. Without it, even the quickest reflexes won’t save you.

Mikhail.

Get up. My knives clove the air, whistling, spinning around my fingers, elbow-strikes, smashing the face with the knee. Get up, milaya. Or I will hit you again. Get up!

My own helpless sobs echoed in my ears, from years and miles away. My body moved easily now, gracefully, forms as strict as a dance become muscle memory, instinctive now. That wasn’t always the case. I had been gawky and helpless when he’d found me, a teenage girl more used to streetwalking than lunge-kicks. The first year of my training had been hell in more ways than one.

Step, kick, turn, take out the knee, upward slash, break the neck with a quick twist, stamp and turn. The blades gleamed in the dimness as the last light of day leached out of the skylights. Metal sang as I flung both knives, the solid tchuk as they met the scarred block of wood set across the practice room reassuring. “Not so bad,” I whispered, then it was time for the heavy bag.

I started out easy, double and triple punches, working myself into a rhythm. I have to be careful; if you’ve got a hellbreed-strong fist, you have to hold back even when your heavy bag is reinforced. Elbow strike, knee, the rapid tattoo mixing with exhaled breath at the end of each blow.

Sweat dripped stinging into my eyes. Not because of the effort, but because I’d been dreaming again. Memory rose like a riptide, swallowing me whole.

Snow. Shivering, the cold nipping at fingers and toes, exposed knobs of my knees raw and aching. Taste of iron and slick tears at the back of my throat. The place where he’d hit me throbbed, a swallowing brand of fire, and the gun was heavy in my hand.

I’d done it. I had committed murder, and I’d taken Val’s gun. Still, the thing I worried about most was the money. The thought that he’d cut me, hurt me, maybe mark my face if he found me now, wasn’t eased in the slightest by the fact that I’d shot the motherfucker.

The clock was still ticking inside my head. Tick tock, tick tock.

A white Oldsmobile eased by, its windows down even in the blinding cold, and a beer bottle smashed on the pavement. They yelled, and my dry eyes barely blinked. The gun was on my right side, hidden by my thin cotton dress.

I had already killed. I had already committed the greatest sin possible, to crown all my other sins.

If the car slowed down, if they stopped, it would be the last time. The last time.

Split lip. I’d had a split lip and a damn-near dislocated shoulder, and a busted-up spleen—and those were only the lightest injuries. Mikhail told me later it was a wonder I’d been walking, he could smell the blood and hurt on me even across the street.

Punch, bag shudders, follow it up with elbow, lift the knee, move in low, the force on a punch has to come from the hip just like whip-work or it’s useless.

Useless. Like I used to be.

The purring of the Oldsmobile’s engine returned, growing louder. I stopped, head hanging, fingers tightening on the cold metal. Men. All of them, men. The same type of men I’d been so close to, so many times, swallowing if I had to, spitting when I could, letting my body do things while the real part of me retreated into a little box—a box that grew smaller and smaller each time.

When it finally became too small, would I vanish?

I had already sailed off the edge of the world. Now I just had to take as many of them with me as I could before I was finally put down. I turned, eyes wide, headlights blinding me, gun lifting—and warm fingers clamped around my wrist.

No, the tall white-haired man had said, another language blurring through the words, a song of a foreign accent. Not tonight, little one.

Kick. Kick. Stamp down, both fists smacking the heavy bag. Fists blurring, low sound of effort through clenched teeth.

I struggled, but he was too strong, and I squeezed the trigger as the car eased past. The sound of the .22 was lost under a blare of the horn and catcalls, and he twisted the gun out of my hand, ignoring the car. I tried to punch him, he didn’t seem to move but the punch went wide, and I spun aside, falling. My arm stretched, my injured shoulder screaming. He let go, and I landed in snow, my skin burning. I coughed, and a bright jet of blood smashed out through my teeth.

The last thing I felt was gentle fingers in my ragged, strawlike dyed-blonde hair. I tried to curse at him, hooked my fingers and tried to take off some of his skin. My broken nails scratched only air. I tried to scream, choking on blood.

He had watched me for a few moments, weighing me.

My fists thudded into the bag. I stopped. My ribs flickered as I took in deep heaving breaths. How had he seen anything valuable in that broken girl in the snow? And the gun had vanished; he never mentioned it afterward.

Had he guessed how desperate I’d been, and what I’d done with the goddamn gun before he’d seen me? Did he care? Monty never mentioned my police record. Then again, my name was different by the time he met me. I was different, all the way down to the bone. Sometimes I wondered if my fingerprints had changed.

I gave the heavy bag one last punch, listening as it swayed on its chain. The creaking was familiar, and echoed through the warehouse. My breathing evened out, and my eyes tracked across the wall. A long slim shape under a fall of amber silk, the crossbow and hunting bow, the mace and the wooden spear with its tassels rusty and clumped together, its tip gummed with black residue.

And Mikhail’s sword, a faint glow running through the clawed finials, the empty space in the hilt watching me.

The carved ruby in the hollow of my throat warmed, responding. Air brushed my skin, the scar twitching as I noticed it again, the preternatural acuity of my senses almost normal now that I’d spent a while with it uncovered. I would have to visit the Monde Nuit early, both to gather information about whatever hellbreed was killing cops, and also to express my displeasure to Perry. He shouldn’t be calling me.

It wasn’t part of the deal.

Not tonight, little one. I had not known my teacher’s voice then. I hadn’t known it was the voice of salvation.

As if I deserved salvation, deserved to be plucked from the snow and given a new life.

I don’t want to think about this. “Mikhail,” I whispered. The whisper bounced back, taunted me. He was dead, choked on his own blood, betrayed by a viper in woman’s clothing, and I was still here. I hadn’t been able to save him.

All the training, all the striving, all the pain—and I still had not been able to save him.

The heavy bag stilled, its chain making a slow sound of metal under tension. I wanted to kick it again, listen to the familiar creaking, but I didn’t. Instead, I turned on my heel and stalked for the door, grabbing my harness from its peg.

I needed a shower.

One thing about being a hunter—sometimes your night doesn’t work out exactly as planned. All I wanted was a few drinks to brace me before I had to go into the Monde, so I headed toward Micky’s on Mayfair Hill, among the gay nightclubs and high-priced fetish boutiques. Micky’s is a quiet place, an all-night restaurant where trouble never starts—because not only is it the place where the gay community comes to canoodle over blintzes, beer, and specialty pancakes, it’s also staffed with Weres. Pretty much any night you can find a few nightsiders drinking, or stuffing themselves with human food, or just sitting and having a cup of coffee under the pictures of old film stars watching from the walls.

If you’re on the nightside and you’re legal, you’re welcome in Micky’s. Even if you’re not-so-legal you’re welcome, as long as you pay your tab and don’t start any trouble.

I was heading up Bolivar Street to the foot of Mayfair when something brushed against my consciousness, and I put the Impala into a bootlegger’s turn, headed back and around the corner onto Eighteenth. Tires smoked and screeched; a horn blared behind me, and I zagged the Impala into a halfass parking spot in an alley and was out of the car in a flash, my senses dilating.

The reek of the thing I was hunting smashed through my nose, and I felt more than heard its footsteps like a brush against a drum. Moving fast, and moving away.

I bolted out into the street, plunged into an alley on the other side, and scaled the side of the building by tearing my way up the outside of the fire escape. Vaulted over the side of the roof and began to run, my coat flapping behind me.

The baked smell of daylight still simmered up from pavement and rooftop, but the stink cut right through it with a harsh serrated edge. I leapt, etheric force pulled through the suddenly blazing scar, and hit a tenement rooftop going full speed, barely rolling to shed a little momentum, glad once again that I wear leather pants. Denim can get shredded when you’re going this fast.

I don’t wear leather because it makes my ass look cute, you know.

Fuck this thing’s quick, watch it Jill, cross street coming up, you can head it off if it keeps going in a straight line—

But of course it couldn’t be that easy. I landed hard in the middle of Twenty-Ninth Street, the shock slamming up through my hips and shoulders as I ended up on one knee, concrete smoking and puffing up dust under the strain of my sudden application of force. Air screamed away from my body, my coat snapping like a flag in a hard breeze. Two blocks down, an indistinct quadruped shape—the streetlight had burned out—squeezed down into the road itself.

Oh, shit. Please don’t tell me it did what I think it just did. But I was already moving, and lo and behold things were about to get interesting.

The son of a bitch had just gone down through a manhole. The manhole cover lay off to one side, dents in its surface I didn’t have time to examine. I also didn’t have time to drag it back so a car wouldn’t break an axle in the hole. No, I just breathed an imprecation and leapt, dropping down through the hole with arms and legs pulled close, bracing myself for whatever waited at the bottom.

And hoping I didn’t hit anything on the way down.

The resulting thud had a splash attached, liquid splattering up to paint the crumbling concrete walls, and a new and interesting smell of waste threatened to knock me off my feet. Mixed with the gagging stench of the thing I chased, it was a heady bouquet.

Well, at least if it stinks that bad I can track it. No ambush waited for me down below. I finished sliding a knife from its sheath and noticed something strange.

The smell of the thing was different. It didn’t reek of hellbreed, just purely of sickness and fur. The silver in my hair and against my throat didn’t start to burn; Mikhail’s apprentice-ring on my third left finger didn’t prickle with heat.

No time for questions. The water was knee-high and I splashed through, automatically noting how deep I was—it’d been a hell of a fall. Christ. It couldn’t fall into a nice clean department store, it had to pick a goddamn storm drain. Smells like something’s dead down here too. Lovely.

Running. Breath coming harsh and tearing, the knife held reversed along my forearm, my coat snapping and popping like a guitar riff, the liquid turning even soupier as tunnels began to branch off. I followed the worst smell, my gag reflex triggered—I didn’t have time to throw up. Jesus. This is foul. Why doesn’t it smell like hellbreed? My coat is never going to be the same.

Branching tunnels. A left, a right, a soft left in an intersection of four ways—did this thing know where it was going? Was it running blind or luring me into something?

I hate this sort of thing. The sludge started getting deeper, and the tunnel slanted downhill. I really hate this sort of thing.

Covered in guck, stinking to high heaven—there was something dead in the water—I reached a wide, deep chamber with a cleaner smell. A faint green glow bounced off the water’s oily surface and dappled the walls. Above, pipes tangled, and several different round openings led off in different directions.

For the second time, maddeningly, the smell just quit between one step and the next. I skidded to a stop in thigh-high water, throwing up a sheet of it, and cast about frantically, trying to catch the thread again. A distant clang, like something sharply striking a pipe, tightened every nerve in my body.

To top it all off, the charms in my hair shifted, tinkling, and the silver chain at my throat began to burn. Mikhail’s ring heated up, too. The knife blurred back into its sheath even as my blue eye scanned under the surface of the world and found nothing.

The smell was gone.

Goddammit, I REALLY HATE this sort of thing.

I backed up a step or two, and there it was again—but it was fading under the onslaught of fresh water lapping into the chamber, a cold current mouthing my thighs. Breaking a trail with running water, a trick so old even normal humans do it.

But the ability to mask a scent so thoroughly was pure hellbreed. I didn’t know of anything else that could do that so cleanly, like a scalpel slicing off a nerve.

And hellbreed meant possible nasty surprise lurking somewhere.

This would be a really good time to get out of the water, Jill. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to go but one of the pipe openings, and God alone knew what was in those.

My guns cleared leather in both hands, and I turned in a full circle, my eyes—smart and dumb—traveling over every nook and cranny. No use. Whoever it was, they were gone.

The heat drained from my silver. The scar on my wrist prickled, working in toward the bone, unhealthy heat spilling up my arm, jolting in my shoulder as I pulled force through it, worked into taut humming readiness.

“Goddammit.” The word couldn’t carry the weight of my frustration. I searched for others. “Shit. Shitfuck. Motherfuckingcock-sucking fuck on a cheese-coated stick!” My voice bounced and rippled off the water.

A slight sound, behind me.

I spun, water tearing up in a sleek wave as etheric force swirled with me, both guns trained on one particular pipe, big enough for something very nasty to fit in. My pulse smoothed out, quit its hammering, and I tasted copper on my tongue through the reek of rot coating the back of my nose.

A glimmer, down low. Green-blue and flat, like an animal’s eyes at night. My fingers tightened on the trigger even as I sensed another presence and half turned, one gun locking onto the first target, the other locking onto the second. Come out and play, shitheels, whoever you are.

The second one spoke. “Jill?” A female voice, low and husky with a touch of purr behind it. “Don’t shoot. I’m coming out with my hands loose. Dominic’s with me.”

What the hell?

Memory placed the voice. One gun lowered slightly. “Harp?”

Harper Smith slid out of the second pipe. My pulse thundered in my ears as I twitched, amped on adrenaline and oh so close to pulling the trigger.

She’s tall—Weres usually are, even females. She moved with the fluidity and precision of a cat Were, all slinking graze and laziness. Long dark hair pulled back in two thick braids, wide liquid dark eyes, and a mouth that always seemed just short of merriment below an aristocratic nose and wide high cheekbones, she was beautiful in the negligent way almost all Weres are. She hung for a moment full-length from a slimmer iron pipe, then curved to land on a larger one, her booted feet placed for maximum effect. Her battered canvas jacket flapped briefly, showing her sidearm, and the feathers braided into her hair fluttered as she cocked her head, examining me.

Her mate, Dominic, peered out of the same pipe she’d been in. “Hey, Kismet.” His voice was lower, a bass purr, and his sandy-blond hair was as long as Harp’s but pulled back and bound in a club with leather thongs. His eyes glittered briefly too, and I caught a flash of the straight line of his mouth before he withdrew a little, into shadow. “Put the iron away, willya?”

The Terrible Two of the Martindale Squad. What the hell is the FBI doing out here? And two Weres without a hunter… that means a Were problem. I promptly turned my back on them, both guns pointed at the first pipe. “Hey, Dom. What are you guys doing out here?” My fingers tightened on the triggers. “And is that your fucking friend? If it is, you’d better speak up now before I ventilate him.”

“Easy, hunter.” The third voice was male, low with an edge of vibrating bass like Dominic’s. “Don’t make me take that gun away from you.”

Oh, you did not just say that to me. “Come and try it, cheesecake. Weres don’t scare me. Who the fuck are you?”

“Calm down, both of you!” Harp sounded annoyed. “Jill, he’s one of ours. He’s a tracker from out on the Brightwater Reservation. Saul, come out and introduce yourself. This is Mikhail’s student.”

I kept the guns trained as the Were moved cautiously forward. He was a long rangy man, his dark hair shoulder-length and left loose, dark eyes flicking down my body to where the water lapped at my thighs and coming back up again. He had the classic Were face—high cheekbones, red-brown skin, thick eyelashes, chiseled mouth.

He looked Native American, like most American Weres. Native American on the cover of a romance novel, that is, a really bodice-ripping one. Jeans and a hip-length leather jacket, a black T-shirt stretching over his chest. The healthy clean scent of Were mixed with the stink, and I was abruptly conscious of being dipped in fetid goo and wet almost clear through.

“Saul.” He gave his name grudgingly. “Saul Dust-circle.”

“Jill Kismet.” I lowered my guns, holstered them both. Measured him for a long moment. I am not going to say it’s a pleasure. Then I rounded back on Harp. “What the fuck is the Martindale Squad doing down in the drains in my city, Harp? Without contacting me, I might add?”

“Left you a message yesterday.” Dominic eased forward a little more, crouching with easy grace inside the pipe mouth. He reached up, scratched his cheek with blunt delicate fingertips. “You been busy?”

“That’s the goddamn understatement of the year.” I should have listened to messages this morning; I knew there was something I’d missed last night. I let out a long breath. “Five cops attacked out on the Drag last night. Montaigne called me in. Something that smells goddamn awful, and has a habit of cloaking itself. I repeat, why are you in my city?”

I should have been a bit more polite, but my nerves were a little thinner than I liked. This disturbed me badly. Something that smelled that terrible should not be able to disappear like a hellbreed could. Plus, I was covered in guck, and they looked cool and imperturbable like Weres always do.

To top it all off, I’d sensed hellbreed, I knew I had. It just kept getting better.

“Easy, Jill.” Harp spoke up, soft and calm. “We just blew into town a couple days ago, and had to wait for Saul. We’ve been trying to reach you.”

She took a deep breath, and her eyes met mine. The other male Were—Saul—made a slight scuffing sound as he moved, and I quelled the urge to twitch. He came goddamn close to getting silverjacket lead in his flesh.

I suddenly had a very bad feeling.

Then Harp went and said just about the worst thing she could have. “We have a rogue Were.”

CHAPTER 8
Some days the worst part of the job is cleaning up. I tossed the damp towel in the hamper, buckled my harness on, and stalked out of the bathroom. My coat was dripping in the utility room, having been hosed off thoroughly, and I suspected I was never going to be able to get my boots clean again. So I was barefoot, in a fresh pair of leather pants and a Jonathan Strange T-shirt, the weight of the harness comforting against my shoulders and back.

I heard voices as I padded up the hall.

“This place is a sty.”

It seemed Mr. Dustcircle didn’t think much of my housekeeping. Weres are inherently domestic, and my empty fridge was probably scandalous to the country boy. If he was fresh off the Rez, he probably hadn’t had much contact with hunters, either. Most Rez Weres take a dim view of humans, and hunters are only tolerated because they’re good backup when the scurf start infesting again.

I almost shuddered. At least I was fairly sure we weren’t dealing with carnivorous bits of contagion. I’ve never faced a scurf infestation myself. God willing, I never will.

“Don’t get snitty.” There was the tinkle of glass—Harp was probably getting herself a drink. “She’s a good hunter. Mikhail Tolstoi trained her.”

My heart twisted with pain, kept on beating.

“She stinks of hellbreed.” Dustcircle didn’t sound mollified. “And she’s not one of us.”

It shouldn’t have annoyed me, but it did. I stepped out of the hall, my fingers falling away from a knife-hilt. “Will you shut him up, Harp? That country shit is getting on my nerves.”

Harp stood at my breakfast bar, and Dustcircle stood in the kitchen, his hands loose at his sides. The female Were kept pouring Jack Daniel’s, steadily, into one of four chunky glasses. No Were strategy session is without munchies unless the situation’s dire, and JD was as close to food as I possessed unless you wanted to count the science experiment in the fridge.

“Dominic went to get some takeout.” Harp’s dark eyes rested on the glasses. “I wanted to ask you, Jill, could you put Saul up while he stays in town? I would, but we’re at the Carlton on expense account, and the pencil-pushers in Accounting don’t look kindly on such things.”

I leaned against the living-room wall, folding my arms. I couldn’t see Dustcircle’s face; the kitchen cabinets hanging over the breakfast bar blocked my view. “Why can’t he stay in the barrio?”

It was rude of me, but he’d just called my house a sty. Which it probably was, to a Were. But at least I scrub my own toilets, and there was nothing rotting in the kitchen.

Well, except for the science experiment in the fridge.

“Because,” Harp said steadily, finishing her pouring, “he doesn’t have kin in the barrio, and because I don’t want to worry about you while this is going on. This neatly solves both my problems.”

Worry about me? What do you think I’ve been doing out here, holding hands and having bake sales? “Heaven knows I live to solve your problems, Harp. Quit fucking around. I don’t take in boarders, especially ones who can’t even insult me to my face. Stash him with Galina, that’s what a Sanctuary’s for.” I restrained the urge to rub at my right wrist, wishing I’d had time to drop by Galina’s and take a look at the new copper cuffs. I could smell the alcohol in the glasses, and I badly wanted a jolt.

“What, and have a rogue battering at her front door? She won’t thank me for that, and even if it doesn’t matter to her it’ll endanger everyone who pops by. Besides, I want this kept quiet, and everybody and their mother goes to Galina’s. Come on, Jill. He’ll behave, I promise.” Harp scooped up two of the glasses, and stalked over the bare wooden floor to hand me one. Her skin was warm, a Were’s higher metabolism bleeding heat into the air. “Let’s sit down, shall we?”

“Help yourself.” I indicated my ugly-as-sin secondhand orange Naugahyde couch. “Come on, Harp. Spill. Even if it is a rogue Were, what the hell is the FBI doing in on it? Rogue Weres are the responsibility of regional territory holders in conjunction with hunters. The Norte Luz pride should be in on this.”

Harp settled herself on the couch. I downed the respectable dollop she’d poured me, felt it burn all the way down, and stamped over to the counter to snag the bottle. Dustcircle eased around the corner of the breakfast bar, eyeing me disdainfully. He smelled faintly of cherry tobacco and cigarette smoke, and he was much larger than me, being a Were. His gaze met mine, flicked down my body again.

I loudly ignored him.

“Well?” I prompted, when the silence stretched a little too far. “Come on, Harp.”

“The rogue has crossed state lines.” She was choosing her words with care. “And his kills are… disturbing. Very disturbing.”

You know, when you say disturbing, I bet it means something totally different than when I say it. And neither definition is very comforting. I had a bad feeling about all this. “Would it have anything to do with the way the trail keeps vanishing? Or with the hellbreed I keep smelling?”

“You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” Dustcircle’s tone was tight and furious. He didn’t like being dismissed.

“You going to muzzle him, Harp?” I settled down cross-legged on the floor near the couch. “I’m not as patient as Mikhail when it comes to dealing with little boys who bark too much.”

To give her credit, she didn’t roll her eyes. “Jill made a bargain with one of the resident powers in town,” Harp said quietly. “With Mikhail’s support and approval, I might add. She’s a good hunter, Saul. Either be a polite little kitten or shut the fuck up, will you? I would hate to have to call your mother.”

“I’m not a kit, Harp.” Most of the growl left his voice. He picked up one of the drinks, paced smoothly across the room, and settled down on the floor about six feet from me, facing the couch. There was no other piece of furniture in the living room except the lamps, big antique iron things that had stood in Mikhail’s bedroom, once upon a time. “I apologize, hunter. I haven’t slept much, and I’m impolite.”

By Were codes of etiquette, that was a bare-throat submission. I stared at him for a good thirty seconds. The mellow shine of electric light in his hair was tinted with red. “Forgotten,” I said finally. “And forgiven. Nice to meet you.”

Which, by Were codes, was a magnanimous refusal to prove my dominance.

That earned me a startled glance, but I turned my gaze back to Harp, who wore a wide white-toothed smile. I touched the back of my right wrist, scrubbed at it with my fingers. Touching the scar wasn’t a good time, so when I had it uncovered for a while I rubbed at the back of my wrist, a nervous tic I was helpless to stop. “Fine. But one nasty comment and he’s out the door. I haven’t been half-drowned in storm-drain shit tonight to take lip from a Were you can’t babysit. Now start talking.”

The warehouse creaked as the side door opened. I smelled food, and Were. Dominic made no attempt to keep quiet. Wise of him.

Harp knocked back her drink in one smooth motion. I poured myself another.

“It started out in Massachusetts—this rogue is ranging further than any I’ve ever seen. The kills look strange, very strange. About three-quarters of the kills are a regular rogue’s—tracked from a resting-site, muscle meat gone, a high level of violence, souvenirs taken. The other quarter are… well, too savage to be a Were, blood for the hell of it and no muscle meat taken.” She took a deep breath as Dominic padded into the room.

“Your plates still in the same place, Jill?” He sounded unwontedly cheerful. “That Thai place on Seventy-second is still open. Go figure.”

I didn’t know there was a Thai place on Seventy-second. Trust a Were to know where all the munchies are. “Everything’s where it should be,” I told him, leaning back braced on my hands. “Drop the other shoe, Harp.”

She did. “He’s killed two hunters already. Devon Blue in Boston, and Jean-François Roche in Louisiana. Saul’s sister was running backup for Jean-François. Our rogue killed her. It was a hell of a fight, from what we can tell.”

My stomach turned over hard. “Holy shit.” My eyes jagged over to Dustcircle, who was staring into his drink. Killing another Were’s sister is a big deal. The only thing bigger is killing another Were’s mother. It’s one of the few completely taboo things among them.

“I’m sorry.” My voice dropped. No wonder he was in a bad mood.

And Boston and Louisiana were too far apart for a regular rogue. They tend to stay in familiar territory, which makes them easier to track. Rogues are normally completely predictable, behavior-wise, at the mercy of instinct run amok. To have a rogue acting unpredictably was bad, bad news.

Or it wasn’t a rogue at all. But if Harp said it was…

Saul glanced up, and I thought I saw surprise in his dark gaze before Dominic came out with plates and chopsticks, carrying two large plastic bags as well. He must have bought one of everything on the menu. “Chowtime, boys and girls. Kiss, you need to eat. You look like you’re trying to diet yourself to death.”

“Don’t call me that.” I wrinkled my nose as chili pepper and coconut crawled up into my sinuses and made themselves at home. “You got everything four-stars again, didn’t you.”

“Live it up, baby.” Dominic handed me a plate and a pair of wooden chopsticks. “We’ve got the files, and you might as well take a look at them. You know the city better than we do, and we’ll need to start checking everywhere a rogue might go to ground.”

I caught the look he flashed to Harp, and was suddenly sure there was more. “If it’s a rogue Were, why is it acting unpredictably, and why does it smell like hellbreed?” But only sometimes. Still, even “sometimes” is enough to give me nightmares.

God knows I don’t get nightmares easy anymore. I just dream about Mikhail.

It’s anyone’s guess which was worse.

“We don’t know.” Harp sounded cautious again. “We were hoping maybe you’d have an idea. Operations suggested bringing you in, and when the trail veered this way we thought we’d pick you up.”

Aha. Suddenly more about this makes sense. I tapped my chopsticks against my plate, meditatively.

Silence, broken only by the rustling of plastic. Dominic plopped down on the wooden floor between me and Saul, and Harp slithered off the couch to sit with us, folding her long legs up with inhuman grace. Warm air swirled, touching my cheek—their skins throwing out heat like sidewalks on a summer day.

Shit. Sometimes I wish I couldn’t hear what people aren’t saying. I set my plate down, my skin going briefly cold. Laid the chopsticks across them. They want to talk to Perry. “No way, Harp. He’ll eat you alive.”

“We just want to ask some questions.” Her eyes met mine.

“Dinner first,” Dominic said. “Eat, then argue. Come on, Kiss.”

“Hellbreed don’t like Weres. And this one’s different, he’s not your average shiny-eyed weirdo.” The chopsticks rattled as I shifted, my knee brushing the plate. “Give me what you want to ask him about, I’ll take it in. I’ve got to go in there anyway, I might as well.”

And the more business I have to handle, the more I can put off going in there to make my monthly payment. My skin chilled afresh, gooseflesh prickling up hard all along my back.

“We’re curious about this hellbreed, Jill. It’s a golden opportunity for the Squad to find out what’s going on inside his little domain. We have half a dozen cases he might have his fingers in, and nobody can get close enough to even snap a picture of him.”

No doubt. “That should tell you something.” I poured another healthy cupful of JD, set the bottle down, and tossed the whole glass back. “Jesus Christ, Harp. Don’t push this one. You know better, Mikhail would tell you the same thing. Did tell you the same goddamn thing.”

Harp decided to push it. But carefully, her voice soft and uncertain. “Not even a meeting in a neutral place?”

Perry doesn’t do neutral, sweetcheeks. “No, Harper. Not a chance.” I shifted restlessly, and Dustcircle twitched. Dominic, a takeout container in his hand, studied me with lambent eyes. Brown feathers in Harp’s hair stirred, and the warehouse echoed, little chuckles and sighs as my voice bounced back to me.

“I had to ask. Operations feels it’s a priority.” She dropped her eyes, looking at her plate.

Two submissions from as many Weres in under ten minutes. It was a record of sorts, but one I didn’t feel good about setting. “You can tell that snake to slither back into his hole, I’m not taking you to see Perry. I can barely keep my own skin whole around him, and looking out for you is a distraction I don’t need. You know how hellbreed feel about Weres.” I poured myself another healthy dose of amber alcohol, knocked it back, and set the glass down with a small, precise click. Decided it was time for a subject change. “So we have a rogue ranging out of accustomed territories, a quarter of the kills not following a rogue’s standard pattern, and the stink of hellbreed. A hellbreed manipulating a rogue Were, maybe?”

Dominic busied himself with dishing up the food. Harp settled into her seated posture, rubbing at her eyes as if tired. She looked so lovely and languid, it was hard to believe she could shift and tear an ordinary human to shreds in less than fifteen seconds.

Dustcircle piped up. “A rogue Were is hard to control.”

Bingo. “Easier than a Were with his wits about him.” I stared at my empty plate, the white circle with the cheap chopsticks bisecting it. “You said something about files, Harp?”

“Yeah.” She accepted a filled plate from Dominic with a nod of thanks, one blonde braid dipping forward over her shoulder. The feathers were brown and stippled, hawk from the look of it; her tribe was allied with the Washington D.C. hawkflight. “But not until after we eat.”

Good idea. My stomach rolled uneasily, but I put a bright face on it. “The night’s young. I’ll peek at the files and then you can start canvassing the barrio while I go through the hellbreed clubs. I want to find out what hellbreed’s tangled up in this, or we’re just shooting in the dark.”

“A rogue should be predictable,” Dustcircle muttered, as Dominic glorped some pad Thai onto his plate. “We’ve missed something. But regardless, we should hunt him first.”

My temper all but snapped. “You’ve done a bang-up job of catching this predictable guy so far. And for your information, Were, I am the resident expert when it comes to hunting hellbreed.”

“Is that why you smell like one?” Dustcircle nodded his thanks to Dominic, not bothering to glance at me.

Harp already gave you my bona fides, country boy. I counted to ten. It didn’t work, so I counted again. Harp’s hand paused halfway to her mouth, as if she wanted to clap it over her lips but couldn’t quite make it there. Dominic, his chopsticks in midair, sighed wearily. Being mated to Harp must mean a whole lot of uncomfortable moments, and he was a smooth-it-over type of guy.

To top the whole damn unsatisfactory conversation, my pager buzzed against my hip, clipped to my belt. The damn thing was waterproof, which I alternately vilified and blessed. I unclipped and glanced at it, barely seeing the number. Perfect. Just what I need.

I got to my feet slowly, the floor creaking underneath me. “Duty calls.” My voice sounded unnatural even to myself. “Harp?”

She made a small noise, as if the breath had been knocked out of her. “Jill.”

“While I’m gone, will you teach the country boy some manners? My job is hard enough without assholes complicating it. I presume you have a copy of whatever file you want me to face Perry down with. Leave it here, lock up when you’re done.”

I turned on my heel and stalked away, the warehouse echoing and my teeth clenched so tight my jaw ached. They were silent. I was hungry. And my coat was still sopping-wet.

Great.

CHAPTER 9
A very clasped the bag of ice to his face. “Don’t say a word,” he groaned, leaning back in his chair. “Not one single fucking word, Kiss. I’m warning you.”

I hunched my aching shoulders, bracing my elbows on my knees as I inhaled, exhaled, dangling the bottle of beer in my right hand. “I’m not saying anything, Avery.” My wrist burned, I’d pulled a hell of a lot of etheric force through the scar. “I’m not even thinking it.”

“Liar.” His leg was tightly bandaged, his throat bruised, and the tiled hall echoed as he let out a gusty sigh. Here at the downtown jail, below the five stories that held the normal criminals overnight or during trials, this corridor terminated in three rooms, each with a circle scribed on the floor. Sometimes they were empty for two or three days at a time.

Then there were nights like tonight. Two exorcisms referred in by the two Catholic parishes, one by the local Methodist church, and another three dragged in by Eva and Benito, two-thirds of the regular exorcists in town responsible for doing straight rip-and-stuffs. Wallace was visiting his mother in Idaho, and on a busy night like this I could have strangled him, though he needed the vacation.

Regular exorcists shouldn’t do more than two a night. It’s draining psychic and physical work, and for anything out of the ordinary they were supposed to call me in. Avery had tried to take on his third exorcism of the night by himself, and I’d arrived just as the possessed—a meek little morbidly religious shut-in on Benton Avenue who was even now unconscious inside one of the holding cells for the night—did her level best to tear his eyes out after chewing his leg open and throttling him. She was lucky to still be alive, as I’d had to tear the Possessor out of her in a hell of a hurry and drag both her and Avery downtown for some medical attention.

Possessors are nasty little things, and once an exorcism gets referred it’s almost a given that they’ve wormed their way into someone with weeks of effort, driving them crazy a little bit at a time. Most of the possessed have no memory of the whole time—big chunks of their life gone—maybe an unconscious reflex, the psyche shutting away the trauma of having a parasitical psychic rider. It’s one of the biggest violations imaginable, your mind and soul not your own—and the fact that Possessors, the little worms, tend to prey on the religious and naive, not to mention the middle to upper-middle class, isn’t much of a comfort. For once the poor aren’t targeted by a species of hellbreed, but that was small reassurance at best.

Plus, Possessors find it easier to slide in while the ambient psychic temperature is fermenting-hot. Like right after one hunter passes away and a new one takes his place. All in all, big fun.

I took a long drag off the beer. It was ice-cold, filched from the small fridge under Avery’s desk, the same desk I leaned my knee against as I eyed him. Technically you’re not supposed to have alcohol anywhere near you on duty, but exceptions were sometimes made for exorcists.

You don’t last long without a drink or two—or six—in this line of work.

Wrestling on the floor with a woman who was no doubt very nice and sweet when she didn’t have a Possessor inside her just made a cold beer go down that much better. My shoulders ached, and she’d gotten her teeth in my throat, worrying at the band of the sternocleidomastoid muscle. If she’d been true hellbreed or even Trader, that might have given me a problem. But Possessors are the low end of the hell pool, I could handle five or six of them on a given night without getting tired like a regular exorcist. Still, more than one or two a night wasn’t good for anyone involved.

“How you doing?” Avery’s good eye blinked furiously, tears running down his scraped cheek from the stinging of ice against swelling tissue. “You look pissed.”

No, what I am is tired. Though I just had a snotty-ass Were country boy run his mouth off about hellbreed at me. “New case.”

“Heard about that.” Avery shifted a little in his chair. The entire jail above us seemed to hold its breath. I cocked my head and took another long draft of cold beer.

“News travels fast.”

“Five cops.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. I don’t even know if that rookie survived the night. No matter, if he wakes up and he’s coherent Montaigne will buzz me. “Christ, Avery. Jesus Christ.”

“You’ll get whoever it is.” He lowered the ice, the plastic chair creaking as he shifted. “If something ever happened to me, you’d kill the bastard that did it.”

You’re right, Ave. I am the avenger, it’s my job. But Jesus. “Let’s hope that never happens. I’d hate to have to train your replacement just when I’ve gotten used to your silly punk ass.”

He shrugged, one corner of his mouth lifting painfully. He would be bruised all up that side of his face tomorrow. “Hand me a beer, willya? And tell me what’s really bothering you.” A flash of his pale chest showed through his torn shirt, and the St. Anthony’s medal glittered briefly on its silver chain. I opened the small fridge and passed over a fresh cold bottle, his skin briefly touching mine. The scar on my wrist throbbed. I heard moans and shuffles overhead in the holding cells, and a subliminal thrill ran under my skin.

Dawn. A hunter always feels it, the sun rising and the city settling into daytime geography.

Yet another night spent on the run. I opened my mouth, but my pager buzzed again. “Jesus Christ.” I sighed, knocked back the rest of the bottle in a few long swallows. Avery let out a sharp little adrenaline-jag laugh, his dark hair sticking sweat-damp to his forehead. He smelled like a good hard workout on a clean human male, no taint of hell. No exotic corrupt smell of hellbreed.

Not like me.

“Why don’t you get a cell phone?” He clasped the ice to his eye again, hissing out between his teeth. His other hand was occupied with the beer.

“As many times as I get dumped in water? Or shot? Or hit with levinbolts?” I shook my head. “Can’t afford it. Pager works fine, and the buzz won’t give me away when I’m playing snake-under-the-rock.” I unclipped the pager, setting the empty bottle down. Avery’s desk always looked about to disappear under a mound of paper, and he’d stuck slim candles into the bottle mouths, some burned down and others pristine.

Well, an exorcist usually ends up eccentric. It’s the nature of the job. Eva paints and gilds hollowed-out chicken eggs. Benito likes hanging upside-down in a gravity rack, says it helps him sleep. And Wallace likes going out into the desert for jaunts with only a loincloth and a canteen for company.

The number on the pager blurred as I blinked at it. Then I let out a soft breath, my ribs squeezing down, and the sound caught in my throat became a low reedy whistle, as if I’d been punched hard and had to suck the air back in.

When I could talk again, I said, “Fuck.”

“What’s up?” Avery didn’t sound very interested. He leaned back, his good eye closed, the ice clasped to his face.

“Got to go. It’s past dawn, you should be all right for a while. Call if you need me.” Shut up, Jill. You had to go see him anyway.

But he shouldn’t be calling me, dammit. Christ. Why am I so upset?

It wasn’t just the prospect of going into the Monde Nuit. I did that every month.

She stinks of hellbreed.

That was it. I smelled like hellbreed. Like the very things I fought. Usually I ignored the point successfully enough to function.

Thanks to a stinking country-boy Were, I now had to think about it.

I stood up. Avery waved his beer bottle, languidly. “Another parade of heart-stopping excitement, brought to you by the Santa Luz Exorcist Squad.” The ice crackled as he shifted it against his face. “I’m going to go see Galina, have her fix this eye. Don’t forget about Saturday.”

“I’ll see if I can squeeze it in,” I tossed over my shoulder, settling my coat with a quick shrug. The whip brushed my thigh as I strode away, and the ruby warmed in the hollow of my throat.

I was grateful for that warmth. It crawled down inside me, and as I hit the stairs at the end of the hall—one exit and entry for any exorcist’s lair, it works out better that way—I looked down at my left hand. The ring was there, silver still bound tight around my third finger. Mikhail’s promise, Mikhail’s mark, given to me before I even knew Perry existed.

I blew out between my lips as I swung up the stairs, my shoulders coming up and a welcome heat beginning behind my breastbone. It was anger, and I fed it with every last scrap of energy as I blew down another long hall and out the back door of the administrative section of the jail, into the cold, clear light of dawn.

CHAPTER 10
I knelt in a back pew at Mary of the Immaculate Conception, my forehead against the hard wood of the seat in front of me. Candles flickered dimly, and despite the simmering heat of mid-morning outside it was cool and quiet in here. My pager had stopped buzzing.

Get it together, Jill.

There was only one thing to do, and I was putting it off. I swallowed dryly, heard my throat click.

“Thou Who,” I began, and heard Mikhail’s voice next to mine as he taught me the prayer. “Thou Who hast…”

I couldn’t say them, so the words unreeled in my head as I forced my shaking hands together in tight fists.

Thou Who hast given me to fight evil, protect me; keep me from harm. Grant me strength in battle, honor in living, and a swift clean death when my time comes. Cover me with Thy shield, and with my sword may Thy righteousness be brought to earth, to keep Thy children safe.

A tall order, even for God. In a fight between God and hellbreed, I would rather have a good stock of ammunition on my side.

That’s blasphemy, Jill, no matter how much it helps. But you’re damned anyway, aren’t you. What does it matter?

I lifted my face. The crucifix over the altar was a gentle one, not like the twisted screaming monstrosities I’ve seen in some churches. This Christ looked almost tranquil, as if there had been no pain at all, as if death was a balm and not something to fight tooth and nail against.

Maybe that’s what Mikhail saw in me. Fighting tooth and nail. Like a Were, tooth and nail. So I stink of hellbreed, do I? Well, it keeps the innocent safe. Or safer, at least.

That was the trouble with the prayer, Mikhail told me. Even if you only mouthed it, you ended up doing it. Believing in it.

Stupid, he would snort after a few shots of vodka. They call us heroes. Idiots.

But I didn’t want to think about that. If I started brooding about how much I missed Mikhail, I might inadvertently give Perry an opening. And nobody wanted that except Perry himself.

I started again. “Thou Who,” I whispered, my lips numb. “Thou Who…”

I could not frame the middle part of the prayer. There was only one part that mattered, anyway. I whispered it into my sweating hands, clasped together in prayer. “O my Lord God, do not forsake me when I face Hell’s legions.”

I’ve had enough of being forsaken, God. You think you could cut me a little slack? Run, running, my brain like a rat in a cage.

You’re not too tightly bolted right now, Jill. Maybe you should do something to take the edge off. But what?

I dropped my forehead down again and breathed in, smelling incense and wood and candle smoke, the particular mix that means Catholic. Get out your guilt and your rulers and your smell of wax and wine, and you had my childhood. Or at least the part of it that gave me the reflex of prayer.

As a hunter, I was barred from both Confession and Communion for the sin of murder repeated every night, not to mention trafficking with Hell’s minions. But I could still pray, and I would, by special dispensation, be buried in hallowed ground if there was enough of me left to bury.

Unless I died contaminated. Or unless, like Mikhail, I wanted to go into Valhalla with flame licking my bones.

Mikhail. The anger rose again, tattered and threadbare, and I petted it, coaxed it, mulled over it to give myself strength. Rage was my best friend, for all I kept it a banked fire most of the time. You cannot fight effectively if your head’s full of anger. You have to think past the rage, let it fill you and see the world in front of you as action and reaction, with your own path laid clear and shining in front of you, whether through a fight or to the door of a hellbreed nightclub.

Oh, fuck. Get going, Jill. You have shit to do and a rogue Were to catch. Get out there and kick some ass. You’ve done it every month since you made the bargain, sometimes twice, and you’re still here. You smell of hellbreed and you’re tired and your temper’s a little frayed, but you’re still here, goddammit. Now get up, and go twist Perry’s arm until he gives up what you want.

And teach him to stop fucking with you. Be unpredictable.

I licked dry lips and pushed myself up. The hard wooden back of the pew slipped under my slick palms. My voice was a bare whisper, but it came. “O my Lord God, do not forsake me when I face Hell’s legions. In Thy name and with Thy blessing, I go forth to cleanse the night.”

Though it’s more like midmorning. My bootheels clicked as I reached the end of the pew, genuflected, and turned my back on the altar. I dipped both hands in the holy water, lifted its coolness to my face, hissing out slightly as a thin tendril of it rolled over the scar with a tracer of acid fire. I wiped the holy water in my hair, smeared it over my shoulders, and took a deep breath.

Then I got going.

The Monde Nuit is a long low building, and it sits in a bruised depression of etheric energy. The silver on me warmed, responding to the contamination of hellbreed in the air. The parking lot was mostly paved, but the far edges were gravel, and a spindly, thorny edge of greenbelt looked sucked-dry, clinging to the edge of contagion. I left my Impala parked in the fire zone and headed for the door, eyeing the bouncer. This early in the day, there were only six cars in the lot, not counting mine. One was a low black limousine, its windows blind with privacy tinting, pristine despite the dust and haze of the day.

My coat flared on the edges of a hot afternoon wind. This close to the desert, up on the fringes of the valley the Rio Luz kept watered and kind-of-green, everything smelled of sand and heat. The whip tapped against my thigh and I kept my hands loose and easy. Touching a knife now would show nervousness. Weakness.

You never show a hellbreed any weakness. It’s a cardinal law, not to be bent or broken like so many other laws.

The bouncer didn’t stop me, though his was a face I hadn’t seen before. He was a massive slab of muscle with a flat sheen to his eyes, and he didn’t quite meet my gaze. His submachine gun, slung on a leather strap, was a flagrant violation.

Goddammit, Perry. You son of a bitch.

My heart stopped pounding by the time I palmed the doors open and saw the Monde’s interior, vast and cavernous during the day, no shaft of sunlight piercing its gloom. Nightclubs always look saddest during the day, and even though the Monde pulsed with the glamour of Hell, it was still a broken sight at this particular hour, dappled bits of light sliding over the deserted dance floor, the tables all empty, and the electric lights on overhead. Two janitors—ancient, decrepit, broken things that might once have been Traders—shuffled aimlessly, pushing brooms.

The massive bar was off to the left, and as usual Riverson was there, his blind filmy eyes widening as he took me in. “Kismet.” His tone was flat, and he reached behind himself for the bottle of vodka. “You’re here.”

Score one for you, blind man, stating the goddamn obvious. I kept the words behind my teeth.

Mikhail had brought me in here to meet Riverson, who for a human with no taint of Hell was extremely knowledgeable about Hell’s citizens, not to mention still alive to be questioned—both incredible achievements. The blind man hadn’t been blind back when Mikhail first met him, but by the time I saw him he was a scarecrow with a shock of white hair and those filmed, useless orbs that seemed nevertheless to notice a good deal more than most of the sighted ever would.

And the first time I’d come here, Perry had shown up at the end of the bar, looking very interested. Mikhail had almost drawn on him, but Perry made an offer… and a few months later, I’d sat in a chair with Perry circling me, negotiating the bargain that made me able to do what I do so well.

Murder, chaos, and screaming, that is. Hey, when a girl’s got talents…

I shoved the memories back down into their little black box, took the shot Riverson poured, tossed it back, and slammed the shot glass down on the bar. The sound was a rifle crack in the hush. “I’m early.” My voice was flat, uninflected. “I’m here on business. Put it on the tab.”

“You can wait up in his office. They’re finishing the meeting—Kismet! For God’s sake, don’t!”

The old man actually sounded concerned. A meeting, eh? Wait in the office? I don’t think so. Perry, your meeting’s about to be adjourned.

And by making a statement here I could probably find out something useful. I bit back an iron-edged laugh and stalked through the open maw of the building, skirting the dance floor and aiming to the left of the stage. The painted-black door opened smoothly, and I found myself in a back hall lit with red neon tubes along the ceiling. The light tinted everything bloody, and I strode down the linoleum, my heels clicking even more sharply and the charms in my hair chiming sweet and soft.

Perry, you have been a very bad boy.

The scar prickled, a fiery loathsome tendril of pleasure twining up my arm. I’d had it uncovered for so long it almost felt normal.

Almost.

The door I wanted was at the end of the hall, and as I approached it I heard the mutter, like flies magnified by the space inside a stripped-out skull. It was Helletöng, the language of the damned, and my heart gave a smothered leap and settled back into its regular pace.

Do it quick, Jill. Just like ripping a Band-Aid off. Do it hard and quick.

The door—blank steel, no knob on my side—was maybe three yards away. I gathered myself and skipped forward two long strides, kicking it inward and adding a generous portion of etheric force pulled through the scar on my wrist turned hard and hurtful, a bruised swelling. The steel crumpled, smashing inward, and I rode the motion down as the door crashed into the floor.

Two of them, one on either side. I took the first with a quick upward strike, smashing him across the face with a hellbreed-strong fist braced by the handle of my whip. The gun was in my other hand, speaking for me, smashing the shell of the hellbreed on my left. The whip struck, its thundercrack lost under the noise of the gun, and I uncoiled in a flung-wide kick, both boots smashing hellbreed flesh, one on either side. They folded down, both of them stinking now that I’d shattered their shells and dosed them with silver, and the whip coiled itself as I landed, both feet striking the battered curve of the door again.

As entrances go, it wasn’t bad.

There was a long table polished to a mirror-shine, and tasteful sconces along the wall with yet more red neon, dyeing the air with crimson. Candles hissed in branched iron candelabra, their warm glow somehow bleached.

At the end of the table, a pair of blue eyes met mine. Perry sat in a high-backed iron chair, the red velvet of its cushions contrasting with the pale linen of his suit. His face under the expensive sandy-blond haircut was bland and interested, but I thought I caught a steely glint far back in his pupils. His fingers were tented together, and he didn’t look surprised to see me at all.

Then again, he never did.

Gathered on either side of the table were other hellbreed, none as bland or unsurprised as him. The damned are always beautiful, and these were no exception—black leather, exquisite silk, frayed lace, glittering liquid eyes and sculpted lips, four or five had leapt to their feet on seeing me. The table was full, except for the seat directly to Perry’s left.

And there was another surprise, oh friends and neighbors. Most of the damned in the room were instantly recognizable. The movers and shakers of the entire hellbreed population of Santa Luz, the maggots every smaller hellbreed answered to in their network of feudal obligation. There was the tall, sloe-eyed female who owned the Kat Klub downtown; the broker who ran the influence net out in the financial district; the short tense male in the black cloth half-veil that did assassinations for one faction or another, according to who hired him first or paid him most.

A meeting, and the resident hunter wasn’t invited. Why am I not surprised?

My boots grated against the door, I took another two steps and leapt, landing catlike at the foot of the table, the whip coiled neatly in my hand. The gun tracked onto the nearest ’breed—a slim dark male with a leather vest over his hard narrow chest. I suspected him behind a large chunk of the cocaine trade that had recently soaked the poorer quarters with a wave of overdoses from whatever the supplier had cut it with. The current bet over in Vice was twelve to eight in favor of simple Drano, but Forensics hadn’t come up with a verdict yet.

Jesus, with a submachine gun and some heavy-duty sorcery I could make the world a much better place in about ten minutes.

The trouble was, there were always more. If I erased this batch others would move in, and I’d have to threaten them into behaving all over again. Talk about your futile efforts.

Still…. My finger tightened on the trigger. “So many scumbags, and all in one room. Fish in a barrel.” My lips peeled back from my teeth. “Feels just like Christmas.”

The silence crackled, and leather made a slight sound in my right hand as my fingers bore down on the handle of the whip. The candleflames hissed. Jesus. I should have thought about this before I kicked the door in. Good one, Kismet. Get out of this alive.

But still, for what I wanted, this wasn’t a bad situation. Odds were they knew about a hellbreed misbehaving in my town, and by getting a little nasty in here I might be able to avoid nastiness later.

The silver chain at my throat burned fiercely, and Mikhail’s ring scorched. The charms in my hair shifted and jingled sweetly. I took another few steps down the table, bracing myself, as my eyes came up and met Perry’s.

He finally spoke, his words a mere murmur. “So good of you to join us, Kismet.”

It was like a slap of cold water across a dreamer’s face. The other hellbreed blinked, shuffled, one of the females baring her teeth at me and hissing. I stilled, looking down at her. The Kat Klub figured in one or two cold cases I wanted to get to the bottom of as well, though its owner usually followed the rules.

Do we need another example here? Because I’m just aching to teach you motherfuckers the rules of operating in my goddamn town. The table resounded like a drum under my soles. I locked gazes with the hellbreed female. “You want to repeat yourself a little louder, bitch?”

“There’s no need to be rude.” Perry hadn’t moved. His eyes had turned a little darker, that was all. Indigo spread through his irises, but his whites were still clear. My mouth had gone dry, and the scar on my wrist sent a jolt of heat up the bones of my arm to my shoulder socket. “You were, after all, invited to this meeting.”

Invited? Fuck that. “I must have missed the engraved invitation.” My lip lifted, in an almost-snarl. Our eyes locked, two magnets pushing against each other with invisible force. Pure repulsion.

Or so I hoped.

“We called this meeting today to address… extraordinary circumstances.” He pressed his fingers together, his mouth making a little moue of distaste at my obtuseness.

I beat him to the punch. Keep it business, Jill. You might just get out of here without having to spend more time with him than necessary. “Five cops, out on the Drag. Dead. The scene stank of the damned. Hand over the ’breed responsible, and we’ll all get along just fine.”

The wet, icy silence that fell warned me. One corner of Perry’s mouth lifted, and a chill worked its way all the way down to my bones. Except for the scar. The mark of his lips on my skin warmed obscenely, burrowing in toward the bone.

I suddenly wished I’d been able to get out to Galina’s and get another copper cuff. Without the bar of blessed copper between the scar and the outside air, I was wide-open to him fiddling with it.

“You are all dismissed.” His voice made the candle-flames twist. “Spread out through the city. Find the one we seek.”

Wait just a goddamn minute. I thumbed the hammer back, the small click loud in the dim-lit silence. “I didn’t give any of you permission to move, Pericles.” My soft killing tone couldn’t rival his, but it was pretty good anyway. Too bad my lips were numb. My heart began to pound, and that was very bad. They could all hear my pulse, just as I could hear the subliminal rumble of Helletöng warping the walls and the strings of energy below the surface of the world.

The other corner of Perry’s mouth lifted, a small smile running steel ice along my skin. “We are already apprised of a hellbreed causing trouble with the police. We are seeking her even now.”

“Her?” My right eyebrow raised. I noticed with a thin thread of gratification that none of them had moved a muscle. The dusty, exotic, corrupt smell of them filled my nose, coated the back of my dry throat.

Perry’s smile was full-fledged now. He wasn’t hurtfully beautiful like the other hellbreed, which made him—once you thought about it—even scarier. Much scarier. “Her name is Cenci.” His tented fingers relaxed a fraction. “I will tell you all we know, my dear Kiss. After you have paid me my due.” He now looked extraordinarily happy, and my heart sank, turning to heavy steel inside my chest.

Oh, fuck. I suddenly, frantically wished I’d thought to stop by the warehouse and pick up the FBI files. They would make an excellent excuse for keeping this meeting all business.

Like he’s going to be fobbed off. You just cost him some face in front of his little lieutenants.

Then, wonder of wonders, my pager buzzed. I swallowed bile as other hellbreed rose to their feet from the small iron chairs; the ones already standing merely waited. They shuffled out, avoiding the dead bodies at the door, the masked one watching me with eyes blank from lid to lid, black as the devouring darkness between stars. I ignored it.

If one of them moved on me now, it would give me cause to get the hell out of here without spending quality time with Perry.

I wasn’t as comforted as I could be by the thought.

As soon as the last one had left the room, I lowered my whip. The gun swung around, fixed on Perry while I dug in the padded pocket. The number displayed on the pager’s display couldn’t have been more welcome.

Montaigne. Which meant there was another body. Or three.

Which also meant Perry would have to wait. Guilt curled hot and acid under a bald edge of relief. What did that say about me, that I was glad about someone’s murder because it would get me the hell out of here?

I looked up from the pager, trying not to let the relief show. It was useless, he saw it anyway and his smile broadened, cold sweat bathing my back.

“It’s the police.” I had to work for an even tone. “I’m on the job, Perry. You’re going to tell me what you know now, and I’ll come in to pay you when this is over.”

He didn’t move, but his eyes darkened slightly. “I have waited an entire month for the pleasure of your company, and I don’t intend to deny myself that pleasure any longer.”

Oh, Christ. God help me now. “Tough.” The gun settled, pointed right between his eyes. He wasn’t a low-level grunt like the ’breed at the door. If I popped him in the head, it might just make him angry. “Bodies in the street take precedence over our bargain, Pericles. You know that. Start talking.”

“I could talk to you for hours, dear one.” His tone had turned silky, and the scar throbbed. The heat in my lower belly dipped down, and I had to choke back a sharp inhaled breath. He was doing it again, using the scar to fiddle with my internal thermostat and mimicking the physical aspects of desire.

It had to be a mimicry. Whore, the voice in my head snarled. Just like a goddamn whore.

God help me, but it felt familiar. Did he guess that was where I was weak? How much did he know about me? About my past?

Stop it. Mikhail made you stronger than this. Don’t let Perry get to you.

I set my jaw. He liked playing with the scar while I was near him. Each time I visited it was the same—him messing with my pulse and my nerves, trying to make me respond.

At least I wouldn’t have to use the flechettes this time. Or my whip.

Most of the time, he liked to be strapped down, and he liked to be cut while he bled the blackish ichor of hellbreed. Sometimes he would even talk while he made me cut him, and that was the worst. The closest he came to worming inside my head was while I was frantic with loathing at what he told me to do, cursing myself for ever making the goddamn bargain despite anything Mikhail ever said.

Oh, God. Come on. Get me out of here. “Stick to the point, Perry, or I’ll track it down from the other end. That’ll mean I won’t come in when it’s done, since you’ve refused to help.”

“When have I ever refused you anything, Kiss? I could give you so much more than you’ve ever dreamed.” His voice dropped, and the lights dimmed, candleflames twisting and hissing, sputtering as darkness spilled through the air. Silver shifted and chimed in my hair. The chain holding the ruby was a thin thread of fire, the ruby’s setting hot against the hollow of my throat. It had never singed me yet, but each time I wondered.

My legs were shaking. I braced my knees. “Cut the crap. Give me what you have on this hellbreed. That’s my final word, Pericles.”

“You’re no fun.” He sounded genuinely regretful, but that smile was like sharp rocks under icy water, just waiting for naked feet. “All we have is her name and her general description. Fair, but with dark eyes, and for some reason, allied with a Were. Surprising, no? She is far from her master and should be returned. Which we have undertaken to do. We cannot, after all, have our vassals going about with animals. It destroys the general sense of order so necessary for a smoothly running society.”

“Why is she hanging around with a Were?” And a rogue one, to boot. My mouth was parched, the fumes of the Jack Daniel’s I’d taken down reaching my head. I hadn’t eaten; my body was starting to get that funny shaky feeling it usually did just before Perry ordered me to strap him into the frame and start.

I knew that shaky feeling. It’s the same thing as when your body rebels and tries to collapse on you, but your mind won’t let it.

Sometimes he wanted the knives. Most of the time it was the flechettes, razor-sharp and silver-plated. On a few very bad nights he made me use my fists until his preternatural skin broke and bled, and the only sounds would be my sharp exhales of effort and his low, bubbling breath right before he gurgled More.

Just the single word. Each and every time.

I’d given up wondering why he wanted me to hurt him. Maybe it was just another move in the game he played, trying to get inside my head. Maybe he couldn’t get it anywhere else. Still, my mouth tasted sour and my hand felt like it was shaking, though the gun was steady.

“If we knew, Kismet, I would not be allowing this show of defiance from you, however charming I find your homicidal little displays.” He finally moved, waving one elegant finger at me. “When I receive more information, I shall bring it to you.” A meaningful pause. “Personally.”

That’s mighty nice of you, Perry. Not like you to be so accommodating. “Who’s her master, then?”

“A certain gentleman in New York. One who is most displeased with her disobedience, and intends to teach her a lesson as soon as she is returned to him.” Perry’s smile broadened. “See what a very good boy I am being, my dear? And all for your sake.” Two of the candleflames died under the weight of his voice, and his hands came down, curled over the ends of the chair arms. He pushed himself up to his feet, very slowly, his eyes on mine the entire while.

New York? Jesus. The master of the Big Apple’s hellbreed was so old and frightening I’d heard even the city’s contingent of hunters steered clear of him. I hoped the one looking for this hellbreed was just a smaller fry from that pool. “Fine. Thanks for the information.” Slowly, so slowly, my thumb came up and uncocked the gun. It took all my fading courage to holster it. “If this pans out I’ll have the mayor give you a medal.”

“Stay with me for ten minutes, Kismet.” His tone had turned soft as velvet, cajoling, and the stretched-wide smile was gone, replaced by a look of utter seriousness that might have been almost human except for the indigo staining the whites of his eyes. “Only ten minutes. I will forgive your visit this month and wait until the next if you stay with me for that short while.”

Shock threatened to nail me in place. This was something new, and my busy little brain started worrying at it, trying to decipher his angle. “You’d give up this month’s visit for ten minutes now?”

He stood at the end of the table, looking up at me. Two more candles snuffed, then another two. The light darkened, even more bloody now. I should have felt a little better, having the physical high ground here.

I didn’t.

“Ten minutes now, and I will forgive your payment on our bargain this month. My word on it, Kiss.”

I wish he’d stop calling me that. I licked my lips, wished I hadn’t when his eyes fastened on my mouth. “I don’t suppose you’d forgive next month’s too.”

That earned me a sardonic look. He said nothing, merely stood there, and just that much was enough to make a shallow trickle of sweat trace its way down the channel of my spine.

“Fine. Starting from when I came in the door.” I backed up, hopped off the table without looking, and breathed out through my mouth. The two ’breed I’d killed stank.

He didn’t even quibble. It was a bad sign. “Come here.” He indicated the seat on his left, the one that had been empty. “Sit… there.”

I walked slowly down the table, my coat rustling and creaking. Here in the meeting room the floor was mellow hardwood, not linoleum. More candles snuffed, and my breath came short and sharp. I looked at the chair, tested it with one finger, and sank down in it.

The iron was hard, and cold. Velvet and horsehair pillows did nothing to stop the chill from biting immediately through the layers of my coat and leather pants. The ruby at my throat sparked, a single bloody point of light in the charged silence.

“Good,” Perry murmured. He lowered himself down in the tall chair. “Put your hands flat on the table.”

I swallowed. Did it, the mirrorshine surface cold and slick under my sweating palms. The last of the candles died. I was alone in the neon-lit dark with Perry and two rotting hellbreed corpses by the door.

God, do not forsake me now. Then I quit praying. God was fine, but He was often busy. It was up to a hunter to pick up the slack.

Perry exhaled, a soft sound of satisfaction like a sheet drawn up over a cold dead face.

What is he going to do? Best not to guess. Best just to wait and see.

It was, after all, bound to be unpleasant.

When his hand came down over my right wrist I started nervously. “Shhh.” He made a low cold hissing noise, maybe meant to be soothing. “Be still.”

His skin was warm, and felt human except for its supple invulnerability, like metal made flesh. The shell of a hellbreed, hard to breach without a lot of luck and firepower.

Silver. Lots of silver, and lots of luck. I swallowed again, pressed my hands into the table. If I killed him, would his mark fade? Do I chance it? If Mikhail was here…

But Mikhail, like God, wasn’t here. I was on my own.

“Have you visited your teacher’s grave?” Perry’s voice was so soft I almost didn’t catch the words, my every nerve strung tight.

What the hell? Mikhail’s grave, where his ashes were buried in consecrated ground, its headstone with curved Cyrillic script scored deep into granite, hoping to last a little longer than other, more perishable things. Like flesh. Or memory.

Bile rose in my throat again. I made no reply. It was all part of Perry’s game, trying to worm his way into my head. Less than ten fucking minutes, and I’d be free for another month.

“Answer me, Kiss. Have you?”

My mouth was so dry I had trouble with the word. “Yes.”

His thumb moved a little, a slight flexible movement. The mark jolted another wire of unhealthy heat through me, my ears suddenly picking up sounds from the rest of the building. Creaks. The rumble of Helletöng. Running water from the bar. If I looked down with my smart eye I would see the mark flushing with power, swelling with corruption.

“And?”

“And what?” Don’t, Perry. Keep your fucking mouth off Mikhail’s name. But I wouldn’t say it. That would be like blood in the water.

“Did his ghost rise to comfort you?”

“No.” I poured out a bottle of vodka, though. Wherever he is, he’s sleeping sound. I drew my breath in, shut my eyes. Exhaled.

“You need some small comfort.” His thumb moved again. “You allow me so little. I could help you so much more.”

If this is a sample of your help I’ll go my own way, thank you. I bit back the words. He hadn’t asked me a direct question, I could get away with silence. It was the safest course.

Perry made a small annoyed sound, his fingers suddenly biting down. Small bones in my wrist creaked and crackled. The pain was almost a balm.

“Why do you make this so hard?”

I found my voice. “Make what so hard?” I don’t need to make this hard. You do that very well, thank you.

Besides, the harder Perry found this game, the better I liked it. It gave me an edge.

He tried again. “Think of what it could be like.” His tone had dropped to a murmur. “If you sat here, with me at your right hand. Imagine what I could do with you to direct me. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for your asking, my dear.”

I had to swallow a braying, hysterical laugh. “You’re hellbreed.” It was all I needed to say. If I bit into the apple of that offer, the snake wouldn’t be far behind. It was the same old song. Take a little, then a little more, and before you knew it you were up to your eyeballs in filth—your own, and a good deal more.

What makes you different, Jill?

I knew what. Mikhail had made me different. And as long as I was true to him and what he taught me, I was on the side of the angels.

Figuratively, of course. God needs killers as much as Hell does, I guess.

Maybe more.

“What kind of hellbreed?” Perry sounded only mildly interested.

I had to admit it. “I don’t know.”

“Ah.” Now there was amusement, the lazy grin of a shark evident in his voice. “All I ask is that you turn a very little, Kiss. Just a very, very little.”

It was a jolt of cold water. He could fiddle with the scar and try to worm his way in all he wanted, but Perry was just too fucking impatient to crack me. And I wasn’t a stupid teenager anymore, ready to believe anything a man told me.

Just a little bit. I’ve heard that line before. Just do something small for me, and I’ll give you everything you ever wanted. How stupid do you think I am, Perry? I set my boots against the floor, tensing in every muscle. “We have our bargain. You won’t get anything else from me.”

As soon as I said it I knew it was a mistake. My wrist ached as Perry squeezed, a fraction of a hellbreed’s strength enough to make sweat break out along the curve of my lower back.

“I have enough time. I’ve broken stronger Traders than you.”

So I’ve heard. Since I’d already pissed him off, I might as well go with it. “I’m not a Trader.” I’m a hunter, and one day I’m going to kill you too. When I do, Perry, I’m going to throw a party afterward. Hell, I’ll have it catered and bring out the barbeque. It’ll be a red-letter day.

His fingers eased up on my wrist, caressed the back of my hand, and finally slid between mine. How could such a small touch feel like such a violation?

I flinched, yanking my hand back, but those gentle fingers turned to steel again and pain tore through the hard knot of the scar as he pulled my hand up, turning the palm toward the ceiling and baring the pale glimmer of my wrist under the pushed-back cuff of my coat.

“Naughty, naughty,” he murmured, as if I was a puppy. An edge of delight coiled under the words. He’d made me react.

Good for him.

His mouth met the scar, something cat-rasping against my skin, a brief caress.

I set my jaw, my neck aching with tension. Perry chuckled, a low satisfied sound, his breath oven-hot and swamp-wet against my skin as I went rigid in the chair, an invisible knife twisting in the scar, tangling and ripping at nerve-strings. Great pearly drops of water stood out on my forehead, my neck, the curve of my lower back, the backs of my knees.

At least it was pain this time, and not the sick gasping-sweet heat of the first time his lips pressed into my flesh, his aura injecting a nugget of corruption into mine. Pain can be controlled, even if it’s your skin being torn off one millimeter at a time. Even if it’s the nerves themselves turning traitor and running with hot acid.

Even if it went on until I made a small betraying sound in the back of my throat, instantly swallowing it. It was a half-broken, hurt little cry, as if I’d been punched.

Immediately, he let go, his head coming up, his fingers sliding free of mine. My hand fell limply to the table and I slumped, the sudden relief almost enough to wring another sound out of me.

Perry let out a long breath, jagged, as if he had just finished spending himself. It was an intimate sound, and I cringed away from it. A filthy feeling circled my skin, as if I’d pressed my naked body against a cold grimy windowpane.

Silence returned, neon buzzing finally intruding on my ears like a bee caught on a dead dry windowsill.

I was shaking. I pressed my hands into the table’s slick glassy surface and wished I could kill him. The need to get up, to empty a clip into his body, to flick the whip forward and listen to him scream like an arkeus—the temptation shook me. Like a dog shakes a toy in its sharp teeth.

“You may go.” Dark amusement burbled under his light even tenor. “Unless you want to stay, my dear. I’d like that.”

“Fuck you.” It managed to come out steady. I pushed myself up to my feet, managed to stand. Sweat cooled icy on my forehead. The charms in my hair tinkled. “I won’t be back until next month.”

The urge to kill him shook me even harder. A physical need, like the need to eat or empty my bladder or even the need to breathe.

Kill him, one part of me whispered. You can do it. It might not be easy but you can do it.

The rest of me dug in heels and resisted. If I killed him now, I’d be violating the bargain. And I knew what that would make me in my own eyes.

Just as bad as the things I hunted, that’s what.

The amusement intensified. Perry sounded almost goddamn gleeful. “You’ll see me before that. Tell your friends from the government I’m hunting their little problem, too. We’ll be quite a cozy little bunch, won’t we. Like family.”

I could have replied, but I didn’t. I hit the broken door at a run, his laughter rising behind me, and got the hell out of there.
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