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A Preview of Redemption Alley

“Thesmplerules| giveyou will keep you safe.”

The lightsflicked back on, and my smilewasn't nice at dl. They stared a me, dumbfounded.

“I will be blunt, rookies. You'll dl be required to memorize the number to call to reach my
answering service, which will page me. Pray you never have to use that number. Three or four of you will
haveto. A few of you won't have timeto, but you can rest assured that when you come up againgt the
nightsde and get daughtered, I’ll find your killer and servejugtice on him, her, or it. And | will dsolay
your soul to rest if killing you isjust the beginning.”

Praisefor Lilith Saintcrow:

“Saintcrow’ strue gift is her ability to take extremely flawed characters and make you care about them.
With the close of this amazing series, readers can look forward to exploring new worldswith this
one-of-a-kind author.”

— Romantic Times BOOKTreviews Magazine on To Hell and Back
“Saintcrow’ s distinctive heroineis atough, sarcastic, deadly swordswoman. . . .”

Publishers Weekly on The Devil’ s Right Hand
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For MirtamKriss,
whose honor isimpeccable.

From ghoulies and ghosties
And long-legged beasties
And things that go bump in the night,
Good Lord, deliver us. . .
—Traditiond prayer
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.
Let me be the defender of the weak and
the protector of the innocent, the righter of
wrongs and the giver of charity.
O my Lord God, do not forsake me when
| face Hell’ slegions.
In Thy name and with Thy blessing,
| go forth to cleanse the night.
—The Hunter’ s Prayer

1

It’ s not the type of work you can put on abusiness card.

| sometimes play the game with mysdlf, though. What would | put on abusiness card?

Jill Kismet, Exorcist. Maybe on nice heavy cream-colored card stock, with agood font. Not
pretentious, just something tasteful. Garamond, maybe, or Book Antiqua. In bold. Or one of those
old-fashioned fonts, but no frilly Edwardian script.

Of course, there' s dogans to be taken into account. Jill Kismet, Dealer in Dark Things. Spiritual
Exterminator. Sayer of Hell’s Minions.

Maybe the one Father MacKenzie labeled dll femaeswith back in grade school: Whore of
Babylon. He did have away with words, did Brimstone MacK enzie. Must have been the auld sod in
him.

Then there's my persond favorite: Jill Kismet, Kickass Bitch. If | was to get a business card, that
would probably beit. Not very high-class, isit?

In my line of work, high-class can cripple you.

| walked into the Monde Nuit like | owned the place. No spike hedls, the combat boots were
stedl-toed and silver-buckled. The black leather trenchcoat flapped around my ankles.

Y eah, in my line of work, sometimes you haveto look the part—like, all the time. Nobody takes
you serioudy if you show up in swvedts.

So it was a skin-tight black T-shirt and lesther pants, the chunk of carved ruby at my throat
glimmering with itsown brand of power, Mikhal’ ssilver ring on my Ieft third finger and the scar on my
right wrist prickle-throbbing with hegt in time with the music spilling through concrete and damming mein
the ribs. With my hair loose and my eyes wide open, maybe | even looked like I belonged, here where
the black-leather crowd gathered. Bright eyes, hipslike seashdlls, fishscale chains around dim supple
wags—adl glittering jewelry, slken hair, and cherry lips.

The damned are beautiful, redly. Or herein the Monde they aways are. Ugly "breed don’t comein
here, or even ugly Traders. The bouncers at the door take care of that.

If it wasn't for my bargain, | probably would never have seen theinside of the place shaking and
throbbing with hellbreed. Even the hunter who trained me had only come here as alast resort, and never
a night.

| might have come here only to burn the place down.

Nobody paid any attention to me. | stalked right up to the bar. Riverson was on duty, dinging
drinks, his blind eyes filmed with gray. His head rose as | approached, and his nostrilsflared. He could
senseme, of course. Riverson didn't miss much; it waswhy hewas il dive. And | burn in the ether like
adar, epecidly with the scar on my wrigt prickling, the sensation tearing up my arm, reacting to al the
dark hellbreed energy throttling the air.

Plus, apracticing exorcist looks different to those with the Sight. We have sea-urchin spikes al
over us, ahard disciplined wal keeping usin our bodies and everything else out.

Riverson'sblind, filmy gaze did up and down melike cold jelly. “Kismet.” He didn’t sound happy,
even over the pounding swell of music. “Thought | told you not to come back until he called.”



| used my best, sunniest smile, stretching my lipswide. Showing my teeth, though it was probably
lost on him. “ Sorry, baby.” My right hand rested on the butt of the gun. It was maybe anod to my
reputation that the bouncers hadn't tried to stop me. Either that, or Perry expected I"'d show up early. “I
just had to drop by. Pour me avodka, will you? Thiswon't take long.”

After dl, thiswas a hangout for the damned, higher-class Traders and hellbreed dike. I" d tracked
my prey dmogt to the door, and with the presence of " breed tainting the air it must have seemed likea
tempting place to hide, aplace ahunter might not follow.

It'senough to make any hunter snort with disgust. Redlly, they should know that there are precious
few places on earth a hunter won't go when she has a serious hard-on for someone.

| turned around, put my back to the bar. Scanned the dance floor. One hand caressed the butt of
the gun, diding over the smooth meta, tapping fingers againgt the crosshatch of the grip—blunt-ended
fingers, because | bite my nails. Pale flesh writhed, the four-armed Trader degjay up on the dtar suddenly
backlit with blue flame, spreading hislower arms as the music kicked up another notch and the blastballs
began to smash colored bits of light al over thefloor.

Soon. He' s going to show up soon.

| leaned back, the little patch of instinctive skin between my shoulder blades suddenly cold and
goossbumped. Silver charms braided into my hair with red thread moved uneasily, atinkling audible
through the assault of the music. | had my back to Riverson, and | was standing in the middle of acollage
of the damned.

Life just don’'t get no better than this, do it, babydol|?

“You shouldn’t be here,” he yelled over the music as he dammed the double shot of vodka down.
“Perry sdill furious”

| shrugged. One shrug is worth athousand words. If Perry was gtill upset over the holy water
incident or any other timel’d disrupted his plans, the rest of my life might be spent here leaning against
the bar.

Well, might aswell enjoy it. | grabbed the shot without looking, downed it. “ Another one,” |
ydled back. “And put it on my tab.”

Riverson kept them coming. | took down five—it’ sapity my metabolism just burns up the acohol
within seconds—before the air pressure changed and | moved, gun coming up, left hand curling around
the leather braided hilt at my waist and the whip uncailing.

People have got it dl wrong about the bullwhip. In order to use one, you' ve got to lead with the hip;
you haveto think afew seconds ahead of where you want to be. Likein afast game of chess. You get a
lot of assholes who think they can ding awhip around ending up with their faces scarred or just plain
injured, forgetting to account for that one smplefact. A whip’send cracks because it’s moving past the
gpeed of sound; little sonic booms mean the small metal diamonds attached to the laces at the end can
flay skin from boneif applied properly—or improperly, for that matter.

Despite his ethnic-sounding name, Elizondo was adirty-blond in blue T-shirt and jeans, dust-caked
boots, hishair sticking up in abird s nest over the face of acdluloid angd. His eyes had the flat hopeless
look of the dusted, and | was willing to bet there was il dried blood under his fingernails. What he was
doing here was anyone s guess. Was Parry involved in the smuggling? It wouldn't surprise me, but good
luck provingit.

Thewhip curled, striking and wrapping around Elizondo’ swrist; blood flew. | pushed off, my legs
aching and the alcohol fumesigniting in my head, the buit of the gun striking across his cheekbone. Not
so pretty now, are we? When | get finished, you won't be. | collided with hiswiry-thin, muscular
body, knocking him down. Hesat blurred up through my belly, the familiar adrendine kick of combat
igniting somewhere too low to be my heart and too high to be my liver.

He went sprawling, landing hard on the dance floor, the thin graceful figures of Tradersand
hellbreed suddenly exploding avay. They were used to sudden outbresks of violence here, but not like
this. It wasn’t the usual dominance game played out for flesh or sex, or even darker hungers.

No, | was playing for keeps. Asusud.

| landed hard, the barrel of the gun pressed againgt histemple, my kneein hisribs. “Milton



Elizondo,” | said, clearly and ditinctly, “you are under arrest.”

| should have expected he' d fight.

Stunning impact againgt the side of my head. Judo stands mein good stead in thisline of work; |
spend adistressing amount of timewrestling on the floor. | got him agood onein the eye, my elbow
being one of my best points. He had afew pounds on me, and the advantage of being a Trader; he'd
made agood bargain.

Still, I put up agood fight. | waswinning until he wastorn off me, hisfingersripping free of my
throat, and flung away.

A pair of blue eyesmet mine. “Kiss.” Perry’ svoice was even, dmost excessively so. “ Always
causing trouble”

| made it up to my feet the hard way; pulling my knees up and kicking, back curving, gaining my
bal ance and standing up. It was one of those little things you seein moviesthat’sharder todoinred life
but worth it if you want anice theatrical touch. Nobody ever thinksa girl can doit.

Thewhip twitched as my arm tensed, flechettes chiming against thefloor.

Perry isafew bareinchestaler than me, and dimin acasud gray suit. Blue eyes, long nose, athin
mouth, and ashock of pae hair completesthe picture. If he wasn't so damn bland he might be more
frightening—hut the fact that he' s unassuming, that he blendsin, that the eye just kind of dides past him,
makes him scarier when you think about it.

Much scarier.

Especidly with the kind of beautiful damned hanging around him.

| pointed the gun at him. He held Elizondo up with one hand, the other hand in his pocket, casud as
if hewas't doing something no norma man would be able to do.

The music bled away in throbbing fits and starts. The scar on my right wrist turned molten-hot, the
ruby at my throat began to vibrate, the silver charmstied with red thread in my hair tinkled. Mikhail’ sring
thrummed againgt my left ring finger; the finger that according to legend held avein going directly to the
heart. “He sunder arrest, Perry. Put him down.”

One blond eyebrow lifted dightly. He examined me the way acat examines anice, deek bird, one
the cat isn't quite sureif it's hungry enough to chase. A flicker of histongue showed at the corner of his
mouth, almost too fast for human vision to track.

Thetip was scaled, and too wet cherry-red to be human. “Unwise to come in here, hunting.”

Elizondo struggled, but Perry didn’t even have the grace to pretend it mattered. Instead, hisblue
eyes held mine. | kept the Glock absolutely steady. Last time I’ d shot Perry he' d bled buckets; I’ d sent
him a cashier’ s check to cover the damage to his suit. Which he promptly sent back with adozen red
rosesand alittle slver figurine of ascorpion that I”d picked up in abit of newspaper and had Saul melt
down. The silver had gone to coat more bullets, | burned the newspaper and the roses—and scattered
st al through the warehouse.

It paysto be cautious when dedling with the damned; especidly hdllbreed. Thetroubleis, nobody
knowswhat type of damned Perry is, not even me, and he was alegitimate businessman. Deeply
involved with dl sorts of quasi-legal shit, but till legitimate, and able to afford agood lawyer. Or ten. Or
twenty good lawyers, if it came down to it.

| cashed the check, though. I’'m not afool.

Then there was the holy water incident about amonth ago. Which | was hoping he d forgiven me
for, or at least wasn't going to kill me over now.

Not when he could make me pay later, in private. | was banking on that, as| did so often. “1 follow
the prey, Perry. Y ou know that. Hand him over, I'll cuff him, and the rest of you can get on with your
revels. End of discusson.” And 1’1l even assume you have nothing to do with his business, but since
heran here likearat once | blew his other hidey-holes I’'mthinking it ain’'t a fair assumption. If |
find out you're into laving, Perry, our business relationship is going to undergo a drastic
renegotiation.

Perry’ s smilewidened. “And what do | earn for my cooperation, Kiss? What is this,” he shook
Elizondo, negligently, “worth to you?’



Elizondo made awhimpering, whisper-screaming sound like an exhausted rabbit caught in atrap. |
thumbed the hammer back with asolid click. Most women use baby Glocks because of their smaler
wrigts; I'm one of the stupid bitcheswho likesabig one. What can | say, | find it comforting. Very
comforting. Plus| can handle the recoil, since I’ m much stronger than your average girl.

Or even your average human. “Put him down, Perry. I'll cuff him.” | am not going to negotiate
with you on this one.

“A few moments of your time, Kiss? Since we arein such avery special placeright now.”

He' s still mad about the holy water thing. Maybe it wasn’t so easy for himto fix the scars.
My throat went dry. | was acutely aware of the Traders and hellbreed, solemnly watching with their
bright eyes and palefaces. | was outnumbered, and if Perry made it open season on me | was going to
haveahdl of atime.

Get it, Jill? A Hell of atime? Arf arf.

“Suck eggs, Pericles” | had four and three-quarter pounds of pressure on the five and
change—-pound trigger, and thistime | lifted the gun. 1 would hit him right between the eyes, my pulse
suddenly dowed and the swest turned to ice on my skin. “Put him the fuck down before | blow your
motherfucking head clean off your scrawny little body.”

“Such ladylike language.” But Perry dropped him. Elizondo hit with athump and scrabbled briefly
againg thefloor. “What isthe nature of thisone€ ssin, avenging angd ?”’

Sometimes hellbreed ask methat. Do you really want to know? Are you sure? “Child molester.”
| moved forward, carefully keeping the gun on Perry. Dropped the whip and gave the body on the floor a
kick, he moaned and coughed. All thefight had gone out of him. | kndlt, and managed to get the left
bracelet on him. It took abit of doing one-handed, but | aso got his right hand wrapped, tested the
slver-coated and bespelled cuffs, and decided it was good. “He had athing for cutting out little kids
eyes. Once hefinished raping them, that is. Then there' shis habit of passing older kidsdong for adave
ring, that’ swhat he' sfacing charges on now. Troubleis, thisboy’ saclairvoy. Always knowswhere the
copsaregoing to be, jumpsship likearat.” My fingers curled in Elizondo’ sgreasy hair, | wrenched his
head up, examined hisface. Y ep, under hisfluttering eyelids there was asheen to hiseyes. Trader. He'd
bargained with one of Hell’ s denizens for an advantage over humans. It would be useless at this point to
try to find out which onein town had given him what he' d asked for.

When Elizondo got to thejail Avery would exorcise him, and he’ d go back to being a petty little
meat-sack; he wouldn’t have any clairvoyance left either. Psychic ability getsripped out by the roots
during a Trader exorcism, partly to deny hellspawn afurther foothold inside a human being and partly
because of theweird internd logic of exorcism ritud.

It would be excruciaingly painful.

Well, that was the price of being a Trader crimina in my town.

| dropped him, looked up at Perry, the gun still held steady. “Back up.”

He shrugged, his handsin his pockets. “Y our lack of faith wounds me, Kiss. It truly does.”

Will you quit calling me that? | didn’t say it. Giving Perry that opening would mean no end of
trouble. “Back the fuck up.”

Hetook one single step back. “Y ou owe me. | expect you here for two hours tomorrow.
Midnight.”

“I'mbusy.”

“With an attitude like that, you' Il never pay your debt.” Hisvoice had turned silken.

Like | owe you for more than a month at this point. “I’'m serious, Perry. Thisisn't my only job.
I’ll come on Sunday.” | decided it was probably safe, holstered my gun. His eyelids dropped alittle, but
that wasdl. | tried not to fed relieved. “Midnight.” You don’t own me. We just struck a deal, that’s
all. And it was a good deal, we both get something we want.

You just don’t get al you want. You won'’t, either. Not while I’ m breathing.

He shrugged. “ Two full hours, Kiss”

“You dready said that.” The bullwhip coiled back up as| flicked my wrig, | stowed it at my hip,
and just for the hell of it | gave Elizondo another kick. My eyes never |ft Perry’s. The pretty blond man



on the floor vomited, a sudden sharp stink. | bent down, snagged the cuffs, and hauled him to hisfet.
“Sorry about that.” My tone said clearly | wasn't sorry at dl. “Thanksfor theassst. I'll see you get some
credit with the Chamber of Commerce.”

A ripple ran through the ranks of the damned. Their eyes bored into me, bright little points of light; |
heard Riverson mutter something under his breath. Something like bitch.

Perry’ smouth twitched. If the smell bothered him, he made no sign. His eyes ran down my body,
but his hands didn’t leave his pockets. “A round for everyone, on the house,” he said quietly. “Let's
celebrate the end of asuccessful hunt, for our Kismet.”

They shuffled, a polite and sarcastic cheer edging up from the crowd. | hauled Elizondo for the door
as the movement to the bar started and the music began at low volume, ramping up dowly. They gave me
awide berth, and | heard the usua whispers.

| didn’t mind. After dl, next week | might be hunting any one of them; Trader, hellbreed, or
whatever else hung out in the shadows. Once damned, always damned, it was a piece of hunter’s
wisdom.

What does that make me? The scar on my wrist ran with cold prickling, Perry’ s attention on me
thewholetime.

Elizondo was an dmost-dead weight by thetime | shoved him out through the front door, past the
glowering twin mountains of bouncer. My orange Impaawas parked at the curb, in tota violation of the
firelane, and Saul Dugtcircle leaned againgt the hood, smoking a Charvil. Hewastall and rangy, hisskin
asweet burnished carame; straight shoulder-length red-black hair glittering with sacred charms and small
dlver amuletstied with red thread. Thetiny bottle of holy water on the chain around his neck, next to the
gmall lesther bag, glittered asharp blue like agtar. This closeto so many Traders and hellbreed, the
blessing in the water was reacting to the charge of power in the ether. To OtherSight, the Monde Nuit
was adepression full of murky fluid, clearly aplace where those dlied with Hell cameto party down.

Saul’ sdark eyes brightened as he saw me pushing Elizondo dong. He shifted insde hiship-length
leather coat, and his white teeth showed in asmile| wasvery glad to see.

| findly begantofed like I might have survived my latest trip into the Monde.

2

Every city has peoplelike me. Every city. Usudly the police and thelocal DA’ s office have us on payroll
as consultants; when all’ s said and doneit’ s law enforcement we' re doing. Fred ancers are rare, mostly
because without the support system the regular cops provide we have atougher time. Besides, even
though most of usdon't play well by rules or with others, we are on the side of the good guys. Our
methods are alittle different, but that’ sjust because the criminds we catch are alittle different.

Okay, a lot different. We do, after dl, go after the things the cops can't. What ordinary cop can
face down aWere or even an ordinary shapechanger, or an Assyrian demon? Not to mention the
contagion of scurf or Black Mist bloodsuckers, the adepts of a Sorrows House trying to bring back the
Elder Gods, or the Middle Way and their worship of Chaos? What ordinary cop stands a chance against
aTrader, even? The very ideawill send the moreflighty of usinto hysterica fits of not-very-nice laughter.
We are what we are because we know what’ s out there in the darkness. People disappear dl thetime.
It' safucking epidemic; some of the disappearances are murder, some are fugitives, some are kidnapped
by other human beings. Some of them are even found again.

But agood proportion of them are taken by the things that go bump in the night. And then it
becomes a hunter’ sjob to bump back.

Hard.

Morning isn't my best time, so | cradled a double vanillamochabreve, extrawhip, while | waited
for theroom to fill up. Bright, shiny new rookies; each one with a pretty badge and that ook every
rookie has, eager but trying to contain it, like adog straining at the leash. Buzzcuts werein for both
gendersthisyear, and they camein laughing and joking, sobering when they saw meleaning againgt the
dry-erase board. My back wasto the defensblewall; it waswhy | taught in thisroom with its gdlery of



windows looking out onto the Vice squad’ sforest of cubicles. Each desk had an empty garbage can
ditting next to it, and there were a couple of jokes about that, too.

| blinked deepily and sipped at my coffee while they chosetheir sests, jostling and good-naturedly
bantering back and forth.

On the other end of the dry-erase board, Captain Montaigne shifted his bulk. Thiswas one of his
less-favorite parts of the job. | heartily agreed.

I’d dressed normally, for me. Most hunters are sartorially odd, to say the least. So today it was
leather pants, low on the hips, atight Mark Hunt T-shirt, my long lesther coat heavy on my shoulders. A
gun rode my right hip, but I’ d left the bullwhip a home. Insteed, | wore extraknives. My hair was pulled
back from my face with two thin braids, the rest of the long mass hanging down my back, silver amulets
tied inwith red thread. The braids were aso woven with red thread and tiny silver charms; | wore the
slver ankh earring in my left ear and the long fanged dagger earring on the right. A brown leether bracel et
sat on my right wrist over my scar; my short-bitten nails were painted dried-blood red. The combat
boots were stedl-toed and scuffed; the tiger’ s-eye rosary dangled down and touched my belly while the
black velvet choker with the meda of St. Christopher moved as | swallowed. Just below the choker, the
chunk of carved ruby on its short supple silver chain waswarm.

| so wore enough eydiner to make me look like a hooker. My eyes stand out even more when |
outline them with kohl. One blue, one brown, the mismatched gaze alot of people find hard to mest.

| didn’t paint them to accentuate it before. Not until | met Saull.

The rookiesfinished dribbling in, and Montaigne cleared histhroat. | looked at the dide projector
agan, dlowed asmdl smileto touch my lips.

Monty looked at the sheet in hishand, caled rall. | let the names dip past me. They werelike every
other class of rookies, eyeing me nervoudy, wondering whet | was, fiddling with the folders on their
desks. Nobody had been brave enough to open one yet.

“Everyone shere”” Monty shifted hisweight again, aboard creaking under his mirror-polished
wingtips. He had anicetie on, probably agift from hiswife. She had far more taste than he ever would.
“Now listen up, boys and girls. Thisis Ms. Kismet. She' sgoing to give you the class you' ve heard
whispers about. Listen to her, and don’t give her any shit. If you play nicely with her, she might even
show you her tattoo, and believe me, it sworth it. Y ou will be tested on this materid, and it could save
your life. So no shit.” He glared at them with hiswatery gray eyes, and my smilewidened. | could have
repeated the speech word-for-word. Every class, though, some jerkass decided to get cute with me.

We' d seewho it wasthistime.

“They'redl yours. Don't kill anyone.” Monty ran his eye over them one more time, then stalked
away. The door closed behind him with aclick.

| let the sllence dtretch out, taking asip of my mocha. Then | set it down on the small teacher’ s desk
st to one side, and folded my arms. “Good morning, class.” | took perverse pleasure in speaking asif to
abunch of nine-year-olds. “I’'m Jll Kismet. Technically, I’'m an occult consultant for the Santa Luz metro
area; my territory actudly runsfrom Ridgefield to the southern edges of SantaLuz; Leon Budgein
Vigarojasand | split some of the southern suburbs. If you really want to get precise and technical, I'm
the resdent head exorcist and spiritua exterminator, not to mention liaison between the paranormal
community and the police. But the most popular term for what | amisa hunter . | hunt the things the cops
can't catch.”

A ripple went through the room. | waited. Phenomena s&lf-control, not one of them had made a
Smartass comment yet.

“I'm sureyou dl come from many diverse religious backgrounds, and you will probably think I'm
doomed to go to some version of eterna torment after my inevitable demise. Itis, | will tell you, too late.
Strictly speaking, I” ve been to Hell and come back, and that’ s what gives me some of the abilities|
possess. Mogt of you are probably wondering what the fuck I’ m talking about, or wondering if thisisa
practicd joke. Lights.”

Thelightsflickered and died. Not a one of them glanced at the switch by the door. | snapped my
fingers, and the dide projector hummed into life. “1 assureyou,” | said into thethick silence, “1 am not



joking. These are crime-scene photos from a case you may recognize if you read the papersayear and a
haf ago.”

“Jesus Chrigt,” someone whispered.

“No. Thisisarogue Were atack. Can anyone tel me what differentiates thisfrom aregular
homicide scene?’

Someone coughed. Choked.

“I didn’t think so. By the end of thisday, you'll be ableto. If you'll open your file folders—"

“What the shitisthis?” Thisfrom atall, jarheaded rookie who smelled of Butch Wax.

Hereit comes. | wasn't far wrong. He made the same little movement alot of civilians do when
confronted with the nightsde—a jerk of the head asif shaking off oily water, likeadog or ahorse. “This
some kindajoke? What the fuck?’

“Thisisn't ajoke, rookie. It'sdeadly serious. Y our employment with the police force is contingent
upon you passing this day-long course to my satisfaction. Because believe me, | do not want to vidt any
homicide scene sarring any of you yahoosin thevictim role. The smplerules| give you will keep you
sdfe Lights”

Thelightsflicked back on, and my smilewasn't nice at dl. They stared at me, dumbfounded.

“I will be blunt, rookies. You'll al be required to memorize the number for my answering service,
which will page me. Pray you never have to use that number. Three or four of you will haveto. A few of
you won't have timeto, but you can rest assured that when you come up against the nightside and get
daughtered, I’ll find your killer and servejustice on him, her, or it. And | will dso lay your soul to rest if
killing you isjust the beginning.”

Thick silence. Vacant stares. They were too stunned to spesk.

“Saul?’

He resolved out of the shadowsin the far end of the room, stalking between their desks. Severa of
them jumped. It was anice bit of theater, evenif | do say so myself. He reached the front of theroom, a
tall mahogany-skinned man with his hair starred and hung with silver, two streaks of bright red paint on
his high, beautiful cheekbones and lean muscle rippling under his T-shirt. He was armed, too, and when
he turned on his hed and raked the rookies with his dark gaze, not afew of them leaned back in their
chairs.

“Saul hereisaWere. You didn't know he wasin the room even when he flipped the light switch,
and believe mewhen | say he could have killed every motherfucking one of you in here and walked out
the front door of this precinct without so much as bresking aswest.” | took two steps away. “Doit.”

Saul blinked, and complied.

No matter how often | seeit, | dways get alittle shiver down my spine when he shifts. Themindis
trained by the eyesto make awhole hdll of alot of assumptions about things, and seeing atal man who
looks like the romance nove idedl of aNative American melt and re-form, fur crackling out through his
skin, eyes becoming amber lampswith dit pupils, can wallop those assumptions out from under you
pretty damn quick. It doesn’t help that my blue eye can see what he does, how he pulls on the ambient
energy around him to break afew laws of thermodynamics and turn into abig-ass cougar.

Where Saul had stood, the cougar now sat back on its haunches. It blinked again, deliberately, and
muscle rippled under its pelt.

Someone let out athin breethy scream. The first vomiting spell began, in the back of the classroom.
The blond jarhead’ s mouth worked like afigh's.

Saul shifted back, spreading his arms and shaking himsdlf. Looked a me again. | nodded, he
drifted over to the door, his step completely slent . . . and he proceeded to disappear from their sight
again, the little camouflage trick Weres are so fond of .

The vomiting began in earnest, and | picked up my coffee, took along drink and wrinkled my nose.
When they were finished and the janitor had taken away dl the pukebuckets, we' d get down to work.
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Lunch was pizza, but none of them were in the mood to eat much. | had three pieces, Saul stopped at
five, wedidn't bother with dinner. | findly let them go a about six, mostly shell-shocked and bone-tired.
The psych staff was on hand to give them each tranquilizers and agood talking-to. | was packing up the
dide projector while Saul picked up dl the leftover folders, when Montaigne breezed in the door again,
thistime accompanied by Carper from Homicide,

“Hey, Kiss” Carp could barely contain himsdlf. “ Another long day of bile?’

| wasn’t in the mood. “How hard did you throw up when | trained you, Carp? | seem to remember
you passing out and moaning near the end of the dide show.”

Saul graightened. He didn’t like Carp, and the feeling was mutua. His dark eyes fastened,
unblinkingly, on thetall, broad-shouldered detective. My scar itched, under the leather cuff, prickling in
the presence of antagonism.

Montaigne sighed. “Mdlow out, both of you. How’ sit going, Saul ?’

Saul shrugged. He went back to picking up the folders, each movement economica. “ Good
enough. Dragged onein last night.”

“I heard; Avery was delighted.” Monty findly dropped it. “ There's something | need you to tekea
look at, Jll.”

The script never varies. Something | need you to take a look at, Jill. Each time delivered weerily,
asif Montaigne himsdlf doesn't believe he' sasking awoman just alittle over haf hisage and hdf hissize
for help.

| gavemy line. “Sure.” | put the didewhed back initsbox. “Anima, vegetable, minerd ?’

“Homicide. Carp examined the scene.”

“Mdeor femae?

“Hooker.”

Oh, for God’s sake. “Mdeor femde?”

“Femae. The autopsy says o, at least.”

“How fresh isthe body?’

“Last seen last night. Out on Lucado.”

Lucado, theflesh gdlery. A cold finger touched my back. “Where was she found?’

“82nd and Varkell. On the side of the road, just on the margin of Idle Park.” Carp finally spoke up.
He might enjoy baiting Saul and giving me a hard time, but he was a good homicide deet and knew what
to look for in ascene. If it had triggered hisfine-tuned sense of the weird, | should definitely take alook.

| stretched, my lower back protesting asit often did after one of thesethings. “ All right. Lead the
way; send someone to box this up and put it back in the vault. Saul?’

“I'mwithyou.” Hefdl into step behind me, and we | eft the file folders and the dide projector
behind. “From Lucado to 82nd isafair way.”

“’Tis” | followed Monty’ s broad back and Carp’ sthinner, younger one. And a body in what kind
of shape that they can’t tell male or female without an autopsy? That doesn’t sound good. Saul
bumped into me, crowding mejust like aWere. He liked physical contact, and herding me around was
hisway of showing it; it was aso meant to make the point that | spent my off-duty time with him.

Weres get alittleterritorid like that.

| pushed him away, the leather cuff on my wrist brushing hisarm. He jostled back aswe strode
down the hall. He was getting alittle antsy; it would probably degenerate into a shoving match once we
got home. We d spar for awhile, and it would end up very satisfactorily for al concerned.

Hewas always alittle on edge whenever | had to go into the Monde. So wasl.

We made it to the Homicide department, and a perceptible quiet entered the room when | did. |
didn’'t pay attention, not anymore. Instead, we madeit al the way through to Monty’ s office. Saul shut
the door, not bothering to do his camouflage trick; he knew how Monty hated it. Instead he loomed
behind me. One hand brushed the small of my back, aprivate caress.

| tried not to smile as | crossed the room to Monty’ s desk. He handed me thefile. “ Take alook.
Want adrink?’

“Sounds good. Saul?”’



“Nonefor me.” Hisvoice was apleasant rumble, he looked over my shoulder. | didn’t flinch. I'd
long since gotten used to hearing hisvoicein my ear, his heat brushing my back.

Monty handed me the bottle; | took adug as| opened thefile. The liquor burned al the way down,
and | choked, damming the bottle down on the desk. | nearly followed it with afine mist of Jack Daniels,
the picture snapping into coherent shapes behind my eyes. “Fuck.” | backed away from both Monty’s
desk and Saul’ s heet, stalking over to thewindow. “Holy fuck.”

“All theinternd organsare gone,” Monty said quietly. “Took her eyestoo. Everything's gone,
there are chunks taken out of the upper arms and legsthat look like. . . bites. The only reason the ME
could make determination of sex was because of alucky fingerprint. Her legs were still mostly there, but
everything between them and her neck is gone.”

The picture was bruta, taken under the glaring high-intengity lights of autopsy. No wonder they’d
had to get her on the table to find out he or she. The body was dmost unrecognizable as human. No
hair. No clothes. Was she dumped naked? Are those claw marks? Teeth? What is this? “ Shewas
seen on Lucado, and then found near Idle Park? How iron-clad isthe sighting?”

“She was seen by Vice cops at ten-thirty. At two in the morning the body was found. Her right
middle finger was | eft intact, they printed and ran it just on the off chance, got lucky. Sylvie Mondale,
teen hooker and heroin addict.” Monty’ stonewasn't dismissive or harsh. Just blunt, to cover the aching
sadness of it. | checked the vitals shest.

Shewasfifteen. I" d been fifteen on Lucado once.

Jesus. They get younger all thetime. Or isit that I’ m getting older? The picture glared at me,
something about it still subtly wrong. No breasts. And the viscera’ s gone. Where did it go? “Parents?’

“Father’sin Hunger Centra, doing life for murder. Redl winner. Domestic violence, petty theft,
assault, grand theft auto, rape, breaking and entering. That’ s not counting the attempteds. Momwasa
heroin addict, dead two years ago. Kid ran away from Blackman Hall and hit the streets, beenin on
progtitution charges every oncein awhile. Part of Diamond Ricky’sgang.”

“Grew up fadt, thiskid.” Saul saidit so | didn’t haveto. | turned the photo over, laid the file down
on the desk, and began to look in earnest.

The pictures taken at the scene were a so merciless. Someone had dumped her just at the edge of
the park, right on afringe of gravel bordering theroad. Varkell Street did away from 82nd at an angle,
and shewas|€ft just at the dividing edge. Each photo was adifferent angle, with marksfor triangulation.
The body lay onitsside, ams and legs flayed and crumpled together, blood soaking into the gravel. |
looked, but didn’'t see any sign of entrails.

If they killed her somewhere elseit’s bound to be messy. Lots of trace evidence. But Carp’s
right. Thisis. .. thisis something strange.

A chill finger caressed the back of my neck just asmy pager jolted into life against my hipwith a
blurring buzz. The small sound made the sudden quiet in the room more noticesble.

| unclipped the pager, held it up, glanced at the number.

Christ. Never rains but it pours.

“Thisisoneof mine.” | gathered up thefile with quick swipes. “Isthismy copy?’

“Takeit. | thought you d want it.” Carp had gone pae. “What'sit ook like, Kiss?’

| don’t know, and that’s a little disturbing. “We'll see. I'll bein touch. If another onelikethis
shows up, cal and pageme. All right?’

“Yougotit.”

| handed Saul thefile and nodded to M ontaigne, who was looking decidedly green. Of course,
Monty hated it when | clammed up. Almost as much as he hated it when | opened my mouth and told
him about the nightsde. He'd run up against a Trader once, aguy who had bargained for near-invisibility
and superstrength; Monty’ d had the crap beat out of him and some good sense scared in by thetime |
showed up and dusted the Trader with four clips of ammo and atrick | picked up working the Santeria
beat in Vigarojas under Leon’ s teacher Amadeus one summer.

It took Monty three monthsin the hospita to recover. He hasn’'t wanted to know shit about the
nightsde snce.



Wiseman.

“Seeyaround, Monty.”

“Seeya, Jll. Good luck.”

It wasthe closest he ever came to thanking me. Or telling me goodbye.
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Father Guillermo kept in shape by playing basketball, and his curly mop of black hair framed aface as
pale, serene, and weary asaByzantine angd’ s. “ Daughter Jillian. Thank the gracious Lord.”

| grimaced, but if anyone could get away with caling methat, he could. “Morning, Father. You
rang?’ Darkness pressed close behind me as | stepped over the threshold, from night chill into seminary
quiet. Saul followed, his step slent, baring histeeth in agreeting to the priest, who was used to it by now
and didn’t flinch. Weres don't like the Church, and | can't say | blame them. There' sonly so much of
being hunted an innocent species can take.

Of course, the fact that some Weresweren't so innocent didn’t help. But ill, they didn't deserve
the Inquigtion.

Nobody deserved the Inquisition, at least in my humble opinion. And the other haf of Saul’s
heritage had suffered at the hands of Christianity too.

They remember, out on the Rez.

“I’'m glad you' ve come.” Guillermo, at least, was dways happy to see me. Of dl the priests1’d
worked with, hewas by far my favorite. “We have. . . another one.”

Of course you do, otherwise you wouldn't call. | took afirm grip on my temper. Teaching aclass
of rookies aways puts mein abad mood. “Age, sex, detalls, Father. Y ou know the drill.”

He closed the high narrow door, locked it with shaking hands. | smelled incense, candles, the smell
of men living together, and the peculiar fustiness that screams Catholic. My heartbeat kicked up anotch,
and Saul bumped into me again, his hand this time smoothing down my hip through the tough legther of
my coat. The brief touch was soothing, but | still moved away, following the priest’ slong black cassock.
Sour fear roiled in the air behind Guillermo, despite the placidity of hisface and the habitually clasped
rosary. Asamatter of fact, as soon as he was finished locking the door he clutched hisrosary again,
twidting it through his cgpable brown fingers.

“Twenty-four, male. The. . .it'sodd.”

Mae? That was alittle odd; women are statistically higher at risk for possession; it works out to
about saventy-thirty. The Catholicsblameit on Origind Sin. | blameit on being taught to be avictim from
birth, plusahigher incidence of psychic gifts—and lesstraining for those very gifts, in our rationa culture.
Wewould just have to agree to disagree, the Catholics and me. “ Odd how?’ You' ve had every
conceivable type of person in here suffering from possession, Father. What makes this one
different?

Although | would have to admit there were patternsin possession, just like in everything else. Mogt
victimsare morbidly rdligiousinnocents, sSince Traders have the benefit of an agreement, no matter how
shoddily phrased, to protect them from being taken over; aso, the arkeus who comesthrough to sign the
agreement usuadly loses out when the Trader’ shauled in and exorcised. It sin ther interest to make a
good dedl. Also, most victims are middle-to-upper-class; the poor seem to be ignored by the
Possessors. For once, there was a predator who didn’t feed on the lowest end of the economic poal.

The priest’ s footsteps echoed, mine brushed quietly along behind him, and Saul’ swere slent. “It's
different,” Guilleemoingsted. “Thistimeit's. . . different.”

I’mreally starting to hate that phrase. | took afirmer grip on my temper. But then we reached
the end of the hdl, and instead of making the sharp right that would lead to the basement, the priest
turned to the left and led us toward asmaller private chapd. | could see that the chapel door was barred,
afour-by-four with arosary hanging onit, swaying gently as whatever dectric current was behind the
door strained and swirled.

Uh-oh. Bad news. Why don’t they have the victim downstairs in the exorcism chamber?



“Gui?Y ou want to give meavowe or something here? Why aren’t we heading to the chamber?’

“Thevictimis. .. astudent, Jllian. It'sOscar.”

My heartrate kicked up another notch. | didn’t know Oscar, and the dreamy shocked tonein
Father Guillermo’ s voice was beginning to worry me. “A seminary student? Victim to possession?’

“Hewas missing from evening prayers, Father Rosas found him in here.”

Big fat Rosas, thejolly one. | eyed the chapdl’ s high pointed doors. The four-by-four rested iniron
brackets that hadn’t been used since the great demonic outbreak of 1929. Now that had been abad
year for huntersadl over. “Where' s Father Rosas?’

“Father Ignacio took him to the hospital. He' s suffered a heart attack. | entered the chapel and saw
Oscar. He.. . . hewas floating. And gabbling in astrange tongue. | pronounced the name of Our Lord
and he screamed in pain. Then | came out, barred the door, and called you. The rest of the students are
intheir dormitory; Father Rourke is standing watch there with the crossbow.”

| heard the hiss-flare of amaich, light briefly dappling the high narrow hal with its black-and-white
tiles. Saul had lit a Charvil.

Oh, for Christ’s sake. But | let it go. He had more than one reason to hate the Church. Guillermo
didn’t mention it, just pointed at the chapd doors. “He sinthere. Please, bemerciful. If . . .if he...”

| nodded, reached out. Touched the back of the good Father’ s hand. His fingers curled so tightly in
therosary it was awonder hisknucklesweren't cresking. “There.” | pointed with my other hand, to a
gpot in the hall on the opposite wall, where a bench would provide him with aplace to sit that was out of
the way should the door get busted down, and out of the sight-line should it be busted down by whatever
wasin the chapel instead of by me. “ Sit over there. Keep your rosary out, and repeat your Hall Mary.
Okay?’ That would keep him occupied and provide him with some protection—calling on agoddessis
one of the oldest remedies againgt evil. Gui had once admitted to me that he loved God, certainly—but
Mary was intercession, and a Jesuit is predisposed to Marianism anyway.

It was part of why | liked Gui. That, and his taste in microbrew beers.

| would have reassured him, but what priest would want reassurance from me? I’'m ahunter, and
condemned to Hell—or Purgatory at |east—even as the Church quietly fundstraining for not afew of us.

Guillermo nodded. “Be. . . be merciful, Jllian.”

“Y ou know me, Father. I'm aregular angel of mercy.” | regretted it as soon asit left my mouth. His
face crumpled dightly, took back its serene mask. | saw just how badly shaken he was and regretted it
even more. “Go st down, Gui. | promiseI’ll take care of him.”

A few moments|ater, with the priest out of the way and mumbling his prayer, Saul glanced at me.
“Ready?’ The cigarette fumed in his hand, resting casudly on the four-by-four. His fingers brushed the
dangling rosary. The wooden beads were charred.

Holy shit. What the hell’ s going on here?

| didn’t reach for the whip. Instead, my left-hand fingers crept to my right wrist.

Saul’ seyes widened alittle. He dropped the cigarette to the tiles, stepped onit, ground it out. He
sad nothing.

The scar burned and buzzed under the cuff. | could fed my left eye—the blue one, the smart
one—dtarting to get dry. | eyed therosary asit swayed, the cross tapping the door with tiny little sounds.
Thecloser | got toit, the more violently the cross swung.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

| took a deep bresth. Saul’ s hand came up, the bone-hilted Bowie knife lying flat against his
forearm. Be careful, his eyes said, though his mouth wouldn't shape the words. It would be an insullt,
implying | couldn’t take care of myself. Weres are touchy about that sort of thing.

It briefly warmed me, that he would consider my pride. High praise, from aWere.

| unbuckled the cuff, and the shock of chill air meeting the scar made meinhde.

Did Perry, acrosstown in the Monde—maybe sitting in his office, maybein his gpartment up over
the dancefloor, staring at thewalls or an empty chair—fed it when | did this? I’ d never asked.

| didn’t want to know.

Colors became sharper, the ting of cold air hitting the back of my throat, my skin suddenly



sengtiveto the faintest brush of air. My vision degpened, darkness taking on color and weight, new
drength flooding my limbs.

Asusud, thething that scared me most was how good it felt. My hair lifted on adight warm breeze
that came from nowhere, and | lifted my eyesto find Saul smiling, aprivate little smile that reminded me
of dl sorts of ddiciousthings.

The scar twinged. Open for business, working overtime.

“Ready,” | whispered, and focused through the door.

Saul flipped the four-by-four out of its bracket asthe charmstied in my hair made alow, sweet
tinkling. The wood clattered on the floor, the rosary splitting, its beads kissing the tiles gently before
shattering into fine ash. He kicked the door open, force splintering the wood in long verticd strokes as
they flew wide. My boots brushed the floor lightly as| legpt through, right hand up and fingers spread,
heatless black flame twisting a my fingertips. Skidded asit darted for me, my hand twisting through a
motion that sketched flameontheair.

| collided with alevinbolt, hit hard, the voice like brass bells stroked with awire brush. It was
muttering in Chadean, and it had just thrown a concentrated bolt of energy at me.

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Just what | need. The scar on my wrist flushed with heeat, shunting the
levinbolt aside and leaving me only breethlessinstead of knocked senseless on the floor.

Saul was suddenly there, gppearing out of thin air, spinning into acrouch with thefingers of hisfree
hand tented on the floor. The young boy in the long black seminary-student almost-frock (because they
believed in old-fashioned clothing here at Grace) tumbled over him, the twisting ripping sound of Old
Chaldean spoiling the air. | spun, the flame on my fingertips arcing, and caught him, boots skidding across
the floor as kinetic energy transferred, masstimes velocity equaling an elbow to my mouith.

That'swhy | don’t get my nose pierced like | want to. | get clocked in the face too goddamn much.

Tasted blood; locked the kid' swrist and wrestled him to the ground. A few moments of heavy
breathing and twisting, my coat rucking up, and | findly had him down on thefloor. “ Saul!” For fuck’s
sake, where are you?

He appeared, locking the boy’ s arms over his head. Pressed down with aWere' s strength, his dark
eyes meeting mine for just amoment and the paint streaked on his cheeks suddenly glaring in the
darkness.

The chapd was narrow, pews on either side; the altar would have been beautiful if the utt” huruk
hadn’t leached al the life from the flowers, torn the cloth and the dead plant matter to shreds. It hadn’t
been able to breach the shell of belief and sanctity over the windows and walls, though; that was
something to be grateful for.

Oscar was atdl blond corn-fed boy. | got my knee into his gut and held him down, hislegs
scrabbling usdesdy againgt thetiled floor. Don't crack his skull, Gui wants his deposit back on this
mother.

“Show thysdlf,” | hissed in ceremonia Chaldean, the syllables harsh and curdled against my tongue.
“Show thysdlf, unclean one, carrion one. Show thyself! In the name of Vul | command thee! ”

It howled, and the smdll of spoiled milk and dry dusty grave-wrappings coated the back of my
throat. More important than the words of any exorcism isthe psychic force put behind them, the
undeniability of command. Y ou have to be alittle bossy with the bitches, or they start laughing at you.

Then you redly haveto kick some ass.

So | bore down, not physically but mentally, along harsh bregth of effort hissing out between my
teeth. Struggling, my will locked againgt the utt’ huruk, pressing, pressing.

A sublimind pop! and the world exploded. | passed out for afraction of a second, the outward
pressure | was expending damming me out of my body and back in as the elastic defenses built around
my mind snapped the thing away from me and deflected most of itsblow. | came to with scaly, horny
hands around my throat, digging in, and Saul’ s chilling cough-roar. The pewswe d landed on had
shattered, wood-dust swirling crazily asthe utt’ huruk’ s bulbous red compound eyes stared into mine, its
beak click-snapping shut twice.

I"d pulled it out of thekid.



Good fucking deal.

| balled up my right fist, my left fingers scrabbling usdesdy at its claws around my throat. The scar
on my wrist ran with flame, burrowing in toward the bone, burning. The thing waswiry but tremendoudy
grong, it hissed acursein Old Chadean that would have turned acivilian’ shair white.

My right hand throbbed, the scar turning white hot asif Perry had pressed hislips on the underside
of my arm again. A bolt of agonized desire lanced through me, | punched the bird-headed demon right
sguare between its ugly eyes, where the seam of almost-flesh made an imperceptible weakness.

Utt’ huruk Anatomy 101: if you' ve got ahellbreed-stirong fist, useit on the thing’s skull.

Its head exploded in gobbets of stinking mest, its predator’ s beak curling like plastic in an oven.
The smdl wasincredible. Choking, | scrabbled at the horn-tipped hands digging into my throat, worked
them free. My breeth came harshly. Little charms knotted into my hair dug into the back of my head, my
shoulders.

“Fuck.” | coughed, rackingly. The utt’ huruk’sbody did bonelessly to the Side, hitting the floor with
athump. “Man, | hate it when they do that.”

“You okay?’ Saul, hisvoicelow. But he didn’'t move from his position, holding down the kid.

God, it was good working with him. “Peachy keen.” | rolled aside, made it up to my feet. My coat
rustled as| strode back to him. One boot on either side of the boy’ s hips; | squatted down and ran my
right hand down the front of his cassock. Buttons parted, | pushed material aside, looked at his narrow
pale chest.

No mark. The chest was the most traditiona place, but . . .

| checked theinside of hiswrigts, hisankles, hisknees. | even checked theinside of histhighs, Saul
helped me turn him over and | checked his buttocks, the base of his spine, the backs of hisknees.

His nape was covered by the high black collar. | tore the rest of the materia aside, my heart beating
thinly.

Nothing. | even smdled his hair. And checked histesticles.

“He doesn't appear to be a Sorrow,” | said findly, and Saul let out arelieved sigh. |, however, was
not relieved, not in the dightest. How could an utt’ huruk get into akid inaseminary?“Pick him up; let's
go. Guillermo’s probably having afit by now.”

Behind me, the utt” huruk’ s body was caving in, noisome liquid running from its bresking skinin
runnels of filth. Being a hunter was exhausting, but at least | wasn't ajanitor.

Saul hefted the boy’ sweight, pae naked skin looking exotic againgt his more familiar mahogany
darkness. “Y ou hungry?’

My pulse was starting to come back to normal, the copper of adrendine leaching out of my dry
mouth. And despite the smell, my stomach rumbled. “Y eah. Want to go to Micky’s?’

“Sounds good.” Hiswhite teeth flashed in asmile that waslike his hand on my back. “Bacon
cheeseburger? Pancakes? Omeet?’

As if anything could match your omelets. “Tease.”
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Father Guillermo knew better than to be unhappy about the state of the chapel. He took the news camly,
al things considered, only dmost-fainting; | held him up and made an gppointment to come back and
interview the kid' sfriends. | did search the kid’ sroom and look over the visitorslog, but none of the
names seemed familiar or suspect; Oscar himsalf hadn't had any visitors and he would probably beina
comafor agood week before he woke up and could give any answers. There was nothing in his room.
Nothing abnormd, thet is.

It didn't matter. I'd find out. Chaldean meant the Sorrows, and if they were looking for fresh mest
they would have to look somewhereese. | didn’t dlow a Sorrows House in my city.

That didn’t mean they wouldn't try to snesk onein. Still, they should know better. Some hunters
just keep an eye on the Sorrows and bitch-dap them every now and again to keep themin line.

| kill them on sight. And eachtime do, | earn alittle piece of mysef back.



Saul and | hit Micky’ s at about midnight. Micky’sison Mayfair Hill, in the gay section of town; the
nightclubs were just hitting their most frantic pace. But Micky’ sisalittle more quiet, being an dl-night
restaurant of the quality thelocals guard jealoudly and tourists only hear whispers of. Inside, thewdlsare
covered with posters of film stars from the forties and fifties, and the bar istucked in the back, smoky
and murmuring but always well-mannered. Start troublein Micky’s, and your asswill be on the street in
secondsflat.

Because dong with being a safe place for the gay community to canoodle in the booths and kiss
openly at thetables, Micky’ sisrun by aWere and has Were kitchen staff. Some other nonhumans work
there, too. Though afew of the waitstaff are civilian humans, Micky’ siswhere nightsiders cometo eat
late at night.

Nightsiders on theright Sde of thelaw, that is.

| shrugged off my coat and did into the red vinyl booth, giving Saul the side with his back to the
wall. Chas was on duty, and he brought a martini and a Heineken, setting the beer down in front of Saul
with agrin. “Heya, dude.”

“Dude.” Saul’ sanswering grin lit up hiseyes. “How you, Chas?’

“Can’'t complain. Hey, Jll.” Chaslooked like Puck on steroids, flirting his eyes at Saul while he put
my martini down. Tonight his T-shirt was pink, with Fancy Boy in curlicue script across his broad chest.
Jeansjust short of indecent wrapped around his lower half. It was a safe bet that he was commando
under them.

“Hey, Chas. What' sthe word?’

“All quiet around here. My sigter sayshdlo.”

| stifled asmile. Marilyn thought she owed me for saving her baby brother’ slife. Chas had gotten
tangled up with some trouble once, having to do with acircle of Traders running a dope-smuggling outfit
from ahouse on Mayfair itself. Two SWAT teams had aready been wasted by the time they called me
in; | cleared the house and found Chas naked and shaking like arabbit, chained in asmall filthy room
with only amattress. | could still see the marks on hiswrist from the chainsif | looked closdly. But after
rehab and five-odd years of therapy, he was much better.

And Marilyn was everlagtingly grateful.

| never told her that I’d dmost killed Chas, I d been trigger-happy after taking out five Tradersand
alittle doglike demon that looked disconcertingly like aLhasa Apso. That had been before Saul, but only
by afew months.

“Tell her | say helloback.” | settled for empty cliché politeness. “How are you, Chas?’

“Better dl thetime. Theusud?’ The frightened-rabbit look had gone out of hiseyes, and he'd
stopped flinching when | moved too quickly.

After fiveyears, that was ablessing. “ The usud, hot stuff. Don't forget the strawberry jelly.” | made
aface, and was rewarded with Saul’ s dow smile. Chas bopped away, switching his cute little weightlifter
ass, and Saul handed the file over the table.

“Dammiit, | hateit when you anticipate me,” | lied.

“You'rejust so trangparent.” Saul’s smile widened, turned wolfish. “Rookies put you in abad

“I’'m awaysin abad mood. It's part of my girlish charm.” | flipped the file open, turning over most
of the gridy photos in the same motion. Instead, | sudied other shots of the scene. “What do you think,
Saul?

His eyes met mine. Deep, dark eyes, asvelled asacat’ s gaze, he rubbed his chin. No stubble yet;
he doesn’'t have the usua Were problem of being hairier than an Armenian wrestler. The red paint was
crackling, drying on his cheeks. It meant the day was over.

Thank God. | could do without days like today.

“Hasit occurred to you,” he said dowly, “that we' ve been redlly busy lately? Y ou haven't had a
week off since the pring equinox and that serid-rapist guy.”

| thought about it, staring at the photo of the wet stain left under the body, gravel showing up sharp
and dick under the glare of lights, evidence markers bright yellow.



Hewasright. It had been one thing after another. | hadn’t even had a pedicure in months. Of
course, being a hunter means being outnumbered. Most psychics are women, but most hunters are men;
they can quite frankly take more damage.

Wefemale hunters are atough bunch, though.

Stll, we have large territories, and even with Were and other dliancesit’s ill hard work. Plenty
hard, plenty dangerous, and unremitting.

But there should have been alull or two since spring. Wewere just past New Year's, that made it
amost ayear sncemy last redl break.

Thetrouble was, therewasn't anyone I’ d even felt had a chance of surviving training, even if | had
time to take on an apprentice or two. Saul was fast and tough, but he was aWere. There were some
thingsahunter dedlt with that would kill him, if only because he didn’t have the breadth of knowledge
did when it came to Possessors or arkeus. Or, say, a Sorrows adept.

Or, God forbid, aBlack Mist infestation. No, Saul was great backup, the most marvel ous backup
intheworld, but I couldn’t train him to be ahunter. Even if he'd wanted to, whichwasn't at dl likely. He
went with me because we were involved, not because he had any pressing need to even the scales. No
mission, unlessit was keeping hislover' sskinwhole.

Don't think I'm not grateful.

“Doesn’'t look like things are caming down much lately ether.” 1’d call for reinforcements, but
who am | going to call? Leon? He can barely keep Vigjarojas under control. Anderson up north?
Histerritory stwice the size of mine. Anja, over the mountains? She' s got all she can handle with
the Weres fighting the scurf over there. | tapped my fingers on the glassed-over tabletop.

“I missyou.” The smile had fled. He picked up his beer, took along draft, histhroat working as he
swallowed. Set it down, licked hislips. “1 mean, | miss hanging out with you. We haven't beento a
moviein months”

We spend every ever-loving day together. But you're right, our R& R has been sadly lacking
of late. “I missyou too. What' s playing?’

“Probably nothing much. The point is, you need to take a break, Kiss.”

| madeaface. “Don’'t | dways. But you' reright, we should spend some quality—"

“1 want you to stop.”

| actually dropped thefile on thetable, closingit. | stared a him. “What?’

It was histurn to make aface, aswift grimace. “Not stop hunting, kitten. I know you too well. |
want you to take a vacation with me. A real vacation, to someone else sterritory. Where you' re not
awayslooking over your shoulder.”

Do you think thisis like a nine-to-five job, whereif | leave I’ |l come back to paperwork and
phone calls? I’'ll come back to dead bodies and mountains of work to catch up on. Christ, Saul,
what are you thinking? “If | could get someone to cover—"

“Leon and Andy could both help; they’ ve both got apprentices, for Christ’ s sake. Anjawould be
more than happy to ask afew Weresto come out on patrol—it’ | be fun for them. Not to mention the
Were population herein your own town. | want to get away.” He nodded, sharply, asif he wasfinished
gpesking. Then he continued. “1 want al your attention, for achange.”

Were jed ousy? Or something more? | glanced down a my right wrist, the scar covered and fedling
flushed, full, ripesinceI’d drawn oniit. “Isthis about—"

“It’ s not about that goddamn bastard and his goddamn Monde. | just want you to take a vacation.
With me.” He looked down &t the tabletop, hislong expressive fingers playing with the beer bottle. A ring
of condensation marked the table, he moved the bottle dowly, blurring it, drawing it out. “Want to take
you to meet my people.”

Holy shit. My heart gave alegp that fdt like zero-gravity had suddenly kicked into effect. “You
want meto . . . meet your people.” Christ, | sound stunned. | fed stunned.

He shot me adark look from under his eyebrows, the charmsin his hair stirring as hetilted his head.
“That'swhat | said.”

Oh, Lord. That was news. Big news, coming from aWere. | picked up my martini, downed half of



it. It burned al the way down. “ Sure.” | tried to sound casual. “1 want to dig alittle deeper in this murder.
But I'll cal Andy and Leon tomorrow. Okay?’

Hisdow smilewasareward initsdf. “Y ou sure?’

Asif | didn’t know anything about Weres. | took a deep breath. “1’ d be honored to meet your
people, baby. Nobody better try to bite me, though.”

“Aww, come on. | thought you liked that.” The smile widened as he settled back in the seet, vinyl
creaking and rubbing againgt his coat. | did my boot over, touched his under the table, and had to catch
my breath when his eyes half-lidded. Just like abig deepy cat.

“Only fromyou, catkin. Only fromyou.” | opened the folder again, looked down, and took the rest
of my martini in one gulp, hoping Chas would come back soon with the food.

All of asudden | couldn’t wait to get home.
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| woke up with Saul’ s heavy muscular arm around me so tight | could barely breathe, hisfacein my hair,
and an ungodly racket right next to my ear. Late-afternoon sunlight came thick and golden through the
blinds, and the sound echoed. One of the things about deeping in awarehouse: the acoustics are
screwed-up. Which means| can hear every diding footstep, every insectinthewadls. . . but it dso
means the phone' sring turnsinto something like an air-raid siren. Especialy when I’ m tired.

Saul stirred dightly. | pushed hisarm away and stretched, yawning, fumbled for the phone. His
fingersdid over my ribs, warm and ddlicate for al their strength. | finally managed to grab the phone and
hit thetalk button. “Tak.” This had better be good.

The warehouse on Sarvedo Street was mine, alast gift from Mikhail. I’ d been trained as ahunter
by one of the best ever to take the field, and he d left me this space; enough room for afully equipped
gym, ameditation space, adouble kitchen for entertaining and cooking up supplies, and anice big
bedroom with plenty of space around the bed so | could be sure of nothing snesking up on me. And
since Saul had moved in, the place looked much better; he had agenius for finding thrift-store gems and
bargain luxuries.

What can | say? Weres are domestic. He even does dishes.

The phone crackled in my ear. “JlI? It'sMonty. Wake up.”

Adrendine dammed through me, cold and totd. | curled up to asitting position, Saul’ s hand diding
free and the green cotton sheets rustling. “I' m up. What do you have?’

“We have another body.”

“Ancther . ..” Sofar, Monty, thisdiscussion is frighteningly familiar. How many times have
we had thislittle talk?

“Another dead hooker with al her guts and her eyes gone.”

My mind clicked into overdrive. “Where? And where' sthe body?’

“Scen€ sat Holmer and Fifteenth. Recero Park. They’re holding it for you, but it won't be long
before the pressjackals—"

“Recero?I’ll betherein twenty. Hold the scene. Don’'t move even if the pressfindsit, put atent
over the body, and leave it alone. Okay?’

“Okay.” But Monty didn’t hang up. “JlI, if you know anything—"

“Who foundit?” Monty, | don’t have anything yet, and even if | did | wouldn’t tell you,
dammit. You don’t want to know.

“Jogger. Being held at the scene. Medics are tresting him for shock.”

“I'monmy way.” | hit the off button and bounced out of bed, heading for the bathroom at adead
run. My feet dapped the hardwood floor.

“JII?" Saul’svoice, dl degpinessgone.

“Another murder,” | tossed back over my shoulder. “ Get your coat.”
| took one look at the body and my gorge rose. It takes alot to upset my stomach, but this managed to
doit. | stood at the edge of the crumbling sidewalk and contemplated the gentle rolling grassy strip, about



six feet wide, that was the very edge of Recero Park. The trees started with a vengeance, erupting with
scrub brush and thick trunks asif the forest couldn’t wait to spill out; if it hadn’t been the beginning of
winter there would have been more shade. My breath hung in foggy ribbonsin front of my face.

Thisonelay on her back, sprawled in the shade below alarge oak treeright off ajogging path. Her
ribcage was cracked open, her face savaged and the empty sockets of her amost-denuded skull were
aready hogting flieseven in this chilly weather. There wasn't even enough hair |eft to mark her asfemale.
| stood for afew moments, letting it Sink in.

There was nothing left between the broken petals of her ribcage, and nothing left in her belly either.
| could see the glaring gouges where something had ripped and gouged through the periosteum covering
the lumbar vertebrae. Little shreds of what had to be her digphragm hung from the broken arches of her
ribs; her arms, like the other one's, were terribly flayed. Her legs weren't touched much, but they were
oddly flattened, asif the bones had been crushed.

The femur’ san amazing bone; it takesahell of alot of stress per square inch with every walking
step and even more while running. To crush and splinter afemur so dim divers of bone poke out through
thequadsis. . . wel, it takesalot of strength.

Saul had gone pale. | didn’t blame him. He hung back at the very periphery of the makeshift tent
that had been erected to shield the body from the press, who had just started to show up in droves.

| shut away the sound of people, dowly closing my awareness until | could hear thewind movingin
the trees of Recero Park. Naked branches, most of them; there were evergreensfurther in the center of
the park, but out here along the fringes it was scrub brush and sycamores, a pale beech standing like a
sentingd at the corner of Fifteenth up to my left. Again, the body had been dumped less than ten feet from
the street, just at the margin of the park. The sidewalk here was cracked and beaten; thiswas aforlorn
little stretch of road. Acrossthe street adilapidated baseball diamond for Little League stretched behind
itsrattling chain link fence, its dugout set off to the Side, first base right across the street. The parking lot
was afied of gravel and weeds behind the dugout and the stands, which looked rickety enough to
collapse thefirgt time someone sat on them.

Not a lot of witnesses, despite it being broad daylight. And nobody to hear her if she
screamed. Assuming she was killed here. No, there’ s not enough blood.

Thetreesrustled.

Dumped here. Why? Anything that causes this much damage usually eats what it takes; why
take the eyes? What is this?

| closed my dumb eye, the one that only saw the surface of the world. My blue eye stared,
focusng through the scene, and | saw the faint fading marks of violence. She hadn’t wanted to stick
around, even asadisembodied soul; | didn’t blame her. It was strange; she must haveleft inahell of a
hurry for the etheric strings tying her to her body to be torn like that. That wasn't too terribly
out-of-the-ordinary for aviolent death, but the scale of the damage was alittle. . . odd.

“PaulaLee” Carp sad, right next to me. | returned to mysdlf, the sound of people swirling around
me. “Those boots.”

She did till have her boots on, ditinctive pink leatherette numbers with tiletto hedls. The pink was
gplashed with Hill-sticky crimson. “ The boots are familiar?’

“| caled Pico over in Vice, figured since the last one was ahooker and this one’ swearing fuck-me
hooves | might save mysdlf sometime. Peek knew the boots. She was dso seen last night, early, on
Lucado. Ancther one of Diamond Ricky’sgirls.”

Crap. My stomach flipped, settled. “How old isthis one?’

“Don’t know. Caruso says she' s young, though. Street nameis Baby Jewel.” Carp looked alittle
green, thismorning he wore athick gray swester and jeans, apair of battered Nikes. Must have called
him out of bed early. Was he sleeping in? It's almost 4 p.m. His sharp blue eyes rested on the corpse;
mine returned unwillingly to the ravaged face.

Baby Jewel. Christ. “I’d better have atalk with Diamond Ricky.”

“Hell enjoy that.” Carp’s mouth pulled habitualy down a the Sides, making him look like thefish
he was nicknamed for. He had run his hands back through his hair more than once today, | guessed. It



stood up in messy spikes. His partner Rosenfeld was talking to one of the forensic techs; Rosi€' s short
auburn hair caught firein the afternoon light.

“You did the prelim, Carp. What' sup?’

“Jogger came aong, hisusua route. Found the body, called it in from the pay phone at the corner
of Fifteenth and Bride, two blocks up. VVomited right there before he did so, though. No tracks, even
though the ground’ sfairly soft; there’'s some leaf scuff. It' sthe damnedest thing . . .”

| waited.

“Rosielooked at it and thought maybe the body had been thrown to land that way. Look a where
her arms are, and where her head ended up. | think | agree.”

You guys are amazing. “1’d carry that motion.” | let out aheavy sgh. “Christ. Do you want to be
therewhen | question Diamond Ricky?’

“Shit, yeah. Loveto be afly onthewall during that discussion. Y ou gonnabeat him up?’

I’d love to. “Only if he getsfresh with me. Try to keep your excitement under control.” | motioned
to Saul, who detached himself from the shadows he had begun to sink into and approached, his step light
on the cracked pavement.

“I hateto ask.” Carp’stonewarned me. “But . . . Jll, do you have anything? Anything at al?’

“It'snot aWere” That much, at least, | was sure of. “Mind if Saul doeshisthing?’

“Go ahead.” Carp sounded relieved. | wondered when he' d figure out that | had no idea yet. Just
likehim.

And that bothered me. A kill like thiswas anything but subtle. When things shout thisloud, they
usudly want ahunter to hear them.

Saul lifted his head and sniffed, rolling the air around in his mouth like champagne, tagting it. He
stepped off the pavement, ddlicatdly, knowing the forensic techs were watching where he moved. His
boots were soundless as he approached the body.

He paused four feet from the sticky pool of blood under the broken corpse. My gorgerose again; |
pushed it down.

He bent his head, spreading his left hand, tendons standing out on the back, hisfingerstesting the
air. Shuddered, his shoulders coming up.

He backed up without looking, retracing his steps. Reached the sidewalk, turned on his hed to face
me. Hisdark eyes glittered, and under his dark coloring his face was cheesy-pae. His mouth turned
down at both corners. He reached out blindly, his hand closing over my shoulder, fingersdigging in.

| reached up, covering his hand with mine. Stared into his dark, dark eyes. He didn’'t spesk—he
would wait until he had everything clear indgde his head before he gave me anything. But for the moment,
we stood there, and copper filled my mouth.

Indl thetime!’d known him, | had never seen Saul Dustcirclelook frightened before.
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Failing sunlight dipped the flesh gdlery in gold. The tenements dumped, tired as the women who walked
below, go-go boots and hot pants, fake rabbitfur jackets, each on her prescribed piece of sdewalk. The
overdl impression of this section of Lucado Street has dway's been motion, hips swinging back and forth,
eyes blinking and glittering under screens of makeup, teased hair, candy-glossed lips most often marred
by cold sores. The older girls worked the north end, the bargain basement; Diamond Ricky’ s turf was
further south, prime red estate | could remember pacing years ago when it was Va' sterritory.

| never like thinking about that, though. It was awhole lifetime and atrip to Hell away from me.
Thank God.

Ricky had some of the best merchandise, the youngest and prettiest; teenage girls who each would
have sworn that Ricky loved her and was protecting her. And of course, we suspected him of running
an escort service that provided underage action for rich businessmen. No proof.

Y.

His number onewasagirl alittle older than hisusua crew; she tossed back her long brown hair,



sniffed, and wiped at her nose with the back of her hand as| tilted my heed, taking in the gpartment: huge
entertainment system, white leather couch, trendy-in-the-eighties Nagel print hanging onthewal. Ricky’'s
tastes ran to chrome, glass, and leather, and every piece in here was bought with the money he took from
the young girls outside, peddling their asses scraping together enough to feed his appetite for luxury.
Normaly he'd be sitting out on the street in his Cadillac with some muscle, overseeing the action, but

we' d managed to catch him at home with nobody but his girl.

Lucky us.

| took a deep breath. Pulled the chair out from the dining-room table, dragged it across the spotless
white carpet. Y ou wouldn't think to look at this place that it was merely amodest brownstone
sandwiched between doping ramshackle gpartment buildingsfilled with the desperate.

Sim greasy Ricky lounged on the white |esther couch. He wore ablack cowboy hat with silver
scallops on the band, black silk button-down shirt, and leather pants. Cowboy boots with silver tipswere
propped on thelow glasstablein front of him. He gestured at the small square mirror tile laying on the
table. Two lines of white powder were prominently on display.

Christ. Do pimps ever change? | shook my head, set the chair on the carpet at precisely the right
angle. Saul leaned against the door next to Carp; Rosie was till at the scene. Carp’s blue eyeswere
avid, flicking over every surface.

| settled down on the chair, folding my arms and resting them on the back, knees on either side.
Turned my unblinking gaze on Ricky while the number onewiped at her nose again, snuffling, and
padded into the kitchen.

Ricky grinned, hisfingers dangling loosdly in hislap, an advertisement. He indicated the powder on
the spotless mirror again, with anod of hishat. “ Fed free, puta.” His grin widened; wewouldn’t bust him
unlessit got difficult. “Or you here to make some money? | turn you out after | test the merchandise,

You son of a bitch. The scar on my wrist throbbed. The smile began down deep, | let it riseto my
lips. Waited for the right time to speak, as Ricky shifted. It was that tiny movement, aflinch, that told me
| had dready unsettled him. He was aman who lived off mindfucking women, and | wasjust aching to do
alittlein return. Even it out for the female species, so to speak.

| waited. Let the smile bloom. He was Puerto Rican, so | let the tiger’ s-eye rosary dangle, hunching
my shoulders and resting my chin on my crossed forearms. My eyeswould do haf thework for me. It's
funny how many cultures have weird legends about people born with different-colored eyes.

Only | was born with brown eyes. The blue one isagift—or acurse. Whichever, aslong asit
worked.

| looked at Ricky’snose. If you stare right at the bridge of aman’ s nose, he thinks you' re looking
him in the eyes. The gaze grows piercing, intense, and the man startsto sweet. Especidly if he'sdone
something wrong.

“What you want, hun?’ His eyesflicked past meto the door. Carp was probably grinning. Saul, of
course, would be staring unblinkingly at Ricky, daring him to make amove. “What you want, puta?”

| did the gun free of its holster, rested my elbow on the chair back and pointed the barrel at the
ceiling. The pimp stiffened. “Cal me awhore again, Ricky, and I’ m going to shoot your bals off.” My
smile widened, became sunny. The charmstinkled in my hair as| moved dightly. “Baby Jewd.”

His eyes widened. “What about her? Hey, man, she swears she' s eighteen, you can't pick no—"

| leveled the gun, cutting him off midstride. “ Did she get uppity with you, cabron? Stopped handing
over her cash? What wasit?’

I’ve never seen aman turn white as curdled milk so fast. There was a gasp from the kitchen, and his
number-one girl came around the corner, her eyes asbig asdinner plates. | didn’'t move—if she needed
taking care of, Saul would handleit.

“Jewel? She. . .” Hiseyesflicked over to Carp, widened, came back to me. “Oh, shit. Listen, | did
no—"

“Shut up, Ricky.” | pulled the hammer back.

He shut up.



“Now. Jewel wasworking for you last night. When did you last see her? When did she drop off her
last load of cash?”’

Heflinched. “Nine” hefinaly squesked. “ She work the early shift, man.”

Vice had seen her at just past ten or thereabouts, she must have hit the street again, maybe trying to
make her rent now that she’d paid Ricky off. Or had she?“How much did she give you, Rick? And keep
inmind that | can smell alie, you greasy little piece of shit.”

The girl behind me was quivering with terror, exhaing ahigh hard musky smell dipped in copper.
She knew something. Good luck getting her to spill; if shetold us anything Ricky would probably demote
her, afate worse than degth.

Stll, I might be abletotry, if | could catch her done. A ot would depend on the next few minutes.

And alot would depend oniif | could keep my temper.

Ricky reached up, took his hat off. “Four, five hundred,” he said cautioudly. “ Sent her back out, her
pink ass can makefour times that if sheworks. Lazy bitch. They dl lazy.”

And you' re such a self-made man. “ She didn’t show up all day today, and you didn’t check on
I,m’

“Check on her?’ Helaughed, snuggling back into the couch, his hipsjerking up. It was macho, and
| et it pass. Let him get comfy. I’'m going to make him pretty damn uncomfy soon enough. “The
bitch comes back. She begsfor alittle Ricky love, bruja. They dl do.”

So we' ve gone from calling me slut to witch. It's an improvement. | raised an eyebrow. “Just
like Sylvie? Did she come back begging too?’

Despite being lazy, Ricky wasn't afool. His eyes returned to Carp. “Oh, shit.” He could barely get
the breath to whisper.

| moved. The chair squealed, glass shattered as| brought it down squarely on the table; the sound
wasincredible. The girl screamed; Ricky let out aydll, and | wason him.

My knees sank into the leather of the couch. My left-hand fingers sank into histhroat. | smelled
quesadilla and cologne, not to mention the thin acrid funk of a coke fiend. | pressed the gunto his
temple and smiled into hiseyes.

Thiswas pureterrorization for its own sake. | am not avery nice person, and if there’ sonething |
hate with a vengeance that surpasseth dl understanding, it’'s pimps. | never pass up achanceto make a
pimp fed my displeasure.

“I would as soon blow your head off aslook at you, you greasy little cocksucker.” My breath
touched hislips. He shook like arabbit in the snare. “1 am going to ask you afew smple questions.
Sylvie. Jewd. What did you do to them?’

| didn’t think for a second that he had much to do with it. Mostly because the girls were worth
moreto him aive and peddling their wares. And also because Ricky was, like dl pimps, afucking
coward.

He spilled alot of babbling in Spanglish, enough for meto determine afew things. he hadn’t even
known Jewe was dead before we came calling. He al so was more than willing to spill about the escort
sarvice, and | let him talk about that for alittle while. Then he dropped one more piece of news.

| let go of him, reholstered the gun, and was off the couch in one motion. “You'resure?” The
number-one girl stood by the entrance to the kitchen, her fingers pressed to her mouth and her eyes huge,
dark, and full of tears.

“CourseI’m sure, the stupid bitch!” Ricky moaned, turning hisface into the couch. Therewasa
retty little gleam to hiseyes| didn’t like. “ There' sa doctor on Quincoa—Polish fucker, name's
Kricekwesz, he takes care of that shit, but it ain’t cheap. Stupid bitch. Stupid fucking bitch.”

“You'reared prince, Ricky.” | looked over at Carp, who was amost purple with restrained glee.
It did him good to see me do something like this, something aregular cop wouldn't be able to do without
worrying about abrutaity lawsuit. “Y ou want to take him in?’

Carp shook his head. He sounded excessively casud. “Not worth our time right now.”

| sllently agreed. Looked at the girl. Tears dicked her cheeks, and the way her eyesjittered away
from mine told me there wasn't much hope of questioning her. Therewas afading bruisejust vishble



under the scoop collar of her pink shirt. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen, but was aready
looking old.

“Do yoursdf afavor, honey.” My voice was harsh. “Get out of thebiz.” Before you end up just as
dead as those other two girls.

Then | stalked for the door. Pregnant. Sylvie was pregnant.

This puts a little different shine on things, doesn’t it. Two counts of murder for her and her
baby; and all her internal organs gone. Why? What is this?

Outsdein the hall, Carp eyed mewhile Saul curled his hand around my nape and reded mein. |
spent afew moments leaning againgt Saul’ s chest, hearing his heartbest, the shakes going down dowly.
Very dowly.

I"d never told him about Va, but it wouldn't surprise meif he guessed. I’ d never told Mikhail
ether, evenin thelong, sun-filled afternoons we spent in the same bed. But | wouldn't be surprised if
Mikhail had known, too—he had treated me so gently in that one space, the space where we became
more than just teacher and student.

Saul didn’t want to let me go, but after afew moments| did away, and his hand fell back down to
hissde. But alittle of hiswarmth remained against my skin, asmuch as| could hold on my own without
hishandson me,

“Wel?’" Carp couldn’t restrain himsdlf.

| checked the hall, set off for the end of it, where stairs would take us down to the door and the
street below. “My initia reaction? He s got nothing to do with it. Could be chance, you know how it is.
The escort service, though . . .

“Yeah?" Carp wasamost begging for meto give him something, anything.

“It givesmean idea” Morethan anidea, in fact.

Shit. I’'mgoing to have to go see himearly.
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Rosenfeld had short auburn hair, a strong-jawed, too-striking-to-be-pretty face, and wrists that put mine
to shame even though mine are hellbreed-strong. She settled into the booth next to Carp and examined
me suspicioudy. “Don’t suppose you' ve got anything useful.”

“Not yet.” | blew across my coffeeto coal it.

Carp | could lieto, Monty encouraged meto keep it close to the vest—but Rosie liked it out where
she could seeit and tried to act like working with me didn’t bother her.

Rosenfeld had only questioned my judgment once. That was during the Browder case; the next day
she’' d seen an arkeus up close and personal. | had amost been too late to save he—and she had seen
me take my wristcuff off and battle the thing hand-to-hand. After aweek in the hospital, she'd actudly
come down to the warehouse and apologized, something | had no ideaa cop could do.

She was probably still dyeing her hair to cover up the white stregk. | had no ideaif she was il
undergoing therapy, and | didn’t ask.

Carp snorted. “Y ou shoulda seen it. Diamond Ricky pissed his pants.”

Rose seyesdidn’t sparkle, but it was damn close. “I heard the Vice guys giggling about it. Areyou
redlly gonnaeat that? My arteries are hardening just looking &t it.”

“I need protein.” | smothered the pancakesin butter and strawberry jam; picked up two dices of
bacon at once. “ Got to keep my girlish figure.”

“We should dl be so lucky.” She studied my face. “ So what do you think?”

“Sylvie was pregnant. Ricky was going to send her to adoctor on Quincoa. I’ll check him, leave
you two to talk to the other hookers. Seeif they can describe the last trick of the night for either of our
girls”

“I don't haveto tell you we gottawork fast.” Carp dumped more creamer in his coffee. “There are
only so many man-hoursthey’ll spend on this.”

| knew. If the dead had been nice middle-class churchgoing girls, the public outcry would be



tremendous and we d have awhole task force paid for by John Taxpayer. Asit was, the only thing
drawing attention to thiswas the shock value of the killings. Who cared what happened to hookers?
Certainly not the same John Taxpayer who handed over atwenty for a blowjob or abendover in one of
Lucado’ sdark corners.

Same old gtory, different day.

Saul dtirred restlessly next to me, tucking into his hash browns. His eyesflicked over theingde of
the restaurant, a hole-in-the-wall diner on Holmer. | passed him the st and the green Tabasco,
shuddering at the thought of kissing him afterward.

I will never understand men and Tabasco sauce. “Two dead women in two days. If this accelerates
we' re going to have problems.” | looked down at my cheese and ham omelet. The pancakes were
substandard, but the bacon was crisp, at least.

“Thanksfor that lovely thought.” Rosie grimaced into her yogurt and granola, produced from her
purse. “Anything you want us to do other than talk to hookers and try to keep the press off our backs?’

“I’ve got someone to visit who might be able to shed alittle light, after | talk to the doctor. At lees,
he'll be ableto tell meif someone s moved into town without permission.” And I’ ve got to go back to
the seminary and question a few kids, not to mention call Andy and . . . Christ, my dance card’s
full. As per usual. “Just be careful, okay? Thisisn't looking good.”

“Bemorethan careful,” Saul piped up. “Be cautious.”

| glanced a him. He d been extremey quiet since thismorning, and while | gppreciated his
restraint—he more than other people understood how | felt about the sex trade—I ill felt alittle darmed
a how pae he' d been.

But he probably didn’t want to talk in front of the cops, and | couldn’t say | blamed him.

“Great.” Rosewaved her spoon. “Be cautious, Tonto says. Careto give any specific pointers, or
will you just settlefor being cryptic?

“ Shooting our mouths off before we know precisely what' s going on will get us exactly nowhere,” |
pointed out. “Don't give Saul ahard time. Heworks for me, not for you.”

“Weadl work for the taxpayers, baby,” Carp weighed in.

Yeah. S0 do the hookers. | rolled my eyes, flicked along, charm-weighted strand of hair back
over my shoulder with adight chime. “Eat up, boys and girls. There’ swork to do today.”

The abortion clinic on Quincoawas closed by the time we got there. | used the payphone on the corner
to leave amessage on Carp’s cdll that we would try the doc tomorrow. Next we could either stop by the
seminary or go to the Monde Nuit. | wanted to get the Monde out of the way first, and Saul just got that
look again, so | drove. | left him in the Impala smoking a Charvil and staring at the building with
narrowed eyes.

| walked up to the door, fitting the silver over my right hand. It wastechnicaly aset of brass
knuckles, but made out of aloyed silver with just enough true content to hurt anything damned but
enough other metd to be twice as hard.

The usua daylight bouncer was on duty, a massive guy with atribal-tattooed neck; | nodded to him
and strode past. My blue eye widened, taking in the flux of bruised hellbreed-tainted atmosphere.

It was till daylight, never mind that the sun was fading fast; the Monde was dmost deserted. One
or two Traderswerein there drinking whatever it is the damned drink, and Riverson was at the bar
again; acouple janitors were cleaning everything up and waitstaff were getting ready for dusk.

Perry was at avelvet-covered table in the back, three other hellbreed with him. They were playing
what looked like a card game, and cigarette smoke fumed in the air. He didn’t even glance up a me, but
the scar on my wrist ran with throbbing prickles, ahurtful bloom on the underside of my arm.

| was glad it was covered.

“Hey! Hey!” Riverson ydled. | ignored him. There were afew musclebound idiotsin the shadows,
too far from the hellbreed to be any help; my pace had quickened. By the time | reached the table they
were converging on me. Perry’ s profile was supremely unconcerned, bent over his cards. A low murmur
likeflies above acorpsefilled the air.

Helleténg, the speech of the damned. The ruby warmed against my throat on itsslver chain.



| kicked the chair out from under Perry and punched, catching him acrossthe cheek and flinging
him down and away. The next kick shattered the table; oversized cards, cigarettes, and a half-bottle of
Glenlivet went flying.

| reached down, grabbed Perry’ s shirt, hauled him up left-handed, and punched him again. Blood
flew, the slver armoring my fist would hurt him more than the force of the blow. | drew back, slver
suddenly hot on my fingers, and did it again, dropped him, and kicked him twice. The gun |eft its holster
left-handed, afeat | practiced long and hard to achievein the dim first days of my training, and | set my
feet on thefloor, turning in acomplete circle to seewhat | was up againg.

Seven of “em, not counting the goddamn breeds | just interrupted. Splendid.

Perry coughed, and the sound of hislaughter cut the air into a thousand wet, shivering pieces.
“Sweet nothings,” he managed through amouthful of blood. “Kiss. So niceto seeyou again.”

The muscles stopped, each leather-clad mountainous one of them. | drew in adeep soft breath, the
gun held leve. “Back off,” | told them. “Or I'll fucking kill you dl.”

Silver in my hair rattled just like adiamondback’ stail.

They backed off. | reholstered the gun, bent down, and hauled Perry upright again. “I put up with a
lot of shit from you, Pericles. Y ou and the rest of your hellspawn scum. But no underage cooch. The
rule ssmple: no dabbling in the under-eighteen poal in my territory. Right?’

Asusud, he got cute with me. “Would we dare disagree?’

I’d damaged one whole half of hisbland pale face, his blood-masked eyes glared at me but he
remained dill, perfectly Hill.

Inhumanly ll.

| let go of thefront of his shirt. Blood dripped from his chin, the skin over his cheekbone mashed
into hamburger, hislacerated eye puffing up. Never pretty in thefirst place, and a whole lot worse
now. | discarded the thought, lifted my fist again.

“Spare me your kisses, Kismet.” Heraised his hands, loosdly. But there was no shimmer of etheric
force around them, he was't getting ready to throw anything nasty at me. “We know this decree of
yours. We obey.”

Like shit you do, if you think you can get away with it. “Oh yeah? Someone s bresking it. Using
Diamond Ricky’ s teenage whoresto feed afew bad appetites. And right now my suspicion is squarely
on the hellbreed population. | know how little salf-control you bastards have.”

His unwounded eye narrowed alittle, that wasal. | could tell nothing from hisface, and he
probably had theideathat | wasjust fishing.

Stll, it was thergpeutic to bash hisface in every oncein awhile. It was dso good for my image.
“Whatever escort service supplying underage cooch you' ve got your fingersin, get out. Now. Or next
time | comeback I'll shoot you in the fucking face. And I'll seethis place losesitsincognito apped with
the police”

Hislip curled—at leadt, the half of it that wasn't split and bleeding. “Human police?”

And whatever nightside help | can beg, borrow, and threaten to erase you from the face of
the earth. “I’'m surethey can begiven alittlehelp.” | held hiseyes, unblinking. The scar on my wrist sent
waves of heat up my arm, each wave deep, soft, and delicioudy warm. My heart rate rose alittle, but |
wastrained too well to have alittle sex magic distract me. “Don’t fuck with me, Perry.”

“Someday you might want meto.” He reached up, touched his bleeding lip with delicate fingertips,
and theamilein hisblue eyes chilled my blood. “I’ll live to hear you beg, hunter.”

Not if | have anything to say about it. “ Dream on, hellspawn. Do we understand each other, or
do I haveto kick your ass around this cheapshit little shack?’ The back of my neck prickled. | could fed
them moving inonme. Got to think of something quick here.

Perry waved them away. Thin black ichor spattered on the floor, the wounds closing dowly. Very
dowly. Slver'sdeadly to them, something about the Moon and how she rules the tides of both sorcery
and water. We don't fully understand why silver works, but no hunter I’ ve ever run across cares. It's
enough that it works.

Perry’ seyes burned laser-blue. Thetip of his cherry-red scaled tongue flicked over the black ichor



oozing over hislipslikeatiny crimsonfish. “I understand you perfectly, dear Kiss. Do you even
understand yourself?’

“Spare me the psychobabble.” | turned on my hed, my hand throbbing insde the slver weight. My
back ran with dectricity—adamned I’ d just punched in the face was right behind me. Right behind me.
Infront of me, two mountains of muscle, both wearing sunglasses, both armed with assault rifles. “ See
you Sunday, Perry. Maybe I’ ll ruin another one of your suits.”

“I look forward toit. Try not to break anything next time.”

“Don't pissme off, and maybe | won't. Keep your ears open.” | strode straight for the muscle, and
they moved asideto let me pass.

| let out asoft breath of rdief, though | shouldn't have. Perry’ svoice floated through the air behind
me, wet and chill with glee.

“You could' vejust asked, Kiss.”

You fucker. “Y ou wouldn't have told me jackshit,” | tossed over my shoulder. And I’ m not so
sure you don’'t know anything. This was an exercisein futility, but at least | got to hit you.
“Besides, maybe | like smashing your facein, hellspawn.”

With that, | hit the door. Mercifully, he didn’t say anything else. Maybe he was getting smarter.

My orange Impaagleamed at the curb, once again in the fire zone, Saul’ s cigarette sending lazy
whorls of smokeinto the air out the passenger’ s-side window. | got in, dropping down inthe driver's
sedt, and looked at the red fuzzy dice hanging from the mirror. Let out asigh.

Saul sad nothing.

“I think we' refucked.” | stared through the windshield asthe last of the daylight poured out of the
sky’s cup. “He knows something, maybe, but hewon't giveit up. Yet.”

Saul exhaled along sheaf of smoke. | worked the silver knuckles off my fingers; they were grimed
with Perry’ sthin black blood.

They don’t bleed red, Hell’ s scions. No, they bleed silt-black, in thin runnelslike grapeseed oil, and
it sinksasit decays.

“Itisn't Were,” Saul answered softly. “1tisn’t hellbreed, at least not any hellbreed or damned Perry
has control over. It isn't atype of damned you' ve seen before. Whatever it is, it tinks of violence, and
fur. | haven't ever amdled anything likethis, Jill. It'sdefinitely not human, but I don’t know what itis”

| turned my head, meaning to look at him, but instead staring at the front door of the Monde
guarded by its huge bouncer. Why the muscle kept |etting mein | don't know, except for the scar on my
arm and my bargain with Perry. Still, they should have roughed me up once or twice, just to keep things
standard. “ Something neither of us knows about. Something that attacks teenage hookers and divests
them of their interna organs”

“It sinks of ice and rotting flesh. And magic. Bad, old, nasty magic.”

| stared at the door asif | could will apart of the puzzle to come clear. “Y ou think he' sinvolved?’
“Thisisn't hisstyle. But | wouldn't rule him out.” Saul flicked the Charvil out the window. “What
next?’

“The seminary. We need to figure out how an utt” huruk got into a nice corn-fed missonary boy.
Then hometo pick up afew things, and call Andy.” | gave him atight smile. “No, | haven't forgotten.
And | want to pick hisbrainsaswell as ask him to send his apprentice down here to cover for me.”

Saul looked troubled. | twisted the key and the Impala purred into life. Good old American heavy
metd. “Jll.”

“What?’

“Doyou likevidting him?”

What? Saul had never directly referred to my bargain with Perry since coming back from the Rez
after the rogue Were case two years ago. “What the hell are you talking about? One of these days, when
I’vefigured out alesser evil, | am going to kill him. He' sussful, Saul. Don't start.”

“I don't like the way he looks at you.”

You' re not the only one. | put the car in gear, released the parking brake, and pulled out. “ Neither
dol, baby. Neither do1.”



9

| wason ahdl of arun of bad luck, and more camein the form of information, asusua. The
gtill-unconscious Oscar hadn’t had any visitors, but he had been in the room when another seminary
student’ s aunt had visited. The aunt had been tall, dark-haired, and nobody could describe her face; not
even the priest who had signed her in and watched the visit—who just happened to be the heart-attack
victim, Father Rosas. The kid who' d been visited was atransfer student from out of State, athin ratlike
teenage boy whose narrow eyes widened when | shoved the gun in hisface and told him to strip.

Red-nosed Father Rourke choked, but Saul had him by the collar. Father Guillermo stood up so
fast hischair scraped againg the linoleum floor. “ Jillian?” He sounded like the air had been punched out
of him.

“Sorry, Father.” And | was. “But thiskid might be dangerous. It’ sinsurance.”

“You...you—" Father Rourke was having alittle trouble with this. “ Y ou witch! Gui, you won't
let her—"

“Paul.” Gui’svoicewas firm. He backed up two steps from the teenager | had at gunpoint.
“Remember your oath.”

“The Church—"

“The archbishop and the cardina have given me provisiond powers oncethereis proved to be
supernatura cause,” | quoted, chapter and verse. “ Keep yoursalf under control, Father, or Saul will drag
you outside. Don't make him cranky, | don’t recommend it.” | nodded at the kid. “ Strip. Slowly. The
cassock firgt.”

The boy trembled. The whites of his eyes were yellow, acne pocked his cheeks, and | was
nine-tenths sure there would be amark on him. Maybe not on his back, but somewhere on his body.

A Sorrow doesn't leave the House, living or dead, without amark. One way or another, they claim
their own, from a Queen Mother down to the lowliest mae drone.

The question of just what ayoung Sorrow would be doing here in aseminary was the bigger
concern, though.

And just as| was sure the kid wasn't going to strip, he dowly lifted his hands, palms out.

Uh-oh. This doesn’t look go—

The spdl hit me, hard, in the solar plexus, | choked and heard Saul yell. The cry shaded into a
Were sroar, wood shattering, and | shook my head, blood flying from my lip. Found mysdlf on my fest,
ingtinctively crouching as the ratfaced Sorrow legpt for me; | caught hiswrigt, locked it, whirled, and had
him on the ground. He was muttering in Chaldean.

Saul growled. | spared alook at him; histail lashed and histeeth were bared. In full cougar form,
but his eyes were incandescent—and he was larger than the usua mountain cat. Werestend to run
dightly big evenintheir animal forms. He made a deep hissing coughing sound, the tawny fur on the back
of hisneck standing straight up and histail puffing up just like ahousecat’s. “ Shift back,” | snarled. “I
need this bastard held down.”

“What is she—what isshe—" Father Rourke was having alittle more trouble with the program. Gui
had hisarm, holding him back; Rourke s face was even moreflorid than usud. He was actudly
pluttering, and | felt awell of not-very-nice satisfaction.

| leaned down, the boy’ swiry body struggling under me. “I can help you,” | whispered in hisear. “I
can help you, free you of the Sorrows, and give you your soul back. Y ou know | can. Cooperate.”

Hisstrugglesdidn’t cease; if anything, they grew more intense. He heaved back and forth, rattling in
Old Chaldean like asnake.

It was dways afool’s chance, to try to free a Sorrow. Hunters dways offer, but they amost never
take us up on it. The Mothers and sorceress-bitches have things just the way they want them, al the
power and none of the accountability—and the boys are drones, born into Houses and trained to be
nothing but mindless mest.

The Sorrows worship the Elder Gods, after al. And those gods—like al gods—demand blood.



The differenceis, the Elder Godsliketheir claret literdly, with ceremony, and in bucketfuls.

Saul’ s hands came down; tensed, driving in. Immediately, it became much easier to keep the kid
down. Working together, we got him flipped over; | held down the boy’ s hips while Saul took care of his
upper torso. The Were' s eyes were aflame with orange light, he was furious. He did along cord of
braided leather into the kid’ s mouth, holding down one skinny wrist with his knee. “No poison tooth for
you,” he muttered. “ Jll?’

“I'mfine” | spat blood, he’ d socked me agood one in the mouth. Thank God my teeth don’t come
out easlly. Sorcery is occasionally useful. “Hold him.” Where' s the mark, got to find the mark, got to
find it; what’s a Sorrow doing in here?

The boy’ s spine crackled as his eyesrolled into his head. He mumbled, and | wondered what he
was cooking up next. Goddammit, and he’ s gagged. Christ. | torethefront of his shirt, ran my hand
over hisnarrow hairless chest. No tingle. Where was the mark?

“Jllian?’ Father Guillermo, by the door. He sounded choked.

“You witch, that’sone of our kidsl” Rourke was still having trouble with this one.

| snapped a glance back over my shoulder, checking. “ Transferred from out of state? Y our kid'sin
aditch somewhere, Father. Thisisa Sorrow. Probably just alittle baby viper instead of afull-grown one,
though.” Or he'd have tried to crush my larynx instead of socking me in the gut. | got his pants off
with one swift jerk, breaking the button and jamming the zipper. “1 suggest you wait outside in case he
chewsthrough the gag.” Blood dripped into my right eye, | blinked it away, irritably. “The questionis
why the Sorrows are S0 interested in this seminary. And when | find the mark we' Il find out.”

| got lucky. It was on hisright thigh, the three interlocked circlesin blue with the Sgil of the Black
Flame where they overlapped. He was ayoung soldier, not aman-drone only fit for sacrifice or a
pleasure-dave. Of al the ranksamale could hold in a House, the soldiers had maybe the shortest
life—but at least they weren't tied down and daughtered to feed the Eldest Ones. “Bingo,” | muttered,
and held out my hand. The bone handle of Saul’ s Bowie landed solidly in my pam.

The Sorrow hissed and gurgled behind the gag. Saul reached down, cupped his chin, and yanked
back, exposing the boy’ s throat and making sure he couldn'’t thrash his shoulders around.

| lad theflat of the knife againgt the mark and the kid screamed, audible even behind the gag. Sted!
againgt Chaldean sorcery, one of the oldest enmities known to magic.

The Elder Godswould have us dl back in the Bronze Ageif they could. They would have uskilling
each other to feed their hungry mouths aswell. Still, there are some Elders the Sorrows don’t invoke,
because their very natures areinimical to the worship of darkness. Belief isadouble-edged blade, and a
hunter can useit aswell as any other weapon.

“Thou shdt berdeased,” | murmured in Old Chadean. “Thou unclean, thou whom the gods have
turned their face from, thou shalt be released, in the name of Vul the Magnificent, the lighter of fires—"

He screamed again. | paused. Next came diding the knife up and flaying the skin to get the mark
off. | could add it to my collection. Each little bit of skin, drying and stretching and marked with their
hellish brand, was another brick in the wall between me and the guilt of my teacher’ s death. Each time
killed a Sorrow, | felt good.

Cleansed.

| am not a very nice person.

“Last chance,” | said. “Before you go to your Hell.” And believe me when | say that’s one place
you don’t want to visit even for a moment.

Thekid went limp.

There, that’smore likeit. | looked up a Saul, whose eyes ill glowed. No, hewas not in the
least bit happy. But he nodded, aquick dip of hischin, and released the pressure on the gag just alittle.

Therat-faced kid' s eyes met mine. A spark flared in their tainted depths, swirling now he had
revealed himsalf. His skin began to look gray too, the Chaldean twisting histongue and staining his body.

Wait a second. Heisn't even an Acolyte. What' s he doing out of a House? “Ungag him.”

Saul hesitated.

“Chrig, Saul, ungag him.”



The boy jerked. Leather dipped free. But Saul wastense, and | saw hisright hand relax from afist
into aloose claw, nails diding free and lengthening, turning razor-sharp. If the Sorrow made amove, my
Were would open histhroat.

“What are you out here for, Neophym?Who' s holding your leash?’

He had apparently decided to talk. “ Sister,” he choked, gurgling. “My ...gger ... please...”

| bit my lip, weighing it. On the one hand, the Sorrows were trained to lie to outsiders.

And on the other, no Sorrow would ever use the word sister. The only word permitted for female
within the House was mistress. Or occasiondly, bitch.

Just like the only word for man was dave.

| consdered this, staring into the Sorrow’ s eyes. “What' s a Sorrow doing in my town, huh? Y ou've
been warned.”

“Fleeing . . . chutsharak.” Hisbreath rattled in histhroat.

Chutsharak? I’ ve never heard of that. “Thewhat?’

It wastoo late. He crunched down hard with histeeth, bone cracking in hisjaw; | whipped my
head back and Saul did the same, scrambling away from the body in aflurry of Were-fast motion. |
found myself between the body and the priests, watching as bones creaked, the neurotoxin forcing
muscles to contract until only the crown of the head and the back of the hedstouched the floor. A fine
mist of blood burst out of the capillaries of hisright eye.

Poison tooth. He'd committed suicide, cracking the false tooth embedded in hisjaw.

Just as his hed's dammed back, smashing into the back of his head, his sphincters released. Then
the body dumped over onitsside.

“Dammit.” | rubbed at the cuff over my right wrid, reflectively. “ Damn it.”

“What'sa chutsharak?” Saul’ s voice was hushed. Behind us, Father Rourke took in adeep
endless breath.

| shook my head, the charmsin my hair shifting and tinkling uneasily. “1 don’'t know.” My throat
wasfull. “Gods above. Why are they sending children?| hate the Sorrows.”

“It’' sprobably mutua.” Saul approached the body carefully, then began to mutter under his bresath,
the Were s prayer in the face of needless deeth. | I€ft it alone. The poison was virulent, but it lost its
potency on contact with aroomful of oxygen. He wasin no danger.

“Jllian?’ Father Guillermo sounded pale. He was pale, when | checked him. Two bright spots of
color stood out on his cheeks. “What do we do next?’

“Any other transfersin the last year? Priest, worker, student, anyone?’

“N-no.” He shook his head. “ Jjust K-Kit. Him.” His eyesflickered past me to the body on the
floor. The gtink wasincredible.

Father Rourke kept crossing himself. Hewas praying too. His rubbery lips moved dightly, wet with
sdiva. Probably an Our Father.

Sometimes | wished | was till wholly Catholic. The guilt sucks, but the comfort of rote prayer is
nothing to sneeze at. There' snothing like prepackaged answers to make a human psychefed nice and
secure. “I'll need to go over the transfer records. Why would a Sorrow want to infiltrate a seminary? Are
you holding anything?’

Hisface drained of color like wine spilling out of acup.

“Gui?You renot holding anything | should know about, areyou?’ | watched him, he said nothing.
“Guillermo?’ My tone sharpened.

Heflinched, dmogt guiltily. “Itis. .. Jllian, 1 ...

“Oh, for God's sake. | can’t protect you if you don't tell mewhat | need to know!”

“Sgter Jllian—"

“What are you holding?’

“Jllian—"

| snapped. | grabbed the priest by the front of his cassock, lifted him up, and shook him before his
shouldershit thewadl. “ Guillermo.” My mouth was dry, fine tremors of rage diding through my hands.
The scar on my wrist turned to molten lead. Behind me there was awhisper of cloth, and Rourke let out



ablagphemy | never thought to hear from apriest.

“Take onemore step and | hit you,” Saul said, quietly, but with an edge.

“I could havedied.” | said each word clearly, enunciating each consonant. “ Saul could have died. If
I”’d known you were holding something | could have questioned him far more effectively. Y ou cannot
keep information from me and expect me to protect you!”

“He saJesuit. He can't tell you anything.” Rourke spat the words asif they’ d persondly offended
him. “Hetook avow.”

| dropped Guillermo. Fuck. I’ m about to beat up a priest. Man, thisis getting ridiculous. “If
you don't start talking in fifteen seconds, Gui, I’'m going to start searching. I’m going to tear this place
goart from dtar to graveyard until | find whatever you' re holding. Y ou might aswell tel me now. What is
it? What are the Sorrows looking for?”

“It' snothing of any useto them.” Gui rubbed at histhroat. Hewas ill pae, and the smell swirling in
the air was beginning to be thick and choking. | was used to smelling death, but he wasn't. “Merely an
atifact—"

“What. Are. You. Holding?’ The scar pulsed in time to each word, and | was close to doing
something unforgivable, like hauling off and dugging a priest. Dammit. This disturbed me morethan |
wanted to admit.

“The Spear of—" Rourke dmost yelled.

“No!” Gui dl but screamed.

“—Saint Anthony!” Rourke bellowed, hisface turning crimson. Gui sagged.

| turned on my hed, eyed Rourke. Come on, | used to be Catholic. Don't pull this shit on me.
“Saint Anthony didn't have a spear. He gave his s&ff to Saint Macarius.”

“It isthe spear he blessed with his blood when the citizens of asmall town were overwhemed with
the hordes of Hell. Hedidn’t useit; Marcus Silvacus used it.” Father Rourke' s flabby cheeks quivered,
and hewaspaetoo. | couldn't tell if | was smelling the stink of alie on him, or the reek of fear.

| am going to have to check that out. Asfar as| knew, Marcus Slvacus never met Saint
Anthony, and Saint Anthony didn’t have a fucking spear. | could fed my teeth grind together. |
tipped my head back, my jaw working.

“I’'m sorry, Guillermo. But you took avow.” For once, Rourke' stone wasn't blustering.

“An atifact here, and it somehow dipped your mind to tell me? Thisisn't looking good, Gui. Y ears
and years |’ ve trusted you, and I’ ve done the Church’ s dirty work peeling demons out of people before |
waseven fully trained. This ishow you repay me?’

“The Sorrow said hewasfleeing,” Saul’ s voice cut acrossmine. “It might be unrelated.”

| wasn't mollified, but he did have apoint. “ Still, that’s something | needed to know.”

“Agreed.” Hishand curled around my shoulder. “It stinks of death in here. And we have work to
do.”

Damn the man. He wasright again.

| shook out my right hand, my fingers popping as tendons loosened. “All right.” | sounded strange
evento mysdf. “Fine. But | won't forget this, Guillermo.” 1 will not ever forget this.

“I would have told you everything, Jillian. When | wasreleased from my vow.” Gui dumped against
thewall, rubbing histhroat, though | hadn’t held him by anything than his cassock. “I sweer it, | would
have. | didn’t think the two were connected, and | can’t speak of it.”

| waved it away. The charmstinkled in my hair, uneasily. “Get that cleaned up. And givehima
decent burid; hewasonly akid.”

“Not in consecra—" Rourke stopped when my eyesrested on him. | felt my face harden. My blue
eye began to burn, and | knew it was glowing, asingle pinprick of red in the center of my pupil.

“Givehim hislast rites” | said, very softly and digtinctly. “If indulgenceisrequired, Father, I'll pay.
But for God' s sake bury him kindly.”

| left it at that. And for once, so did he.

Saul drove. | wasn't in the mood. We didn’'t speak on the way home. As soon as| swept the warehouse
and determined it was safe | headed for the phone. Which began to ring as soon as| got within three feet



of it.

| hooked it up. “This better be good news.”

“Hellotoyoutoo.” Avery sounded serious, asusud. “Jll, there’ saproblem.”

Oh, Christ. Not another one. “The Trader | just brought in?’

A short, unamused laugh drifted through the phone line. Avery was aprofessona exorcist, not a
hunter like me. It was his job to exorcise the Traders| brought in, just like it was Eva, Benito, and
Wallace sjob to handle other straight exorcismsin my city and refer the extraordinary onesto me. “No,
he was an easy rip-and-stuff. Screamed like a damned soul, though. He's on meds. No, the problem’s
different. | wanted to talk to you about it.”

| consdered this. “Micky’s? At—" | glanced at the clock, juggled his probable freedom from
work. “Eleven?’

He agreed immediately. “ Sounds good, I'll buy you abeer. Um .. .”

“Um, what?’ | glanced over my shoulder as Saul began rummaging in the kitchen. He was probably
hungry; | wastoo. Thelight shone mdlow off hislong red-black hair, slver glinting againgt the strands; his
cheekslooked alittle pae without the paint. He glanced up, probably feding my eyes, and gave mea
half-amile that made my legsfed decidedly mushy.

“Will Saul be there?”

What? “Of course hewill. HE smy partner.” And a damn fine one, too.

“I'just. . . well, yeah. Bring him. Sorry. Look, eleven o’ clock. See you then.”

| hung up feding even more unsettled, and that wasrare. Avery didn’t have anything against Weres.

Not that | knew of, anyway. Nothing out of the ordinary.

| dided Andy’ s number from memory and got his answering machine, left amessage. The heavenly
odor of sautéed onionstiptoed to my nose, and that meant steak. Bless Weres and their domesticity.

| stared &t the phone after laying it back in the charger, my eyebrows drawing together. Then |
picked it up again, and dided another number from memory.

“Hutchinson’ s Books, Used and Rare.” Thiswas adightly nasal, wheezing voice; | had to bite back
alaugh.

“Hutch, it' s Jll.”

He actudly spluttered. “Oh good Christ, what now?”

“Relax, baby. | just need to use the back room. Want to do some research for me?’

“I’d rather gouge my own eyesout.” He was serious. Wise man.

“That makes you much moreintelligent than anumber of people | know. Listen, scour for
everything you can find about the Sorrows. Brush up your ceremonia Chaldean and find me every
mention of something called a chutsharak.”

“Zuphtarak?’ He mangled theword. | could almost hear his teeth chattering. Cute, nervous Hutch
was not cut out for hunter’ swork, but he was hell on whedls when it cameto digging through dusty old
tomes; which Hutchinson’ s Books held as a hunter’ slibrary in return for anumber of very nicetax bresks
that kept it afl oat.

Hey, hunters believe in supporting local indie bookstores.

“ Chutsharak.” | spdled it for him. “But the ch issometimes j, and sometimes—"

“—those goddamn saventeenth-century trandations, | know. All right. Fine. Y ou still have your
key?’

“Of course | ill havemy key.” | am exceedingly unlikely to loseit, Hutch. And anyway, | built
those fucking locks. They' I open for me anytime | want. “I won't come by whileyou'rein. Leave
your notesin the usud place.”

“Thank fucking God.”

| snorted. “I thought you liked me, Hutch.”

He gave an ungteadly little laugh. | could almost see his hazel eyes behind his glassesand histhin
biceps. “You're hot, yeah. But you're scary. I'll work on it. Chutsharak. Chaldean. Got it.”

“Onemorething.”

“Oh, Chrigt.”



“Can you look up Saint Anthony’ s spear?’

“Saint Anthony didn’'t havea—"

“I didn’t think so either. But check it. And check to seeif there's any connection between Anthony
and Marcus Silvacus. Just to be sure.” | rubbed at the bridge of my nose, fedling a headache beginning.
Just my luck. But why would Rourke lieto me? Of course, | was't Catholic anymore, | wasn't apriest,
and | wasfemae; hewould probably just confess and be forgiven and not lose any damn deep over lying
to me. And if Gui redly was under orders not to say anything about an artifact hidden at the seminary, an
artifact the Sorrows wanted for some unholy reason, things were getting stickier by the moment.

“Fine” Hutch said it like | had him by the balls—and not in agood way.

“Thanks, Hutch. I'll bring you a present.”

“Keegp meout of this”

| laughed, and he hung up. | laid the phone back inits cradle and stared at it, daring it to ring again.

It remained obgtinately mute.

“Red-sauce penne with steak, and fresh asparagus.” Saul made his happy sound, alow hum likea
purr. “Want somewine?’

“Please.” | rubbed at the back of my neck under my heavy hair. “Y ou' re agood partner, Saul.”

His eyes met mine, he peered under the hanging cabinets. The copper-bottom pans glowed behind
him. “Yesh?’

| folded my arms. “Y eah. Avery wantsto meet usa Micky's. And then I’ ve got some research to
do.”

“Research?’

I know, | know. | don’t like it either. “Then we'll come back, and I'm dl yours.”

“I like the sound of that. Make yourself useful and open the wine, kitten.”
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A very dumped in the booth, tapping hislong fingers on the glass-topped table. Directly over him,
Humphrey Bogart stared somberly out of aframed print. Curly brown hair fell in Ave sface, over sad
brown eyes; helooked like a handsome little mournful beagle. Despite that, he was quick and ruthless
during exorcisms, seeming to come dive only when a particular Possessor or arkeus wasgiving him
trouble, or the victim started to thrash. Of al the exorcists | knew, he was the one who came closest to
being a hunter, if only because of the sheer nail-biting joy he took in skating the edge of danger.

Weare dl adrendinejunkies, redly. Y ou haveto be. Hunting is 95 percent boredom-laced waiting
punctuated with the occasional bursts of sheer and total terror. No middle ground.

AVe s badge hung on achain around his neck; he had shrugged out of his motorcycle jacket and
was staring at hisfingertipslike he had bad news.

| wasredlly getting arotten feding about this.

| did into the booth, Saul right next to me. “Hey, baby.” | gave asmile, but Ave didn’t grin back.
Not even aglimmer of hisusua deepy good humor. “Wow, looks grim.”

Vixen swished her hips up to the table, her deek brown hair clinging to her head like an otter’s.
“Hey.” She plunked down three Fat Tires, her lip lifting as she glared a me, then smiled at Saul. He, as
usud, looked supremely unconcerned.

She sighed, turned on her hed, and her tartan skirt ticked back and forth as she switched away with
aWere' sgrace.

“Inheat again, | see,” Saul murmured, and | choked on my first sip of beer, the laugh bubbling up.

Avery didn’t even crack adight smile. | sghed. “So what’ sup, Ave?’

Hefinaly shifted, picking up hisbeer and tipping asarcastic sdute to Saul. “Hey, furboy.”

“Hey, skinman.” Saul’ stone was even, chill.

“I heard something.” Avery addressed thisto me.

“Yeah?" | waited, rolling my next sip of beer around in my mouth. Stifled asmall pleasant burp; it
tasted of grilled onions. At least | had the memory of dinner to get me through this. Whatever this was.



“One of my stoalies; he'sadrunk. But he picks stuff up—it’samazing. He manages to get around.
Anyway, he knows someone who saw something.” Avery produced awhite square of paper, held
between hisfingerslikeacard trick. “And theworst thing is, | believe him.”

“What did he see?” And what the fuck does this have to do with anything? | shifted uneesily,
the leather of my pants rubbing uncomfortably against the vinyl sedt.

“Guy’s caled Robbie the Juicer. He saw them dumping Baby Jewe last night. Black van, no license
plate. Said there were four of them, onelooked to be awoman, and two men. Thelast onewas. . . he
sad it washig, and it stank, and it threw the bodly like it weighed nothing.”

Huh. | absorbed this. “Big. And stinky.”

“Yeah. Hesaid it looked like an ape. Likeit was furry.” He darted alook at Saul. “Could it bea
rogue Were? No offense, understand, | just thought | should ask.”

It was agood question, considering what he' d been told. “ A rogue Were would hide the bodies,” |
said, dowly. The memory of the last rogue to hit Santa Luz was far enough away that | could consider
the notion without a gut-clenching burst of dick-palmed fear. “Wouldn't work with anyone dse, that's
why they’re rogue. And wouldn't eat the organs unless it was starving; they like muscle-mest first. Who
isthiswitness, and where was he?’

“My gtoolie said something about a basebd| diamond; the witnessis homeless and sometimes
deepsin the dugout. He heard the van’ s engine and looked out; the van sat there for awhile and he
decided to go take alook.” He offered the square of white paper. “Here' shisname and vitas, and alist
of the places he usualy hangs out. He' s scared to degath.”

“He should be. Thisisnothing to messwith.” | took the paper; it was thin and innocent against my
fingers. “Thanks Avery.” Christ, | bet I’m not going to sleep for a while. Behind my eyes, thevison
of the edge of the park and the baseball diamond flashed, and | cautioudy decided it was possible. The
dugout was at an angle and it was extremely possible someone hidden in there could have seen
something. It was just dightly possible someone hidden in there could have been unremarked, which
wasthetruly incredible part. Whoever this Robbie Juicer was, he' d probably used up hisentirelife's
worth of luck.

Avery was decent, after al. Helooked up, a my Were. “I’'m sorry, Saul. | jus—Christ. This
thing'sawful. There stalk going around.”

My ears perked. “What kind of talk?’

“Tak of abounty on Weres. Someone s saying thet thisis arogue Were, and why shouldn’t the
rest of them suffer for it? And there’ stalk about you too, Jill, that you' re marked and it’ s only a matter of
time before the damned drag you back to Hell.”

“Marked. By who?’ I’ ve been marked all my life, Avery. But if he was hearing whisperson the
nightside, little bits of rumor from the occult shops and not-so-human stoolies that kept on the exorcists
good side, it could only mean bad trouble.

“I dunno. But you hear shit, you know. Something big isgoing down, and | can’t get more than
whispers.” He hunched his shoulders, looking miserable. “Y ou just be careful. We can't afford to lose
you. Or your furry friend there.”

Well, at least that was something. “Guess not.” | bumped Saul with my ebow, but gently. Just to let
him know | wasthere. He was till crowding me, alittle closer than usud. Taking comfort in closeness.
“WEe ve got Sorrows adeptsin town, Ave. At least one. | pulled an utt’ huruk out of akid the other day
and there was a Neophym who gurgled something about chutsharak before biting his poison tooth. Y ou
know that term?”

“I never was good at that prehistoric shit.” He shook his brown heed, curlsfaling in hiseyes. “I
thought you didn’t let the Sorrowsin.”

“I don't. When | find their bolthole I’ m going to burn them. Just watch yourself. Y ou hear anything
that sounds like Chaldean, you run.”

“Y ou bet. Hey, be easy on thiswitness. He' s not bolted too tight, | guess. And he doesn’t want any
police gatic, or | wouldamet him and brought him to you.”

Go easy? I'm an easygoing gal. “That goeswithout saying.” | lifted my beer bottle and he lifted



his, we clinked the glass together. He suddenly looked alot easier about the wholething. “I’ll be gentle, |
promise”

“Yeah, right.” His color began to come back. “ Sure you will.”

| could dmost fed my eyebrow raise. “You' reacynic, Avery. One day that’s going to catch up to
you.” | lifted my beer again, and took along hard swalow.

It tasted alittle more sour than | liked. Or that could have been the taste of bad luck in my mouth.
Instead of research, we hit the street looking for Robbie the Juicer, the nervous witness. It was acold
night, clouds moving in from the river but not fast enough to give usrain beforefive or Sx inthe morning;
the hard points of braver stars pierced the vell of night and orange citylight. Outside the city limits, out in
the near-desert, the waning moon would shine on yucca and sandstone. It was anight for sharp teeth and
quick death. Theair itself was knotted tight with expectation.

We canvassed the easier places on Avery’slig first: the missions, Prosper Alley, the shooting
gallery on Trask Street, the fountain in Plaskény Square. Nada. Not awhisper of our target.

Plenty of the people we saw that night had no ideawe were there. | stayed close to Saul, and Were
camouflage took care of hiding us both. Weres are traditionaly hunters' dlies, and plenty of timesa
hunter has been grateful for the furkind’ s ability to concedl. | was odd among huntersin that | actualy
dept with my backup, but by no means unique. Most Weres don't like bedplay with humans; we re too
fragile

But with the scar on my wrigt, | was no longer so fragile. It made things interesting.

Just theway Saul’sinitid distrust and distaste for me and my helltainted self had made things
interesting. Sometimes | wondered why he had come back.

Y ou can find bumsin any city. Looking for a particular homeessmanin SantalLuzis
needle-in-a-haystack frustrating. Y ou just roll around alot and hope to get stuck in theright place.

We were casing the second large mecca of the dispossessed in Santa L uz, Broadway. | walked
beside Saul carefully, occasondly glancing down at the cracked sidewalk, threading between groups of
sreet kids gathering in doorways and sharing cigarettes of both lega and nonlegd origin. Quite afew had
bottlesin brown paper bags, and agood number of them were younger than Baby Jewel. Dreadlocks,
dyed hair, piercings, layers of clothing asthey struggled to stay warm in the desert night, gangs and
dtreetfamilies drawing together for comfort and protection—it was enough, redly, to make acynic out of
anyone.

| caught sight of athin, nervous-looking man with a scruff of brown hair, sharing hits off abottle
with ataller scarecrow of ablack man in army fatigues. The brown-haired scruff wore adun coat and a
red backpack, black boots, and a shocking-blue T-shirt.

Saul marked him afull fifteen seconds after | did. “That him?’

“Coat, backpack, boots, and a serious case of nerves. Lookslikeit.” | started forward, but Saul’s
hand closed around my arm. “What?’

Hetilted his head. “ Someone e seislooking.”

| looked. There, tucked into adice of shadow like aprofessond, askinny manin along dirty
duster finished un-smoking a cigarette. The red eye glowed as he dropped it, and he was too
clean-shaven to be ahomeless man. And it' s not just strange to see ahomeless man drop asmoke
halfway to thefilter, especialy when he doesn’t take a drag before he doesiit.

It rings every wrong bell in ahunter’ s head to see something like that.

“Got enough metd on him for meto smell, and he'shunting,” Saul murmured in my ear. | barely
nodded, letting him know I’ d heard him.

Mercenary? Or something else?

| thought this over, examining our new player. Was helooking for Robbie or just for trouble? He
didn’'t seem to have the nervous witness in his sights, but he was certainly up to no good. And if Saul
could smell gunplay and violence on him, he was probably someone | should have anicelittle chat with.

Y ou can cdl me paranoid, but | rarely believe in pure coincidence. Usudly coincidence getsalittle
helpinagtuation likethis.

“Get our witness. Question him if you fed likeit.” | did adim, black-finished blade out of its sheeth



and reversed it dong my arm. “I’ll seewhat’ sup with our little friend over there.”

“You got it. Where should | take the jitterboy?’

| did argpid mental calculation of location and distance. “ Take him to Woo Song'sand buy him
dinner, but don't let him drink any more. I’ [l meet you assoon as| can. Get every scrap of information
you can from him. And play nice.”

“I will.” Helooked, again, like hewanted to say be careful. But he didn’t. He merely bent down,
kissed my temple, and did away, leaving me without aWere' s camouflage.

| set off acrossthe street at an angle calculated to bring me into our mysterious visitor’ s blind spot.

Unfortunately, | redized as| was halfway across Broadway, our friend wasn't done. His backup
was on the roof, and as bullets chewed into the pavement behind me and the screaming started, | redlized
that thiswasn't normdl at al. Nothing about thiswas usual. And that usualy added up to one very fucked
JII Kigmet.

| rolled, taking cover behind a parked car. Glass shattered; whoever it was had a fucking assault
rifle and was spraying the car. The knife vanished, and | spared abrief prayer for the civilianson the
street. Let’s have no casualties, Jill.

That is, except for the ones you want to inflict.
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A running gunfight is not like you seein the movies. Most gun battles are over in just under seven
seconds, and most end with nobody getting hurt. Or at least, among the norma dayside population, that's
what it' slike.

A nightside gunfight isadifferent beast. We don't engage in them often, mostly because alot of
hellbreed and other things hunters ded with are tough enough not to need guns most of thetime. A hunter
isarmed with heavy firepower merely to even the score.

These boys, however, were not nightsiders. They were human, and professiond troublemakers
unless | missed my guess. The one on the ground vanished as the one on the roof peppered thecar I'd
taken cover behind; | tore the cuff off my right wrist and stuffed it in my pocket, gasping asair hit the scar
and aflush of chill heat dammed through my nervous system. | could have dedlt with these jokerswith
the cuff on, but | wasfeding alittle unsettled. Besides, why not use near-invulnerability if you haveit?

It used to bel wouldn't useit unless| had to. God, Jill, you’ ve changed.

My own guns spun out, and | gathered my legs underneath me. Sighed, blew out between my teeth,
and whirled, skipping back two or three steps before pitching forward, legs burning as | pulled ondl the
etheric force the scar could provide. My boots smashed into the car’ s hood, using the mass of the engine
underneath to push againg.

Wind screamed as | flew, gravity loosing its congtraints for one brief glorious second.

The only trouble with doing thisisasmple law of physics: thelanding, once you'regoing thet fag, is
alot harder than you think.

Impact.

| smashed into the man on the roof, heard human ribs snap like green wood, the rifle went flying.
Skidded, my boots dragging and heating up with friction, hitting theroof hard as| lost my balance, teeth
clicking together. The man let out a choked burble, | bounced up to my fest.

Thisiswhy | wear leather pants. Less goddamn road-rash when you hit arooftop going faster than
you should. Jeanswould be shredded. It's not just afashion statement—though they do make my ass
look cute, as Saul so often reminds me.

| grabbed the man. He wasin night-camo and streaky facepaint, and there was awhistling sound
that told me one of his broken ribs had punctured alung.

Shit.

“Who sent you?’ I’ m going to take you to a hospital and have them patch you up so | can
break every bone in your body for shooting down at one of my streets like that. You could have
killed a bunch of innocents, you asshole. My innocents. “Who? Tl meand you'll live” | hdd himup



one-handed, my fingerstangled in strgps that were some kind of harness to keep his weapons on, he was
armed to the teeth. He even had a couple of grenades. Just the thing for urban combat. “Who,
goddammit?’

Hewould have screamed if he could have gotten enough air in.

Then it smashed through his chest, spraying me with blood and chips of bone, | yelled and hit the
ground for cover, hearing the clack of pulleys aswell asthe mesty thud of the body hitting the ground.
What the bloody blue fuck?

Slence. Srensin the distance, screams and shrieks from the street below. Goddammit. What the
fuck was that? | extended my senses, fet nothing.

The man in camo lay dumped on the rooftop, something protruding from his chest. | took a closer
look.

It was an arrow. The head was heavy-duty, anasty piece of work; the sound of pulleys suddenly
made sense. Probably a compound hunting bow.

It took some doing to yank the arrow free of the meat. | traced its path, both from sound and from
ingtinct; came up with arooftop due east, higher up—aperfect placeto liein wait and shoot. The
bowman was gone now.

Who used arrows anymore? Thiswas getting weirder by the second.

The scar on my wrist pulsed, ripe and obscendy warm. Silken warmth did against my skin, under
the dampness of fear-sweat and sudden chilled adrenaline gooseflesh. My breath came harsh, torturous,
echoinginmy ear.

What the fuck was going on?

The scar twinged. | et out along frusirated bresth. Laid the cuff back against my wrist. It was hard
to cover the puckered, seamed mark back up. What if there was someone el se out there with abow
trained on me? It might not kill me, but it would be amite uncomfortable.

Well, there are Sorrows in town. A bow isjust their speed, thefilthy little Luddites. But why?
Don't assume this is connected—but neither can you assume it’s not. Great.

| stuffed the cuff back into my pocket. Hefted the arrow. Thought about it for amoment.

A sudden bite of bloodlust swam across the current of darkness. More of them, moving in. Ah.
More fun and games. | should have known an arrow wouldn’t be the end of it.

| stepped to the edge of the building and legpt out into space. Just as | did, the secondary team
moved in, and bullets smashed into my chest. Blood tore across the night sky as| landed, and if I'd been
human it would have killed me.

The knives did into my hands. It was knivesinstead of guns thistime because | wanted some of
them left dive.

| hit hard, rolling, wet splotch of blood on the pavement as my bleeding back pressed down briefly,
madeit to my feet. A hunting cat’ s scream tore from my throat as| saw them, moving down the Street in
standard mercenary formation, with high-powered rifles and body armor.

| took the first one with aknee to the midriff, snapping afew ribs. The sireet behind me roiled with
screams. Get down and stay down, everyone, I’m on the job. Jill Kismet’s going to work.

Knocked the gun out of his hand; another kick sent him careening away, crashing into the left flank
guard. Punched the secondary through the faceshield of his helmet, ashort kick didocating his patdlaa
the sametime. The pounding of bullets didn’t stop, one flicked past my cheek. You boys are really
starting to piss me off.

“SURRENDER NOW!” | yelled, and threw my |eft-hand knife. It buried itsdlf in on of the
rear-guards. That left four of them on the left wing, they were moving in to surround me, bringing in the
flanks. Well-trained, they’ re well-trained, boys like this don’t come cheap, who' s paying for this?

Oh, no. That isn’t a combat pattern. That’s a holding patte—

And then, it happened. The thing streaked down the street, tearing through dappled streetlamp light
and shade, and it hit me squarely before | could even begin to move.

The massiveimpact smashed through me. Whatever it was, it was big, it was fast, and itsclaws
tore through my right arm. The knife went clattering. “ Move move move!” someoneyelled. The



mercenaries. They were retreating. The scar on my wrist gave out an agonized burst of heat.

It stank. It stank, atitanic massve smell that tore through my sinuses and made me gag, bilerising
hot and whipping through my throat.

| hit the plate-glass window of a pawnshop, which wouldn't have been so bad if this part of town
hadn’t needed iron bars so badly. Agony as my ribs snapped, | fell to the concrete asit streaked for me,
alow hulking shape that was wrong, my eyes refused to focus, even my blue eye refused to see what it
was, blood hot and dick on my face, splashing againgt the pavement.

Cold. It was cold, frost starring the pavement. Little curls of steam did up from my skin, my breeth
plumingintheair as| gasped. It was so cold.

| lay there asit roared, coming for meagain, | had to get up, couldn’t, there’ s a limit to the
damage | can take even with the scar oh God oh God it hurts—

The night turned peacock-iridescent with flame. The bolt hit it low on the side, hellfire crackling and
fluorescing into blue, scarring my eyes. Holy shit, that’ s hellfire in the blue spectrum! Who isit, a
hellbreed come to dispatch me personally?

Thething went flying, snarling. The sound was like adamant nails on the biggest fucking chalkboard
ever. Therewas a crashing—metal and glass crumpled like paper. | choked on blood and tried to make
my body obey me, struggling to turn over onto my side and push mysdf up. The frozen pavement burned
my skin.

“Keep dill, Kiss” Thevoicewasfamiliar. Too familiar. “Let your body mend. Thiswill only take a

What the fuck is he doing here?

Thething snarled again. | pushed myself up on my feet, ribs sngpping out and crackling asthey
melded back together but too dow. Far too dow. | coughed, bending over, agreat gout of blood and
lung-fluid fountaining out of my mouth and nose, splatting and steaming on the ice-starred Sdewalk.

“Be dtill, Kismet.” Now he sounded irritated.

| lifted my head.

Perry, in aloose, degant gray suit, scood with hishandsin his pants pockets, the streetlamps shining
on hisblond hair like ahao tilted just-s0. He cocked his head asif listening, looking &t the cresture,
which hunched in the middie of ashattered car. Hellflame dripped from its smoking hide, melting glass
and metal, and | opened my mouth to scream.

The gastank ignited. Flame belched, and the thing’ s squealing roar choked off midway. Glass
whickered, meta shrapnd flew. | flinched, throwing up my unwounded left arm to shild my eyes.
Grating pain tore dl the way down my ribs.

Soft padding feet with claws snicking, retreating so quickly the sound blurred. The sound was
distinctive, and habit noted it; if | hadn’t had the cuff off | wouldn’'t have been ableto track it asthe
sound faded a couple of miles away to the south. | coughed again, spat blood. Pain ran up my right arm
from the scar, throbbing and delicious, sinking into torn muscle and broken bone.

Hisfingers sank into my left arm, abolt of agonized heat going through me. Glass and meta
groaned asthe awful numbing cold retreated. “Idiot. Little idiot. Look at this mess.”

| coughed again, choked on blood, bent over and vomited more blood. | didn’t know | had this
much claret to lose. How many pintsisthat?

| hate wondering thingslike that. But | usudly only have time to wonder when the danger’ s past and
I’m still breathing, so | guessit balances ouit.

Perry’ sfingerstightened. He propped me against the shattered glass and twisted iron. I’d made
quite adent, must have been going a afair clip when | hit. The sSrenswere closer now, and everything
was creaking as the terrible devouring cold fled the air.

Montaigne is going to have a fit. Pain ground through me again and | made aweak moaning
noise.

My right arm hung in strips of mest, the humerus sngpped. “Look &t this” Perry repeated, warming
to histheme. “Youidiot. You fool. You stupid little idictic feather brained ninny.”

The scar pulsed hatly, pleasure risng with the pain, a horrible writhing python smashing through my



nervous system. His other hand closed around my blooddick wrigt. | tried to fend him off, he dammed
me back againgt the jagged metd, grinding the edges of my broken arm together with exquisite care, at
just the angle to produce maximum agony.

| screamed, my ribs creaking. Choked on more blood. The ferocious cold was gone asif it had
never existed.

Helifted my right hand, giving it an extrasavage twist. Bone ground and | screamed again, weskly.

“Damage my finework, will you? How is this, Kiss? Do you like the pain? Do you?”

| collapsed, panting, hanging onto consciousness by athread. My lipswere hot and dick with
blood. “F-f-f-fuck . . . y-y-you...” | could barely shape the words.

“Promises, promises.” His breath touched the scar, and the jolt of maggot pleasure that did through
me dipped meinfiery dime. It even drowned the pain for amoment, and | moaned. “ Someday, Kismet.
Some fine day, when I’'m getting alittle bored. W€ |l play afew games.”

Hislips met the scar, and mercifully it was pain again. Great roaring waves of pain as hdlfiretore
through my body, each wound rubbed with acid and ash, sadistic waves of agony as hetook histime
melding my shattered body back together. The scaled, hot, dick-wet touch of histongue againgt the
puckered tissue coated the roaring agony with dime, burrowed into my hindbrain, and ripped at the roots
of my sanity.

When it was done, he dropped me. | hit the pavement hard, weak as a newborn but whole. Blood
soaked into what clothes| had |eft. My coat was amess. The charmsin my hair tinkled, and my
carved-ruby necklace sent waves of warmth spilling down my chest.

Perry turned on hished, surveying the street. Smoke hillowed up from the burning car, and
condensation roseinto the air as merely-chill met freezing and mixed. “ Thisis highly unpleasant.” Histone
wastoo mild to be called anger. Distaste was asfar asit went.

What, you think I'm having a ball? | lay against chill hard concrete, gasping like alanded fish.

“Highly unpleasant,” he continued, meditatively. “1 might almost suspect . . .” He seemed to
remember | wasat hisfeet. “Y ou make this so fucking difficult, Kiss. I’ ve broken stronger Traderswith

Asusud, he picked exactly the right thing to say to piss me off and break the spell of |ethargy.
“I'm...not... Trader.” Strength returned, the mark sending awave of fiery pleasure up my arm. Fush,
again. Full. Ripe. | could fed the warming trickle between my legs. My hipsjerked forward. | gasped.
“I'm hunter,” | managedto say it dl in onebreath. “And some. ..day .. .it'sgoingtobe. .. you.”

“Pray it never reachesthat point, Kiss. Y ouwon't like being hunted.”

I’m going to be the one hunting you, you bastard. “What was. . . that thing?’ Blessed air
whooped into my lungs. | wasgoingto live. Thank you, God. | wasgoing to live.

| can't explainthe feding. If you’ ve ever been close to the edge of leaving the world entirely, you
know what I’'m talking about. If you haven't, I’m glad for you. But don’t expect to undergtand. It’slike
every Christmas and every disgppointment in your life wrapped up in cold air and set on firewith a
napalm strike while your bones tremble inside the mest.

Something like that.

“How should | know?" Perry said, thoughtfully. Fog gemmed hisblond hair with tiny jewes.
“You'relucky it didn’t kill you. Isthis about your latest visit to the Monde?’

Asif you can’t guess. But Perry just liked to pretend he had hisfingersin every pie; heredly might
have no idea. Strength returned, dowly. | pushed mysdf up to sitting, broken glass grinding against
shredded leather. Levered mysdlf up, balancing on unsteady feet. The sSrenswere getting closer. “Kind
of.” | had my breath back now. “What are you doing here?’

“Watching out for my investment, Kiss. I’ve put alot of effort into you, and you' re coming aong
quite nicdy.” Thefaint obscene happinesstinting his bland blond voice reminded me of maggots
squirming in bloated mest.

Fuck you, Perry. God, | wish | could shoot you now. “Leave the mindfucks at home, Pericles”

“No mindfuck, Kiss. Strictly fact. Now, are you waiting around for the cops? | have other business
to conduct tonight. Y ou know, placesto go, peopleto kill.”



“Go bother someone else.” | coughed, rackingly, my ribs reminding me they weren’t designed for
thiskind of thing. The mark pulsed, wetly. Pleasure did up my back like fevered swesting fingers,
married to skincrawling loathing, like having ascaled tail run across your skin while you' re dreaming safe
inyour bed.

He showed no sign of leaving. “Where syour pussycat? Have you finaly sworn off bestidity?”’

Lord, | wish Saul was hereright now and there was a bullet or two in your head. That would
make me very happy. “Lay off, Perry. I’'mwarning you.”

“I only ask out of curiosity. See how patient I'm being? A good little hellspawn.” Hewas smiling. |
have only seen that smile on him once or twice, and each timeit chillsmy blood. He looks so damn
happy and interested, asif he' sexamining afine piece of art—or ass. Something he knows he can pick
up and isjust stretching out the anticipation of . 1t makes his bland, nondescript face into the picture of
“tarifying.”

Especidly when hiseyes sparkle.

| finally fet asif | had enough air. “That was atrap for me.” | didn’t sound choked, but | was
beginning tofed it.

“Gee, you think?’ He didn’t bother to weight the words with much sarcasm. But there was aratty
litttlegleamin hiseyes| didn’t like, though | wastoo tired and sore to think much abot it.

Besdes, there' s always agleamin Perry’seyes| don't like. | rolled my eyes. Dragged more sweet
arin. “What areyou redly doing here?’

“| told you, looking after my investment. Y ou think you can go for afew hours without getting shot
or torn up?1 redly do have important thingsto do.”

| waved my right hand experimentally. It worked just like it dways had. The fog was retresting,
evaporating up from the street in long whitetrails. “ Thanks, Perry. Now get the fuck away from me.”

“Swest talk will get you nowhere.” He grinned, hischin tilting up dightly. “I’ll see you tomorrow
night.”

My heart thudded, my body too drained to even produce adrendine. Still, the bite of fear just under
my skin was sharp as anew blade, and hard to hide. “Midnight.” | kept dragging in deep hedling bresths.
“I haven't forgotten.”

Thefirst cop cars arrived on-scene. | braced myself. When my eyesflicked back to where he had
been standing, Perry was gone.

| hate it when he does that. | swallowed, tasting blood and bile, and peeled myself away from the
twisted iron bars. Monty is just going to die, | thought, asflashing blue lights converged. The burning
car smelled awful, and the stink of the creature still hung inthe ar. Gah, that’s foul.

The shakes had me. Begting under every thought was the same sentence, repeated in frightened
panicked-rabbit jumps across my brain.

| could have died. | could have died. Oh God, my God, | could have died.
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Woo Song'sisalittle holein thewall, aneon dragon buzzing over a single door, no windows, and the
sl of foreign cooking belching out each time someone entered or |eft. Since | was battered, bloody,
and generdly not in agood mood, | stood outside across the street until Saul appeared, shepherding our
nervous witness. Once more | was grateful to have agood partner.

Robbie s eyes widened as he took mein; Saul himsdlf barely raised an eyebrow. His gaze did flick
to theleather cuff on my right wrist, which was conspicuoudy not blood-soaked. His hand was over
Robbie' s shoulder, and he moved with an awareness and grace that, as usual, comforted me and
unsettled me alittle at the sametime.

Sometimes | wondered what would have happened if I d still been just ahuman hunter when | met
Saul. The scar was Perry’sclamonme, true. . . but it dso meant | wasn't o easily damaged during
bedplay. And there were severa times| could have died if not for the fact that | was tougher and quicker
now, which would have put adistinct crimp in our relationship.



Go figure, | meet the perfect man after I'min hock to ahellbreed, and if | wasn't tainted | couldn’t
have had arelaionship with aWere.

Sometimes | don't just think God has a sadistic sense of humor.

| kept to the shadows, beckoning them into the aley across from Woo Song's. | suspected Robbie
the Juicer would be alot more comfortable where he couldn’t see the bloody rags | wore. Half my |eft
breast was peering out, my shirt was never going to be the same, and the tough leather of my pants was
shredded. My long leather coat wasn't ever going to be the same either.

Clothes get expensive when you' re ahunter. | was going to have ahell of atime getting the blood
out of my sodden boats, if it was possibleat all.

Dammit.

Monty hadn’t been happy, but at least the Feeb on duty—deek, dark Juan Rujillo—was actudly a
decent sort who wouldn’t make any problems. Both of them were alittle pale when | presented them
with the scenario that scares everyone the most: something out there a hunter does't know about, and
hasn't had any luck stopping.

Rujillo had promised to get mealist of dl the professiona operatorsin town, evenif he had to twist
afew interagency arms. That is one thing about being a hunter, you' re usually assured of getting
cooperation from even the stingiest intelligence agencies. Turf warsend up with alot of dead civiliansand
uncomfortable media attention, and that’ s two things no intelligence or law enforcement agency wants.
Especially thelatter. There are very few spooks, Feebs, ghosts, or rubber pencils who want to interfere.
The FBI hasits own hunter division, the Martindale Squad, and it’ s whispered that the CIA hasafew
operativesthat are alittle more than strictly human.

| wouldn’t know about that, though.

Though gtrictly spesking, alist of mercsin town wouldn’t do much good. This had been aone-time
shot; now | was wary and whatever mercenariesthey’ d set on me had suffered horrific casualties. It
would be inefficient to send another mercenary cadre after me and expect it to delay me or hold me for
the creature, whatever it was. And whoever was pulling the strings here wasn't stupid or inefficient.

That, at least, | was sure of .

Ruji had once again accused me of being amenace to property, but he'd doneit with atwinklein
his eye. Monty was chewing Tums by the bucketload; he was the one who had to ded with the media
showing up in droves and demanding an explanation.

And | was ready to explode from frustration.

“Start a the beginning,” | said, and Robbie shot anervous glance at Saull.

“Y ou wanna come in and eat something?’ Saul looked down at the dley floor, his shoulders
hunching. It was a show of submisson, amost shocking in aWere much taler and bulkier than me.

| must have been wearing my mad face.

“I don't think Wu-mawould likeit if | showed up dl bloody.” | wastrying for alight tone. She'd
probably feed me MSG just to express her displeasure, too.

Hisnodtrilsflared. “Y ou stink.”

“Thanks. | just had arun-in with something big and hairy that looks like a Were on steroids and
reeksto high heaven.” | eyed Robbie the Juicer, who was beginning to tremble. “Relax, Robbie. I’'m not
going to hurt you. Asamatter of fact, I’m your new best friend. I’m going to keep you dive.”

“Very goddamn kind of you.” Robbi€ s voice was thin and reedy. His shock of dark hair was
greasy, and he smdlled like dumplings. “Wheat the fuck happened?’

You do not want to know, civilian. Trust me. “Who did you tell? About the other night?’

His shoulderstrembled. He stared a me like | was Banquo' s ghost. “ Couple people. Shit, man,
after that | was happy to be dive. Got a cigarette?’

“| suggest we take him somewhere safe.” Saul sraightened, his eyes reflecting green-gold for a
moment in thedimness. “I don't like this”

“I heard that.” Eventhisalley wasn't likely safe. “Micky’ s? The bar, not the front?’

He nodded, the silver shifting in hishair; thelittle bottle of holy water at his neck sparkled
summer-blue once, maybe reacting to the scar till pulsing hard and heavy under the cuff. Or maybeit



was because | smelled of hellbreed, Perry’ s etheric fingerprints al over me from the work he’ d done
patching me up. “Good idea,” hesad. “I'll drive.”

| didn’'t argue.

Robbie stared into his coffee cup while | scrubbed a my hands with baby wipes. I'd changed in the
bathroom, into fresh pants and a T-shirt kept in the Impala s trunk, but my coat was still tacky-wet with
blood and my boots were squishy. It had dried under my short bitten nails and crusted in my hair.

Thank God it was only my blood. One thing to be happy about: no civilian casudties. I'd managed
to keep anyone innocent from being hurt.

It wasn't as comforting asit should have been, but it was enough for me.

The bartender, Theron, brought me astack of damp washcloths and abeer. Ther wastal, lean,
dark, and intense. He also happened to be a Werepanther. I’ d only seen him shift once, during afight
with anest of Middle Way Chaos-worshipping wannabes out on Chartres Street. | didn’t want to seeit
again. Panther jaws can crack bones, and Theron was big; Werestend to run bulkier than both humans
and beasts but some of them just look too huge to be real. He was good backup but extremely
unpredictable; not someoneto cal unless you wanted to play it hisway. Still, he was agood sort, and
part of the reason why nobody stepped out of linein Micky's.

“Stinks,” hesaid, giving anod to Saul.

Who vighbly brigtled. “I know, Theron. Thanks.”

“Want ashot, Saul?”

“No. Thanks.” Saul was extraordinarily gill, his shoulders spread wide and his eyesluminous.
Theron gave him atoothy smile, and retreated. In the dominance game between Weres, Saul and Ther
wereroughly equa; sometimes Ther pushed it alittle, moving in on me, getting alittletoo close. It was a
Were sverson of socia game-playing, and | didn’t like being achit in the middie. Another night | might
have been amused.

Not tonight, though. Getting almost-canceled will cut your sense of humor dead short.

“Why don’t you gtart at the beginning, Robbie?’ My temper was fraying badly. Saul’sarm pressed
againgt mine; | stopped wiping at the blood on my hands and leaned my head againgt his shoulder. He
leaned back, subtly, then turned his head, his chin rubbing across my ill-damp hair.

My chest eased alittle bit. The shaking in my hands began to go down.

Robbie glanced up, looked hurriedly back down at his coffee. “I got tathe field at about ten-thirty.
| wasn't drunk, but | wastired. So's| wanted a place where | could think, right? | pissed about back
and got my deeping bag dl set up, got my stuff situated. Then | settled down and | was dmost adeep,
man. | thought of lighting aJto get mysdlf dl nice and mellow, but | wasfindly warmin’ up. It wasacold
fuckin’ day, | tdl you, out on the Streets.”

Well, yeah, we're past New Year’s and in the chilliest part of the year. | Sghed. Saul did his
arm around me, pulled meinto hisside. | wiped at my face with the first wet washcloth, scrubbing the
wet terry across my cheeks, digging a my closed eyes. | can be covered infilth, but | like my face clean.

Cdlitaquirk.

Theslver charmsin my hair shifted, chiming softly. Saul’ s braid bumped my cheek asheturned his
heed, taking in the bar.

“So | dunno what timeit was, but | heard an engine. And not acop car or anything, just avery soft,
nice purring engine.” Robbi€' s dark eyes were wide, his spotted cheeks pasty. He was swesting, and he
smelled like too few showers and too much drinking, with a hedlthy dash of fear-swest on top. His
fingernailswere brutaly short but ill grimy.

The scar on my wrigt tingled. Perry. What had he been doing out there? He didn’t usualy leavethe
Monde, preferring to St in the middle of hisweb like abig fat waxy-pae spider.

That menta image made me shudder, and Saul kissed my temple.

“I got thisweird fedling. Just aweird fedling. Y ou live on the street long enough, you start to get a
kind of fed for the nutzoid things. Like when the crazy shit is gonna start going down. Sometimesyou
don’t get no warning, but mogt of the time there sthisfeding before crazy shit sartsup. Y’ unnersand?’

| certainly understood that. One of the things a hunter looks for in an apprentice is a certain amount



of psychic ability; | wouldn’t have survived to become an apprenticeif | hadn’t had more than my fair
shareto begin with. “Likeingtinct,” | supplied.

Hisface brightened alittle. He grinned into his coffee, with yellow teeth. “Y egh, instink. Thatza
word. | just got that feding. So | got up, and | went to the end of the dugout, real low-like. Creeping.
And | looked out.”

Hisfingerstightened on the cup; dirt grimed into hisknuckles and under his short-split nails. “1 saw
thisblack van gtting there. Just sittin’. And then | noticeit ain’t got no license plate, and | think maybe the
copsaredoing asting, and I’ m getting ready to get my ass out of there nice and quiet-like. Then the door
opens up, and out jumpsthisthing. And damned if it don’t look like agoddamn ape, but it hunches
down—Ilike them things you see in movies. Y ou seen that movie, where there' sthese things, they look
human, but they don’t move no human way?’

Honey, | don’t need movies. | seethemin living color. “1 guessso.” | didn’'t want to lead the
witness, so to speak, so | didn't give him more.

“Likethis movie where guys change into werewolves, and they run on their hands and feet, but their
shouldersare dl funny. And they’ ve got weird-shaped heads. L ots of teeth. Anyway, the goddamn thing
hopped out, and started snuffling. And | started thinking maybeit could smell me, *cause | could smdll it.
Smelled like awet dog puking its guts out in awhorehouse.”

That was arevolting but extremely apt way of describing it. | leaned into Saul’ s side, for once not
caring that my hair was crackling with drying blood and my toes were damp inside my boots. “ Okay.”

He continued. “ Someon€' s gotten out, and they’ re moving around. A woman. Light hair, but not
blonde. | can see her haircut, she' sgot it cut like that bitch on Channd Twelve—"

“Susan Zamora? The anchorwoman?’ Zamora had adeek, leonine bob dyed afashionable
chocolate-cherry color. She was a barracudain human form.

There sno lovelost between me and the press. | like to keep things quiet, because let’ sfaceit,
normal people don’t want to know about the nightside. Reporters have just enough ornerinessto think
they want to know, that’ sdl. Which equas ahuge pain in the assfor ahunter and the cops.

Don't get mewrong, | love the Fourth Estate like any red-blooded American. But Jesus wept, they
make my job harder. Fortunately, they get stonewalled by everyone except UFO nutjobs and fake
psychics.

Anyone who knows about the nightside knows not to talk about it.

“Yeah, her. That way. She’ s moving around, there’ s nobody else out there. And I’ ve got a bad,
bad feding about this, because the furry smdlly thing is snuffling, and | got thisfedling likel’m going to
throw up. Anyway, the woman barks something, and the furry thing legps up into the back of the van and
| can seethe entire thing rock alittle bit. Then it brings out something red pale, and | can seeit’ snot
right. The only thing that bigisabody, but it handlesit likeit's nothing. The furry thing kind of shufflesto
the edge of the sdewalk, and it throws thething, and | seeit isabody but something’ swrong with it. It
hitswith akind of thud and the furry thing is back in the van, and the woman getsin. Then the engine gets
to purring again, and they’ re gone.” He shivered, despite the close muggy warmth of Micky’s. Hiseyes
came up to meet mine, and they were dark enough that | reached up and pushed my beer acrossthe
table.

“Takeit. 1t'll do you good.”

Hedid, setting down his coffee, and took down about half the cold bottle in onelong
throat-working swallow. He wiped his mouth with the back of hisdirty hand. “1 bet it did smell me,” he
sad miserably. “I bet it did.”

“Don’'t worry about that right now. Was there anything else? Did she talk, laugh, move around the
vanadl?

“Moved around looking up. That'sal.” He finished the rest of the beer. “What the fuck was that
thing?1t warn’t human. | warn't drunk, ma am. It warn’t human 'tal.”

The more worked-up he got, the more hillbilly he sounded. “Maybe, maybe not,” | soothed. I'll
take himto Galina’s and leave him there; that’ s the safest place for him right now. And she won't
stand for any street bullshit. “But what’ simportant for right now isto keep you out of sght. I’ ve got



someone you can stay with, if you don’'t mind abit of work. It’seither that or hit the streets where these
people—whoever they are—are looking for you. Think back, and tell me everyone you told about this.
Everyone.”

Hedid, and the list was depressingly long and imprecise, finishing with: “ That kid who hangs around
Plaskény Square, with the blue hair and theringsin hisnose. Tal kid. | mentioned it to him. That'sall.”

That’s all? Oh, man, this just keeps getting better and better.

“Tell her what you told me,” Saul said suddenly. “ About what the woman said.”

“Oh, yeah. Almost forgot.” His mournful face brightened. “ It sounded like French.”

Huh? “French?

“I took four years of French in high schooal. | think that’s what she was spesgkin’. Somethin’
about . . . well, shit, I'm rusty. But I’ d swesr it was French.”

“French.” | nodded, my head resting on Saul’ s shoulder. Suddenly | wasincredibly,
bone-crunchingly weary. It' sthe reaction of coming very, very closeto certain desth: after the adrendine
and the urge for sex wear off, the only thing left wasterrible exhaustion, asif every appendageis dipped
inlead. “Okay.”

Wonderful. A French-speaking broad with fancy hair, multiple murders and more on the
way, and something so tough even Perry’ s frightened of it. Not to mention the fact that | think
Perry knows more than he' stelling. For amoment | closed my eyes, listening to the clink of glassfrom
the bar, the clatter of silverware and murmur of voices from out in the restaurant, the sound of water and
frying from the kitchen, awaitress svoice lifted in a snatch of song aong with Bonnie Raitt on the
restaurant’ s spesker system, giving “them” something to talk about, a little mystery to figure out.

Coincidence. Getting alittle help again.

Saul was warm and solid beside me, hisarm tightening, and hedidn’t let go until | opened my eyes
and leaned away.

Thisjust kept getting better. But for right now, al | wanted to do was go home and deep.
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Saul collapsed, hislax weight resting on me for abrief moment, his hipbones digging into the soft insdes
of my thighs. Thetattoo high up on my right thigh writhed, itswinged tingle running under my skin. |
kissed aong the edge of hisjaw, found his mouth again. He tasted of night, of cold wind and wildness
and the Scotch I’ d taken down four mouthfuls of before he' d did hisarm around my waist and
half-dragged me to the bed.

My hair was still wet, the charmstinkling dightly asthe spillfire of orgasm tore through me again, my
hips damming up. Thethird was dways the nicest; | gasped into his mouth and heard the low rumble of
his contentment begin, a purr that shook through every cell, every bone, and chased away dl remaining
fear. Sweat mixed with the water from the shower, hissmell of Ivory sogp and animal musk making a
pleasant heady brew.

“Shhh,” he whispered againgt my mouth. “Kitten, shhh. It'sall right.”

| quieted, more air gasped in, flavored with his breath. He kissed my cheek, my temple, my mouth
agan, bracing himsdf on hisebows.

Asusud, hedidn’t want to let go, nuzzling dong the line of my jaw and down to the hollow of my
throat, teeth scraping delicately as aftershocks rippled through me. 1t had taken months of patient trying
before | could let him touch me anywhere covered by abikini, and even longer before | could rest there
under hisweight, utterly vulnerable. We were branching out, experimenting, and | findly felt likel’d
trampled some of the demons of my adolescence.

But coming so close to death raised demons of its own. | went limp, closed my eyes, let him nibble
at my throat. It was a highly erogenous zone for Weres, especialy Weres of the cat persuasion. A sign of
trust, and asgn of territorid marking. A hickey on the neck of a\Were' s mate means seriousness, means
don’t touch this, it' smine.

He was Were. He wasn't a human man, and sometimes | wondered if that waswhy | could let him



touch me. With Mikhall it had been different—he had been my teacher, trusted absolutely evenin the
confines of the bed, dwaysin control.

Until Mikhail had no longer wanted me.

My hands relaxed, did down Saul’sarms. The leather of the cuff touched his shoulder. He nuzzled
deeper in my throat, the sharp edges of histeeth brushing the skin just over my pulse. A strand of hishair,
freighted with asilver charm, lay acrossmy chin.

“Saul,” | whispered. He sucked at my throat, aspot of amost-pain, gauging it perfectly. | could fedl
the blood rising to the surface, blossoming on the skin, the bruise would be flawless. A dark mark, almost
likeabrand.

Onelast gentle kiss againgt my carotid artery and he moved, diding out of me with exquisite
downess. Off to the Side, the bed creaking asit accepted hisweight, and the usua dow movement ended
up with my head on his shoulder and his arm around me, my body dumped againgt hisside. Hewas
warm, flush with heat, and purring contentedly.

| thought he would fall adeep, asusud. But instead he pulled the covers up with hisfree hand,
tucking us both in. “Better?” The rumble didn’t fade when he spoke. Nobody could ever figure out
where acat Were' s purr came from. If they know, they’re not telling.

“Much.” I kissed his shoulder. My neck pulsed with asweet pain. “Good therapy.”

“Happy to provide.” He paused. “Y ou looked pretty bloody.”

It was the closest he would get to an accusation.

“It best the shit out of me,” | admitted. “I didn’t hit it.”

Hewas ill. Therumble kept going. “A trap.”

“Yep.” | dropped the bombshell, even though he would have smelled it on me. *Perry showed up.”

His purr stopped.

“Hdllfire didn’t even damage the thing, but he blew up acar and it ran off. Then he patched me up.”

“Patched you up?’

“Says!I’'maninvestment.” | kissed his shoulder again. Come on, Saul. Please.

His slence was e oquent.

“Saul?”

Hemoved, alittle, restlesdy. A movement like acat settling itsdf for the night, curling into awarm
bed.

“Please, Saul. Please.” There was nobody else | would use thistone on. Pleading, cgjoling, trying
to convince. Almost—dare | say it—begging.

“I don't likeit,” he said, findly. He had gone tense, muscle standing out under his skin, the utter
dtillness of ahunting beast crouched low inthe grass.

Oh, for God's sake. “Youthink | do?Youthink I like it?’

“Why keep going back?’ As soon as he said it he made arestless movement, then stilled again.

“He sfucking useful. And if it hadn’t been for the goddamn bargain | would have died.”

“I can take care of you.” Stubborn. “If it wasn't for the goddamn bargain | wouldn't have left you
there”

“And they might have killed us both and our witnessaswell. I'm a hunter, Saul. Perry’satool.
That'sdl. Oneday I'll kill him.”

“Not soon enough.”

Not soon enough for me either. “Amentothat.” | rubbed my chin againgt his shoulder. My voice
dropped to awhisper, | swallowed and felt the hickey on my throat pulse again. It was better than the
scar on my wrist, acleaner pain. “I love you, dammit.”

“I know, kitten. | love you.” But anger boiled under the words.

“It'sjust atool,” | repeated. The thought made me shudder with frantic loathing, remembering
bargaining for the mark, remembering the press of that scaled tongue against my flesh. A hundred other
unpleasant and downright horrific memories crowded behind that one, threatening like piled black clouds
announcing acataclysmic sorm.

“I' know.” Saul’ s brushed my wet hair back from my face, | tilted my head againgt hisfingers,



savoring the touch that pushed bad dreamsaway. “1 know. | just . . . I’'m gonna breathe asigh of relief
when | seethat hellspawn motherfucker draw hislast breath. | wish | could tear out histhroat myself.”

You're not the only one. “I loveyou,” | repeated, desperately. Under that desperation the deeper
plea—don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.

Not like hewould. Weres settle down with their mates, and that’ sthat. They do it much more easily
and cleanly than humans manageto.

But | wasn't Were. | was an aberration.

Thetension left him, bit by bit, and the rumbling purr returned. “Loved you the first minute | saw
you, kitten. Covered in muck and swearing at the top of your lungs. God, you were asight.”

The memory made me smile, drowning the press of other memories not even half as pleasant. |
could smile, now that | was dmost two years avay from that hunt. “Why do they aways hidein storm
drains?| hatethat.”

“Hm.” He was degpy now, going as boneless and languid as acat in apatch of sunlight. The danger
was past, thank God. “Go to deep.”

“I will,” I whispered. “ Stay with me.”

Because if you leave me, | don’t know what I'll do. Asusual, the thought sent panic through me,
plucking a my hard-won control over my pulse, tightening every muscle againgt postcoitd lasstude.

“Not going anywhere, kitten.” He held metighter, even as he did over the edge into deep, the purr
growing fitful but ill comforting.

Thank God for you, Saul.

| listened to him breething. It was the sound of safety, of good things, of comfort and pleasure and
trust. After imagining what it might be like sometimesin the degp watches of the night, | now knew—and
| had no desire to ever go back to being londly.

My wrist prickled. The scar dwaysfdt like it was burrowing deeper, trying to reach bone. I'd given
up wondering if it was phantom pain; it wasn't any more deeply scarred than it had ever been. It wasjust
part of the dedl.

If it came down to achoice, | was going to have to welsh on adeal with ahellbreed and take my
chances. Damned if | did, possibly damned if | didn’t . . . there was no winning here. The best | could
hope for was aslong with Saul as| could get.

Isthat enough?

It didn’'t matter. It wasdl | was going to get. The bruise on my neck settled into adimple of
pleasant heat as| did over the border into deep’s country. For once, | had no dreams.

The next day brought bad news, another body—and the first break. My pager was destroyed from last
night’sfun, and it would take me aday or so to get anew one; but they called me at home and | made
the scenein lessthan haf an hour.

“We don't know her nameyet,” Carp said. His hair was back to standing up in messy sandy-blond
gikes. “Chrig.”

The abandoned parking lot was deserted under thin winter-afternoon sunshine, weedsforcing up
through cracked old concrete. The body—if there was enough left of it to qualify as abody—Iay
dumped in the middle, blood lying sticky-wet on sharp thistle leaves and dead danddlion plants. Theribs
were twisted aside, visceraand other organs gone, the eyes had been plucked from the skull and long
strands of blood-matted hair stirred gently under the wind' s stroking fingers.

Off in the ambulance, the kid who had found the body as he cut through the parking lot on hisway
to school made alow hurt sound. He was crying messily, and his mother was on her way to pick him up.
No more shortcuts for him.

“God.” | folded my arms. I"d gotten the blood off my coet, but it hung in tatters, clearly showing
where the thing had clawed me. The right deeve had needed patching before | could even put it on, and |
wore my second-best pair of boots. “All | haveis more questions.”

“A black van with no license plate. A redhead who speaks French, and something that smells
like—what wasit?’ Carp sounded grimly amused.

“A wet dog puking its guts out in awhorehouse,” | quoted. | thought he' d enjoy that. Carp’slaugh



was sharp and jagged as a broken window.

Saul picked hisway around the body, watching where he stepped. The sun touched the red-black
of hishair and the slver of the charmstied in it, ran lovingly down his coat and brought out the glow in his
dark skin. A fine-looking man. A very fine-looking man.

Saul stopped. He lowered himself dowly, staring intently at the ground. Then he reached down, his
fingers delicate, and picked something up.

| held my breath.

He continued on his circuit, examining the cracked concrete and frost-dead weeds.

“Lookslike Tonto's found something.” Rose arrived at my side. “How you feding, Jill? Heard you
caused some damage last night.”

“Wasn't my fault. The Feebstreating you right?”

She shrugged, her eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. Today she wore a hooded Santa Luz
Whedlwrights swesatshirt jacket and a black leather coat, jeans and black Nikes. She looked like a
fresh~scrubbed college kid, especially with the shades. “ Rujillo. HE sokay. Not like that bastard Astin.”

| winced. Astin had been agood agent, but arigid one; he believed the local copswereal
incompetent or mismanaged. Having him reassigned had been adigtinct relief. “Y eah, he' sdifferent. Little
moreflexible”

“Youdl right?’ Her tone was excessvely casud.

So you heard | was covered in blood. Rosie, | didn’t know you cared. The thought was snide,
unworthy of me. She did care. A cop who didn’'t care wouldn’t have limped down to the warehouse in
her bandages and apologized to me. “I got beat up abit, but I'm okay.”

“Y ou know what’ sgoing on yet?” Thisfrom Carp.

“Not yet, Carp. Can't rush these things.” 1’ m beginning to feel distinctly out of temper. Thin
winter sunlight caressed my shoulders, the wind had veered and was coming from the faroff mountains,
we would have deep frost. Living in semi-desert meant that winters were miserable cold times, especidly
with the war between the river wind and the mountains breathing on us.

“Wish you could. Pressis crawling on our backs. All sorts of wackos coming out of the
woodwork.”

| knew. I’ d seen the papers. Serial Murderer Haunts Ladies of the Night! was the kindest
headline. Even the respectable rags were trotting out the Jack the Ripper comparisons. And the nightly
TV newswasin afrenzy. “Any incredibly weird, or just the usua weird?’

“Just the usual. Crystal-crawlin’ psychics. Copycats. Nutcases.” Carp Sighed. “Thisis Sarting to
pissmeoff.”

“Metoo.” My tonewas alittle sharper than usud. | didn’t like being in the dark, and | wasfailing
them. “I’'m working ashard as | can.”

“Weknow,” Rosie soothed. “We know, Jill.” And they did. I’ d worked with them for long enough
that they did know, and | was grateful for that.

Saul gpproached. He held up his hand, and something dangled: three thin |eather thongs, braided,
interwoven with feathers and bits of fur. There were complex knotsin a pattern that |ooked vaguely
familiar. A single dart of darknesswas braided into the end of it.

An obsidian arrowheed, carefully flaked and probably genuine. Saul’ sfingersflicked, and the
arrowhead dangled. “Found something.” Hisface was grim. “ Smellsawful. Probably related.”

| plunged a hand in my pocket, aready hunting for adrawstring bag. Found one, fished it out, and
opened it. “Findly,” | breathed. “ Cometo Mama.”

Hedropped it in, and wiped hisfingers againgt hisleather pants. The thing was oddly heavy, and
coldly mdignant. And hewasright, it did smell. | caught afaint whiff of afamiliar reek.

“I don't likethis” Saul drew himsdlf up, gtill scrubbing hisfingers againgt hispants. “ That thing is
evil, Jll.”

“They usudly are.” | wastoo relieved to findly have apiece of usable evidence to mind much. “Do
you recognizeit?’

He shook his head, hisjaw setting grimly. | stuffed the bag in another pocket, and studied the body.



Now that Saul had circled it | approached, cautioudy; he had point-blank refused to let me get near it
until he had a chance to look. He stayed back as | edged closer, but | felt his eyes on me.

No, Saul wasn't happy either. But whether it wasthe case or Perry, | wasn't going to guess.

Now that I’ d seen the creature, | could see marksthat matched its claws. There were ragged dices
in the flesh, chunkstaken out of the thighs and the breasts gone, just divots with glaring-white splinters of
rib poking through sodden mest.

| peered into the cavity left by the taking of the viscera, and my eyes narrowed. Wait a second.
Wait just a goddamn second.

| looked through the rest of the scene, too, found exactly zilch. But my heart was beating quickly as
| nodded at the forensc team and went back to Saul. “There ssomething se” | said.

Rosie and Carp both went ill, attentive. Like bloodhounds straining at the leash. | took a deep
breeth, achill finger diding up my spine; it was the fedling of the first piece of a pattern faling into place.
“There s claw marks and other marks. Thething | saw last night had claws shaped like this.” My hands
sketched briefly inthe air. “The other marks, insde the abdomind cavity and around her eyes—those are
too clean, and they’ re dmost covered by the claw marks. The ones covered up are made by something
sharp. Likeascapd.”

“A scdp—" Rogetrailed off. Her mouth pulled down, meditatively.

“Scapd.” Carp scratched at hischin. “Well. Okay. So?’

“| assumed the creature was eating what it took. It may be. But it might aso be getting alittle help.
Or edting leftovers.” | folded my arms againgt the chill inthe air, the butt of agun digging into my left hip.

Carp kept scratching at hischin. “Or it's covering something up.”

“Either way.” The smile pulled up my lips, baring my teethin afera grimace. *“Cheer up, boysand
girls. This condtitutes our first bit of good luck.”

“How 0?7’ Rosie didn’t sound convinced.

“Wadll, it'smore than we had before. And if thet little thing Saul found isfrom it, we can track it.
Tracking it’ sthefirgt step to finding it, which isthefirst step to taking its sorry ass gpart. And that will
make me very, very happy.”

Saul gtirred next tome, and | didn’t have to read his mind. He was thinking that I’ d run up against
this thing once before and nearly died, so why should tracking it make me happy?

But | did. | felt irrationaly happy. If it would make a mistake like dropping something, it could make
other mistakes. Unlessthiswas achdlenge, a fuck you, Kismet. We nearly got you last night; we'll
get you eventually.

“Do we know thetime of deeth?’

“Hard to tell with the body so torn up. But it ain't frozen. And if it ain't frozen with thiskind of cold,
and on pavement, it's il pretty fresh.” Carp sounded as unhappy asit was possible to sound without
sarcasm.

“The blood' s till alittle tacky-wet too.” | cast around. Good luck getting tire tracks on this
concrete, and how did they get the van here? If they did get the van here. “ The questioniis. . .” | sorted
through dl of the questionsin my head, dill far too many for my taste. | picked the most useful one. “The
question is, why get rid of the bodieslike this? What purpose doesit serve?’

“Make our livesmiserable,” Carp muttered.

“Not as miserable as hers.” Rosejerked her chin toward the body, now being swarmed with
forengc techs.

“I’m going to go do someresearch.” | rocked back on my hedls as Saul bumped into me, crowding
me again. His heat was acomfort in the early morning chill. They wereright, the body hadn’t frozen yet.
Whoever shewas, shewasfreshly killed. “Buzz meif anyone ese dies”

Black humor, maybe. Blegk galows humor. But you spend enough time looking at dead bodies and
hanging out with cops, and that kind of humor becomes necessary. It' sashied held up against the dark
things we see, againgt the horrific things that can happen to anyone.

I’'m lucky. | seeinhuman things and how they prey on humanity. | see the aberrations, those who
bargain away their soulsfor power, those who trade everything for the sweet seduction, the canker in the



rose, the dominion of the earth. The cops have it so much worse.

They have to see the things human beings do to each other without any help from Hell.

Saul’ s chest brushed my back. He had stepped behind me, looming just like aWere. The fresh
hickey on my neck throbbed.

“Yeah, we'll call you. Why don't you get agoddamn cell phone?’ 1t was an old complaint. Carp
hunched his shoulders, fishing apair of latex gloves out of hisjacket pocket.

“Can’t afford to replace’em, asmany times as | get beat up and dumped in water. Not to mention
electrocuted, stabbed, shot—"

“Okay, okay. | gotit.” Carprolled hiseyes. “Get thisone corralled quick, Kiss. Ros€ s getting
pissy with thelong hours”

Rosiewasn't amused. “ Fuck you. Glad you' re okay, Kiss.”

| leaned back into Saul before moving away, feding his hand brush mine. “Metoo, Rose. Thanks.”

Saul followed meto the Impaa, Stting tucked out of sight on Edgerton Street. He was sticking o
close he might have been glued to me, and after dropping into the driver’s seet | waited for him to come
around and get in. He did, and | looked at the red fuzzy dice. They swung gently when | reached up and
touched them, agift from Gdina

| should go see her and have a cup of tea, it always helps me think clearer. But we had a
witness stashed at her house, and it wouldn’t do to go visiting her again and perhaps bring trouble to her
door.

Saul didn’t buckle his seat belt. Waited, staring out through the windshield. His profile was
beautiful. | looked at his mouth—he had such alovely mouth, his upper lip chiseled and hislower dightly
full, alittle bruised from kissing. One of these days, I’ m going to leave a hickey on him. He'll like
that.

“Thisisabresk,” | told him. “A good one.”

He shrugged. “1 don't likeit. Broadway’ s only four blocks away.”

Meaning they' re playing with me. They dumped the body less than four blocks away from
where they tried to kill me. Or did it come straight from dumping the body to mangle me? Either
way, it’snot good. “I know. But thisis till abreak.”

“You'revigting Perry tonight.”

Thanks for reminding me. The skin on my back roughened. | buckled mysdlf in. He reached for
his own seetbelt.

| twisted the key. The Impala s engine purred into life. Sxty-seven was the best year in American
car history. My hands gripped the whed!. | decided silence was my best option.

What he said next destroyed that theory. “I want you to stay there.”

“What the fuck?” | twisted my head to look at him so quickly aslver charm flew and smacked the
window on my side, my hair ruffling out. It dmost hit mein the eye, but thankfully the red thread held and
it was snatched back as my head turned.

“I want to go do some research. | want you to stay at the Monde until | get back. It might take me
alitlewhile”

“Why?Where are you going?’ | heard my voice hit the pitch just under “ shriek.”

“Just out to the barrio. | got afew things on my mind.” He stared out the windshield.

“Like what?”

“Jug afew things”

Fuck that. “I'll gowithyou.”

“No, kitten. There are some places down there you shouldn’t go.”

It didn’'t help that he wasright. The barrio was agood place for someone of my racia persuasion to
end up dead; the Weres ran herd out there and only called mein if something boiled over. “People are
dying, Saul. I'll go anywhere | need to.” | settled back into the seet, listening to the engine' s steady
comforting purr.

“Pleasg, kitten. If you're a the Monde, | know you're at least dive. | don’t want to take you into
the barrio.” His eyes dropped, he looked at the dash.



“You'd rather leave me with Perry.” Wasthat accusation in my voice? Wonders never cease.

“He sgot avested interest in keeping you dive, you keep reminding me of that. And he chased that
thing off last night.”

“I don't think he chased it off.”

“It left when he showed up. Good enough for me. Come on, Kiss. Please.”

Thisis something | never thought I'd hear from you, Saul. | looked a my knuckles, white
againg the steering whed. Then | reached down, shifted into first to pull out onto Edgerton. “ Jesus
Chrigt, Saul. What the hell’ sgoing on?’

“I wish I knew, kitten. | redlly do.” He did, too. | could hear it. Whatever he suspected, it had to
be really bad if he was going into the barrio; doubly bad if he wanted me to spend any more time with
Perry than was absolutely necessary. “| just want to ask some questions.”

“Likewhat questions?’

“Like some Were questions. Watch your driving.”

“Shut up about my driving.” 1 took aright on Seventh, turning up toward downtown. “ Talk to me,
Saul. Comeon.”

“I just want to ask about that braid and knot pattern, that’ s all. It looks familiar, but | can't quite
placeit.”

“Isthe arrowhead genuine?’

“You'reasharpgirl. | think it is” He shifted in his bucket sest, lesther moving againgt the red fur of
the seat covers; he fished a Charvil out of the box in his breast pocket. Rolled the window down alittle,
litit with hiswolf’ s-head Zippo. | reached down and yanked out the ashtray.

“Thehair?’

“Human.” His voice was shaded with distaste.

“Chrigt.” | shifted into fourth, thetires chirped alittle when | slamped on the gas. “Give me avowel
here, Saul.”

“Wish | had oneto give. It just looks familiar but | can’t place it. Makes my hackles go up.”

Yourstoo? “Indinct.”

“Trugtit”

“I do.” | have a healthy respect for a Were' sinstinct. “All right.”

He obvioudy hadn’t expected meto givein so easily. “You'll stay there?’

“I'will, Saul. If you want meto, I’ll put up with Pericles. Just do whet you haveto and don't leave
metherelong, for God's sake. | suppose you want my car.”

“I'll clean out the ashtray.” He inhaed, blew out along stream of cherry-scented smoke. His
unhappiness mixed with mine, a steady tension between us. “And | won't grind the gears. We going to
the hospitd ”’

“I want to check in on Father Rosas. Something about a Chaldean in aseminary after a Catholic
artifact doesn't gt right with me. And an artifact I’ ve never heard of—and that Hutch hasn't, either?’ |
paused, hit the left-hand blinker and turned left on Pelizada Avenue. Then we're going to visit that
doctor on Quincoa.

Heinhaed adeep lungful of cherry-scented smoke, blew it out the window. “ Catholic rites do offer
protection against Chaldean sorcery and possession. That bird-thing couldn’t get out of the chapel.”

You'’ ve been studying, you naughty boy. My wrists weren't steady enough, atremor running al
the way up to my elbows| ignored. “ Catholic immunity only started in the sixteenth century with the
creation of the Jesuits and their Shadow Order. Loyola created the Society in 1534 and the Shadow
Order in 1536 by secret charter; the Sorrows started to fedl the pinch in 1588 when their Housein
Sevillewas cleared and torched. That was Juan de Alatriste.” | knew | was babbling, couldn’t help
myself. “And then Alatriste went againg the scurf in Granadaand—"

“Breethe, JlI.”

| took adeep breath. My knuckles dmost creaked, my fingers were clenched so tightly. “The only
thing worse than going thereisanticipating it.”

“He countson that.”



“And you want meto stay there after he’ sfinished with me.” You hate him. The very first thing
you |learned about me was that | smelled like hellbreed. You hated me, as much asa Were can
hate, | guess.

Hisslence answered me. Heinhaled again. Dry cold air bloomed through his dightly open window.

My heart twisted. | till didn’t know why Saul had changed his mind about me. | didn’t know what
he got out of staying with me. All my lifel’ ve stayed dive by knowing the motivations of everyone around
me, especidly everyone who could hurt me. Anyone who made me vulnerable.

| could understand, | guess, why Saul wanted me somewhere he knew I’ d be protected if that
thing—whatever it was—came after me again. What | didn’t understand was why hewaswith meat all.
Hewas Were, and human rulesdidn’t apply. | mostly thought that was a good thing.

Now | wondered.

I’d trusted him thisfar, with my body and whatever was | eft of my heart. I’ d trusted him with
everything Mikhail had left me. And I’ d trusted him to watch my back more timesthan | could count.

It would have to be good enough.

“Okay.” | downshifted asthe light on Pdlizada and Twelfth changed. “ Okay. Y ou got it. Okay.”

14

Ssters of Mercy rose above downtown like agiant brooding concrete bird. The old hospital waslostina
welter of pavement, but the great granite Jesus tacked on the roof gtill glowered in the direction of the
financid didrict. Wewent in through the side entrance and suffered the immediate attack of linoleum,
disnfectant, floor wax, and the smdl| of suffering.

Saul reached down and took my hand as soon aswe walked in. I’ ve grown to hate hospitals. Don't
get me wrong—they’ re mostly wonderful places, staffed by some of the best and most dedicated around.
But like schoals, they just raise my hackles. So much suffering and free energy floating around, whether
from illness and dying or from kids squeezed into little boxes and told to behave; so much pain. It'sa
charged atmosphere, which is good for a hunter—we kind of amp up to meet that charge—and bad for a
hunter aswell. There' sonly so long you can stay with your hackles up before going alittle wack.

Of course, the case could be made that we' re dl permanently wack anyway.

Wetook the stairs up to the fifth floor, post-cardiac. My footsteps echoed in the hdl, and | began
tofed alittle uneasy. My fingerstightened, and Saul gave me asingleinquiring look.

| spotted Father Guillermo down the hall, and felt my face harden. It till rankled. The Church
funded training for quite afew hunters, but it was an article of faith and doctrine that we were going to
Héll for our traffic with and contamination by the nightsde. Still, I'd thought I could trust Gui, that he
wouldn't . . . well, hold out on me.

Treat melikejust another layman.

God knew I’ d handled enough exorcismsfor him. | deserved alittle bit of warning if his seminary
was holding ardic or artifact—even if it was very likely that the Sorrows had no interest in the fucking
thing.

Why were they there, then? What the hell’ s going on with that?

The scar tightened, sending aflush of heat up my arm. | sopped dead. My nostrilsflared. Saul went
gtill and dangerous beside me.

“You smell that?’ | asked, as helet go of my hand and reached for the hilt of hisBowie.

“Incense” hereplied. “And blood. A blue smell.”

Not just ablue smel, but asmell | remembered. A smell that made my hackles not just rise, but
diffen into stedl spikes and pulse with bloodlust.

God, how | hate them. Hate them.

“A Sorrows adept.” | shook my hair back. The halway was cluttered dong the sdeswith little
gations for doing paperwork, bits of medica parapherndia, doctorsin doorstaking quietly or striding
away purposefully—and Father Gui, his stare blank as he leaned against thewall three feet awvay froma
door that was dightly gar.



Probably Father Rosas' s room.

| went for my guns, they cleared leather in a heartbeat. Kept them low, glanced up a Saul. His
cheeks were pale under his darker coloring.

“Keep track of Gui,” | whispered. “If he sartsto act possessed, just back off and keep himin
sght. Okay?’

“’Kay.” He knew thedrill. “Gonnakill a Sorrow, baby?’

As many of themas| canin thislifetime. “Y ou better believeit.” | sarted down the hall.

They don't tell you in training how the world dows down with each footstep as you approach a
fight. Each breath takes forever. The pams get swesty, the heart beatsthick and fast, the hair on the
back of the neck triesto stand straight up.

Allindl, grest fun.

Father Gui stared straight ahead. He made no move, and | didn’t sense anything demonicin him.
Histumbled black curls rested deekly againgt his head, and his eyes were glazed, haf-closed. The smoky
oddness of ahypno-spel woveinthear around him, and | cursed inwardly. Finding out if the Sorrow
had planted any triggersin him would be uncomfortable at best.

| pushed the hospita door in with my foot, every nerve awvare of Gui leaning againg thewadll. If he
moved with the eerie speed of the possessed, this could get really ugly really quick.

| saw adlice of the hospitd room, apae blue curtain drawn around the bed, the door to asmall
bathroom standing gjar. Christ. Take your pick. Do you think a Sorrow’ s going to be hiding in the
can, or behind the curtain? Sanding next to Father Rosas with a knife to his carotid, maybe? It'd
be just like a Sorrow to take a hostage and kill *em anyway.

| paused. The beeps of a heart monitor sounded, brightly ticking off cardiac squeezes. The sound
came from behind the blue curtain, and the room was full of the blue, incense-laden smdll of a Chaldean
whore.

“You can comein,” afamiliar voicesad. “I’'m at thewindow. And I'm aone.”

A woman'’svoice. My entire body went cold, then flushed with the heet of rage. | knew that voice.
Of all the adepts of any Sorrows Housg, it wasthelast one | would think stupid enough to put hersdlf ina
room with me.

It wasthe bitch hersdlf, Mdisande Belisa

The woman who had killed my teacher.

She was in the window, but | checked the bathroom and ripped aside the curtain. Jolly fat Father Rosas,
his cheeks ashen, dumbered the deep of atranquilized and tired old man. The red blossoms on hisnose
and upper cheeks were testament to his love for the bottle, and his graying black hair waslank and
greasy, beginning to go bald on top. But he was whole, and still dive—and he had avisitor.

She had long black hair, blue-black, and a hint of tilted-catlike to her eyes. Her skinwasalittle
darker than the Sorrows usudly preferred, but well within canons, and her eyes were the limitless black
of the adept who has practiced for more than four cycles of their calendar; black fromlidtolid, noirisor
white to break the sheer gelid orbs. She wore delicate golden eardrops, and the bruising of Chaldean my
blue eye could seein her aurawas disciplined, a parasitica symbiote. A sicknessthat helped, like an
arkeus helped a Trader.

The Elder Gods give to those who serve them well, dmost as often as they consume them.

Shewore blue slk, in utter defiance of passing for normal. A Chinese-collared shirt, loose pants,
dipperlike shoes. Asif shewas gl in aHouse' s quiet, incense-laden darkness, shafts of sunlight piercing
the dim smoke.

If it wasthe end of acycle by their calendar, the air would be full of crackling expectation; and as
night fell there would be a black flashing knife and the gurgle as adrugged prisoner—or more likely, one
of their own, amaeraised in the House' s gloom for just this purpose—would wind up throat-dlit,
sacrificid desth fueling ceremonies from atime when the Elder Gods walked the earth.

The Elder Gods were gone now, locked behind awall so old even hunter legends only whisper of
its making. But sometimes the smaler Chadean demons come through and wreak havoc. The Sorrows
accumul ate what they can and spread their Houses like a Sickness, praying for the return of their hungry



masters.

| lifted both guns. My fingerstightened. Sunlight fell over her, bringing out the highlightsin her hair,
the mellow burnish of her skin.

“I need your help,” shesaid.

Oh, for Christ’ssake. I’ve had all | can stand of people saying utterly incomprehensible
things. “For Mikhail,” | whispered. Father Rosas s heart monitor beeped, incongruous in the charged,
suddenly buzzing quiet.

Shelifted both hands, palm-out but loose, with no tingle of sorcery surrounding them. “I loved him
too. | just had to kill him.”

| fdt it again, Mikhail’ s body in my arms as he choked on blood and her mocking freezing laughter
as she disappeared. As| screamed Mikhail’ s name until the Weres—small consolation that they were
watching him just as| was—cameto bear him away from the shitty little hotel room where he' d breathed
hislast and give him aclean-burning pyre.

And not so incidentally, to restrain me as| tried to throw myself after the Sorrows adept. She
would havekilled me then.

| was stronger now.

Shoot her now, goddammit! Shoot her! “1 told you. No Sorrowsin my city.” My voice cracked, |
could barely force out awhisper through my rage-tightened throat.

“You killed my brother.” A swift grimace pulled down the corners of her pretty mouth. “We thought
he could stay here unnoticed. In aseminary.”

“Was an utt’ huruk in one of his classmates part of the plan?’ My voice was ragged. Kill her. Kill
her now.

But she had used that word. Brother. It wasn't like a Sorrow. And he'd said, sister.

They lied, though. It was SOP when dealing with Sorrows: don’t believe a fucking word. Masters
of the mindfuck, sometimes they even make Perry look smple.

And this one had taken in my teacher, probably the smartest fucking hunter on the face of the earth.
Shehad doneit so easlly.

“The Chaser was sent to bring him back. 1t took you to kill him, hunter.”

Like hell. How did it get in Oscar? By mistake? “He bit his poison tooth.” Thewordstasted like
ash in my mouth. The Situation began to resolve behind my eyes—maybe the Sorrows boy had been
hiding out in the seminary. It wasamogt likely, and dmost logica.

“I don't blame him. Weknow how . . . unkindly you view us.” The sunlight faded, acloud drifting
across the sky. Shelooked out the window, presenting me with aprofile | had only seen beforein
shadows, through a haze of bloodlust, rage, fear, grief. And adice of her throat, visble abovethe
Chinese collar. “1 aminviolation, hunter, and I’ ve come herefor your help. One of our adepts has
escaped us, and isengaging in forbidden acts.”

| felt one eyebrow raise. “I didn't think there were any acts forbidden to a Sorrows House adept.
Except, of course, being a decent fucking human being.” | eased back on thetriggersalittle, kept the
guns pointed a her. Saw Mikhail’ sface again, the light dimming in his eyes, thelast gurgle asblood
pumped free of the gaping razor-made wound in histhroat.

And oh, how he had loved her, meeting her in furtive aleys and motels, keeping his rdationship with
her a secret even from me. Even though I’ d been his apprentice, closer to him than anyone ese, Mikhail
had kept his secrets. A hunter, snared in a Sorrow’ s net, Belisa s plaything in agame still murky to me.
After his death the Weres and | had cleared the Sorrows House on Damietta Street.

| had not left asingle one of them dive. But Belisahad dready stolen Mikhall’ samulet, the Eye of
Sekhmet. It was probably in a Sorrows treasure-room right now, a pretty prize that had probably bought
her the right to move up afew more ranksin the stifling cloister of priestesses.

Trueto form, shedidn’'t even offer an apology. “Both New Blasphemy priestsare dive.” She kept
looking out the window. “And so isyour pet cat. Be grateful.”

Let me take off my cuff and thank you, bitch. *Y ou have twenty seconds before | blast you out
that window and into Hell,” I informed her. Calm and steady, Jill. See what she knows, if anything.



“Y ou might want to start talking.”

“Her nameisinez Germaine.” She smiled as she dropped this piece of news. “Blood-colored hair,
very deek. From the North Housein Alsace-Lorraine.”

| stared at her. Could Robbie have mistaken Chadean for French?

No way. They don’t even sound similar. “I’'m till not convinced.” | thumbed the hammers back
dowly, hearing two small clicks. Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six.

“Sheisattempting an evocation, hunter. Sheisfuding it with desth and acquiring funding from the
sdeof bodily—"

Four. Three. I'll admitit. | lost my temper and fired early.

| pulled both triggers a the same time, the sound was deafening. | kept firing, glass shattering, she
wasgonein aflurry of bluesik. | legpt to the window ledge, clearing the bed in one swift movement, and
amogt plunged out, just in timeto see her land on the pavement below, roll gracefully, and bolt down
Sarcado Avenue. Glass ground under my feet as| crouched on the windowsill, both gunsleveled.

Five storiesis nothing to a Sorrow, going after her now will just make everything messy. She
had an escape route planned. This was the first step in the game. Just like she played with
Mikhail.

No getting away this time, bitch. Not on my watch.

| took careful am with my right-hand gun, closing out everything around me, including Saul bursting
through the door and the sudden scramble of sound from the hall. Sighted at her flesing back, inhaing
smoathly; squeezed thetrigger.

Roaring sound, smell of cordite. | swear | could dmost see the bullet asit legpt fromthegun’'s
barrd, abrief burst of muzzleflash lost in the wesk cloudy winter light.

She stumbled, red blossoming as her right shoulderblade shattered. That’s going to hurt asit
heals, isn’t it. No matter. I’ [| hunt you slowly. And before I’m done, bitch, you're going to beg.
Just like Mikhail did.

Six months I’ d spent eating mysdlf alive, wondering if I’ d been too late to save my teacher because
of jealousy, like any jilted lover. Until Saul and a hunt for arogue Were had crossed into my city, and
Perry’ sgameto eat up whatever was left of my soul had shown me with stark clarity that | had not been
to blame,

| had not killed my teacher. She had.

“JII? Jill?” Saul. He grabbed my shoulders, dragged me back from the window. “What the fuck?”

“It'sher,” | was saying, inamonotone. “It’s her. The bitch. It'sher.” The beeps of the heart
monitor were steady in the background; Father Rosas hadn’t even twitched. He must have been tranked
out of hismind.

“Chrigt, wasthat really a Sorrow?’ He shook me as| heard yells out in the corridor, running feet.
“JlI?1t reeksin here. Jillian!”

“It'sokay.” | shook my head. | was shaking, and my voice hit thelevel just ahair under
“blood-chilling”: soft, chanting in asingsong, tasting each word. “1’m okay. It'sher. The bitch hersdf. I'm
going to take her gpart joint by fucking joint—"

“Comeon.” He pulled me under his arm and dragged me toward the door, the peculiar blurring of
his Were camouflage beginning just at the corner of my vision. “Jesus Christ, you wereonly in herefor a
minute. Can't | leave you aone for ten seconds without gunfire? Thisisa hospital.”

Do you really want me to answer that, Saul? | let him pull medong, numbly. It s her. The bitch.
It'sher.

“To hdl with dead whores,” | heard mysdlf say. “I’m going to hunt myself a Sorrow.”

Then my left hand came up, | would have clgpped it over my mouth if it hadn't till been full of
heavy meta gun. “Chrigt,” | choked. “1 think I’ m going to be fucking sick.”

“Hold it for afew seconds,” he replied, practically, palming the door open and dragging me out into
the hall. He got me down the hal, neatly avoiding the chaos of security guards and running nurses, and
out through afire door, adding to the genera fun. | felt sorry for the poor cardiac patients, fletingly. And
sorry for Father Rosas, though he probably hadn't heard adamn thing. She’d probably drugged him;



poison and chemicas are a Sorrow’ s stock-in-trade. And Guillermo would mean less than nothing to her.
Bdisa sgame right now waswith me.

Inandley below | lost breskfast and everything I’ d ever thought of eating for lunch. Saul held my
hair back as| retched and swore, dternately, hearing the little gurgle of Mikhail’ slife bubbling out
through histhroat and her laughter liketinkling glass.

All indl, for facing down Belisaagain, | handled it preity well.

15

Thisisbeginning to pissmeoff.” | stared at the small brick building. The officeon
Quincoa—KTricekwesz s—was closed again, thistime at three in the afternoon. “ Doesn't this doctor ever
openup?’

Saul lit aCharvil. *'Y ou want to go in and take alook around?’

My stomach flipped. | studied the front of the place: windowless because of the chance of
projectiles, Family Planning Clinic in gold on the door that had a peephole and an intercom box with
the Closed sign hanging from it aswell asa UPSNO! stenciled underneath on white-painted bricks.
Thereweren't any protestors out here, and | supposed that was agood thing. A doctor who did
abortions needed to be circumspect and safety-conscious; if he didn’t have acrowd of Jesus freaks out
front it meant that he hadn’t pissed off the religious fanatics.

Y.

| took my time, looking &t the roof, the security cameras, the stedl door. “Ricky didn’'t say anything
about needing an gppointment.”

“Kind of odd for the doc not to be here.”

“He doesn't keep night hours either.” | sghed. My mouth tasted sour even through the cinnamon
Altoid Saul had given me. My handswere no longer shaking, but | fill fdt alittle. . . unsteady.

| couldn’t believe something so callous had come out of my mouth. To hell with dead whores. I'm
going to hunt myself a Sorrow.

It was exactly the sort of thing a hellbreed would say. Or aMiddle Way adept, one of those sdlfish
bastards. | couldn’t believe mysdf.

“Chrigt.” | let out asharp breath. “If I’'m going to do any breaking and entering, | want it to befor a
good cause. WE I| come back tomorrow. All the doc will be able to do anyway is confirm Baby Jewel
wanted to get rid of a career impediment.” Shame twisted under the words as soon as | heard my own
voice. “Chrig, Saul. | can't blievewhat I'm saying.”

His hand closed over my nape, warm and hard. Saul redled mein as he leaned back against the
wall of the alley we d chosen for surveillance. “ Relax, kitten.” He exhaled smoke over my heed. “ Just
take a breath.”

| closed my eyes and leaned against him, my head cradled below his collarbone and shoulder. My
cheek rested againgt his T-shirt, and | pushed his coat aside and breathed him in.

His thumb worked dong the tense muscles at the back of my neck. He took another sharp bregth
in, inhaing the smoke, and blew it out. “ Sheredly got to you.”

“Mindfuck central.” | jagged in another breath. God, Saul, what did | ever do without you? Buit |
knew. | worked mysdlf into the ground and killed mysdlf by inches, that’ swhat | did. Just like every other
hunter. “They probably have adosser on meamilethick.” And it doesn’t fucking help that | have to
visit Lucado again. | hate pimps. Jesus Christ, but | hate pimps. | shoved the thought away. It went
without protest, used to being pushed under the rug. | was no longer vulnerable, | was agrown-up,
kickass hunter, and | wasn’t going to forget it.

“What do you think the gameis?’

“There savanishing possibility she actudly knows something.” My voice was muffled in hisshirt.
Hewaswarm, warm as aWere, ahigher metabolism radiating energy. “ Thetrouble s, there' s nothing
Chaldean that doesthis. The demons like to possess, not eat. And the Sorrows don’t use body parts.
They like the whole person, bleeding and screaming. After they’ ve mindfucked the hell out of them and



torn them into little bitsand dit their fucking throats and—"

“Jll

“What?’

“Shut up.”

| did.

“I need you calm, baby. Nice and cam. Y ou start going off the deep end and your pheromones get
all wacked-out, and that makes me real unhappy.’Kay?’

| nodded, my cheek moving againgt his shirt. He smelled of spice, woodsmoke, Charvil cherry
tobacco, and familiar musk. | don’t want to make Saul unhappy. That’ s the last thing | want.

“’Cause| like you nice and swest, kitten.” Hisvoice rumbled in his chest, not just the words but the
sound soothing me. “I likeyou deek and | like you purring. | don't like no fucking Sorrow playing with
your head, and we' |l fix it just as soon aswe can. But for right now, baby, honey, kitten, Jilly-kiss, you
need to calm the fuck down before | give you a dose of calm. Okay?’

“Okay.” | heard his heartbest, even and unhurried. Thiswasrapidly getting out of hand. “I’'m calm.”

“Noyou'renot.” Amusement in hisvoice. “But close enough.”

“I could dill useadose” At least when you'rein bed with me I’ m sure you' re not going to
vanish.

That thought vanished too, like bad gasin amineshaft. | couldn’t afford to start on that particular
menta path right now.

“Bet you could. Metoo.” He moved alittle, bumping me, | leaned into him. “ Business before
pleasure, baby.” Hisvoice rumbled against my ear.

“Who made up that rule?’ 1 am handling this very, very well. All things considered.

“You did. Want to bresk it?’

Shit. “We'd better get to Hutch's. I ve got books to hit before | have to face afew hourswith a
hellbreed.”

“Youwant dinner?’ Chrig, did Saul sound tentative? Why? | wasn't going to break. I'd handled
worse than this. Theenemies| didn’t like were the ones that surprised me, that’sal. Once | knew they
were in town, it became a clear-cut problem: seek and destroy.

Knowledge is the hunter’ s best friend, Mikhail ways used to say.

Oh but it hurt to think of Mikhail. Hurt down deep, in aplace| shut off from therest of my life, the
place that only bloomed when | was up aone a night with the wind mouthing the corners of the
warehouse, |low-moaning its song of streetcorners and loneliness. A place that hadn’t shown up too often
since Saul had waltzed into my life and firgt irritated the hell out of me, then worked hisway ingde my
defenses and ended up twined around my heart. Worked in so deep | wasn't sure where he ended and |
began.
Thetrouble with loveisthat it leaves you so fucking vulnerable. It' saweak spot. But without that
week spot, what the ever-living fuck isahunter fighting for?

“No.” | stepped reluctantly away from the shelter of hiswarmth. “1’d better not. Hanging around
him tends to upset my stomach.” | sighed, rolling my tense shoulders, and blew out along breath. “ Fedl
free, though. Y ou can hit the stands for aburrito or something whilel’min Hutch's”

“Y ou think I’'m going to leave you done in the bookstore with Hutch?” His eyebrow rose, and the
world suddenly jolted back into itsfamiliar configurations. “I know how hot he thinksyou are.”
Hutch'swas a bust. Hutch hadn’t had time to do more than pull the sources he thought were most likely
and skim for trandatable passages. The term chutsharak didn’t appear to mean anything at al. Hutch
himsalf turned white when he saw me, showed usinto the back room, then closed down and hightailed it.
Which meant we spent the better part of the day into the night poking through moldering books and not
finding much that | didn’t already know about the Sorrows.

He also hadn’t managed to find anything on Saint Anthony’ s spear. Which meant that either Hutch
was dipping—or Rourke had lied to me.

Guess which one my money waslaid on.

When the time came, Saul drove—my hands were alittle shaky. Our first slop was Mary of the



Immaculate Conception, and | spent twenty minutesin aback pew with my eyes closed, smdling the
peculiar odor of achurch. Incense, vestments, ritua wine, the dash of hope, belief, terror, pleading. A
familiar mix, comforting and spurring in equa measure.

The beads of the tiger-eye rosary dipped through my fingersas| sat, swaying dightly, the prayer
repedting itsdf ingde my head.

Thou Who hast given me to fight evil, protect me. Keep me from harm. Grant me strength in
battle, honor in living, and a quick 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. Let me
be the defense of the weak and the protector of the innocent, the righter of wrongs and the giver
of charity. In Thy name and with Thy blessing, | go forth to cleanse the night.

It isthe Hunter’s Prayer. Severd different versons are extant: Mikhail used to pray in gutter
Russian, singing the words with dien grace; I’ ve heard it intoned in flamenco-accented Spanish and
spoken severely in Latin, I’ ve heard the greased whedl's of German clicking and diding, I’ ve even heard it
chanted in Swedish and crooned in Greek, spoken sonoroudly in Korean and sworn languidly in French,
and once, memorably, spat in Nahuatl from aMexican vaduienne while corditefilled the air and the
snarls of hellbreed echoed around uson every sde. Me, | say it in English, giving each word itsown
particular weight. It comforts me.

Faint comfort, maybe, that hunters al over the word had just said or were about to say this prayer
at any particular time. Faint comfort that | was part of a chain stretching back to the very first hunters of
recorded history, the sacred whores of Inannawho used the most ancient of magics—that of the body
itsdlf, with the magic of sted—to drive the nightsde out beyond the city walls. The priestesses were
themselves heirs to the naked female shamans of Paledlithic times; those who used menstrual blood,
herbs, bronze, and the power of their belief to set the boundaries of their camps and settlements,
codifying and solidifying the theories of attraction and repulsion forming the basis of dl grest hunter
sorceries. They had been the first, those women who traced ley linesin dew-soaked grasses, drawing on
the power of the earth itsalf to push back Hell’ s borders and make the world safe for regular people.

Faint goddamn comfort, yes. But I' d take it. Each woman in that chain had added something, each
man who had sacrificed hislife to keep the innocent safe had added something, and dl uttered some form
of thisprayer. God help me, for | go forth into darkness to fight. Be my strength, for | am doing
what | can.

When | wasfinished | genuflected, candles shimmering on the dtar; an old woman eyed me
curioudly as| dipped both handsin the holy water. Shelooked faintly shocked when | smoothed the
water on my hair and the shoulders of my ragged coat, wiping two dashes of the cool blessed water on
my cheekbones like Saul’ swar-paint. | genuflected to the dtar one last time, winked at the old woman,
and met Saul in the foyer, where he was absorbed in staring at the stained-glass treatment of the
Magda ene wel coming repentant sinners with open arms over the door. He dangled the obsidian
arrowhead on its braided legther absently in his sengtive fingers, turning it over and over, smoothing the
bits of hair and fegthers.

He said nothing, and drove the speed limit dl the way out to the familiar broken pavement of the
industrid district, where the Monde Nuit crouched in its bruised pool of etheric stagnation.

He pulled up into the fire-zone, reached over, took my hand. Squeezed my fingers, hard. Let go, a
centimeter at atime. Another ritual.

He would come into the Monde with meif he could. But aWerein a hellbreed bar like thiswould
only spell trouble, and something told me Perry would love to have Saul on histerritory.

That’ s exactly the wrong thing to think at a time like this, Jill. | stared out through the
windshield. Thelong low front of the Monde beckoned, its arched doorway glowing with golden light.
One hdl of afdse beacon.

“Stay here until | come get you, kitten. Okay?” If the words stuck in histhroat, he didn’t show it.

| nodded. The scar on my wrist was hard, hot, and hurtful, areminder that Perry expected me. A
reminder | did most emphaticaly not need. The slver charmsin my hair tinkled uneaslly.

“He doesn't own you.” Now Saul’ svoice wasthick. “He doesn't.”



“I know.” | barely recognized my own whisper. “He doesn’t own me. You do.” You're the only
man other than Mikhail who has ever owned me, Saul. You mean you don’t know that?

“Chrig, JIl—’

But | had the door open and was out, the chill of awinter night folding around me. | walked to the
door, my bootheels clicking on the concrete; there was aline as usual. Hellbreed and others stared at me,
whispering, | reached the door. The bouncers eyed me, the same twin mountains of muscle, their eyes
norma except for red sparks glittering in their pupils.

Please, | prayed. Let it be one of the nights he' s bored with me. Let him have other business.

Fat fucking chance. Last night he' d actualy left the Monde Nuit and expended serious effort on me.
Tonight | was probably going to pay for that.

Probably? Y eah. Like | was probably bresthing right now.

| stalked between the bouncers, daring them to say anything; if they turned me away | could go
back to the car and blame it on his own fucking security. But no, they didn’'t make asingle move. Infact,
one of them grinned at me, and the thumping cacophony of the music inside reached out, dragged meinto
the womblike dark pierced with scattered lights, the smell of hellbreed, and the jostling crowd of the
nightside come out to have alittle fun. The ruby at my throat warmed, and Saul’ s hickey pul sed.

Weasit shameful of me to hope Perry wouldn’t noticeit?

| kept my chin up and a confident swing to my hipsas| stalked for the bar. Riverson was on duty
again, and hisblind eyeswidened. Heimmediately reached for the bottle of vodka

Not agood sign.

| reached the bar, and he poured a shot for me, dammed it down. “Y ou’ re supposed to go straight
up,” he shouted over the noise. “He swaiting for you.”

| winced inwardly. Outwardly, | gave Riverson asmile, picked up the shot, and poured it down. It
burned. “Not like you to give free drinks, blind man. But | guess my tab’s still good.”

His mouth pulled down, sourly. Hisfilmy eyesflicked past me, evauated the dance floor. There
wasvery little hedidn’t notice. It used to be that avisit to the Monde would be during daylight, to visit
Riverson and hear what he had to say, coming in as a hunter’ s apprentice and watching Mikhail’ s back.
He d never liked coming in here, even during the day. It was avery last resort, and one he hadn’t had to
use too often.

Perry had taken an interest thefirst time I’ d covered Mikhail in thishole. Mikhail had nearly fired on
him when he made that first appearance, leaning againgt the end of the bar and eyeing me.

Sop thinking about Mikhail, Jill. You have other things on your mind.

Of course, that was alosing battle. There wasn't aday passing by that | didn’t think of him. After
all, he' d rescued me, hadn’t he? Better than any other father figure I’ d ever had.

He had taken ashivering, skinny little girl in out of the cold, and he had trained me to be strong.
Mikhail had pushed me, shaped me, molded me—and held the other end of my soul’ ssilver cord as|
descended into Hell to finish my gpprenticeship.

Sometimes | wondered what he' d felt, watching my lifeless body on the dtar, holding the silver cord
steady with the ruby | now wore pulsing and bleeding in his palm, wondering if | was going to come
back. Wondering if | would survive the trip down into the place hellbreed cal home.

Or did he not wonder? Did he know he' d trained me as best he could, and given me every weapon
possible to use againg the nightsde? Had it been any comfort to him?

“Y ou should stay away from here, goddammit.” Riverson shook his head, hisfilmed eyesfocusing
past me. “Y ou stink of Were.”

“And you stink of Hell, Riverson. Keep your fucking adviceto yourself.” | dammed the shotglass
back down on the bar, turned again, and walked toward the back asif | owned the place. My tattered
coat swung like the fringe on abiker’ s jacket.

Feetsdon’t fail me now.

In the back, the tableswere full of hellbreed—playing cards, drinking quietly, murmuring in
Hédlletdng that threaded under the blasting assault of the music thudding through shuddering saeair. Ther
glittering eyesfollowed me as| strode through, heading for the dender black iron door at the very back,



behind its purple velvet rope.

A chair scraped, audible even under the noise. When one of them haf-rose, reaching under his
bottle-green velvet coat, | barely blinked. The gun wasin my hand, pointed at him; his sharply handsome
fine-boned face was a pale dish under the warm bath of eectric yellow light. Cigarette smoke wreathed
and fumed intheair. Ydlow eyes glittered with the preternatura fury of ahellbreed, and a powerful one
too.

Well, hello, whoever you are. What' s your goddamn problem, you suddenly got tired of
living? | kept the gun trained on him. The scar pulsed, hard and hot, on my wrist.

Give me areason. Come on, just one little reason. Oh, please. Come on.

My finger tightened on the trigger. | could see the ether gathering, the black bruise of hellbreed
swirling around him. | couldn’t believe my luck. If he moved on me, | waswell within my rights to shoot
him and leave.

Then, out of nowhere, Perry’ s hand closed around my right wrist. The scar turned so hot under the
leather | dmost expected to smell scorching.

He said nothing, hisfingers gentle, hisbland interested face turned to the hellbreed who stood
awkwardly, caught in the middle of pushing himsdf up to hisfeet and reaching under hisjacket.

Without warning, Perry’ sfingers on my wrist turned to iron. He squeezed, | heard bones creaking,
and he subtracted the gun from my grip with anegligent twist of hisfree hand. He leveled the gun, drew
the hammer back, and pulled the trigger.

The shot diced through thumping music, black blood flew. The hellbreed’ s head evaporated. The
head is one of the surer placesto kill ahdllbreed—that is, if they’ re not actively legping on you, being
spooky-quick fuckers. And my ammo is coated with silver. True silver bullets are abitch when it comes
to balistics. Luckily you only need enough of the moon-metd to pierce the hellbreed’ s shell and render
them vulnerable. It poisons them aswell; two for the price of one.

Perry replaced the gun in my hand. Then he guided my hand down to holgter it, hisfingers<till on
the leather cuff over the scar, swdling up prickling and infected-painful to meet him.

The music swallowed echoes of the gunshot. Nobody moved. The hellbreed’ s body dumped to the
floor, meat deprived of life, the mess of the head thocking wetly onto the laminate flooring back herein
theinner court of the Monde Nuit.

Oh, fuck.

| didn’t know who the’ breed was, or what his problem with me had been—hell, | was obvioudy a
hunter, and he was probably wanted for something. But till, if Perry had wanted to make the point of
just what | was herefor, he could hardly have written it larger and underlined with neon. | was here
because | had businesswith him, and | was under his protection.

In other words, Perry had done the hellbreed equivalent of aWereleaving abig ol hickey on my
neck. Asif anyonein theroom didn’t already know my face.

Except the dead hellbreed in bottle-green velvet, that is.

Perry indicated the door, and let go of my wrigt. | swallowed, set my jaw, and stalked forward. My
back ran with tingling cold awareness. He' s behind me. Behind me. Oh God he' s behind me.

The door opened, adice of bluelight widening. | stepped behind the purple velvet rope, saw the
garsgoing up. My skin chilled dl over.

Christ. | wish Saul was here.

No, no | don’t. I'm glad he’ s nowhere near here. That means he' s safe.

Behind me, Perry’ s soundless step filled the air astheiron door swung shut. “A little touchy, aren’t
we, my Kismet?' Histone was even, interested, cam. “I wonder why.”

Let the mindgames begin. | swallowed. “Lots of peopletrying to kill melately.”

“Not inmy house.” He didn’t sound amused, for once.

“Y ou can never tell when ahellspawn’ s going to get funny idees.” | kept my pacedow. This
counted toward the two hours. Every moment | spent in the Monde counted toward the two hours.

God, get me through this.

“No. You never can.” The soft, meditative tone was new, and gooseflesh began to swell on my



back. | wasglad | had my coat on. “Are you wondering what I’ 1l ask of you tonight?’

“Safer not to wonder. Bound to be unpleasant.” | reached the top of the stairs, pushed the wooden
door wide. It squeaked alittle on hinges | suspected he |eft unoiled on purpose.

“If you relaxed alittle, you might likeit.” Therewasachilling little laugh. “ But tonight, you' re going
to st down and have adrink with me.”

Oh, Christ. “What are we drinking?’

“Whatever you like. And | am going to have your full attention, Kiss. It's been too long.”

Not for me. | stepped into the room, my boots sinking into plush white carpet.

The room waslarge, and music from below thudded faintly through the floor. At the far end in front
of ashest of tinted bulletproof glass the bed stood—pristine, swathed in white, and loaded with pillows.
Thewet bar & the other end, to my left, gleamed with chrome and mirrors; artful track lighting showed
the Brueghel on the far wall next to the bank of televison monitors, some showing interior views of the
Monde, others showing satellite feeds of news channels. The wallswere painted white. The smdll of
hellbreed floated thick and curdled on till air.

On the expanse of white carpet, two chairs. reclinersin white leather. Which brought up the
inevitable choice. Did | sit with my back to the door so | could pretend to watch the televison images of
death, destruction, and hellbreed dancing, or did | sit with my back to the bulletproof glass and have
Perry be the only focusfor my eyes?

Choices, choices,

“Sit down, take it off. What do you want to drink?’” He moved to the bar, and | swalowed dryly
again. Hewas being far too polite.

Wonder if | should put a new strategy into play? Make him dictate every damn move. It was
worth atry. “Where should | St?7’

“Wherever you like, my dear Kiss. Just teke that idiot cuff off. | liketo hear your pulse.”

| reached down, unbuckled the leather, and dowly drew it off. Tucked it in my pocket. Air hit my
skin again; the scar tightened delicioudy, and | choked back rising panic. What was he going to make me
do to him thistime? The whip again, or would it be the flechettes?

And would | enjoy it? He liked the pain. And sometimes, dear God, | liked making him bleed.

If therewasavalley of darknessfor hunters, that wasit. Y ou can't live with the violence, blood,
and screaming for long without getting ataste for vengeance. Every time | made Perry bleed it felt
sugpicioudy closeto judtice.

It felt good.

“Stdown,” hesaid in my ear, hot too-moist breath brushing heavily and condensing on my skin. |
gave aviolent gart, whirled away, my hand closing around the butt of my right-hand gun. | had to work
to make my fingers unloose as Perry cocked his head, the light shining off hisblond hair. He held two
brandy snifters, aninch of glowing liquid in each. “Oh, come on, Kiss. Tonight’ s not anight for those
games. If you would only relax alittle, we could be such good friends.”

“You are not afriend.” My hands curled into fists. “ Y ou' re a hellbreed. Hellspawn. Just one step
up from agoddamn arkeus, that’sal. One moretype of vermin.”

He shrugged, then held out the glassin hisleft hand. “And yet you keep coming back.”

“I made abargain. Onethat alows meto hunt more effectively.” My fingers avoided his, | took the
glasslike it was asnake. The slver ring on my left hand spat asingle white spark, reacting to his
closeness, the carved ruby at the hollow of my throat gave asingle reassuring pulse of clean hest.

The spark didn’t seem to upset him, asusud. “Mikhail warned you about me.” He pointed at the
chairs. “Sit.” Incredibly, he chose the seat with its back to the bulletproof glass, settling down and
bringing the bowl of the glassto just under hisnose. Heinhaled, his eyes haf-closing.

Almost purring with pleasure, as amatter of fact. Helooked tremendoudy pleased with himself.

Why the fuck is everyone talking about Mikhail now? The ring warmed on my left hand. My
chest tightened. “He did.”

“What did he say?’

| swallowed memory, set my back teeth againgt it, and got ready to lie. He told me you wanted



me for reasons of your own, and I’ d best remember that. And that a woman always has the edge
in thissituation. | believed him. | always believed him. “That nothing you could give me wasworth
what I'd end up paying for it.” | settled gingerly into the other chair. My heart begt thinly. | still believe
him.

“Youdidn't ligento him.”

“| evaluated the benefitsand risk of thebargain.” I'm till alive, aren’t 1? And still playing
patty-cake with you. Sill coming out ahead by a limmargin, I’d say.

Just don’t mention how slim.

“Just likeaTrader.” Helooked, of course, amused. And generous, so early in the night’s games.
He could afford to be.

“I’'mnot aTrader. I'm a hunter. And one day, Pericles—"

“Spareme.” Hisblue eyesturned dark and thoughtful. | began to fed very uneasy. Thiswaan't like
the usud vigt; he would normally be asking me dip the cuffs on him by now, strapping him into theiron
frame. “I find | like you threatening melessand less, Kiss”

“Get usedtoit.” Silver burned againgt my neck; it was the chain the ruby hung on. And my left ring
finger, the burning spreading up my wrist. My earrings were beginning to get warm too, the silver and
sted of my jewelry turning against me as| sat in the hellbreed’ s office with the scar uncovered.

Hissmilewas gone. Ingtead, he studied me with an interested, somber expression for thefirst time
sgnceour initial meseting. It wasagood thing | was aready Sitting down, my knees were weak.

| was aso starting to swest.

He swirled the liquid in the glass once, precisdy, and eyed me. “Oh, | am used toiit. | console
myself with the thought that eventually, you'll beg me. It'sonly ameétter of time.”

| decided to go on the offensive. Strobe lights flickered againgt the huge window behind the bed,
red and green drenching the white coverlet. The televison monitors buzzed, throwing out bluelight. On
one, grainy footage of aprison riot played. On another, bombs dropped from aplane’ sdeek silver belly
into averdant green jungle, giving birth to bursts of liquid orange flame. “What are you, Perry?’

“Just ahumble hellspawn. Y our most respectful servant, Kiss.” He smiled, athin curve of thinner
lips. Histongue flicked once, briefly visible, shocking-wet red. With the cuff off, | could amost seethe
overlapping scaes.

| am beginning to think you aren’t so humble. You did, after all, produce hellfire in the blue
spectrum. Maybe you' re not a hellbreed. Maybe you' re a full-fledged talyn instead of an arkeus?
But no. You're physical. You're red. | know that. “| know better. Y ou don't serve, Perry. You liketo
think you' rethe one pulling dl the strings. Even mine.”

“Therenow.” The smilewidened. Hetook asmdl sp of hisbrandy, exhaing with asmal, satisfied
amile. Hiseyes hooded, glowed bright blue like gas flames. “1 told you, you' re coming aong quite
nicdy.”

All right, you son of a bitch. “I saw Mdisande Belisatoday.” | drew in adeep, smooth bregth.

“ She sends her regards.”

That wasn't quite true, but if | could distract Perry with the news that the Sorrows werein town |
might buy afew minuteswithout him poking at theinside of my head.

Hiseyesflickered, but he didn’t take the bait. “1 find it extremely unlikely that she mentioned me. It
was only amatter of time before her path would crossyours again.”

My mouth was dry. | badly wanted to bolt the brandy, restrained myself with an effort of will.
Swegt did down the channd of my spine, acoal tickling finger. “Y ou knew shewasin town. That’ swhy
you were following me. Keegping an eye on your investment.”

An doquent shrug, giving me nothing. “Y ou' re playing blind.”

Aren’t | always, when it comes to you. “What do you know about this? Dead teenage hookers
and something bullets don't even dent, something hellfire doesn’t even touch?” Though the hellfire may
have touched it; | couldn’t see. | was hardly a disinterested observer at that point.

“Tonight isnot for business.” Histone had cooled. Point one for me.

He knows something. My pulse abruptly dowed. “That’s part of the bargain, Perry. Your help on



the casesI’m working.”

“And your part of the bargain istime spent with me, in the manner | choose. Which you are
violating, by theway.” The slken reminder closed around my throat.

My temper broke with a brittle snap. “What isit thistime, Perry? Am | supposed to whip you until
you bleed? Or cut you until you fedl like you're red? Or—oh, here’ sathought. Maybe | should just beat
you up. Give you ablack eye and mar that unpretty face of yours. We could probably sdll tickets. I'm
sure dl your fucking hellspawn friends downstairs would love to see you taken down apeg or two
agan.”

Helifted the snifter. “1 could Smply send apair of mercenariesto remove your little pussycat from
theland of theliving. That would, infact, pleese me agreat ded.”

My fingerstightened on the glass. It was suddenly difficult to talk around the lump of dirty icein my
throat. “Y ou leave Saul out of this”

He barely raised an eyebrow. “| alow you your regrettable taste for bestidity. Y ou will do methe
honor of living up to your part of our bargain.”

You son of a bitch. “Begtidity would beif | was fucking ahellspawn. Y ou’re not human.”

“Canyou cal yoursdf human, after the things you’ ve done? Not to mention the punishment you' ve
meted out to one uncomplaining, passive hdlspawn who has done nothing but aid you? Or the countless
soulsyou' ve sent screaming back to Hell?”

| took refugein sarcasm. “I do love my work.”

“But you don't, Kiss. You don't like causing pain. You don't likeit when you havetokill. You
don't likeit when you haveto—"

“I'likeit just fine” | interrupted. Thisis the only part of the goddamn job | hate. This, and
looking at dead innocents.

“They were all pregnant, Kismet.”

The breath left mein awaloping rush. “What?’ | sounded about ten years younger, and breathy as
Marilyn Monroe to boot.

He blinked, both blue eyes suddenly much darker than usual. Almost black, indigo spreading and
swdling through the whites. And in the back of each wasaglimmer of light, apinprick of infinity. “ There
ismuch moreto this than you think. And | am warning you, my dearest little whore of darkness, tread
carefully. My protection may only extend so far in this matter.”

Holy fucking shit. | rocked up to my feet, the glass dropping from my hand and spilling its cargo of
liquor onto the pristine carpet. “Areyou teling mewhat | think you' retelling me?’

“I amtelling you it ispossiblethat | can only protect you so far.” Helifted hisown glass, carefully.
Helooked far more immaculate than usud, his cheekbones seemed alittle higher, hiseyes ill indigo,
swelling through and staining the whites. Almost . . . well, if he hadn’t had Exorcigt eyes, he might have
looked dmost handsome. “Though | have made it adequately clear that you are mine, thereare. . .
extenuating circumstances.”

Yours? If you think so, you' ve got another think coming, Pericles. But therewasamore
important point to be addressed. “ Extenuating circumstances? Like what—Ilike you know what’ s going
on?Likeyou're involved?” | was repeating mysdlf. Goddammit. I’ d dealt with so many hellbreed. Why
did this one give me so much trouble?

Hetook another gip, totaly unmoved. And yes, friends and neighbors, he was changing shape right
before my eyes. Still recognizably Perry, but much handsomer, higher cheeklbones and his mouth
ripening, his eyebrows subtly remodeling. Was the blandness afront, or wasthisthelie?“Y ou have an
hour and forty minutes | eft to give me, Kismet. | suggest you rein in your impatience.”

An hour and forty minutes. My hand curled around—not a butt of agun. No, it wasaknifel
went for. Was he trying to make me so angry | attacked him? | can make him bleed, but | can’t make
himtell me.

Not when I’ d just gone and given away how interested | wasin thewhole dedl.

Thereek of spilled brandy filled the air, fuming. | eased my hand away from the knife, felt the scar
on my wrist go hard and hot, infection pressng againgt the skin, stretching before the bursting of pus.



Perry’ slipsthinned even more, turning up into afacamile of asmile. His eyesturned depthless, with the
sparks of infinite darkness dancing far, far back.

Hisface finished transforming from bland to sharply handsome, bladed cheekbones and perfect
proportions, subtly wrong but till . . . attractive. In agraceful, hellbreed sort of way; the type of beauty
that wormed into the gpple and ate it from the ingde out. Giving ablush of tubercular crimson to the fruit
before the blood started to cough up.

| dropped down into the chair and stared a him. One hour, forty minutes. God help me. “If you
want anything out of me at dl, you had better start talking, Pericles.” Even asit left my mouth | knew it
wasthe wrong thing to say.

“I could spesk to you dl night. For example, | could begin to extol the virtues of your mouth and
moveto your eyes, which are charming in their mismatched splendor. Perhaps| could quote from the
Bible. I’'mtold there is some wonderful poetry in there when one overlooks the rape, pillage, plunder,
and murder.” The smiletouching hislips didn’t resemble anything human at dl. “ Then again, that might
apped toyou, hunter.”

| crossed my legs and closed my eyes. Degpened my breathing. He waited, but when | didn’t
respond | heard cloth shifting, asif he/ d moved.

| breathed deeper, deeper. Relaxed, one muscle a atime. One of the wonderful things about being
ahunter: you take your deep where you can get it, and unless you learn to relax in adangerous Stuation
you don't last long.

Perry didn’t seeit asagift, apparently. “Y ou can't escape me that easily. | have your time.”

Fine. But it'stime I’ m going to be spending feigning sleep. | settled mysalf more comfortably,
loosened every muscle. Saul. The hickey on my throat burned, adifferent fire than the scar on my wridt.
A cleaner fire.

Not going anywhere, kitten. Saul’ s voice scratched at the insde of my head, the roughness of his
hair under my fingers. Was he right now driving into the barrio, parking my car in some hideous little spot
and going into abar or somelittle diveto dig for information on thelittle bit of knotted leather and
arrowhead?

| rlaxed. Perry wouldn't kill me, and evenif | couldn’t fall adeep completely | could giveago at
faking it. It was anew drategy, | could giveit atry.

Then hetouched me.

The contact did against my cheek, warm skin; he traced the arc of my cheekbone. Then his
fingertips did over my lips, trailed againgt my jaw, and brushed down my throet.

Christ, stop it. Make him stop. Please make him stop. | clamped down on control, heartbest,
respiration, everything. Tenson invaded my body. The scar turned liquid, atraitorous outpost on my own
flesh.

He d never done thisbefore.

Another, softer touch brushed my lips. There was no stink of rot, but the breath was too hot and
humid to be human, and condensation prickled &t the corners of my mouth.

He sipped my breeth, and the scar exploded on my wrigt, spilling fire through my veins. | heard my
own voice, crying out weskly as| spilled off the chair and onto thefloor. Theriptide of sensation drifted
away.

My hipstilted up. My hedls dug into the ground, the scar burned again. No, not again, please not
again, please—

“This does not have to be so difficult,” he whispered against my damp cheek. Was he crouching
over me? A brushing, feathery sound filled the air.

Tears did down my face. The scar pulsed. Oh, Christ. Christ help me. Still a whore. Once
damned, always damned.

The whisper continued, asthe scar pounded another hot acid-burning tide of pleasure through my
nerves. “All you must doisgivein. | can beforgiving. I can wrap you in silk, | can make your lifeaseries
of ddights, littleone. | can be so kind, if you would smply let me. If you would only bend just the
smallest bit and let me turn you, just afraction. Just a hairsbreadth. Not so much at al. Y ou are aready



sovery, very close”

I’ve already turned all | can. | gasped, heard an agonized moan. Like awoman in the throes of
love. Or death. As a new strategy, Perry, this one sucks. | was being fucked better than thiswhen |
was fifteen years old.

The moan sent ahot curdled wave of shame through me. My voice. It was my own voice. | braced
myself againg the welter of sensation spilling from the scar’ s puckered little mouth. “Fuck . . . you,” |
gasped. “ Hate you.” My voice caught, | gasped again.

“Oh, Kiss. My poor, poor Kismet.” His bresth was against my cheek now, loathsome oily moisture
dewing my skin. The scar began to throb harder, the darkness behind my eyelids bursting with fireworks
astheragged leather of my coat rasped against the carpet. “Why do you force me to be so cruel to
you?’ His hands tensed against the front of my coat. My head fdll back, the ruby at my throat hissing a
blood-red spark. Perry hissed back in the shapeless grumble of Helletong. “ Shall | show you what
you've been missng?’

My hand curled around the knifehilt as he lifted me, the slver ring turning hot againgt my skin. Hard
to think past the spill of desire, the flare of heat as the scar was brushed with arandom curl of air, it
smashed through me again and my hipstilted, body convulsing with poisoned ddight. Fingers clamping
down, oiled metd leaving the sheeth, | dashed with dl the strength | could find and felt flesh part like
water.

Fell. My head hit something—a bedpost. He' d thrown me, weightlessness and ajarring crash. The
impact rang in my head for amoment until | shook it free and hauled myself to my feet. The crotch of my
|eather pants was warm, too warm, the sodden materia of my panties ragped againgt delicate tissues and
| bit back acurse. Turned on just likethewhore | was.

No. Thewhorel had been. Now if | fucked someone, | meant it. | wasn't aworking girl anymore.

Not anymore. Not now.

Not since I d killed the man who' d turned me out. Not since I’ d descended into Hell and been
pulled back by thefirst man to ever rescue me, the man who had knelt in front of my death-dtar with his
hand knotted around the ruby, our mixed blood dyeing the gem and dragging me back into the light. The
first man and only man who had seen not just tits and ass but my anger, my talent, my strength, my
reflexes.

My ability to become ahunter.

| gasped, gathering mysdlf. Hoped like hell Mikhail was right and thet | had the advantage here.

It sureasshit didn't fed likeit.

Perry lifted hisbloody fingersto his mouth and ddlicately licked, histongue flickering cod-red dong
thick black fluid. The cut waslow on hisbdlly, I'd scored agood hit. “ Another sweet nothing, from you.”

| lifted the knife. Got my balance back. My head rang. “Y ou do that again, you son of abitch, and
Il kill you.”

“Kill me, and your strength is effectively reduced by afew orders of magnitude.” He touched the
wound on his scomach again. Thinning black ichor did down histrouser leg. I’ d cut through his suit,
ruined another fine shirt. “1’m the devil you know. Y ou should treat me better.”

“I don't careif | go back to being ahuman hunter,” | flung a him, getting my balance and my
bearings. “Y ou do that to me again, Pericles, and | will kill you.”

“I’'monly trying to be nice” His amile widened as he licked hisfingers clean of blood. “Wouldn't
you like meto be nice? | can be very, very nice toyou.”

If you only knew how many times I’ ve heard a man say something similar. “ St the fuck
down.” | pointed the knife a the chair. “Now.”

Hedid, very dowly. | decided it was safer if | got away from the bed. My hands shook, but the
knifewas steady. Or at least, | hoped it was steady. | took an experimental step. Another. Kept going
until | could see his profile, and the glass of brandy spilled on the carpet.

It wastimeto get back to business. He wouldn’t be satisfied with just that exchange, but | might get
something out of him nonetheless. “They were dl three pregnant? How the fuck do you know?’

He closed both eyes, settled back in the chair. “Ah, now | have your attention. The sum of your



regard. The sunshine of your—"

“Stop fucking with me, Perry. What do you know about this?’ | licked my lips, wished | hadn’t.
The scar gave asmal twinge, another jolt of pleasure sinking through my bones.

“I know they were dl pregnant.” He said it likeit meant nothing. He did hear dl sorts of things, and
| would have to check, but it was adamn good clue.

If 1 could follow it. And if hewasn't lying.

“And?’ How do you know anything about this case at all, Perry? How deep are you in? And
what the fuck is that thing that nearly killed me?

“And nothing more, my dearest whore, unlessyou pay me.”

Oh, God. “Inwhat coin?’

“Y ou know what | want.”

Ragerose. The knife did shake, perceptibly, asmy grip tightened onit. “If you areinvolved with
these murders, Perry, | will—’

“What? Kill me?Y ou've made that threst aready. Don't be boring. If | wereinvolved, would | tell
you anything? Besides, there are some things even | will not stoop to profit from. But you should beware.
My protection, as|’ve said, may only extend so far.” Hisvoice dropped intimately, like ahand between
my legs. “But you could have all my protection, and so much more besides.”

Some things you won'’t stoop to profit from? There’s a short list. | took adeep breath. Christ,
Saul. Come back soon. Please come back soon.

“St down,” Pericles said softly. AImost kindly. “No more of this, tonight. Though | do loveto hear
you whimper.”

“Goto hdl.” It wasn't very crestive, but | waskind of at the end of my leash. Thiswasfar worse
than any other encounter I’ d had with him. He d been watching me for awhile, and hellbreed were
masters at finding out what made people tick and taking them apart, piece by piece.

Seducing them.

“Oh, no. | likeit here ever so much better. Sit down, my dear. In alittlewhile I’ ll fetch another
drink.”

My breath turned harsh in my throat. But he kept his eyes closed, the black blood stopped soaking
through his clothes, and the scar didn’t erupt on my wrist. Hetilted his head back against the white
leather of therecliner. Resting. Asif he was stisfied.

Christ, Perry. What happened to you? You kept trying to make me react by making me hurt
you, and now you pull this? The thought that he might have figured out away to make me react the way
he wanted was chilling, to say theleast. It meant | would haveto find awhole new way to relate to the
bargain I'd made, awhole new way to ded with him.

Like | don’t have enough problems.

Or maybe he was just moving in on me because | was vulnerable, because this case was bothering
me more than | wanted to admit. | lowered myself down in the chair opposite him, the knife' sblade
throwing back colored light. Blue from the TV screens, red from the glare in the bulletproof window,
gold from thetrack lighting.

“Oneday.” Hisvoice was very quiet, very soft, and amost human. “ One day, Kiss, you will haveto
face just how much like me you can become before you givein.”

“You can't turn me, Pericles” But my throat was dry as sand. | knew better. If he kept getting
better at pushing me, things might get sticky.

I’d havetokill him.

“I don't haveto. You'll turn yourself, given enough time. Now be quiet. | want to listen to you
bresthe” All semblance of lifeleft him, draining away until he was only an icon painted on the white
leather of the chair, a black-splashed icon with hisarm clamped againgt hisside. The silver content in my
knife must have hurt like amad bastard even asit healed.

For thefirst time we sat there, Perry and |, and he didn’t speak. Neither did I. And when the two
hourswere up | l€ft. | madeit to theiron door at the bottom of the tairs, buckling the leather cuff on,
before | started to run. | had promised Saul, yes.



But | couldn’t stay there asingle moment longer.
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| hit the door till running as the cab pulled away. Tossed my torn and battered coat over the habitual
chair at the end of the hall and pounded into the practice space, barely hearing the creaks and echoes as
the warehouse registered my presence.

The reinforced heavy bag hung, its scuffed red sides repaired with tape several times. Beforel
reached it, both my fistswere balled up so tight | felt my bones cresk.

| began.

Leather and vinyl popped. The charmsin my hair jingled. Left hook, uppercut, right hook,
combinations Mikhail had taught me, my second-best boots scuffing the mats on the floor, the heavy bag
shuddering as swest began to drip down my spine, my arms, my legs.

My teacher’ svoice, with its harsh song of gutter Russian under the language we shared. Use it, use
it useit! Zat isbest friend right there. Should be able to do thisin sleep, milaya, useit! Hurt it! Kill
it! Doit!

How had he seen the potentia in me, the scared, skinny, beaten girl in the snow? He' d never told
me

Of course, I"'d never asked, too grateful for his care. For the attention he paid me, attention | was
starved for. We are supposed to love our teachers, otherwise it’ s unbearable. Y ou have to trust your
teacher with your heart and soul, with the other end of the thin silver-dastic cord that is your only way of
escaping Hell once you descend. And Mikhail and | had been lovers, of course—it wasinevitable, so
much adrenaline and prolonged contact, two people closer than siblings or spouses or even twins.

But we are also supposed to hate our teachers, because they must teach us how to fight. A teacher
cannot afford to be an gpprentice hunter’ sfriend. Soft in the training room means unprepared out in the
dark depths of the nightside, and that’ s something no teacher wants. Losing afellow hunter is bad.

Losing an apprenticeis athousand timesworse.

So to hear Mikhail’ s ghostly voice was a double-edged comfort. | was making asound, too. A
low, hurt sound, asif I’ d been stabbed. The skin on my knuckles broke and bled, leaving wet prints on
the thick red vinyl. The blood would grime the ring he’ d given me when he accepted me as an apprentice,
the ring that was singing athin distressed tone as my furious pain communicated itsalf to the metal. The
carved ruby spat spark after spark, each aguncrack of frustration.

Swest fdl in my eyes, stinging, and | pounded on the heavy bag. The doorbell rang, but | ignored it.
Anyone knocking at my door would either comein and get shot or go away.

Throw elbow, solid, tighten up, hit so zey know zey been hit! Not like that, want to lose
fucking hand? Tighten up! Vurk it, vurk it, vurk it— Mikhail’ svoice, barking through the painful hole
inmy memory, the years of training pedling away until | wasthe girl standing on the streetcorner again,
cold wind againgt the backs of my bare legs as the cars crept by, each with its cargo of hungry-eyed
men.

The mousy little brown-eyed, skinny-legged smartassgirl. Not me. Not JiIl Kismet, kickass bitch.

Not me. Not anymore.

The horrible moaning sound stopped. My hands throbbed. Punches dowed, stuttered, | gave one
last blow—solid contact, aright cross, the scar on my wrist running with heat—and stood, head down,
shuddering, sweat soaking through my clothes as the broken skin on my knuckles melded together,
painfully, twitching asit heded.

“God.” My voice cracked, fell to the floor. “ God. Jesus. God.”

| heard a sound. The east door opening; the front door, the only door that gave onto the strest,
unlocked because I” d been going so fast. Stedlthy movement in the hall, probably human.

| whirled, gun coming up, the sound of it clearing the leather holster loud in the deafening cavernous
draft of the warehouse. The heavy bag creaked asit swayed.

Standing at the end of the hdll, the front door open behind her, was athin brown-haired girl with a



terrific bruise spreading up the side of her face. | had to look under the split lip, the bruise, and the
painful, hitching little sounds she made when she breathed before | recognized her.

It was Diamond Ricky’ s number onegirl.

“Jesusfuck,” | yeled, my voice damming through unprotected space, “what are you doing here?’

She jumped. She had her hands up, a battered backpack hanging off her thin shoulder. Her legs
were bruised and battered too. A short pink skirt and a green sweater with holesin it completed the
picture of awoman at the end of her goddamn rope.

And | knew what thet felt like, didn’t 171" d once looked like that, standing in the burning snow with
my lifein flames, astray cat with no placeleft to go.

It was officid. Perry had gotten to me, and the past was about to swallow mewhole. | jerked
myself back into the present with an effort that made fresh sweet spring up in the hollows of my armpits
and the curve of my lower back.

She would never know how close she cameto eating abullet, thisgirl.

Holy Christ. Echoes faded, bouncing off wallsand ceilings. | took adeep bresth. Swest dripped in
my eyes, ginging. “Jesus.” | finally managed to get some control of my voice. “What the fuck are you
doing here?’

Her face crumpled alittle. Her big brown eyes were the size of dinner plates, and they welled with
dlent brimming tears.

| put the gun away, diding it back into the holster with a cresk of leather.

“My n-nameis C-Cecilia,” she whispered. Then she said themagicwords. “I ... uh, | ... canyou
h-help m-me?’
| checked her for needle marks, for the nasa deterioration that would mean coke, for the smell of burnt
metd that means meth. Shelooked pretty clean other than the familiar tang of weed and beer. Shewas
aso so painfully thin | wasn't surprised as she stuffed hersalf with leftover penne and steak. “ Go easy on
that.” 1 poured myself adoublejigger of Scotch. Drinking too goddamn much. “Don’'t get dl bulimic.”

She gave me apitiful, owlish ook, and | immediately fdt like the biggest bitch inthe universe. |
poured her aglass of orangejuice, and looked at the clock.

Three-thirty in the morning. How long had she been sitting outside waiting for me? One shoddy
human, and | hadn’t noticed. Was | dipping? Then again, | was tuned to notice thingslike arkeus and
Traderstrying to ambush me. Not one skanked-out little girl.

“Y ou're Ricky’ snumber one, aren’'t you? Hishead girl?” The one that keeps all the othersin
line?

She nodded, stuffing another mouthful of pennein. | didn’'t blame her, Saul makes akickassred
sauce. She wiped her mouth with a paper ngpkin and sniffed loudly. “1 . . . | met himwhen | wasin high
schoal. I—"

Jesus. Don't. | shook my head. “Honey, it'sall the same story, getting into that life. Don’t need to
hear it. Now, what’ sgoing on?’

She stared down at her plate, seeming to lose her appetite. | tried again, pitching my voice low. It
cost meto be gentle.

“Did Ricky bust you up?’

She nodded. Tearsweled up, brimmed out of her sad brown eyes. My frustration mounted another
notch. It waslike pulling teeth. | settled myself down on the stoal at the kitchen counter next to her.
“Because?’

“I'... 1 know somethings.”

No shit. But what are you doing at my door, woman? “Like what? What do you know?’

Shegulpedinair. “I knew Baby Jewel. And Sweet Sylvie. There's.. . . you know, an awful lot of
the girls have gone missing lately. It' s hard to keep track of people, they movein and out, some of them
go north on the circuit, some go back east—it’sjust redlly hard.”

| nodded. Sweat had dried on my forehead, my shirt stuck to me. | smelled like a hard workout
and spilled brandy.

And hellbreed. Let’ s not forget the hellbreed. Goddamn you, Perry. He had wormed hisway



into my head with startling ease, and with a suddennessthat |eft me breathless. Had he just been waiting
for the right moment and pretending to misunderstand me al dong?*“1 know what that’ slike.”

She shoveled another spoonful of pennein. Chewed and gulped it down. “They’ ve been going
missing for awhile. There were whispers, before. But it’s been redlly bad since.. . . oh, since spring.
When therain moved in that one week and we had flash floods.”

| remembered, there had been people caught in the floods. Idiots, mostly, but that rain had made
the hunt for a Trader seria rapist miserable. You haven’t had a week off since spring, Saul’ svoice
whispered in my head. He' d be going back to the Monde to look for me. Dammiit.

“How bad?’

“Bad enough that girlsare starting to get desperate. They . . .” She gave me an uncertain look, asif
gauging my comfort level with details about the night trade. It made me want to laugh. Did shethink | was
ajohn or anine-to-fiver?

To hell with dead whores, my own voice rose up to haunt me. “It' sokay,” | said, asgently as|
could. “Believe me, kid, nothing you could say could shock me.” I’ ve probably done it all twiceif it’s
human, or killed it at least onceiif it’s nightside.

She probably didn’t believe me, but she continued anyway. “ They won't get into cars with atrick
they don’'t know. Everyone strying to buddy up, to get agood look at the last trick anyone else goes
with. But it'shard. And there sbeen . . . well, Bethie Stride disappeared, and Mercy. And Lucy Long,
and Star and Hope and Alexis—and these are dll girlswho wouldn’t leave the city. But theworst is, if a
girl gets pregnant she vanishes.”

Pregnant. Even with condoms and spermicide it happened. Not alot of working girls could afford
the pill, or could remember to take it every morning. And then there were pimps, and tricks who paid
more for skin jobs. An occupationd hazard, in the sex trade. “How many pregnant girls are there on the
grip now?’

“Not alot. They al keep disappearing.” Shetore off abite of wheat bread; I’ d buttered two dices
for her.

Pregnant hookers. Pregnant women, with all their organs gone. And their eyes. | frowned at
my glass, seeing the amber liquid ingde swirl gently as my attention touched it. And those marks, too
clean and sharp to be claw-marks. Scalpel cuts.

The scar on my wrist throbbed under the leather cuff. My back ran with gooseflesh.

Profit incentive. “ There are some things even | will not stoop to profit from.” What if one of
those things is the sale of bodily organs and stem cells? “Holy fuck,” | breathed. “Holy mother of
fuck.”

“ Sheis attempting an evocation, hunter. Sheis fueling it with death and acquiring funding
from the sale of bodily—"

And I’ d fired on Belisa, who may have been trying to mindfuck me with the truth.

Oh yeah. Thisjust keeps getting better.

“Yeah.” She pushed her stool back and dug in her backpack as| watched. “Look.” And she came
up with athick wad of crumpled, dirty bills. “I've got two grand in cash.” Shelaid it on the counter
between us. “Mogt of it'smine, but five hundred’ sfrom Ricky’s stash. If | go back hewon't just best me
up, he'll mark my face. Maybekill me. He' sdone it before” Her eyesmet mine. “Can| . . . | mean, they
said you could help people. Canyou help . . . me?’

Those little words. Those little magic words. Can you help me? You' re my only hope. Help me.
Please, for the love of God, help me. Of al the words a hunter hears, those are the most common.
And those were the words that drag usin, again and again.

Wedll, we sure as hell weren’t in it for the money, were we.

“You want out of thelife?’ | said it asflatly as| could. “Y ou get one fucking chance, doll. One.

Y ou fuck up with any help | give you and you' re on your own. | don't care how you got on the Street; if
you' re determined you' |l get the help you need to stay off. But don’t fuck with me.”

“Youthink I don’t know that?’ She yanked her stool back up to the bar and hunched over her
plate, beginning to eat again in gresat starving bites. | saw the deep ugly freshness of the bruise on her face



and winced inwardly. “There' s Stories about you,” she said between mouthfuls. “ All sorts of stories.
Ricky calsyou awitch.”

“Not awitch. Exorcist, sorceress, and tainted with hellbreed, but not witch.” | didn’t have to work
for adry tone. “Don't let that concern you, though. Y ou' re better off not knowing.” Believe me, are you
better off not knowing.

She shivered. | didn't try to console her. | was having enough trouble consoling mysdlf.

Fuck Perry. You've got a job that needs doing here, Kismet. You just forget about him for a
little while, you're paid up until next month when it comes to His Royal Hellbreedness. One
problem at a goddamn time.

| decided. “Okay. I’m going to clean up alittle and then we re going to have anicelong chat. Then
I’ll call afriend of minewho might be ableto give you a safe place to stay until thisisal over. But | warn
you, you' d better not fuck with anyone | cdl for you. No drugs, no tricks, no nothing. Strictly legit. You
gotit?’

Her eyes couldn’t get any bigger. | squashed the little voice inside my head telling mel wasbeing a
bitch for no good reason.

Shenodded. “1 got it.” She sounded about five years old.

“Cecilia You got alast name?’

She started asif pinched. “Markham.”

“Wdl, Miss Markham, you're officially under my protection as awitness. I’m gonnago get cleaned
up. There smorejuicein thefridge.” | paused, looking down at the grubby pile of hills. “And put that
cash away. You'll need it to Start anew life”

Theway her pinched, bruised, split little face lit up was enough to make mefed like an even bigger
bitch than before.

| am not hellbreed, | told mysdf as| headed for the bathroom. I’ m a hunter, goddammit. And
whoever’ s harvesting hookersin my city is going to get a little taste of Judgment Day real soon
now.

| couldn’t help feding better.
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| didn’t call Galing; | had aready dumped one witness on her. Instead, | called Avery and wished Saul
had acell phone. Then again, if he was down in the barrio, he didn’t need any distraction. He'd catch up
with me soon enough.

Ave promised to drop by and pick up the girl as soon as he could, which meant three hours since
he was on his Sunday overnight shift. One of those hours| spent questioning her. She was bright and
relatively observant, and living on the street had fine-tuned her ingtinct for what was bullshit and what was
truth left unsaid.

What Ceciliacould tel me was dmost asinteresting as what she couldn’t. The doctor on
Quincoa—Kricekwesz—had been taking care of street girls asa profitable side gig for along time now.
Recently, though, whispers had started. The flesh gdlery was aive with rumors, because girlsthat told
their running mates or coworkers (if such aword could be used for girls that worked for the same pimp
or walked the same bit of street) that they had alittle “trouble” started disappearing. And the girlsthat
visited the doctor came back with gppointments to see him again—»but never got there.

“It' snot just girls,” Ceciliatold me. “ Some of the Street kids, the young ones, get taken too. And
some of the older rummies on the street have started to talk about weird things. Seeing weird things.”
When pressed, she shook her head. “I dunno. I’ ve heard everything from UFOs to Sasquatch. Redl
crazy shit.”

If other people had seen what Robbie the Juicer had seen, no wonder the street scene was boiling
with rumor.

The most interesting piece of news was the pimps al getting together after I’ d put the squeeze on
Ricky. A meet was something that only happened in dire circumstances, thanks to the egos of the petty



thugsinvolved. There was aways fresh mest, but one or two of the flash boys had been grumbling about
something cutting into their profit by picking off the girls. Ricky had thrown afit, but he was smdl fry even
though hisgirls had some primered estate.

Another pimp, aheavyset black man with gold-capped front teeth who went by the name of Jonte,
had told everyone to shut up, because they would be getting paid plenty. He d told Ricky in no uncertain
termsthat the little shit hadn’t been et in on the action because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut, Ricky
had gotten fresh and got bitch-smacked for his pains. Which explained why the smacking had devolved
onto Cecilia, incidentally.

And then there was the bombshell. The meeting had also been attended by a representative from
thelocal Mob, immy Rocadero, with two bodyguards. Beyond supporting Jonte’ s claim that the pimps
would be paid plenty for going aong with the program, Rocadero hadn’t said much, but his mere
presence had scared some of the smaler fish in the pond. Every pimp in Santa Luz paid a percentage to
the Mab. It wasjust how businessis done.

“Do you know if the strip clubs are having Smilar turnover?’ | asked.

Cecilia, the worst of her scrapes Bactined and afew Band-Aids applied, aswell asarnicato take
down some of theworst swelling, no longer even looked elghteen. Instead, shelooked twelve. A very
frightened twelve. She curled up on my couch with a battered teddy bear she’ d fished out of her
backpack and jumped at the dightest noise. | hoped her ribs weren’t busted up; she sounded horrible
when she breathed. She had nothing but short skirts and hot pantsin her backpack, so I'd rustled up a
pair of paint-splattered sweats for her. She shook her head. “I dunno. | never did the gtrips. By thetimel
was old enough | was dready turned out for Ricky.”

| sat on the floor, cross-legged in leather pants and a Prospero’ s Housewives T-shirt, thinking
about this. The need for action boiled away under my breastbone, but there was nothing | could do right
at the moment except get every scrap of information | could from thisgirl.

| had brought out a package of Oreos, and she was putting them away at asteady rate. | hope she
doesn’t make herself sick. | had a sudden vison of holding her long brown hair back while she retched.

It wasn't pleasant.

| took acloser ook at her. She' d been pretty, and bright enough to escape getting hooked on
something deadly. | pegged her as smart but terribly needy, probably a cheerleader in high school with a
bad homelife that she thought running away would save her from.

Like looking into a fucking mirror, eh, Jill?

| pushed that voice away. It wastime for the most inconsequentia but revealing question.

“Sowhy did you bail out on Ricky?’ | tented my fingers and leaned forward, bracing my elbowson
the coffee table. Saul’ sdipperslay neatly underneath, and my knee touched one of them. | found it
absurdly comforting.

She actually blushed. Her cheeks turned red, and she looked down at the package of Oreos.

| caught the message. | should have smelled it on her, but under the fume of hellbreed and fury from
my own skin and yeast-alcohol beer from hers, it would have been amiracleto catch it.

Chrigt. “Okay. Pleasetell me you haven’t been out to Quincoa.”

“I haven't,” she whispered. “But Ricky caled the doctor to make the appointment for me. | said |
wouldn’'tgo. He. . .”

“That’swhen hegot dl nasty onyou.” | nodded. Great. It must have been the last straw.

“I told him I'd go after he hit me. But | . . . there are people who know stuff. | went to this head
shop on Salvador Avenue, | told them | was looking for you. That | needed help. The woman there said
to come here. | walked the whole way.”

And if I’d checked my messages, I’ d probably have heard one from Jordan letting me know
someone in need was heading my way. Dammit. “All right.” | stared at the tabletop, my finger tracing
an invisble sgn on thewood. “ The best thing to do—"

| stopped. Tilted my head alittle. What was that?

The sound came again. A scrambling, and a stroking of claws on cold concrete. Far away, but
growing closer, coming from the east.



Oh shit. The sensation of danger wasimmediate, palpable, and hair-raising. My head snapped up,
my right hand automaticaly blurred for agun, and Cecilia gasped.

“Get up,” | snapped, leaping to my feet, barking my knee a good one on the coffee table. Wood
cracked, but | hardly noticed the brief burst of pain. “ Get the fuck up. Comeon.”

“What' s happened?What' s going on?” She flinched, her eyes getting even rounder as she saw the
gun. | stalked for the recliner by the small table where | did tarot card readings, scooped up my battered
leather coat, and shrugged into it, passing the gun from hand to hand.

“Something’scoming. | just heard it. It'll trip the first line of defenses and darms around my house
in, oh, ninety seconds.” | couldn’t restrain ahard, delighted grin. “Y ou don't think I’d sit in here hel pless,
do you?Move, girl. You're going to play mouse and hide in the hole.”

It was probably agood thing she wastrained to immediate obedience, eveniif | could have cheerfully
ripped Diamond Ricky’ s nuts off for the beeting he’ d given an underweight girl. She scrambled up the
rickety wooden ladder, her breathing coming short and hard. Her bruised ankles were terribly thin. When
she reached the top, her battered face peered down at me.

“Pull thisup.” | helped her get the ladder up. “Now close that fucking trapdoor and lock it. Stay up
there until | come get you, or until dawn. If it takes me out, go to the precinct house on Alameda and ask
for Montaigne. HE |l take care of you. | know you don't like cops, but he’ sall right.”

She nodded, biting her lip. Tearsrolled down her pae, bruise-mottled cheeks. “Why are you doing
this?”

What the fuck do you mean, why am | doing this? I’'ma hunter. | protect the innocent. “This
iswhat | do. Now close that door and lock it, bitch!”

She scrambled to obey. The heavy |ead-sheeted trapdoor closed; the little hidey-hole wasin the
bedroom, where the mixed scent of Were and hellbreed hunter would help mask her fear and human
ardl.

I’d dso wanted the bedroom for the extraammo stash, and it took afew seconds | didn’t haveto
load up on slverjacketed lead, each full magazine did into the loops sewn in my coat. Better to have the
ammo and not need it, especidly if what | had inmind didn’t work. | wished | could use the bullwhip, but
that wasfor Traders. Thelittle distance athin bit of lesther would give me, critica for facing down afull
hellbreed, wasn't going to be any frocking help againgt something thisfast.

So | ran for the practice room, my breath coming hard and harsh in my chest. Skidded against the
hardwood and reached it just as the front door shuddered under a massive impact. It had taken the thing
two and ahalf minutes to reach my home; maybethey’d let it out in Percoa Park or down on Lucado
somewhere?

| shelved the question as the door shuddered again. Wonderful. Didn’t your mother ever teach
you to knock? | ran along the side of the room, each step seeming to take forever, toward the long
shape lying under itsfall of amber slk on the far back wall, its shape reflecting in the eight-foot mirrored
panels.

Thesilk dipped in my fingers asit crashed onto the front door for thethird time. | hear you
knockin’, alunatic Little Richard screamed inside my head, but you cain’t comein!

“Shut up,” | gasped to mysdlf, and tore the silk free.

There, humming with malignant force, wasthe long, fluidly carved iron saff. A dim dragon head
snarled at ether end. Theleather cuff | tore from my right wrist, gasping asair hit suddenly sengtive skin.
| felt the humming of etheric force begin to cascade around me as my right hand closed around the saff’s
dimlength.

Theiron burned, pain jolting up my arm. “Thou shalt serveme,” | whigpered. “By the grace of the
Destroyer, thou shdt serve me!”

The staff subsided as| lifted it down, my knuckles white againgt its oiled meta gleam. It had tested
my will only once, in amassive struggle inside a consecrated circle, thefind test before my Hell-descent,
before | was afull-fledged hunter in my own right. It rumbled in my hands, restive—too much blood and
violence swirling in my auraand way too long Sncethelast time I’ d used it, even to drain off its excess
charge. | would haveto drain it to about half-strength soon, and deal with acouple of days of



nosebleeds.

That is, if what | was about to do now didn’t drainit, and if | survived.

| really wish | could use the whip. My handstightened. | whirled, testing the heft, the dragon
heads clove the air with a sweet low whistling sound. Then | gathered mysdlf and ran for the front door.

The etheric protectionsin the walls screamed and tore as the physica structure gave way too. | dug
my boothedsin, skidding to astop in the living room, the staff held dightly tilted in front of me, both
hands aching where they gripped its coldness. Then it began to warm, vibrating with eagerness, and the
scar on my wrist turned hot and hard again.

“Cometo Mama, you hunk of shit,” | whispered, and the creature dammed through the crumbling
wall. Rebar snagpped, chunks of concrete and wooden panding flying, and the staff jerked up in my
hands, coming dive. Therewas asoft snick, deadly curved blades springing from the dragons mouths.
Warm dectric light drifted down asthe thing came for me, afaint slver glimmer showing at itslow
unhedlthy neck.

Asusud when | was holding the staff, things seemed oddly dow. Shift the weight, throwing the hip
forward—in both whip and staff work, the hip leads. A sweet low sound as the blades cut the air, the
complicated double-eight pattern becoming ablur of maotion.

Then, impact.

It smashed into me again, the low, fluid somehow-wrong shape that my eyes hurt Sraining to see.
The staff jerked in my hands, supple and dive, snging itslow tone of bloodlust asit clove both air and
preternatural skin. Fur flew, and the gagging stench of it enveloped me, can’'t breathe can’t fight buit |
was going to giveit an old college try, something black and foul exploded and the cold smacked through
me, acold like arazor burn with the bilein my throat, good thing | hadn’t eaten anything because the
Scotch boiled in my stomach looking to escape the hard way.

And asdways, when the staff was in my hands and time blurred around me, the dragons beginning
their long bloodthirsty moaning and the blades dicing the air as| retrested, shuffling, | felt it. The cold
clear chill of theworld faling into place, everything sark and smple.

Kill or be killed.

Another gagging, retching breeth, pluming in the frozen air asthe saff executed acomplex
maneuver, going o fast it almost seemed to turn on itself, Mikhail’ s voice screaming in my head and the
entireworld narrowing to don’t get dead move move move, no timefor thinking, only timefor pure
trained reflex that is nonethelessinformed with agreat deal of thought. The fastest fucker in the world can
gtill do something thoughtless and end up dead. Moving is not enough; one must move correctly.

The creature howled and came at me again. It was vaguely humanoid despite the claws. Which
clanged off one blade—but the staff was working hard, humming to itself contentedly asif it had findly
found something to wake it up and exerciseit alittle. My arms ached, especialy the scar that was aknot
of fireagaing my wrig, etheric energy humming through it; but the fierce high excitement beating behind
my breastbone didn’t let up, and | knew who was making that terrible sound under the snarling and foul
nails-on-chakboard howling of the creature.

It wasahigh chilling giggle, clear as crystal and cold as midnight in amoon-drenched room. It was
my own voice, laughing, crazed with bloodlust. The scar turned blood-warm, strength like wine flooding
my limbs, and the charmsin my hair rattled and struck together with crackslike lightning.

The creature backed up and snarled. | snarled back, dmost twitching in my eagernessto kill, ice
painting the air as my breath froze. It was human-shaped, and | was so far gone by then that | peered
underneeth its scrim of hair and blinding blur. Only for amoment, trying to decipher the silver glimmer a
itsthroat—a chain? A leash? Who knew?

Then it backed up, holding itsfront left limb up asif I'd wounded it. Black dudge dripped on the
floor, smoking in the cold.

| laughed again, that chilling tinkling sound that broke glass and shivered the wooden flooring into
splinters. Kill it. Kill. Kill.

A crackling balt of blue hdllfire lanced through the shattered air, splashing againgt the thing' sside. It
howled again and stresked away, itsfootfalls heavy and off-kilter now. | heard it drumming the surface of



the earth as| whirled on the balls of my feet to meet this new threat.

The scar turned hot and hard. | felt Perry like astorm front moving through, a change of pressure
that meant lightning. But that wasn't what made me freeze. Standing amid the shattered wreckage, his
eyesdark and infinite, Saul shoved hishands deep in his coat pockets and regarded me. Steam drifted up
from his skin. The couch was a shambled mess, the kitchen wastorn dl to hell, every mirror and window
in the place was shattered and crusted with ice.

And ill, my handstightened on the staff. The blades hummed, dert, vibrating with bloodlust. Kill?
the dim length of iron, old when Atlantis was young, hummed in its subsonic language. Kill? Kill?
Destroy?

What civilization the staff was an artifact of, | didn’t know. Mikhail hadn’t known either. But ever
sncethat highly advanced people had shaped this length of stedl into along wand with stylized dragon
heads at either end—and don’t ask me how we know they’ re dragon heads, we just do—it has been
used for onething.

Bloodshed. Destruction. The secret to handling it has been passed down from hunter to hunter in an
unbroken line Snceits crestion—or so Mikhail told me.

| had no reason to disbelieve him. Once, and only once, | think | saw what the world had |ooked
like when the staff was created. The fact that | wasn't howlingly insane meant | had passed the test and
was ready to descend into Hell—and come back, afull hunter.

My muscles spasmed. Theterrible battle began, me trying to wrench my fingersfree of theiron, the
staff screaming to be set free, to whistle through the air again, to cleave flesh and anything harder,
anything at dl, to maim and rip and tear. Blood trickled hot down my side, down my leg, down my arm
from my left shoulder, turned into hamburger by the thing’s claws.

But Saul’ s eyes were dark, and he didn’t look away. He didn’t move. The eectric current between
us—thething in him that saw past every wall I’ ve ever built to defend mysdlf, the thing in me that
recognized him—went deeper than al the bloody raw placesin my head, deeper than my breath and
bones and blood, and deeper till.

He knew me, even now.

It seemed to take forever but wasin redlity only afew seconds before | could make my fingers
unloose. The gtaff did toward thefloor, | spun it, turning with ascream of agonized musclesand acry
that shattered each iota of broken glassinto smaler shards and tore the scrim of iceinto steaming
fragments. The staff tore free, taking the skin on my pamswith it, and smashed into thewall. Stuck there,
sunk Sx inchesinto the concrete, quivering.

| let out alow harsh sound. Swayed, the smal spattering sound of blood hitting the floor very loud
inthe fillness. | suddenly became aware that | had been moving in ways a human body hadn’t been
designed to move, even one with the help of a chunk of meteoric, pre-Atlantean steel and ahellbreed
scar on onewrist. Everything hurt, ascading fiery pain.

But my heart still best, so fast the pounding in my wrists and throat was a hummingbird’ swings. |
was dill taking in great ragged bresths, panting, my ribsflickering asthey heaved, fiery oil spreading up
my left sde. My shoulders felt dipped in molten lead and my legs fdlt like wet noodles and my head, my
God, my head fdt like it was going to crack down the middle, like some demented dwarf was driving
glass pinsthrough my brain.

| swayed again, sour taste of adrendinein my mouth. Heard someone e se moving and knew it
wasn't Saul approaching me, knew it wasn't him, and moved without thought.

My fingers had turned into claws, and | screamed as my nailstore through Perry’ sface, the scar on
my wrist giving an agonized flare of pleasure. Then Saul had mein hisarms, wastalking to meas|
struggled, he had me caught in abear hug and took my legs out from under me, we hit the ground among
debrisand melting ice and | struggled, getting wood dugt, glass, plaster, water, al sortsof crapinmy hair
before Saul snarled at me, burying hisfacein my throat, and | went utterly still. The sharp edgesof his
teeth could open my carotid in amoment.

| made alow sobbing noise, gongs clanging indde my head. “ S-9-9-9—"

| wastrying to tell him therewas acivilian in the house, someone | had been protecting, when |



passed out.
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| woke up with one hell of ahangover.

Using the staff doesthat. 1t’s not something to be done lightly, as Mikhail had reminded me until he
was bluein theface. But redly, | wasjust happy it had worked.

| opened my eyes, saw something hazy that qualified (maybe) aslight, and let out alow moan.
Immediately, someone did an arm under my head and held the foulest concoction in the whole wide
goddamn world to my lips.

The best curefor abad case of overstrain goes like this: nuke room-temperature Coke until you get
the fizzies out, about ten secondsin the microwave on defrost will doit. Then mix it haf and half with
Gatorade. Y ou dump about a quarter of it and fill up the huge old mug with very strong vaerian tea.
Mikhail dways used to spike it with alittle vodka, but he was crazy.

It tastes unspeskably foul, especidly when your somach istrying to crawl out through your throat
without so much as pausing to say goodbye. But it works. The Gatorade settles your eectrolytes, the
caffeine and sugar in the Coke bring your blood levels back up and the nixed carbonation settles the
stomach, and the valerian if strong enough isamost as good as Vaium to cam down a hunter who' sjust
gonethrough the wringer.

The vodka, of course, was because nothing medicina could be without atouch of that finest of
eixirs. | heard Anja s brewsinvolved imported absinthe, but I’ ve never had the dubious pleasure of
having her mix up aconcoction. God willing, I never will.

| took down four mugs of it before swearing at Saul and thrashing, trying to get up out of bed.
“Cadm down,” hetold me, in atone that brooked no argument. “Or Il strap you down, goddammit. Y ou
supid bitch.”

“Fuck you,” | flung back. My head was splitting. My stomach doshed. | felt likel’d been put
together sdeways.

“I told you to fucking stay with Perry.”

Hewasright. And he wasfurious.

“S-g-g-civilian!” | managed to get the word out.

“She' sokay. She' swith Avery. Just settle down, Jill. Come on.”

| went limp. Lay with my bresth whistling in my throat. Thank you, God. Thank you.

He stroked my hair back from my damp forehead. “| told you to stay with Perry.” But thistime,
less anger. He sounded worried.

| squeezed my eyes shut. Found | could speak. “I couldn’t.” My voice cracked.

“Guess not. What'd he do to you?’

How could | answer that? He suddenly found hisway in, Saul. He got to me. “Theusud
m-mindfucks.” | dragged in adeep breath, let it out. “Saul.” It was S0 hard to think through the dragging
paininmy head.

“Right here.” Hisfingersthreaded through mine. “'Y ou want more backlash brew?’

Oh, God, no. “Shit no. What' d you find out?’

“Interesting stuff. Just rest, okay?’ His hand waswarm, and he leaned in, hislips meeting my cheek.
“I'll kick your asslater.”

“Promises, p-promises. ..” But | passed out again.

When | surfaced, | felt better, the brew had done itswork and my head no longer felt like
something mongtrous was trying to birth itself from the center of my brain. Late afternoon sunlight fell in
through the window; | wasin my bed. Plenty of space dl around, so nothing could sneak up on me.

Saul was awarm weight on the other side of the bed. His dark head rested on hisarm, because as
usud he d thrown off the covers and ditched his pillow. Unlike usua, however, he was clothed, boxers
and aT-shirt. He smelled of Were and sweat and musk, and the charmsin hisred-black hair gleamed
under thelight.



| sat up dowly. My head fdlt tender and my body was alittle sore, but other than that, | felt
surprisingly good. It wasthefirst time I’ d used the staff ance striking my bargain with Perry, and | didn’t
fed like I’ d been run over by atruck.

| stretched, yawning. First order of business is to get that goddamn doctor and throttle him
until he squeals. And then a quick visit to Jimmy Rocadero, and—

Saul’ shand closed over my wrist. One of hiseyes had did open abit, and he yawned. “ And where
do you think you're going?’

“Hey, baby.” | didn't have to work to sound relieved to see him. “How are you?’

“Pissed ashdll,” was hislanguid reply. “How you fedin’, kitten?’

Thetensonin my chest eased a hiscam tone. “ Okay. Not going to be running amarathon anytime
soon, but | can work. Saul—"

“Goddammit, Kiss. | told you to stay with Perry.” He opened his eyes and curled up to aSitting
pogition, shoving blankets asde.

How aman in boxers and a Santa L uz Whedwrights T-shirt could look so delicious was one of the
wonders of theworld. | swallowed hard and wrenched my mind away from that. It’s just the survival
thing. You know that. Chemical cascades and psychological necessity to prove you're still fucking
alive after a dicey situation. No time for that now. “I couldn’'t.” The words stuck in my throat.
Christ, Saul. | couldn’t stay there. Not around that mindfucking bastard.

“What did he do to you? Huh? What did he do to you?” The charmsin hishair tinkled, moving
againg each other; hisfingers sank into my arm. | took another deep, lung-stretching breath. A shiver of
pleasure went through me. Even though he was holding me hard enough to bruise, | liked it. The thought
that he was touching me was enough to make me catch my bregth, threatened to make me melt.

What didn’'t he do? “Nothing. Just . . . nothing. Mindfuck. Like usud. Ther€ sareason why |
don’'t want to stay there when he' sfinished with me. Last night it was bad.”

“Two nights ago. Perry’ s been putting the house back together. Avery hasthe girl. There are three
more bodies. I've got files”

Lovely. Great. Wonderful. I'll read’emin the car. “I got thingsto do. We have to get that
doctor. And Jmmy Rocadero—"

“Rocadero?’ Saul snorted. “He s one of the bodies, kitten. And | want to make it abundantly
clear to you how fucking unhappy | am with the chain of eventsthat ended up with you, here, facing that
thing donewith no fucking backup. Very, very fucking clear.” His eyes glowed with aWere s peculiar
lambent orangetint.

“Rocadero’ sdead?’ Holy shit, that’s news.

“Straight-up dead. But he’ still got hisinternal organs—they’rejust soread dl over hisgoddamn
house. | also found out afew thingsin the barrio.”

| stretched. My entire body ached. God, | hate using that thing. But I’'m alive. Alive. And
Ceciliaistoo. “What did you find out?’

Hisfingersflicked, and the length of cluttered leather braid and obsidian arrowhead dangled. A
venomous dart of blue light splintered from the arrowhead. “I found out whet thisis.”

“Wd|?’ | stretched, loosely. My skin twitched and rippled with soreness. The headache was
returning, circling like ashark, though with less of itsformer virulence. “Y ou' re killing me here, baby.”

“Don’'t fucking say that.” Hisfingersflicked again, the arrowhead vanished. Neatest trick of the
week. “Want to wash up, then we'll talk?”

“Okay.” But | reached out to grab his arm as he turned away, his skin warm and hard under my
fingers, under the T-shirt' sdeeve. “ Saul 7’

“Don’t ever do that again.” He stared at the window, his profile suddenly clean and classic. His
mouth turned down bitterly at the corners. “I dropped by here to pick up fresh clothes and ammo for you
so we could track down the leads | found straight from the barrio. Imagine my surprise at finding Perry
and that goddamn thing here before me.”

“Perry was here?” What the hell was he doing here so late? Protecting his investment?

“He' d just arrived, | saw him coming down the street. That thing was tearing up the inside of the



house. We came in and saw you besting the shit out of it. You looked . . .”

| winced. With the staff in my hands, | probably looked ferd, my hair sanding on end as| moved in
ways a human body shouldn’t. And the laugh, the chilling crysta laugh, bruising the vocdl cords asiit
ripped free. “Horrible” | said flatly.

“Deadly. Beautiful.” His eyesdropped. “ Jesus Chrig, Jllian. Y ou could have died.”

| know that. “I had to.”

“For one of Diamond Ricky’ sgirls?’

Just a whore, right? Just another teenage hooker on the cold street. | swallowed the words.
Saul wasn't likethat; | wasjudt . . . edgy. Too willing to think the worst, no matter what anyone said. “A
civilian. She asked for my help.”

He made a short, vicious growling sound. “And those are the magic words, aren’t they? Well, |
need your goddamn help too.”

Please, baby. Don’t do this now. “Saul.”

Heturned his head, his eyestrapping mine. “Y ou listen to me. Y ou end up dead and you know
what happensto me? Do you?”

A Were dies when his mate does, but I'm not Were. I'm human. Fucked-up with hellbreed,
but still human. “Saul—"

“I put up with Perry. | put up with you throwing yoursdlf into every goddamn messin thiscity. But
god-dammit, Jllian, I do not want to lose you!”

“Saul.”

“I want you to meet my people,” he said softly. “I want you under the Moon with me.”

Holy Christ. My mouth dried up. “That’ sserious.” Then | kicked mysdlf. Couldn’'t | come up with
something less stupid to say?

“Very serious” Heremoved my fingersfrom hisarm gently. His hand was warm. “ As serious asit
can get. Need ashower?’

For amoment, | thought the stone in my throat would stop me from spesking. “Y ou offering to
seduce me?’

Histeeth flashed in awhite grin before he levered himsdlf off the bed. “1’d love to, but duty calls.
Hurry up.”

“Wherein the barrio did you go?’

“Couple of places,” he said over his shoulder on hisway to the closet. “But | found what | needed
inalittle bar off Santa Croce. A red dive. You'd loveit.”

| peeled the sheet away. I’d bled on it, nosebleed and from the wounds that were now pink scars,
rapidly fading. It had marked me a couple of times. Left side up my ribs, shoulder, leg. | waslucky to be
dive. “1 supposeit wasasmely placefull of nasty characters.”

“Just like usua, baby. Y ou’ ve broadened my socid horizons, that’ sfor sure.” He opened the closet
door, and | spent afew momentsin artistic appreciation of his boxer-clad ass before hauling mysalf up
out of the bed.

There was work to be done.
| caled Hutch from the cordless in the bedroom, but he had still not had any luck digging up whatever
chutsharak meant. | was beginning to think it was adead end.

Just like Saint Anthony’ s spear. Gui and | were going to have alittle talk about lying to hunters, just
assoon as| had sometime.

Hutch did have other news, though. “Hey, it’ sthe end of the Sorrows three-year cyclethisyear.”
Hisvoicewhistled dightly with excitement.

“Three-point-seven,” | corrected, shoving my feet into my second-best boots. My coat was il
torn up, but better than nothing. | wriggled my toes, rocked up to my feet, and accepted a cup of coffee
from Saul. It wasthick black mud, and | could drink about half a cup before | needed food in meto
balance out the caffeine. I nodded my thanks to Saul, bracing the phone against my shoulder. “ So they’re
inthe Dark Time now.”

“Lookslikeit. Though if you ask me, those motherfuckers are always at thirteen o' clock. So, the



Dark Time. Cleansing within Houses, hunting down apostates—and evocations of the Elder Gods.”

That rang ateensy bdl. “Wait a second. Evocations?’

Saul’ s eyebrows rose.

“Migud de Ferrar saysit’s SOP for aHouse to evoke their patron Elder at thistime. Lots of
demonic activity, that sort of thing. It'swhen they bdlieve the vell between thisworld and the world of the
demons getsred thin, like Samhain for witches.”

| leaned back in the chair, taking asip of coffee. “So. What' s necessary for an evocation of this
magnitude? Say, if a Sorrow was doing it alone?’

“They can't doit alone. That’swhy houses are collective, it takes afull Houseto hold adoor in the
world open for an Elder to reach through even briefly. We re talking granite floors carved with the Nine
Sedls, perfect-tallow candles, velvet robes, ambergris and amber incense, the whole nine. The whole
nine, including gold laid in the circle for the Elder, the sacrifice, and the psychic energy needed torip a
holein the ether.” Hutch was sounding more cheerful by the moment. He did indeed love his research.

Sheis attempting an evocation, hunter. Sheis fueling it with death and acquiring funding
from the sale of bodily—

“Soit'samassivefinancid aswedl as sorcerous effort,” | said dowly. “Hutch, what' sthe market
likein SantaLuz for black-market organs?’

“Organs? What kind of—"

“Human organs. Kidneys, livers, that sort of thing. Stem cdlls, too.”

“Hell, I don’'t know. But | can find out. Five minutes on the Internet and—"

“Never mind. Listen. Which patron Elder rulesthe end of this cycle? | know each House hastheir
gpecid dedication, but which one of the Ninety-Nine rulesthis particular cyclein generd?

Saul’seyes met mine. | took a scalding mouthful of coffee.

| heard paper rustling and his breath whistling as he dug around for it. “I just had it, | just had a
copy of Luvrienne s Chaldeans open.. . . ah-ha. Here we are.” More paper rustling. “Let’'ssee. . . if we
caculate from the Chadean calendar . . . carry theone. . . legp years. . . the Gregorian . . . okay. This
year’ swinner is. . . oh, shit.”

“Wha?" Hutch, | hate it when you say oh shit.

“It' sthe Nameless.” His voice dropped to awhisper. “And the cycle endsin four days.”

It felt like al the hair on my body wastrying to stand straight up. It probably was. The charmstied
inmy hair tinkled. | set the coffee cup down on the nightstand. “ Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” | whispered.
“The Nameess?’

“Destroyer of babies. Eater of worlds. He-Who-Rewards—"

“Shut up, Hutch.” | know thetitles. | swallowed dryly. “Listen to me. Leave the bookstore right
now. Go over to Gaina s. Stay there until | come get you. Take the Luvrienne and de Ferrar with you, |
might call there. Okay?’

“Oh, God,” he moaned. “What have you gotten me into now?’

“I haven’t gotten you into anything, stupid. | just want you safe. Better safe than eviscerated. Get
my drift?’

“Oh, shit, Jll. | hateyou.”

“Gdinawill beglad to seeyou.”

“You bitch.” But | heard more paper rustle, and knew he was getting ready to do as | asked.
“Okay. I'monmy way. I'll leave everything locked. If you comein, try not to burn the place down,
okay?’

“Hutch!” For once, | sounded scandalized. “I wouldn't ever burn down a bookstore. Jeez, what
kind of hunter do you think | am?’

“Onewho’smadeit her persond mission to get meinto trouble. Bye, Jilly.”

“Don't cal methat.” | hung up and stared at my bedroom phone, feding my forehead pucker. Holy
fuck. The Nameless. Why would a Sorrow break away from her House and do an evocation? It
makes no sense.

Well, there was one person who could explain it. The catch, of course, wasif | could trust her



explanation.

Saul was slent. He stood by the window, sunlight touching his hair, making the slver sparkle and
bringing out the richness of his skin. He had his hands in his jeans pockets, the black Cazotte Lives
T-shirt strained a his shoulders. Thetiny bottle of holy water onitssilver chain a his chest glittered,
throwing darts of hard light from the glass.

All right, Jill. 1 looked at thefdl of sunlight againgt hishair. Think. What pattern do we have
here? Having a pattern isthe first step.

If what | was sugpecting was redlly going down, why hadn'’t there been bodies showing up earlier?
Or if there were bodies, where were they now?

That isn’t a very comfortable line of thought.

| didn’t have enough pieces of the puzzle to make a pattern | was happy with logic-wise. Once Saul
told me what the arrowhead was, | would have alittle more. Hopefully.

And the thing, the clawed and furred thing that | couldn’t quite get amentd picture of no matter
how hard | concentrated . . . what did that have to do with it? Was it a piece of Chaldean sorcery |
hadn’t seen before? It wasn't exactly likely, given the study of the Sorrows I’ d done. But wasthe furry
thing the chutsharak? If it was, and Belisaand the younger Sorrow werefleaing it—

No, that didn’'t make any sense. Wasthe furry stinky thing unrelated to the murders? But no, its
smdl was gagging-strong over the scenes. That doesn’t necessarily mean they' rerelated. Doesit?

| coiled the bullwhip at my side, checked my guns, my knives, and shrugged into my coat. | caught
afading whiff of iron, pre-Atlantean bloodlugt, and furry stink on the tattered lesther. “ Saul 7’

“Yeah?' Helooked away from the window.

“It'stime. You cantdl mewhat that thingis.”

“Comeon out into the kitchen firgt.”

“Why?

“Y ou need breakfast, and Perry’ s here.”

Jesus Christ. “What? He sill here?’

Hisdark eyes were fathomless. “Of course he' s till here. He' s patched up the windows and
everything, he thinks he should shadow you until thisis over. | happen to agree.”

“What?” My jaw threatened to drop completely. The charmstinkled in my hair, and my pams
itched with the memory of adender piece of Sted, reverberating with bloodlugt. “ He left the Monde Nuit
and he'sin our kitchen and you want him to stay there?”

He shrugged. “1 want him to stick around. Y ou' re safer with both of uslooking after you.”

“ G

He held up the arrowhead. “1 found out what this means, kitten. And believe me, you don't want
any of it.”

“Wel, soill it.”

“Comeoninto thekitchen and | will. I’ [l make you breskfast, and we' |l Srategize” He was utterly
serious.

| held up both hands, Mikhail’ sring glittering in the thin hard sunlight. “Wait just agoddamn minute.
Youdon't likeit when | visit him, whether to track down a hellbreed or pay my duesfor the bargain |
made. What the hell are you doing playing pattycake with him now?’

“If he'sgoing to help get your stubborn assthrough thisin one piece | don’t care.” Saul folded his
arms, muscle diding under the T-shirt’ sthin cotton. “Thisis bad, Kiss. Asbad asyou think itis, it's
worse.”

My heart was doing something strange, pounding so hard | fdlt faint. | didn’t like the thought of
Perry inmy house. The thought of something so bad Saul didn't care if Perry was running around
unchaperoned inside the warehouse was even worse. “Why? What is thet thing?’

“Come out, have some breskfast, and I'll tell you. Then you can decide what you' re going to do.”

Inthe end | gave up. Saul had agood reason for anything he asked meto do, and | trusted him. But
for Chrissake, something so bad he wanted Perry around as backup. . . .

It was enough to give even aseasoned hunter the willies.



19

Saul st the plate down in front of me. “Eat.”

| eyed it. Eggs, pancakes, bacon, more coffee, an English muffin. Another plate of eggswith
hollandai se, and a peach, cut up carefully and decoratively. Nothing experimental, and nothing fancy. For
Saul, thiswas the culinary equivaent of a polite non-answer to aquestion that hadn’t even been asked.

Perry hunched on the stoal at the end of the kitchen counter, his gray suit sharply and immaculately
creased. He seemed not to like the sunlight falling through the windows, and | was secretly glad. For al
that, hishair glowed and his eyes burned blue, and the warehouse—while smelling of hellbreed—was
neat and repaired, theice gone, every inch of glass swept up and new panes put in, the wood fused back
together, shattered furniture either patched up or replaced. It was amassive expenditure of cash and
sorcerous power, and onel wasn't quite sure | liked the thought of incurring.

| finished examining my plate and glanced at Perry, who snickered into his coffee cup. “Don't
worry, Kiss. Saul and | negotiated terms. This doesn’t enter into our bargain.”

“Isthat s0.” | tried not to look relieved; tried aso not to fed alittle wriggle of panic that he had
guessed what | was thinking. Picked up a piece of bacon, crunched it between my teeth. “Wel? Careto
cluemein, Saul?’

He leaned againgt the counter on the other side, and | realized he was keeping Perry in the corner
of hiseye. “| found out what our hairy littlefriend is” Saul poured himsdlf aglass of orangejuice. “You
want the bad news or the bad newsfirs?’

“Just tell me something. I’'m getting impatient.” | tucked in with awill, finding | wasindeed hungry
and my stomach would, indeed, accept nourishment. Hallelujah.

Perry snickered again.

Saul didn’'t even glance a him. “It' sawendigo.”

| choked on abite of pancake. “Urf? Mrph murfr mrph!”

“They’re not myths. | wish to Christ they were.” Saul had actually paled. “| had to take the
arrowhead to aMoonspeaker in the barrio, an old one. She’ d seen awendigo before and remembered
the smell. Shesaid it wasa hund’ ai, part of afetish meant to control or create awendigo. The sight of it
turned her into a sobbing heap and her mate nearly had my liver and lights for upsetting her. | ended up at
alittle bar with awerespider; she'd actually hunted awendigo up Canadaway. She started to shake
while shetalked about it.” Saul’ stone was dead level. His eyes were as dark and serious as I’ d ever
seen them.

| glanced at Perry. He stared into the coffee cup, hisface arranged in amask of bland interest. All
the same, he looked miserable. My blue eye twinged alittle, | could see the edges of hisaurafringing a
little bit, wearing down.

Maybe our favorite hellbreed didn’t like being out during the day. | was suddenly immensdly
cheered by the thought. Inside his jacket, pants, and open-collared crigp white shirt he looked amost
normal, and profoundly uncomfortable.

Don't fall for that, sweetheart. It’ s just another dirty little facade. If Saul wasn’'t here we' d
see a different Perry indeed.

“Wendigo.” | crunched on another bit of bacon. “ A flesh-eating spirit, with itslips and nose frozen
off. Comeon, Saul.”

“Jillian, if you don’t cut the crap, I’ m going to take your breakfast back and drag you into the
gparring room. And make you wash the goddamn blood off the goddamn sheets, too. Look at your coat.
Thisisno fucking laughing matter.” Even, chill, cold. Saul had never spoken to melikethisbefore. “ A
wendigo is something ese. It' sa spirit made mad by neglect and violence, apirit that has donewhat is
taboo—tasted human flesh, developed a craving for it.”

A craving for human flesh and black-market organs. Why is this fitting together far too
neatly for my comfort? And the unearthly, deadly icy chill of thething rose briefly in memory. | shivered
again. “A Were spirit? That thing wasn't aWere. | know Weres.”



“It'snot Were, it'sa spirit we know about. Totaly different kettle of fish.” Saul folded hisarms.
“Some of the legends say they’ re maybe Weres dying without burid rites, or a\Were who was taboo in
life. I don’t know. Thelegends are confused. It' s not like hunting scurf. Weres know scurf. These
things. . . humans might get confused about them, but whatever they are, they’ re not Were.”

“Jesus” | was having alittle trouble with this. The last thing we needed wasiit getting out that the
Were had anything to do with something like this. Thisthing was asunlike Weresas. . . . My brain failed,
trying to come up with the smile. But anon-hunter, even one with some nightside experience, wouldn’t
understand that. Hell, plenty of nightsiders with grudges against the furkind wouldn’t understand it ether.

Perry findly weighed in, asif he couldn’'t hep himsdf. “ Redlly, dear Kiss, you should listen to furball
here. He knows more than you think. After al, he didn’t go into the barrio to seek facts. He went to
confirm.”

My fork paused hafway to my mouth, and | looked up at Saul. His mouth had drawn down
bitterly, and he pushed his hair back with one hand. But his other hand was on the counter, and his
knuckles were white.

What, did Saul think atrangparent little ploy like that would work on me? How far insde my head
did he think Pericles had wormed hislittle hellbreed way?

However far Saul thinks he has, he's probably gotten in further. Last night proved that,
didn’t it? “You suspected it?’ | fdt likeanidiot with my fork intheair, | set it down gently, carefully, on
the cobat-blue counter. “ Saul ?”’

“I didn’t know.” He picked up hisjuice again, took asip, hiseyesnot leaving mine. But | got the
ideathat if he could have, he would have darted avenomouslook at Perry. “Until | knew for sure, |
didn’t want to open my mouth and muddy thetrail.”

| nodded. Looked down at my plate. “Well, that’ swhy you're my partner.” Nicetry, Perry. But
no dice. “So you' re absolutedly satisfied that thisthing isawendigo?’

He nodded. The silver in hishair tinkled, and his dark eyeslost their hardness and for amoment
were lambent orange, aWere' shunting glow. “1I’d bet my lifeoniit.”

“It'snot your lifewe |l be betting, it' smine.” | stared down at my plate, forced my fingersto curl
around thefork again. “Whatever it is, I’ m taking it down. What killsawendigo?’

Saul sighed, heavily. “I don’'t know yet. Thelegendsare. . . confused. The werespider was part of
ateam that tracked one of those thingsfor fifteen weeks, through afew snowstorms, and finaly killed it
by driving off the edge of a crevasse and dynamiting amountainside down on it. The creature and the
dynamiting combined to knock out most of her team.”

“How many?’ Werespiders aren’t known for being pack animals; like werecats they tend to be
independent, loosely affiliated in tribes rather than in pack-groups. Except werdions, of course. Always
excepting werelions. Some bird Weres were highly socid, and most of the canine Weres except the
occasiond abino shaman. Then there were the khprum and the scorpiani, who some sources said
weren't Weres a dl, not to mention the kentauri and the wererats, who are highly socia and dratified to
afault. Thewererats, incidentaly, are the closest in physiology and outlook to humans.

Nobody but me usualy seesthe humor in that.

“Fourteen in the team. The spider and awereleopard made it back. The wereleopard died of
mates ckness two months after; his mate waslost in the dynamiting. If they hadn’t been out inthe middle
of nowhere the casudties might' ve been higher. Humans and such.”

Crap. | mulled this over, tapping my fingertips on the countertop. In an urban setting, thisdidn’t
bode well. “An evocation in four days. Bodies being dumped, clean of organs. . . . Saul, where arethe
autopsy files? | wonder how much other body masswaslost. Muscle, specificaly.”

“Bdly muscle was gone on the ones we saw. Some bites on the thighs and the arms, too.” He
edged down the counter to a stack of file folders. “ But Rocadero wasn't found with his organs gone.”

| snorted. “Given hisproclivities, I'm not sure hisown side didn’t murder him.” | was chewing on
more egg when aterribleidea hit me. “ One of the traditiona evocations of the Namelessis donewith
perfect-tallow candles. Victims omentumswould be perfect for that. All you' d need isaplace to render
it down.” My gorgerose; | swalowed it and took agulp of coffee. “Ugh. Thisisgoing to be amessy



one. How about Rocadero gets diced because he' s no longer useful 7’

“How 0?7’ He did the folders down to me. Perry had subsided, but | get the feeling he was only
biding histime. Some essentid quality of scariness had drained away from him in my sunny kitchen,
Saul’ sterritory in the middle of my house, and | was grateful for that.

But not grateful enough to relax. Or to think he wasfinished yet. “Let me passthistheory by you. A
Sorrow escapes, she decides for whatever reason that she’ sfeeling alittle apocalyptic. She sartslaying
her plans and movesinto Santa L uz, findsaMob man, and starts supplying him with black-market
organs, taking a healthy cut to fund her dreams of world domination. She gets the organs out with the
help of atrained doctor—our friend Kricekwesz. Then she throws whatever bits she doesn’t need to the
wendigo, who sitsin the van and snacks until she needsto get rid of an inconvenient hunter.” | buttered
my English muffin, very pleased with mysdlf. “Only why does she start dumping pregnant hookers?”

“Once-pregnant hookers,” Perry corrected, pedanticaly.

“They were gill pregnant when they werekilled.” | looked at him, hunching on the stool, and had a
moment of dangerous pity. He looked miserable.

But even amiserable rattlesnake can kill.

“We don't know that. They were visiting an abortionist.” He pronounced the word with no audible
weight, just adight emphasison the lagt syllable that made it sound vaguely French.

Where do you come from, Perry? “Thanksfor putting my house back together,” | said suddenly.
“Why did you follow me?’

“The cat wasn't at the Monde to pick you up. | thought you might be in a state to harm yourself.”

WEell, isn't that decent of you.

Saul pushed the folders closer, hitting my elbow. Subtle of him, but | wasglad of it anyway. “ Fetal
tissue?’ he hazarded. “Vauable Suff, to theright buyer.”

| swallowed another wave of nausea. Goddammit. | needed the nutrition if | was going to stay on
my feet and bounce back after using the staff. “ Oh, yuck. That's awonderful thought to have with
breskfast.” Not to mention one I’ ve been kicking around for a bit.

“Troubled by adelicate ssomach, my Kismet?' Perry was suddenly al solicitude. Theail in his
voice reminded me of theterrible devouring spill of pleasure through my nerves, the mark on my wrist
suddenly swollen-hot with his attention.

| closed my eyes, chewing the English muffin. Swallowed. “ Our first stop isthis Kricekwesz. If he's
not in his office | want to tear the goddamn place gpart until we find something, anything. | want to get
Carp and Rosie to start leaning on the organ trade in town. And | want to find Mdisande Bdisa. She
knows something, and once we get our hands on her | want to make her squeal.” My eyes opened, met
Perry’s. “Y ou ever menaced a Sorrow before?’

Did I imagineit, or did aflicker of asnarl cross hisface?“ They don't like hellbreed. With good
reason.” He set his coffee cup on the counter. “1f you will agreeto stay in my sight until this matter is
finished, | will agreeto find this Sorrow and make her fit her name.”

“I thought your protection only extended so far.”

“That was before you were attacked in your own home, Kiss.” He did off the stool, and | tensed.
What was it about daylight that made him seem so bloody human?*“ All bets, asthey say, are now off. |
want to repair some of the holesin thewadls. Call meif anything interesting happens.”

Heglided away, and | Sghed. | don’t likethis. | don't like this at all.

Saul muttered something unprintable. | Slently agreed. “I don't likethis” | said quietly. “ So he
shows up just intime, both times. | dragged Elizondo in on adave-ring charge and he was in the Monde
after we scorched that hole on North Lucado. And now this organ thing, and awendigo. Saul, you're
sure? Absolutely sure?”

“Hundred percent.” He hunched his shoulders, his eyeson me. “Thetruly bad newsis| don't know
if wecankill it. It'sa spirit, kitten. Hunger incarnate, hunger distilled. It'staboo. Not ared physicality a
al, now. Just . . . appetite. Andice.”

| took along gulp of coffee that had cooled just enough to be reasonable. “It cut me.” Thefindity in
my voice surprised me. “If it can cut, it can be cut. There' s nothing out there so bad it can't be killed.



Except for maybe agod, and we re not facing one of those. Not for four days, at least. What can you tell
me about wendigo? How they’ re created, what can kill *em, that sort of thing?’

“Not much.” Saul straightened, looking relieved. “But | can get in touch with someone who knows
more.”

“Good.” | turned my attention back to my plate. “ Thisisgood, Saul. Y ou do amean pancake.”

| didn't look up, but | could fed hissmile. “Glad you likeit, kitten.”

Monty was going batshit.

“What thefuck are you telling me, JilI? Black-fucking-market organs? What the hell?” He stalked
through his office asif expecting the perp to be hiding behind astack of paper. “Why didn’t you tell
me?

If I’d known, Montaigne, | would have. Don’t get pissy. “I had no ideaorgan heisting was part
of it. | waslooking for a supernatural explanation. It was the scapel marksthat clued mein.”

“Sullivan and the Badger have been tracking astring of black-market organ harvestings that end up
leaving the donors dead with a.22 holein their skull.” Monty’ stiewas loose and his collar crumpled, he
was working round the clock. It wasn't good for him.

Then again, policework isn't, Strictly spesking, good for anyone. Eating your Glock, ulcers,
cynicism, depression—the list goes on and on. | took a deep breath. Hunting wasn't good ether, but at
least ahunter could take the edge off with sex or some hard sparring. “Huh. Maybe they’ re related?’

Monty’ s office seemed too smdll to contain hisrage. Not at me, thank God. He stalked behind his
desk and dropped into his chair, dmost disappearing behind the flood of paper files and assorted other
crap. “Go talk to them, look over their files. We Il pick up this doctor, Kricky—"

“Kricekwesz. Polish, | think.” Like it matters.

Monty rubbed at his eyes. “Whatever thefuck hisnameis. We Il pick him up. Though if whoever
thisis decides to take out some more scumbags like Rocadero | might throw afucking parade.”

“For cleaning the streets of pregnant hookerstoo?’ My tone was harder than it needed to be. But
goddammit, everyone was forgetting the victims here, the girls that walked the streets, the girls who had
been abandoned too many times aready.

Don't get up on your high horse, Kismet. You did it too. They’ re less than human because
they re still in the life. On the street. Swvallowing God-knows-what and doing what nobody wants
to talk about, and turning over a cut of their pay to the professional pimp or the dealer or the
man who “ loves’ them. Christ. Even | look down on them.

And | should know better.

Monty’ s silence warned me. | dropped my eyesto the tough short russet carpet of his office.
Outsde the door, Saul waited. Perry wasin alimousine circling the block. | was aonein here with
Montaigne, who was agood cop—and even more important, afriend. He' d never let me down.

“I'm sorry, Jll,” hesaid findly. “Y ou know it ain't that way.”

Carp and Rosie cared about every body they came across; even the pimps and the hookers and the
drug lords. Thereis something so unutterably final about desth, some robbing of human dignity from
every corpse, even the onesthat die naturally. And Montaigne cared too. Even the impossible cases,
where the perp was never found, he and his detectives circled like atongue circles a sore tooth, unable to
forget.

“I know itisn’'t. I'mjust fucking frustrated.” Thisis getting to me far more than it should. | blew
out along breath between my teeth. “I’'m sorry, Monty. Redlly.”

“You'regettin' punchy.” Bitchy wasthe word he wanted to use, | guessed, and | was grateful he
hadn’t. “When thisis over, you wannatake some time off? | guess we can keep everything under control
for alitttewhile. Mebbe.”

Oh, Monty. The fact that he had brushed the nightside once and knew alittle bit about it made the
offer that much braver. “I’'m planning on it.” | stretched, my bones still aching and tender from the
demands the staff had made on my body, demands engineered to keep medive. “I’'m sorry, Monty. I’'m
sorry as shit. | should have thought of the organ thing sooner.”

He waved one limp, swesating hand. Rubbed at hiseyes. “Don’t worry about it. Just go out there



and stop this shit, will you? | got to go home to Margie one of these days. Okay?’

“Okay.” | squared my shoulders. “I'll get thisdone ASAP, Monty.” Becauseif | don’'t and a
rogue Sorrow brings the Namel ess through with an evocation, all hell’s going to break loose. And
that’s not even half of it. “Do you want to know any more?’

“Chrigt, no. What you just told meisgoing to give mefuckin’ nightmares. Get out of my office; get
to work. Give Carp and Rosie something new to do, and Sullivan and Badger too. I'll keep the press
distracted aslong as | can. Just make this shit stop.”

“Okay, Monty.” | paused. “Y ou’re good to work for, you know that?’

Another languid wave of the hand. He reached down into a half-open drawer and set a bottle of
Jack Daniels and a bottle of Tums on his desk. “Get the fuck out of here, Jill.”

“Seeya’

| 1eft, closing the door softly. Saul, leaning againgt a cubicle wal directly across from the door,
examined me. | met hisdark eyesfor along moment.

“Thisisgetting too big,” hefindly said, quietly, under the clamor of ringing phones and the shuffling
sounds of the homicide division. “We need help. Not just human cops.”

What he didn’t say, we both thought. And a hellbreed neither of ustrusts. My tattered coat
rustled as | stepped away from Monty’ s door. “What are we supposed to do? Call in abunch of Weres
to waste themselves on a suicide attack? No. We figure out how to take the wendigo out on our own.
There sgot to beaway.”

“What about this Sorrow?’ 1t was agood question. Hefell into step beside me, shortening his stride
to mine, and | was so abruptly grateful for his presence that my eyes prickled, both my dumb eye and the
smart one.

“If Bdisa stdling the truth, she probably knows how to short-circuit whatever evocation thisbitch
istrying to perform—and if the wendigo' sinvolved. | just have to get amessageto her that I'm willing to
tak.”

“How are you going to do that?’

“Smple. Just drop aword in theright ear, and it'll get to her.”

“Whichear?’

“Relax, Saul. It staken care of, Perry put the word out thismorning.” | did my arm through his.
“WEe re going to set Rosie and Carp to digging with the Badger and Sullivan, and then we' re going to go
have alittle chat with this doctor. And after that, we re going to visit Hutch’ s bookstore and see what we
can dig up on wendigos.”

The Badger was a short round motherly woman with astregk of white over her left temple, and Sullivan a
thin, tall red-haired Irish with a penchant for cowboy hats. They were sometimes called Jack Sprat &
Wife by the braver practitioners of cop humor, and put up with it estimably. They had reams of
information on the organ trade in Santa L uz, too much for me to absorb. The Badger, bless her
forward-thinking little heart, had photocopies of the more interesting cases aswell asafew fact sheets.

| read in the car while Saul drove and Perry’ slimo cut anarrow black swath behind us. | wasn't
aure | liked that albatross following us around, especidly during the day, but the tightness of Saul’sjaw
warned me not to say anything about it. | wondered what deal he'd made with Perry. Swallowed the
question.

We made it to Quincoaagainst light traffic, and Saul parked in the same dley asbefore. Perry’s
limo, in magnificent defiance of its own incongruity, idled, gleaming and black, acrossthe direet. |
checked the sky—sunlight, still. He didn't seem as scary in sunlight, but the limo had smoky tinted
windows. He made no appearance, and | wondered once again what he was.

Vulnerable to sunlight? Or just not showing himself? Playing a game?

Thistimewedidn't liein wait and examinethe building.

No, thistime Saul kicked the hermetically sealed door in on the second try, the deadbolt tearing
free of softer metd. | had my gun out, swept theinside of the hadl, and recoiled as the stench boiled out.

“Jesus God!” The reek drove me back afull three paces, to the edge of the steps. Death, and a
loud zoolike odor. Saul wrinkled his nose, glanced at me. He had drawn his Sig Sauer, he covered the



door. | swallowed bile. “What the fuck?”

“Stinks. And asedled door.” He didn’t sound strained, but | caught the edge of disgust in hisvoice.
“I smdl morethan one”

“How many?’

“| can'ttel.”

“Thewendigo—"

“I smdl it too. But old. It hasn’'t been here for aday or two.”

“Jesus.” | coughed, my eyeswatering. “All right. Call Montaigne; tell him we' ve got ascene. I'm
goingin.”

“Jl—

“Comeon, Saul. I'm the hunter. There' sapay phone on the corner. Or there sacell phonein
Perry’slimo, if it comesto that. Hurry up so you can come back and cover me.” Though | don’t think
the thing’s here. | don’t think anything’sleft alive in here.

Hisjaw set, hard as concrete. Then he was gone, his coat flapping as he took the stairswith asingle
bound, brushing past me. Silver chimed angrily in hishair. | waited until he was hdf ablock away before
| pedled the leather cuff off my right wrist one-handed.

Cooal air hitting the scar sent ashiver down my spine. | stuffed the cuff in my pocket and closed my
left hand around my secondary gun. Then | stepped forward, into the miasma of death.

Breathe. Dammit, Jill, breathe. The smell will fade.

But I knew it wouldn't. It wouldn’t. The receptorsin my nose might shut off, but the smell would
work itsway into my skin. And even deeper, into memory. How many bodies?

Let it be only one or two. What do you say, God? Even as| crossed the threshold and stepped
into the flickering fluorescent light of a perfectly norma waiting room, | knew it wouldn’t be only one or
two. No wonder the clinic hadn’t been open.

The air was stuffy, dead still. | peered behind the nurse’ s counter—no, nobody there. A neat stack
of files sat next to akeyboard, under adead dark monitor. | wanted to take alook, but rule one of
sweeping asceneis give assistance to the living. Of course, | doubted there was anyonein here aive.
Not with that smdll.

| pushed open the swinging door that should lead to patient rooms and the back halway, and the
odor of death belched out, enfolding me.

| peered into the hall, and my fingersloosened on the gun. “Dear God,” | whispered, then wished |
hadn’t because the smell rushed into my mouth and thevison of . . .

Sweet Jesus, dear God, it burned itsway into my skull.

How many of them are there? Arms, legs. . . thisisalair. Or it was. The smdl of the cresture
was fading, but enough remained to make the intaglio of twisted rotting limbs seem to move. Open
mouths, eyestorn from skulls, torsos cracked like nuts—

| backed up, the gun bumping against my leg asmy grip dipped till more. Oh, God. God in
Heaven.

The sight scored itsdlf degper behind my eyes, and the scar on my wrist pulsed, gruesomely warm
and wet asif arough-scaed tongue had licked it. | backed up again, ran into something soft, and leapt,
rasing thegun.

Perry’ sfingerslocked around my wrigt. “Just me, Kiss.” His blue eyes glanced past me asthe
swinging door closed, a soft sheaf of pale hair faling in hisface. Helooked just the same, and the fringing
of hisaurahad stopped. Of course, there was no sunlight in here. “Thereis nothing living in this place.”

“It' s—" Wordsfailed me, and the reek closed thick and cloying. Pressed against my skin like
rancid oil. “ God—"

“God isnot here. Of al people you should know that.” Hisfingerstightened on my wrigt, the scar
gone hot and swollen. * Catholic, weren't you? A schoolgirl.”

| pulled againgt his grasp. Hisfingerstightened, but | tore my hand away. My grasp firmed around
the butt of the gun.

My shoulder hit hisas| pushed past him. He didn’t even bother to pretend | could move him, |



bounced off and stumbled. | aimed for the door, arushing sound in my ears and the back of my throat
suddenly whipped with hot bile.

“Jllian.” Perry’ svoice echoed with soft chilling gleein the ftill, muffled air. “Y ou do know thet,
right? God isafiction. Thereisnothing godly about this.”

Shut up, Perry.

| madeit outsde before| threw up. Theair was cold and full of knives; | hung over the spindly iron
railling and logt everything I’ d ever thought of esting.

Perry held my hair back, ignoring the silver charms. Hisfingers rubbed soothingly between my
shoulderblades until the Sirens started in the distance and Saul came back.

Maybe | should have been grateful. But | wasn't.
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They were stuffed everywhere. Bodies and bits of bodies, in varying stages of decomposition; there was
not an inch of carpet that wasn't soaked with blood and fouler things. Maggots exploded from torn flesh,
noisome liquids ran, and the techs brought the remains out in bags much too small for a human corpse.
Therewas only so much piecing together of individua corpsesthat could be done at the scene. Therest
had to wait for thelab.

The only thing worse than the stench ingde was the smell of vomit outside. Even the hardened
forens c techs who had seen the worst stumbled out to void their ssomachs and staggered back in, grimly
determined to do their work. Voices were hushed, even the most cynical and jolly of the homicide deets
taking hats off and speaking asif we werein achurch.

The whole building was cordoned off, thank God we didn’t have to worry about acrowd. Thiswas
aquiet part of town. Quincoawas alimbo that only happensin cities—along seedy street zoned for both
industria and resdentia and holding precious little but vacant buildings and the occasond professond
office lingering from better days, when it had been athriving highway. Perry’ slimo sat deek and black
acrossthe street inaparking lot, not idling but smply . . . sitting. Perry himself stood off to one side,
watching the human hubbub while the sun went down. Most of the paramedics, cops, and forensic techs
inginctively avoided him, asif hewasacold draft or anasty smell. Hishair glowed, and his suit was ill
immeculae.

The amost-worst had been finding the operating theater, scrubbed and glistening; there was aclose
narrow back hall that gave onto a haphazard bay where they had most likely pulled the vanin. A stack of
Styrofoam coolers, asupply of dry ice, scapelsand clampslaid out with gleaming precision. Everything
you needed to harvest organs.

Especidly if you weren’t too concerned about the owners of those organs surviving the experience.

The medica examiner’ s office was not going to be happy with this.

What was even worse than the operating room were the fading marks of violence, the etheric
strings of soulstorn and violated as surely as the bodies had been. My blue eye could see those marks,
where a Sorrows adept had performed that most foul and tricky of feats: eating asoul. Taking the
psychic energy of desth, harvesting it to fuel something unspeskable.

An evocation of the Nameless, powered by thiskind of terrible agony and brutality, would tear a
hole sky-deep in the fabric of redity. We were looking at a psychic wound the people of this place
would probably never recover from—and God help usal if the Nameless was set loose. 1t would mean
three and seven-tenths years of indescribable corruption, agony, and degradation, a cancer eating its way
into the heart of the world.

Not here, goddammit. Not in my city.

| sat on the curb, my head on my knees. Thelast failing vestiges of sunlight fell across my shoulders,
edging with gold the weeds forcing up through cracked and failing sdewalk. | heard the faint roar of
traffic and the mutter of officid activity, pencils scribbling and the faint sounds of flashes going off.
Footsteps. The dry heaves of someone who had seen dl they could take for the moment. The
paramedics, talking in hushed tones.



They weretreating some of the officersfor shock.

| pulled further into mysdlf, forehead pressing into my knees, my armswrapped tight around my
ghins

Snce spring. God knows how many there are in there. Right under my nose, a Chaldean
whore and a wendigo.

Right under my goddamn nose. Some hunter | am.

Saul sat next to me, close enough | could fed the heat of him. He didn’t touch me, though. He knew
enough to leave me done, silently offering his presence while | suffered the worst wound any hunter could
ever auffer.

Guilt.

God. Under my very nose. How could | overlook something like this? And the
not-so-comfortable thought, in my city. My city. Why?

The images were burned into the darkness behind my eyelids. A cavalcade of horrors, Hell
reproduced in miniature, and Perry’ s soft corrupting voice, smooth as velvet and so, so amused.

God is not here. Of all people you should know that.

Dark exhded up from the cold pavement, the sun diding below the rim of the earth. “How is she?’
Ros€ svoice, soft and respectful.

“Quiet.” Saul’sdeadpan reply held no trace of levity. “Taking it alittle hard.”

“I brought some coffee.” Wonder of wonders, Rosie sounded shy. “ Jill? Want some coffee?’

Get up, Jill. Mikhail’ svoice, the harshly weighted syllables, asif he was tired and wounded. Get
up, and do your duty. You are hunter. Thisiswhat you do.

| raised my head. Slowly. The sun was on her tired way back down under the rim of the earth, and
night wasrising.

Rosi€ sfreckles stood out garishly against the paleness of dmost-shock. Her hair was pulled
deekly back, but she till looked tired and frazzled. Carp wastaking to aforensic tech, leaning against a
squad car, adefeated dump to his shoulders. He looked alittle green, and hishair stood up asif he'd run
hisfingers back through it more than once.

“Thanks.” Theword cracked, my voice as dirty and disused as an empty room. | took the
Styrofoam cup of coffee dudge Rosie offered. The laces of her white canvas sneakers were dirty, and
that one smal detall suddenly filled my eyeswith tears. “I’'m sorry, Rose.”

“For what?" She shrugged. “Better we find these people now. We have a chance of identifying
them. Hopefully, that is.” One side of her mouth pulled down. “Y ou look like hell.”

Not yet | don’t. But soon | probably will. | took asip of the burned coffee. “ Thanks.”

“Y ou gonna be okay?’

No. Not even close. No way. “Fine”

Saul leaned over, bumped me with his shoulder. The coffee splashed insde the cup, its surface dils
awirling.

“What do you want usto work on, Carp and me? We' ve been getting up to speed on thisorgan
stuff with Badger and Sullivan.”

| returned to mysdlf like aheavy sigh, sinking back down into my body. Lesther cresked as| sat up
straight, | heard a car door shut quietly. Someone else started to heave. | took another swallow of the
liquid masguerading as coffee. “Y ou and Carp can process the scene and keep on the lookout for
another one. Other than that, nothing. It'stoo goddamn dangerous to have you guys poking around, |
don’t want to lose either of you.”

| suppose | should have taken it as a compliment that she didn’'t argue. “What are you going to
do?" She sounded less like a seasoned detective and more like ateenager frightened to death by ghost
storiestold around a campfire. It just showed how sane she was.

“Find the Sorrows bitch responsible for this,” | answered quietly. “Take her out. And her entire
happy crew of helpers. Kill them and leave them in stinking gobbets somewhere, and curse their bones
so that their soulsfind no rest in thisworld or the next. Nobody fuckswith my city.”

A short pregnant pause was broken only by the sound of someone still heaving. Quiet murmurs.



“Wdl,” Rosesad findly. “Niceto know you have a plan. Anything we can do?’

“Keegp your heads down.” | rocked up to my feet, my knees protesting. | felt bruised and tender al
over. “Oneway or another thisisal going to be over soon. Either I'm going to kill themadll. .. .” |
glanced at Perry, who had finaly moved and came silkily through the organized chaos of processing one
of the worst murder scenesin Santa Luz history.

“Or?" Rosie prompted. “Do | redly want to know?’

“Or you' ll need anew hunter, and quick. Not to mention you' |l want to get asfar away from this
fucking city aspossble.” | handed the coffee cup back.

“Lovey, Jll. That' sredly reassuring.”

“Not my job to be reassuring. Y ou' re agood cop, you know that?’

“Coming from you, that means something.” A tired, sour smilelit her face. “I’ll gotdll Carp the
good news. Y ou might want to dide away before he decides to corner you and tell you not to do
anything Supid.”

“You're not going to tell methat?’

“Hethinksyou'll listen; | know better. Be careful.” Shelooked up at Saul. “Y ou too, Tonto.”

He nodded, silver chiming in his hair. Perry reached us as Rosie stepped away, heading back to
Carp.

“Jll—" Saul began, risng like adark wave.

“Hang on. Perry?’

“Kiss” A tilt to hischin, araising of one blond eyebrow, and his eyes began to glitter. He looked
far more like the hellbreed | was used to seeing inside the walls of the Monde Nuit.

“Find Mdisande Belisa. Bring her to me.”

He was about to protest, | suppose. At any rate, he opened his mouth asif he was going to say
something, then stopped, studying meintently. | was safe enough right now, if the wendigo was going to
attack me it would have to find me first. Which wasn't a comforting thought, but we needed someone on
our side who knew what this other Sorrows bitch was up to.

And Belisa, damn her eyes, wasthe only one | could think of. Besides, if she gave me any trouble
I’d have Saul and Perry hold her down while | took her spleen out the hard way.

And | would enjoy every goddamn moment of it.

| am not a nice person.

| held Perry’ s gaze for along, restless eternity. Then | folded my arms, the ruby a my throat
beginning to vibrate. The scar, dumbering since I’ d found the bodies, tingled. His auratightened, the
bruised dudge that marked him as hellbreed. Funny, but nothing with an auralike his should be ableto
produce hellfire in the blue spectrum.

Just what was Perry, anyway?

He dropped hiseyes. “ Certainly, my dear. Anything for my Kiss. It shouldn't take too long.”

“Good.” | watched him turn with an oddly uncoordinated grace, and begin walking away. 1 want
her dive, Perry. But | want her frightened.”

He waved one hand above his shoulder, asif | was bothering him with trifles. Saul bumped into me,
crowding; | bumped back. The taste of ashes, burned coffee, and sourness still hung in my mouth. The
scar on my wrist pulsed, but quietly, a soft mouthing caress, scales rasping seamed and puckered skin.

“Saul.” My voice sounded strange, asif | was severd milesaway and hearing myself talk. Pushing
everything else away, boiling everything down to the Smplest possible essence.

Didillingit.

“Right here” And hewas. | could fed his attention like sunshine on my face—but from far away.

From very far away. | focused on the gleaming paint of Perry’slimo as dusk spread over the sky,
turning the blue to purple and tinting the clouds with pink in one last gasp of brightness. “I need you to go
down into the barrio and find out what kills awendigo. Keep digging until you find something, then come
back to me. Takethe car, | won't need it.”

“Jl—

“No. | need you to do thisfor me.”



“What are you going to do?’

“Somethings” Things | don’t want you to see me do, Saul. | love you.

“What kind of things?’

Bloody, screaming things. | watched as the headlights turned on and Perry’ slimo smoothly
banked out of the parking lot, heading north on Quincoa. “Please, Saul.” Don’t make me say any more.

“Try not to get into trouble,” he said, heavily. “ Give me your keys.”

| dug in apocket and handed them over, gill staring at the spot where Perry’ slimo had sat. My
eyesblurred, and | felt thefind click that meant | waslifting off, diding avay from the earth, into the
space where there was no room for what | was fedling. The space that would hold me until it was safeto
fed something again.

| have had enough. My city. They are trying to do thisto my city.

“Jill?" Saul bumped into me again. Just like aWere, crowding me so | knew he cared. “I’ll come
find you as soon as | know how to kill it. | promise.”

That made me smile, agentle abstracted smile | could fed againgt the foreign materia of my face. |
turned my head and looked up a him. “Y ou don’t need to promise.”

“I'liketo. So you know I'm serious.” His dark eyes scorched mine for amoment, and fegling
threatened to come back. | shoved it away. “ Jill?’

“Go. Find out what killsthething.” | pushed him, gently. “Then come get me. Okay?’

“Okay.” A short nod, his hair falling forward over his shoulders. Silver glittered, and hishigh
cheekbones caught the last of the dusky light. He dways|ooked good in dimness, and even better in
strong light. “You got it.” He turned and headed for the Impaa | don’t know if he looked back, because
| took the opportunity to fadeinto a pool of shadow between the unnecessary SWAT van and an
ambulance, then ran soft and light for the dley that cut between an old abandoned grocery storeand a
newer but equally abandoned building that had been an auto parts supply store. | could cut over to
142nd and get acab there. | had enough cash for anywhere | would need to go tonight.

| did not look back. | kept going.
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Theflesh galery wasjugt sarting to pulse with nightlife. Long legsin ragged fishnets under short skirts,
the motion of hipsback and forth, the glitter of eyes under mascaraand thick eydiner, cheap jewery and
the ubiquitous jackets now that the wind had risen. Coming down off the mountains, the winter wind was
cold, full of the smell of sage and stone. It whistled in the canyons between skyscrapers, and hereon
Lucadoit filled the night with knives.

The girlswere nervous, and | didn’t blame them. | examined the Street from agood vantage point
on theroof of atenement, pulling my tattered coat around me. | waited, taking deep lungfuls of the cold
wind.

The dtreet danced; they were like shods of fish glittering and turning in sync. Clicking of platform
heels againgt concrete, the sound of car whedls, catcalls asthe girls stamped their feet and tried to keep
warm. Cars pulling in, cars pulling out, doors damming, windows creaking asthey did down.

| had stripped the cuff from my wrist, and the scar burned under the cold kiss of wind. The night
came dive, colors and sounds curdling under the lash of preternaturd attention, my mind open, ill,
receptive.

| saw it. The Cadillac.

It did like adtiletto through the shoals of tired girls, and some of them cast frightened glances at it
afterward. | moved, brief windin my ears asthe world turned over and gravity caught me, plummeting,
hitting the ground and rolling to bleed momentum. Cold concrete, pebbles digging into my back, then |
was diding through the shadows, just aflicker of motion in the darkness.

The scar, the scar, I'mmoving like a hellbreed. Like a Trader. A five-story drop off aroof and
herel was, running.

By thetime | reached the quiet little brownstone he was dready inside, and one of his muscle troop



was on the front steps. The muscle, thick and heavy in along coat with abulge under hisleft arm where
the gun was, never even saw me. | smply came straight out of the shadows and hit him, the crack of
bone breaking in hisface a sharp sweet sound.

Then | wasingde, and the other thug was at the end of the hall. | took him too, a short tubby man
powerfully built for dl hislard, smdling of frijoles and grease; with the heetless scent of akiller on him
too. Well, Ricky certainly doesn’t skimp on the help, does he?

The short one went down easily and quietly, | pulled the strike at the last moment so as not to break
his neck.

| did up the stairs on cat-soft, cat-quick feet, and burst into the bedroom.

Diamond Ricky had agirl in there with him, ahaf-naked child with high brown breastswho was
rolling the top of astocking down her thigh. | saw her from very far away and spared her lessthan half a
thought. There was alow table with amirrored tile fouled with cocaine holding down afan of twenties, a
white |leather couch; the celling held mirrorstoo aswell asthe closet on the far wall. Electric light was soft
and dim from three green and blue lavalamps on a glass shelf; the nightstand held a paper bag (full of
something illegd, judging by the smell) and a9 mm that would do him no good.

The thick musky-green smell of pot filled the room, both old and new; Ricky had just lit ajoint and
was reclining on the bed, his hand ingde the open fly of histrousers. He saw me and his mouth fell open,
thejoint faling from hisfingers over the Sde of the bed. | was on the bed in one legp, my left-hand fingers
gnking into histhroat and the gun in my right hand rising up to lock onto the girl, who hitched in bresth to
scream. Her face hadn’t logt its babyfat yet, she was barely old enough to be walking to school by
hersdf, let alone bein aroom with apimp.

“Shut up,” | snarled, cutting through her gasping inhde. “ Shut the fuck up.”

She did, clutching an incongruous bit of feathersto her chest. Some kind of lingerie, probably
Ricky’ s contribution to the fun and games. Her long dark hair quivered, and the lipstick smeared on her
lips made her mouth into awet dark hole.

“Pick up themoney.” | pointed the gun toward the table, she edged over and looked at Ricky, then
jerked the money out from under thetile. The cocaine scattered on the tabletop. Snow on glass plains.

| made atiny motion with the gun toward the door. “Go out the back door, or you'll be shot.” The
softnessin my voice madeit apromise. “Go home, if you have ahome. If you don't, check into ahotel.
But if | see you on the Street tonight, or if you tell anyone, | will find you.”

It was an empty threat. | wouldn't have cared. But she believed it, and her eyes darted toward
Ricky. | tightened my fingersin the pimp’ sthroat, and he moaned, a shapeless sound of terror.

She scrambled for the door, and | heard her bumbling along as she tried to get dressed on the stairs
while running. | listened—yes, she went out the back door.

Good girl. | turned my attention to Ricky, who was choking as my fingerstensed. “Ricky.” |
sounded meditative. The gun siwung around, settled againgt hisforehead. “Now you and | are going to
have alittle chat, cabron. A very cozy littletak. Y ou' re going to tell me about your playmates, and we
are going to have alovely special moment right here on your bed. Bet you like that, don’t you?’

Ricky waswet with swet; it rolled in great beads from his brown skin. He had a hard-on, and he
amelled of oil and smoke, aswell asfried cheese. A thin curl of smoke lifted from thejoint on thefloor.

The smile pulled my lips back into asnarl of effort asthe scar on my wrist pulsed, every fiber of my
body straining to pull thetrigger. But instead, | loosened up alittle on histhroat.

“Now,” | whigpered. “Y our meeting. With Jonte and the boys. Who else was there, and what was
sad? Takeit from thetop.”

Hedid.

Pimps are predictable creatures. They have their routines and their habits, and the fact that most of them
areinto petty drug deding doesn’'t change that. If apimp gets picked up, hisgirlsbail him out, usualy
with the help of hislieutenant.

But if apimp ends up dead, with his second and his muscle crippled, the girls freefdl for awhile.
The drugs come from other dedlers, some of whom are weak and move into the power vacuum to
become pimps. Or they come from new pimps that rise like maggots from a corpse to take the place of



the old one.

| wish it was harder for them. God, do | wish it was harder.

Wish in one hand, Kismet. Spit in the other. See which fills up first.

| followed the chain up, each pimp telling me alittle more, and saved Jonte for last. Hewasabig,
broad, soft-in-the-middle black man with awide genid smile and two front teeth cased in gold that rang
sweetly againgt the floor the second time | backhanded him. Eleven pimps, each of whom had been at the
meeting with Rocadero, who was dead probably because the redheaded Sorrow didn’t need him any
more. The pimps being alive either meant that they weren't important or that she still needed them to
supply something, whether it be flesh or cash.

It was from Jonte that | got the most important piece of news.

It would take a stronger man than a pimp not to give up everything he knowswhen a
hellbreed-strong fist flexes and atesticle pops like agrape. At heart, the men who make their living like
that are cowards. It' swhy they engage in the mindfucksinstead of getting redl jobs. What they don’'t
redlizeisthat the mindfucks est them dive too.

Now’ s not a time for philosophy, | told mysdf asthe boneless body of the big man dumped to
thetiled floor. Jonte had anice place, for dl that I’ d busted up agood deal of it. He'd dso had some
half-decent help. | was bleeding down one side of my face, and there was afresh bloody holein the left
thigh of my pants, cloang rapidly.

Now is the time for showing these fucks what happens when you mess with nmy city. Had
enough, | have o had enough of this. The scar on my wrist pricked wetly, athick welter of heat
spilling up my arm. Fresh cold wind poured in through the busted French door, glass broken in sharp
diversinthetide of sticky blood that washed acrossthetiles.

| et out along soft breeth as Jonte gurgled hislast, piecesfaling into place. Taken separately, the
pimps hadn’t known much. But putting &l the piecestogether gave me apicture. Just like ajigsaw, even
if you don't have dl the pieces you can make aguessif you have enough of them.

And now | knew, too, where the redheaded Sorrow had her little bolthole. It was a stroke of
genius, one | admired coldly while | considered how to break in and kill her.

The pseudo-adobe house groaned under the lash of wind. I’ d taken four men with assaullt rifles,
three with handguns, and another two that apparently had little use other than as hangers-on. They were
only human, al of them, and I" d found Jonte gibbering with fear in his kitchen, crouched under the
counter and trying to load a .38 revolver—whether for himself or me |l wouldn’t want to guess. And now
that the shooting and moaning was over | heard something else.

| tilted my head. Scratching sounds.

Mice in thewalls, Kiss? Thevoice, strangdy enough, was Perry’s; hisjolly happy tonewhen he'd
just discovered something to make meflinch. Little mice fingers scratching at the plaster. Mmmh.

Glass crunched under my feet. The sound was coming from downgtairs, in the basement. Jonte was
quite asuccessful pimp, probably because of his connection to afew of the larger drug dedersin town.
He actudly had a suburban house, in depressed redl estate less than five minutes on the old highway from
the strip downtown where his girls paraded. All the comforts of home but close enough to keep atight
leash on hismoneymakers. Yes, ol’ Jonte was quite the operator.

“Was’ isthe operative word. Now he's pimping in Hell. The thought brought another one of
those frozen amilesto the surface of my face.

The house was utterly silent except for the scratching and the faint whimpers. If I d been wearing
my cuff, | probably wouldn’t have heard it.

| had both guns out. Jonte' staste in furnishings was Mission-style, with afew tribal touches; it was
nicefor afatass pimp, | supposed. The kitchen gave onto the living room, | stepped past the body of one
of Jonte' sthugs, the one dressed all in night camo. Where do they find these people? Then again,
reputable mercs don't like to work for pimps; they prefer a little higher on the food chain where
the money’ s better.

| turned into the entry hall, lifting both guns. There was adoor at the end, probably going down to
the basement and locked with a shiny brand-new padlock. Behind it was whatever was making those



sedthy sounds.

Hamelin Town’sin Brunswick, by famous Hanover City; the poem rang insde my head with
dark glee. Vermin, "twas a pity.

The hammers on both guns clicked back. Focus, Jill. What the fuck is that?

| caught amuffled sob, and the sound of movement again. More than one.

What lovely little surprise do we have waiting for Kismet in here?

| approached the door, cautioudy, quietly. More muffled sobs. What the fuck?

| holstered my right-hand gun, closed my fingers around the padlock. Drew on the scar for aquick
hard yank, and metal squealed, snapping. | twisted, tossed the padiock, and drew my gun again.

It paysto be careful.

| backed up. “Comeout,” | caled, ready for submachine gun fire, zombies, scurf, or anything else
that might pop out to surprise a hunter who had just had avery bad day.

Anything except what confronted me. More sobs from behind the door, which was thick heavy old
wood. Women's sobs. But | kept the gunsleve. There was smply no telling, and | was here without
backup. | hope Saul’ s having some luck in the barrio.

Thedoor cresked. They werefiddling with it from theingde.

“Goddammit!” | ydled. “ Come out right fucking now or | will come in there shooting!”

More soft sounds of distress, and the heavy iron doorknob twisted violently. A dice of darkness
widened as the door did open, and my fingerstightened on the triggers.

A naked human woman emerged, blinking. She carried along splinter of wood that |ooked utterly
useless as awegpon, and for one of the longest and most exotic moments of my life (and that’ s saying
something) we faced each other over the expanse of tiled floor, under the gently tinkling chanddier Jonte
must have paid afortunefor.

She had wide dark eyes and close-cropped dark hair, and she couldn’t have been more than
eighteen. She dso recovered firdt, as another girl—this one just as naked, and quite obvioudy just as
young or younger—stepped blinking out into the light.

“Areyou one of them?’ thefirst one demanded. “If you are, goddammit, I’ [l kill you.”

Brave of her, considering how | must have looked. And considering that | was armed, | was
smoking with violence, | was spattered with blood, and | was ready to kill whoever | had to.

What the fuck isthis? | stared. “What the fuck?’ | couldn’t come up with anything better. Then |
recovered, dightly. “1 just killed Jonte. What the hell were you doing in the basement?’

Her shoulderswent back and her chinlifted alittle. | heard more soft sounds behind her. More
women? Naked women?“What, you think we wanted to be locked up down there in the dark?” She
lifted the splinter of wood, and | remembered | was holding both guns on her.

| lowered them, dowly. A horrible idea began forming under the surface of my conscious mind.
“Areany of you pregnant?’

“What?’ She stared a me. It was another exotic moment. “Are you fucking high? We' ve been
down there for weeks!”

| decided thiswould be agood time to holster my guns, did so. “1 just killed the pimp who owns
thishouse,” | said. “Let’scal 911 and find you ladies some clothes.”

The suspicion she eyed me with would have been insulting if | hadn’t suspected that I’ d ssumbled
across the reason why Jonte had been | eft dive by the redheaded Sorrow. Three daysto the invocation
of the Nameless, and a clutch of young girlsheld herein apimp’s house, fed and trammeled like prized
rabbits.

Oh, God. And what she said next convinced me | was maybe right. She stared a me like | was her
own persond nightmare.

“You're her,” shewhispered. “Y ou’ re the one who bought us.”

“I don’t buy people. Nor do | sell them.” My voice was alittle sharper than usud, and the
chanddlier overhead tinkled restlesdy. | must have been wearing my mad face, because the girl gasped
and dropped the splinter; it clattered on thetiled floor.

It was agood thing | had the cuff off, because otherwise | might not have heard it. But | had been



functioning with preternatural senses most of the night. Sengtivity isawonderful thing, once you get used
toit.

Clawed feet brushing the earth like fingers on adrumhead, incredibly fast. Far away, but getting
closer.

Much closer. Someone was coming to dinner. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up,
and the charmsin my hair tinkled together sweetly. The sound was suddenly loud in my
hellbreed-sengitive ears, moving to the forefront. Impossibleto ignore.

| whirled, the tattered edges of my coat flaring out. Stared at the half-open front door, theonel’d
busted through. “Holy fuck,” 1 whispered, forgetting the naked women for amoment. | heard individua
heartbests, there had to be agood twenty of them in there. Defensdless, and from the smell, sanitation
hadn’t been as good as one could wish. But they were in good hedlth, so they had probably been fed.

Just the thing to fudl your evocation of ahungry Elder God with.

Shit. Goddammit. | turned back to the women. The girl behind the leader had folded her arms
over her bare breasts defensively. | saw more spilling out, none of them aday over twenty if | guessed
correctly. They clustered behind the dark-haired girl, who was obvioudy the leader, and | saw aglintin
her eyes| recognized from alifetime ago and miles away.

She wasn't ready to die yet, and she was one tough cookie.

What am | going to do here? “Listen to me. Jonte' sgot cars, the keys are hanging in the kitchen.
Be careful, there' s broken glass. Get the fuck out of here, al hell’ s going to bresk |oose.”

Shetook it better than | thought she would. “Where should we go? Shut up!” Sheyedled theladt,
over her shoulder, and | heard the sniffles and soft moans behind her quiet down. Wide wet eyeswere
wiped, the girls holding on to each other, more pushing up from wheat looked like dark sairs.
“Goddammit, I’'m going to get us out of this, but you have got to stop whining!”

| likethisgirl, | decided. “Get downtown. | think he' s got afucking Humveein there, get
downtown and get to apolice gtation. Tell them Kismet sent you. Got it? K-1-S-M-E-T. Kismet.”

“Kismet. Okay. Show methecar, I’ve got my learner’ spermit.” Y es, she was definitely the leader.
“Amy, Conchita, you two get the girls organized. Let'sgo. Come on. Quit crying, Vicky; hold her up.”
She sounded like a battlefield general, but | heard the quick thunder of her pulse. She was scared half to
death. And so young.

Holy fucking shit. | can’t just leave them here. “Comeon.” The chandelier overhead tinkled
again as| spoke. | sounded two short steps away from murder. The scar abruptly cooled on my wrist,
turning chill asan ice cube pressed into the flesh. “What’ s your name?’

“Hope,” shereplied, moving forward, seemingly utterly unselfconscious of the fact that she was
completely unclothed. But | saw the bruises on her thighs and the way she held hersdlf, asif she couldn’t
stand to even have the air touch her. “Hope Melendez.” Goosebumps rose on her skin, and | heard the
footsteps in the distance stutter, pause.. . . and redouble their effort.

Shit. Fucking shit.

“Move it!” | yelled, and saverd of the girlsflinched. “ Thisfucking way, and hurry up. Hurry up!” |
had a good guess where the garage was, and Jonte was known for his car collection.

I’ ve got to get themto a car or two. Christ, | hope more of them know how to drive.

Then I’ ve got to hold the wendigo until they can get away.
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Two of thelongest minutes of my life later, we were in the garage with the huge door cresking open.
“They kept us down therein chickenwire cages. I’ ve been working on tearing a hole through the wirein
one.” Hope held up her left hand; her fingerti ps were mashed and bleeding. “We heard the gunshots,
figured either we were next or we were going to be left down there in the dark. So | broke open my
cage. They told uswe' d been bought by awoman, and that she was coming to take usaway.” She
shivered. “ Jesus.”

Closer. It was getting closer. | didn’t have time to offer any comfort. They were barefoot and



naked, and miserable. But | got them al loaded into two cars—a black Humvee and a silver Escalade;
Jonte had certainly liked pimp rides. Finding the keys was no problem, there was a neat pegboard with
al the keyswe could ever want. Seatbelts were aproblem, but if it was a choice between seatbelts and
getting them out of here |’ d pick getting them out. They were packed like sardines, some of them openly
sobbing now.

Hope clambered into the driver’ s seat in the Humvee. Her second-in-command, a plump blonde
girl with wide blue eyes and bruised, blood-crusted thighs, was dready strapped into the driver’ s seat of
the Escaade.

“Jesus, thisisbig.” Hope' s breathing was short and rapid, and | thought some of the girls were
going into shock.

“Go easy onthe brake. If you get pulled over, it'sokay. Tl them my name and they’ || take care of
you.” The garage door finished opening, | flinched asthe sound of the creature’ sfootsteps—distinct from
athousand other sounds—pounded my ears, communicating itsalf up through my bootsoles. I'm
sensitive to it now. Of course | am, it almost fucking killed me. “And for God' s sake be careful. It
might help if everyone in there prays. Turn the heater up as soon as you can, you don't want anyone
going into shock. Okay?’

“Who the fuck areyou?’ Her eyes were wide and haunted. “ Jesus.”

“Kismet,” | repeated. “Tdl the cops| sent you.” | spelled it out for her again. “Now go. For fuck’'s
sake, go. Thereisnotime.”

The footsteps were very close now, drumming against the earth. The cars roused themsdlves, and
the Humvee pulled out, dowly. The Escalade followed, torturoudy dow, and did down the circular
driveway. Oh, please, oh please. . .

| saw them make the turn out onto the Street, so goddamn dowly, the footsteps dmost on top of us
by now and coming from the north. Which made not much sense, if she was hiding out where | thought
she was, where Jonte had told me he had “taken afew bitches.”

It didn’t matter. | wondered if it had dipped itsleash and come hunting or if the redheaded Sorrow
had let it loose in another part of town.

Thenit howled, along chilling spun-glass growl of bloodthirsty hunger rising from the north. My skin
crawled likeit wanted to run away from both me and the creature; | turned around, hitting the button to
close the garage door. Fucking Christ. | could have been out of here already.

| wanted to examine where they’ d held the women, but it was enough to know that they were
supposed to be kept alive and relatively unharmed except for rape. Opening up adoor in the ether and
bringing a Chaldean demon through requires amassive effort, and that effort could be fueled by
harvested death. But something smpler was fresh death, done ritudigticaly; Traders sacrificed snakes,
rabbits, dogs, horses, goats—anything they could catch and get rid of the husk afterward. But to bring
through the Namel ess, not even the death harvested from organ theft would do.

And to bring him through and bribe him into doing something nice for arenegade Sorrow would
take even more. It made sense. Appalling, wasteful, mad sense, but still, it was a pattern. It wasa
workable theory.

Now | just had to stay dive long enough to figure out the rest of it and stop it. Brooding wouldn’t
help—and the dight nasty thought that the renegade Sorrow might have killed Jonte hersdf for alowing
his boysto play with her sacrificeswas amusing and gratifying, but wouldn’t help me now.

| ducked under the garage door and set off across the driveway, my legs aching with the need to
run. Decide which way to go, Kiss. Move with a plan, for Christ’s sake don’'t do anything stupid,
taking off like a rabbit. Thisthing isfast, it's deadly, and you’ ve got the scar, your whip, your
guns, your knives—all of which are fucking uselessif it gets too close—and you’ ve got your teeny
little noggin. Which has to save you now.

Thiswas abad part of town to betrapped in. But if | cut across the old highway and ran for abit, |
would be at the edge of the barrio’ s dark, night-pulsing adobe warren. | knew that warren, knew some
good hiding spots and shortcuts.

Going into the barrio was agood way to end up dead. But till, given the choice between killing me



and killing what was chasing me, | was comfortably sure salf-interest might strike the deciding blow in my
favor.

It was getting close. Very close. Night wind brought the first threads of its scent, anoxious stink
that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Gooseflesh prickled up under my skin.

That thing almost fucking killed you. You have no staff now, goddammit, and it sfast. It's
too goddamn fast. Oh, God. Oh, God.

| told the rabbit-panicking part of mysdlf to shut up, reached the street, and picked up the pace, my
coat flapping and the sour taste of fear on my tongue.
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| don’'t mind being shot at. | don't like it, mind you, and | don’t seek out flying lead. But | don’'t mind it. |
don’t mind knives, | don't mind abit of fisticuffs. I don’t even mind it when someone oringsatrap on
me and does their best to kill me.

| am ahunter; it comeswith the job.

But Lord God on high, | hate to be chased. | hate to run with no other thought but the rabbit’s
thought of finding away to escape certain death.

It wastoo fast. | paced myself, and drew on the cold, pulsing scar on my wrist as hard as| could.
But even though | had the benefit of hellbreed-bargained strength, | was serioudy flagging by thetimel
reached Merced Street and the Plaza Centro.

The PCian't redly aplaza. It' sagutted five-story building full of tiny shops, botanicas, and
bodegas, with avast centrad well thronged with people at any time of the day or night. It takes up awhole
city block and was once atrain station before the barrio reached in from the s um edge of town and took
it captive.

It ls0 hasthe biggest concentration of Weresin the city. Something that smelled this bad and was
obvioudy intent on mayhem was likely to attract some notice. And while | didn’t like the thought of luring
the wendigo right through a heavily populated area and risking some casudlties, | dso didn't likethe
thought of meeting my deeth on alonely street where there was no bloody cover. Weres mean smedll, and
amell waslikdly how thisthing wastracking me. If | could confuseit, maybe | could escape.

These cong derations flashed through my mind as| turned down Merced and saw the lights of the
Paza Centro in the distance, glimmering like fool’ s gold. My boots pounded the pavement, the scar no
longer cold on my wrist but hot, so hot | expected it to steam in the chill night air. It poured pure etheric
forceinto me, and | spent it recklesdy—speed wasimperative, since | could hear thething behind me,
and whenever thewind shifted | could smell it too. How it was tracking me through windshift | didn't
want to know.

| didn’t even want to guess.

At thispoint, | would sttle for just keeping my miserablelife. My breath rattled in my chest, my
ribs heaving, it had amost caught me once on the top of atenement on Colvert and Tenth. | knew my
city, knew every dip in the streets, knew every shortcut and back alley, and it was only knowledge that
kept me one scant diver ahead of it, thisthing—wendigo, whatever it was—that roared its glassine
screech behind me doing its own persona imitation of aWild Hunt.

Christ I'mglad it’s not smart, if it was smart | couldn’t have fooled it and it would have me
by now. | pounded up the dight dope, flagging badly now, headlights blurring past. If the norma humans
sensed me at dl it was only asacold draft, aflash out of the corner of the eye, something not-quite-right
but gone before they could take a second |ook.

A ghog.

Grant me strength in battle, honor in living, and a quick clean death when my time comes—
The prayer trembled just at the edge of my exhausted mind. But don’t let it come yet. Please, God. |
have served well; help me out a little here. God? Anyone?

Then, theimpossible, the smdl of the thing gaggingly close, | had dowed too much, no dley in sight,
no way to jag left or right, | was running for the PC and maybe an escape in the tunnel s underneath but



oh God, | wastired. Sotired. And | was hit from behind, amassive impact that smashed through me as
the thing collided with its prey and sent meflying.

| heard the scrabble of claws and the screamsas| flew, trying vainly to twist in midair, get my feet
under me, something, anything, and heard the snarling crash into awall behind me.

Hit. Hard. Snapping and shattering glass, I’ d gone through awindow and fetched up against
shelving that fell over, bottles breaking, glass whickering through the air and the sudden smell of smashed
vegetablesdl around me.

Lay for amoment, lungs burning and heaving, legs and armstoo drained to move, scar aburning
cicatriceon my wrist. Oh God oh God, let it be quick, if it has to take melet it be quick, Saul, oh
God Saul. Saul—

Then, asif agift from heaven, something familiar. “ Get up. Jesus Chrigt, Jill, get up!”

A familiar voice, aprayer answered. | levered mysdlf up just at the thing smashed through the glass
searching for me, amassive bl of hunger and gagging stench suddenly freezing the air. 1t moved too fast
and | wastired, so tired, arms and legs weighted with |ead.

Crash. Hehit the thing from the Side, screaming hiswarcry, aroar hafway between man and
cougar. Flame suddenly belched out, garish in the darkness and the fluorescent light of the grocery store,
| heard screams and popping sounds as the fire, bright crimson-orange, speared through the night. More
vital, moreimpossibly real than regular fire or hdllfire, heat scorched the air so badly it stripped the hair
back from my face, aholocaust of flame.

More screaming, and the barking, coughing growl of more Weres. | heard chanting—a shaman’'s
voicelifted in the high keening screech of Were magicks, those bloody, animdigtic, and strangely pure
works of sorcery that are their peculiar heritage.

Saul yelled hiswarcry again, moving with fluid grace asthe shining thing he held glittered with heet.
More glass smashed, the smell of mashed vegetables and fruit suddenly turning caramel-brown shot
through with the disgusting stink of the cancerous thing that screeched and tried to bat Saul away.

Seeing aWerefight in midform, dancing between human and animd, is.. . . We never redly think of
how they shift to animal forms, formsthat are precise and graceful. In most cases, far more graceful than
human beings ever manageto be. And in their human formsthey’ re graceful too, blessed with quick
reflexes, regular features, an uncanny ability to move economicaly and efficiently through space.

Midform, they have the best of both worlds, abeauty that is so weird and dien it caiches at the
throat and dries the mouth. The movies don’'t do them justice at al. And midform is not somewhere they
linger, unlessthey are rogue—or unlessthereisno other way to fight.

Saul was somehow not there as the creature swiped with its bloody claws, and seeing its speed and
power up close | dumped to my knees, jaw hanging open in wonder and my bregth rasping in my throat.
It wasn't fair, it just wasn't fair, that | had to bargain with a hellbreed to get even afraction of hisgrace
and il 1 was so much less,

So acutely aware of being so much less.

Steam billowed. Thething Saul held, itsflameliquid and hissing, broke the soul-devouring cold of
the creature. Another scream from the shaman, and a massed snarling tide of power rode through the air.
Were magic, tasting of nights out under open skies, black air againgt the back of the throat like
champagne, hard crusted snow under feet no longer human, and the joy of running on four legs, the air
aive with scent and the hard cold points of the stars overhead singing their ancient songs of lust and dow
fireto those of us on the ground who had earsto hear.

The glowing thing, along dim wand, struck. Saul yelled, ducking aside as the wendigo clawed for
him, dowed by the weight of furred heavy power smashing through the interior of the store. More glass
shattered, cardboard exploded, and the smell of cooking food shaded through goodness and into
burning.

Saul kicked, aperfectly placed savate blow, then somehow twisted, using the kick to prope his
body back and up, uncoiling to avoid the creature' s claws asit fumbled for him again. The dim shape,
burning white-hot, scored through my eyes, | flung up a hand to shield them and heard a death-scream
unlike any other. Clapped my handsto my ears and screamed aswell, alittle sound logt insde the



meassive wrecked howl like frozen mountains colliding.

If glaciersfed pain when they rub againgt each other and split off whole mountaingdes, they would
scream likethat. It . . . no, there is no way to describe the enormity of that cry. It broke whatever had
not broken and flung me back; | hit the wal with my boots dangling six feet off the floor and did down,
landing in amedley of shattered glass and exploded packets of meat Szzling in the heat. Smelled my own
hair burning asthe slver charms hested up.

The scream stopped just before my eardrums burdt. | rolled free of the bubbling, Seaming mess,
gained my knees again, had to try twice before | could makeit up to my feet. The air abruptly chilled,
became the normal cold of a Santa L uz winter night.

Steam and vapor drifted in the ar. There was murmuring, the ancient words Weres mutter when
they come across death from bad luck or humanity. A forgiving of the pirit, in the midst of clear red
rage. They have never had to trandate that prayer.

You don't need to, if you've ever heard it. No trandation is necessary.

My breath sounded harsh in the sudden silence. | was suddenly aware of my legs, strained and
unhappy, making their displeasure known. My ribs, heaving, amost pulled loose by the demands placed
on them. The scar, pulsing obscendly against theinsde of my wrig, asif Perry waskissng my arm again
and again. Pressing his hellbreed lipsto human flesh, his scaled tongue flickering and his hot humid breath
condensing on cooler human skin.

Velsof migintheair parted. Saul stood over the shattered body of the wendigo; he tossed the
arrowhead with its cargo of |eather, feather, and hair onto the mess. Now that it was dead, it wasa
twisted humanoid figure running wetly withicy gray fur and long bits of different colorswhereitsvictims
scalps had been plastered to its mottled hide. Its face wastipped up, the eyes collgpsing into runnels of
foulness, its lipless mouth open in asilent blagphemous scream. And its claws, obsidian-tipped and
deadly, lay twitching against the prosaic bubbling linoleum of adevastated grocery store.

It looked strangely small now, itsface like awizened ugly child’ s despiteits frozen, rotted nose and
nonexistent lips. Its genitals were pendulous, and black with frosthite.

And around its neck was athin slver chain, winking in the light, squirming with unhealthy black
Chaldean sorcery. The chain was broken about afoot below its jaw. Had it escaped and come looking
for me?

Shoved through its heart was a spike of glossy black obsidian-like material, popping and zinging as
it shrank. It had been white-hot just moments before. The steam whooshed away, evaporating into the
night.

| sounded like | was dying of pneumonia, my breathing was so hard and labored. | half-choked at
thetitanic gink intheair. Bile caught in my throat.

Oh please don't let me throw up again. Oh please.

The hair of cougarform had melted from Saul; he stood straight and in profile, staring down at the
defeeted creature, his lips moving with the prayer of the massed Weres, their eyes bright and their mouths
cherry-beautiful, crowded in through thewindow. | saw severa different types: akentauri tossing hislong
slvery mane, awere-pider whose face was gray and haunted under her mop of silken hair, another
werecat who folded her hands and had closed her eyes, mouthing the ancient sounds. There were others,
but | wastoo tired to see them. And then, in the back of the crowd, | saw apair of familiar blue eyes, a
sheen of paehair. Perry. Had he found Bdlisa?

Atthemoment | didn't care. | closed my eyes. The breath that knifed into my lungs was not less
sweet because of the stench it carried. No, it was air, and | was il dive to brestheit, no matter how
foul it smeled. Oh, Saul. Saul. Thank God for you. Thank God.

Then | ssumbled away, looking for a place to throw up. There was nothing left in my stomach, but |

felt the need to purge anyway.

| had never been so glad to see my own four walls again. The warehouse clicked and rang as| collapsed



on the couch, keeping awary eye on Belisaas she moved to perch on achair opposite, glaring at me
through her good eye while she clasped the pack of ice to the other sde of her face. When she wasn't
avidly peering at theinterior and the furnishings, that was.

Storing up little bits of deduction to mindfuck me with later, no doubt.

Perry stood dightly behind her. He wasimmaculate, gray suit, thefirst two buttons of his crisp white
dress shirt undone, his shoes shined to perfection. He looked very satisfied with himsalf, in hisbland
blond sort of way.

Bdisawas moving gingerly, and her blue sk shirt was crumpled, her dippers were battered. It had
probably been ahell of afight, but for tangling with Perry she was strangely unharmed. | wondered if it
was because |' d threatened him.

Not likely.

Saul went gtraight for the kitchen. | heard the cupboard opening, glass clinking. “ Anyone who wants
whiskey better speak up now,” he said, camly enough.

“God, yes.” Oh, Saul. Thank God for you. | rested my head against the couch’s back, dmost
beginning to fed like | could breathe again. Leather creaked, | hadn’t bothered taking my coat off.

“If you have anything decent, I'll takeit.” Perry’seyesrested on me. Under the legther cuff, the
scar ran with rancid flame, trailers of heat diding up my arm. Smoky desire, diding through the map of my
vansasif hewastouching me, running hisfingers up theingde of my ebow.

| didn’t look away, but | did clamp down on my sdlf-control. | was vulnerable now, exhausted after
expending so much power. And any time human animals get close to death, sex isthe easiest thing to
tempt them with afterward. “Bdisa?’ | kept my tone neutrdl.

She dmost flinched, recovered. “That would be nice.”

Perry leaned on the back of the chair. “What?’ It was a soft inquiry, and | saw the blood drain from
her face.

Shelooked terrified, and | couldn’t blame her.

“That would be nice, mistress.” All the color had leached out of her tone too. She shivered,
hunching her shoulders

Migtress. Theterm for a bitch-queen, a Sorrow higher in status than herself. What had Perry done
to her? Abruptly, | fet sick al the way down into my stomach. He' d found her and brought her, and from
the looks of it she' d resisted; and now he was rubbing it in. For her benefit, and aso for mine; just to
drive homethat | owed him for bringing her in.

Christ. Well, you knew what he was when you struck the bargain, Jill. Don't pretend
otherwise. “Drinksal round, then.” | sank into the couch.

Thetwo carsfull of naked women had made it to the police station; Montaigne had |eft amessage
on my answering machine, dternately swearing at me and thanking me, then swearing & meagain. I'd
sort it out later.

Right now | had other things to worry about. A few clipped sentencesin the Impala, with Perry’s
limo right behind, had laid out the chain of eventsfor me: Saul had gone into the barrio and poked
around, not finding much of anything until Perry showed up with Melisande Belisain tow and along thin
iron-bound case—thefirestrike spear Father Guillermo knew was hidden under the dtar in the
seminary’ smain chapel, a secret kept by Sacred Grace since itsinception. Perry swore whatever was
ingde should kill the wendigo.

The catch? He hadn't actually opened the case yet. Both of them felt my wild plunge into the barrio,
Saul had left Perry to corral the bruised and beaten Sorrow and set off asfast as he could to find me and
ether kill the thing chasing me or buy me enough time to escape.

Hedidn't want to talk about killing it, and he didn’t want to talk about how the spear had burned
hispdms. It doesn’t matter, wasal hewould say. It’ sfine.

Saul brought the bottle and four glasses. He poured, damming the bottle down when he was done,
and |eft two glasses on the table. He handed me a glass haf-full of amber liquid. He took hisown and
settled on the couch, and | wished | could cuddle up next to him, fed his hedt.

But hewas il angry, the musky fume of fury hanging on him. He waswound tighter than a



clockspring, | knew enough to leave him to himsdlf right now. Werecats are dangerous and
unpredictable; if he snapped now | would have to cdm him down the old-fashioned way. The thought
sent aspike of heat through me, cleaner heat than the spoiled spillage of the scar, and | tossed down half
my drink in one motion. | didn’t think Perry and Belisawere to be trusted poking around the warehouse
while Saul and | attended to some demons of our own.

Besides, there was this redhead bitch of a Sorrow to catch.

But first thingsfirst. “So Rourke lied. It wasn't Saint Anthony’ s spear. | knew there wasn't such an
atifact.”

Saul shrugged. Belisaleaned forward, took aglass, and handed it up to Perry, flinching. Then she
took the last one for hersdlf.

| don’'t think I like the looks of that. | eyed her over the rim of my own glass. Whiskey exploded
in my stomach, another clean brief heat as my metabolism burned through it. I'm alive. Alive. Thank
you, God. I'malive.

Saul’ stone was carefully neutral. “Gui didn’'t want to lie to you, but he' d taken an oath to keep the
secret. | wonder what elsethey’ re hiding in there.”

| don't careright now. Sort it out later, too. | shivered. The thing had glowed, white-hot, and
part of the smell of burning had been Saul’ s hands charred down to the bone. “How are your fingers?’

Hewriggled them, dmost fully hedled. | caught aflash of pink scarring rapidly shrinking. “Hurtsa
little. But fine.” He spared me atight smile, the corners of his mouth and eyes crinkling. Even though
smoky musk rage pounded in the air around him, he still wanted to put me at ease.

| love you. Thewords choked mefor amoment. | looked back into my glass. Another piece of the
puzzlefdl into place. “ So you were looking for the spear, too. And your brother.”

Belisahunched her shoulders, staring into her glass. The warehouse creaked and muttered around
us. Theice crackled against her face; her other eye, black from lid to lid, seemed oddly unfocused. “The
plan was smple. We were to find the spear, kill the creature, and bring back Inez Germaine. Use her to
buy our way back into the good graces of our House. It was my inattention that alowed my brother to
escape, and we were both due for punishment and liquidation once we were returned unless we achieved
something . . . extraordinary, something that could be legitimately seen as needing an escape as part of
the plan. | visited him, explained the plan; he was to bring me the firestrike once he found where it was
hidden. The New Blasphemy priests hid it well, and we were running out of time. When | visited him he
had till not located the spear. And our House sent the Chaser for my brother, and—"

“And | got involved. So you decided alittle mindfucking wasin order?” | couldn’t helpiit. | should
kill her right now. Goddammit, she killed Mikhail and she’ s sitting on my goddamn couch. In his
house, the house he gave to me. Goddammiit.

“I know you have reason to hate me,” she said evenly. “ Y ou' ve killed my brother. Tit for tat, we're
even. Are you happy? We have less than a day before the evocation of the Namelesswill ater the
balance of power in every Sorrows House in the world. Inezisn't just playing inyour little city, hunter.
Shewill be anew Queen Mother above even the Grand Mothers, and we will—"

| choked on my whiskey, my protest that he had cracked his own poison tooth with no help from
me dying in my throat. “Wait just one goddamn second. Lessthan aday? But the end of the cycleisn't
until—"

“It' stomorrow. Y our caculations are off. They usudly are, when you add the Gregorian caendar
to themix.” Belisa' s shoulders hunched even further. “We are doomed. All of us, doomed.”

Oh, for Christ’s sake. “I’m not going to give up yet. When exactly doesthe cycle end?
Tomorrow, when?”

“At 1:15 pM. And thirteen seconds.” She eased the ice away from her face and took a gulp of the
whiskey. She looked as dgjected asit was possible for a Sorrow to look, but her black eyes were oddly
empty. Asif they were painted on.

Perry took asmall mannerly sip, raised his eyebrows, and took another. But he was crackling with
awareness, he looked ready to leap on Belisaif she so much astwitched. | found that comforting—but
dtll, seeing her flinch away from him rubbed me the wrong way.



Hard.

| finished mine and reached for the bottle. The bottle neck chattered against the mouth of my glass.
| poured mysdlf atall one.

“JI7?7" Saul. Carefully, quietly, his you want me to kill someone or what? tone.

“Oneintheafternoon.” | settled back on the couch, leather creaking. The charmsin my hair
chimed, shifting, the scar on my wrist pulsed as Perry’ s eyes rose to meet mine. Why was| looking &
him? Because he wasright in front of me, and | didn’t want to look at Bdisa. “Will freeing the human
sacrificeshelp stop it?’

Belisashrugged. “For an evocation of this nature, she would keep them close at hand. The ones
you freed were probably decoys, or only to reward her human tools. Y ou said they had been used?’

Used. What a pretty little euphemism. “They were raped.” My voice wasflat, and loaded with
terrible anger. “ Probably repestedly.” They’ re probably going to need therapy for the rest of their
lives.

Bdisanodded. “And saverd of the victims were pregnant?’

| nodded. The ruby nestled in the hollow of my throat was comfortingly warm.

“Thenit' ssmple.” Shetook another gulp of whiskey. “The harvested fetal tissueis probably to
provide abase matrix for the Unnamed' s entrance and physicality. She’ sgoing to create a Vatcharak
—an Avatar.” Admiration, probably unconscious, shaded her voice. “The other organs went for cash to
build her new House, and still others went to feed the creature. Which wasinsurance, | would guess. The
chain around its neck carried apowerful control spell. | wonder if she created it hersdf?’

| don’t know and | don’t care. “Why dump the bodies?’ Of al questions, that was probably the
most useless, but the one | most wanted to have answered.

“Probably because she had run out of placesto hide them. And aso, every place where avictim of
this evocation lay dain would become anode-point when she succeeds in bringing the Unnamed
through.”

“A node-point.” | sound shocked. “Of course. So the Avatar could have ready-made taplinesinto
the ambient energy of the city, draining it like an orange. Which would widen the psychic scar in the ether
and giveit ahel of alot of power.”

She nodded, like ateacher pleased with agood student. “Very good. | begin to seewhy your fileis
red-flagged.”

“Red-flagged? Forget it, | don’t want to know. Why did this bitch pick my city, huh?’

“Y ou alow no House here. No House, no scrutiny by other Sorrows who might discover her
plans”

What, so it’s my fault? | swalowed the flare of temper and closed my eyes, tilted my head back
againg the couch, and swore inwardly. Blew out between pursed lips, not quite awhistle. “ Jesus fucking
Chrigt.”

“I can get dmost every Werein thiscity ready in afew hours” Saul said tentetively.

“And there are hellbreed who can be coerced—" Perry began, hisvoice adark thread, for once
not supercilious.

Well, would you look at that. Even Perry’s scared. “Not enough time. And oncethisis dedlt
with, there' d be afree-for-al I'd have to sort out.” | sagged into the couch. Tired. So fucking tired. |
need a vacation. God. How many other graves are there out there, do you think? And other
bodies. God. Dear God. “Why awendigo?’

“| susgpect she came acrossit in her travel s and thought it could be useful. She wasin the Alps, and
there have been . . . stories.” Belisashuddered. “ Chutsharak.”

Cursemy curiosty, | had to know. “What isa chutsharak, anyway?’

“It'sHouse dang, not the ceremonia shorthand-garbage you know. 1t means—well, the best
trandationis, oh fuck.” Belisamanaged to sound amused. “Or something of that nature. It dependson
inflection.”

Well, one mystery solved. For amoment | was tempted to just curl up on the couch and go to
deep. Just let whatever was going to happen, happen. The animd insde me just wanted to bury itsdf ina



hole and deep off the shakes and unsteadiness that came from almost-dying.

Silence crackled, tense and deadly. Unbidden, padding soft and clean into my head, came the
sound of Mikhail’ svoice. Not singing the prayer in Russian, but growling it out in his accented English,
every word adap againgt the gray cotton of shock and apathy threatening to close over me. My own
voice following dong, uncertain and tired, but strong enough.

Cover me with Thy shield, and with my sword may Thy righteousness be brought to earth, to
keep Thy children safe. Let me be the defense of the weak and the protector of the innocent, the
righter of wrongs and the giver of charity. In Thy name and with Thy blessing, | go forth to
cleanse the night.

That iswhat you swore, Mikhail’ svoice continued. That is what you prayed. And that is what
you will do, milaya.

| gathered mysdlf. When | opened my eyes| found Perry and Belisa staring at me. Black eyes and
blue, waiting avidly. For what? It wasin Perry’ sinterest to keep me dive—at least, until he got tired of
my resistance. And Belisa? If she could get meto distract this Inez bitch for long enough, she might have
ashot at stepping into her shoes.

| rolled my head aong the back of the couch, looked at Saul. He was staring into his glass, the
musky smell of anger draining away. Look at me, Saul. Please. Let me know what you’ re thinking.

He might even have heard the thought, because he glanced & me, hismouth pulled tight in
resgnation. No, hewasn't happy at al. But he said nothing, merely giving the dight headshake that meant
hewould wait until we were alone.

Uh-oh. | made up my mind. “All right. Perry, you can take the Sorrow back to the Monde and
wait for me. If dl hell breskslo—"

“No.” Perry leaned against the back of the chair. Bdisa cringed away from him, and bilerosein my
throat. Stop it. Don't feel sorry for her. That's like feeling sorry for the rattlesnake a bobcat’s
playing with.

But till, she cringed just like ahooker waiting for apimp’sdap. And | knew what that felt like,
didn't|.

Every blessed thing about this case seemed engineered to remind me what that fucking fdlt like.

“Excuse me?’ The temperature might have dropped afew degrees, or it might have been my tone.
“Last timel looked, Perry, you weren't the onein charge here.”

“I brought you the Sorrow. Y ou promised to stay in my sight for the duration.” The scar on my arm
prickled wetly, asif he had just licked it, and | stedled mysdif.

“I didn’'t—" 1 began.

Perry gestured languidly with the glass, histone laden with flat findity. “The creature sdead. Very
well, very good. But you are my investment, dear Kiss, and | am not about to let another little viper such
asthisoneinterfere with my very interesting plansfor your education. That wouldn't be very wise of
me, would it.”

“Y ou're not known for wisdom, Perry. A certain type of cunning, maybe, but not wisdom.” It was
out before | could stop mysdlf. “Cut the crap. Y ou want to go dong? Why should | let you wander into a
firezonewhere I'll have to split my focus between worrying about what’ sin front of me and worry about
you dipping aknifeinto my back?’

Even| couldn’t quite believe I’d said it. Saul didn’t move, but | felt his attention sharpen, and
reminded mysdlf that he was Were. If Perry moved on me, Saul might try to stop him, and however fast
and dangerous a Were was, a hellbreed who could produce flame in the blue spectrum was not my idea
of agoodtime.

And | needed Saul dive.

Amazingly, Perry laughed. But Belisawas suddenly examining me, her mouth dightly open, asif a
new thought had occurred to her.

“There are more enjoyable things to do than dip aknife between your ribs, my dear Kiss.” He
sduted me with his glass, then downed the rest of the whiskey, rolling it around in his mouth and
swalowing. “Now, just tdl uswheretheicky little Sorrows hidey-holeis, and we'll finish this matter and



turn our attention to other things.” He reached down and gently, delicately smoothed Mdisande Belisa's
deek dark hair. “Like what | should do to teach this viper some manners. We have aroom at the Monde
gpecificaly reserved for—"

White-hot rage boiled up. | snapped.

| had the gun out, barely aware of drawing it. | was on my feet, my shins hitting the coffee table with
ashort sharp sound. Then I’ d legpt on the coffee table, till forward, and ended up with my feet between
Bedlisa' s, the gun pressed to Perry’ sforehead.

Oh, Jesus Chrigt, Jill, you stupid little prat.

| didn’t look down. “Y our services are no longer necessary, Pericles,” | informed him. Even, leve,
and with my unprotected belly less than three feet away from a Sorrow who probably wouldn't cry too
much in her coffeeif | ended up with a serious case of dead.

But she needs someone to take on Inez for her. That’ s why she bothered meeting me at the
hospital, that’s why she let Perry catch her, that’s why she' s still sitting here instead of trying to
escape. lsn't it?

Hiseyeswere s0 deeply, infinitely blue, indigo clouding the whitesaong traceriesjust like veins. His
pale fingers tensed on the glass. “Put the gun down, Kismet.”

You will not take a woman into that room at the Monde Nuit if | can prevent it. | have had
enough of seeing women raped tonight.

That room at the Monde.. . . | knew what it was used for.

I’d seen it used. I’ d seen what happened afterward.

My thumb reached up, pulled the hammer back. The sound of the 9 mm cocking was very loud in
the sudden hush that seemed to have descended on the warehouse. “Get. Out.” | had to work to get the
words out through the obstruction in my throat. “ Of my house. Get. Out.”

“I amlosing patience with you, Jllian. Or should | call you Judith? Didn’t you prefer tha—"

Shock dammed through me. How did he know that? How could he know that?

| squeezed.

Saul yelled, ashort sharp cat-coughing bark of surprise. Perry fell, dropped like astone. Blood
gouted, so much thick black blood, shooting a hellbreed in the head is messy.

No more. My hands shook and my breath came hard and harsh. No more.

No more of it. No more women raped, no more mindfucking, no more of it, no goddamn more. |
could take no fucking more. And if it took killing Perry and daughtering a houseful of Sorrows and an
Elder God too, | would doit.

It was that motherfucking smple.

My hand dropped. The scar on my wrist began to burn, tearing in through my skin toward my
bones. | looked down at Belisa, whose head was bowed. Her shoulders were shaking under the blue
glk.

Don’'t worry, | wanted to say. | fixed it. | stopped him. He won’t hurt you now.

Thefaint voice of rationdity piped up. Thiswasa Sorrow, the one who had killed my teacher.
What the hell was | doing protecting her?

She's still a woman. And no woman deserves Perry, dammit. Or gang-rape by hellbreed.
“Saul.” My voice cracked, my throat denying itself akilling scream. “Go get the car warmed up.”

“Jl—

Goddammit, Saul, I'm not safe right now. | think | just did something stupid. “Doit.”

He got up, | heard the couch squeak. Then he was gone. | heard the front door dam as | stepped
back from the Sorrow who hunched in the chair, her hair faling forward over her face. The smell of
rotting blood cooking in agun barrel painted the air. My hands were shaking. Point blank, you shot him
point blank, hope that’ s enough. Pray that’s enough.

And under that, the other thought, repesating like abad record. No more. Not to another woman.
No fucking more.

“Bdisa?’ | still sound like a stranger. What have | done? “Médisande?’

Her shoulderswere till shaking. And God help me, but my fingerstightened on the gun again, and it



wasall | could do not to shoot her too.

“Goddammit, get up. Let’'sgo. We ve got aworld to save, you Chaldean bitch.”

Then her face tipped up, her black eyes meeting mine, and | saw she was laughing. Tearsrolled
down her cheeks, and she smiled, adeath’ s-head grin that told me she was having ahell of agood time.
Her hand stabbed forward, the broken glass ampoul e spewing something that smelled oddly sweet; my
body sagged, not hitting the floor because of her dimiron arms around my waist. Her fingerswere a my
throat, | heard asnap as she tore the ruby away and tossed it, its sSweet chime asit hit thefloor. | choked
on the poison and heard her laughter ring in the rafters. She laughed asif she had just heard theworld's
funniest joke.

Laughed, infact, fitto die.

Blackness. | floated.

I’mdead. Any minute now I’ll see Hell again. I’'ll sink into it, and they’ll start on me, every
hellbreed I've killed, everyone I’ ve laid to rest. I'll start screaming, and it will never end, and I'll
be back on the streetcorner with the wind on the back of my legs and that car coming toward me.
| will. In a moment. When | finish being dead.

Something hard against my back. Cold hardness seeping into my skin. My nerveswere on fire with
pain, creeping up my arms and legs. Any minute now | would wake up to find mysdf in Hell. Therewas
no reason to fight it. | was dead.

Dead. Floating in ablackness that started to sting in all my fingers and toes, asif | waswrestling
withajdlyfish.

Bdisa Thetraitorous bitch.

Did she kill me? Why? She wanted me for a diversion so she could take out this Inez bitch.

Didn’t she?

A nagging little idea began growing in the back of my mind. | tried to push it away, to concentrate
on being dead, but it wouldn’t go away.

Thefile on you is red-flagged for a reason. She had given a picture-perfect imitation of being
scared to death of Perry, and she probably had been. One false move, one note out of tune, and he might
have killed her before he could bring her to me. | certainly wouldn’t put it past him. But she'd had an
ampoule of something. Poison, the Sorrows trademark. Poison in word, deed, and fact.

Belisa knew too much. Thiswas, again, Mikhail’svoice. Far too much. How she know what the
redhead bitch is planning? And here is thought, milaya, is there reason why you haven't seen zis
redhead Sorrow yet? There' s such a thing aswigs.

But that made no sense, did it? Nothing about this made much sense.

Wake up, kitten. Thetone of my conscience changed, mutated into avoice | knew aswell asmy
own, deep and soft. Saul’ s voice, whispered in my ear. At least he' d been outside when Belisamade her
move. Time to wake up. Come on.

But | wasdead, and | was so tired. So goddamn tired of it dl. Being ahunter isjust one disgusting
fight after another, and there were endlesdy inventive ways people could be shot, stabbed, tortured,
burned, hurt. Every hunter got tired of seeing it, even if we were luckier than the cops who only dedlt with
humans. A hunter had to remind himsalf—or hersaf—about why we did this. Why we put ourselves
through this.

Well, why, cream puff? Thistime the voice wasn't Saul’ sor Mikhail’s. It was another voice, onel
knew very wdll, the voice of aman who had picked up alondy shivering girl and made her fed
worthwhile, made her fed loved, before he’ d turned her out on the street and set her to earning her
keep. Why d'ya do it at all, then?

| didn’t want to hear Vd; I'd killed him. | pushed that voice away with an effort so hard it felt
physicd, heard a shape ess sound. It sounded like someone was moaning, coming to, swimming up out of
dark water. Meta clashed, and the fierce cold against my back and my heels ratcheted up another notch.
It burned across my buttocks, my shoulders, digging into the back of my head and my neck. And the
ingde of my right wrist hurt, a sharp stabbing pain.

Oh, shit. Maybe | wasn't dead.



Vv’ svoicewouldn't go away. Why d'ya do it, babydoll? Huh? You don’'t do it to save the
world or any fucking shit like that. You want to know why you put yourself through this?

| pushed that voice away again. | knew why | did it. | didn’t need to be reminded.

Why are you a hunter, kitten? Saul’ s voice, on the edge of breaking. We did fight, sometimes
volcanically, and he had asked me once or twice why | seemed so determined to fling mysdlf into the
worgt trouble | could find. There' s no retirement plan for hunters—none of uslivethat long. There saso
no Higher Authority, even though the Church trainsalot of us. If ahunter wantsto quit hejust quits, just
disappears. You aren’t ahunter because you' reforced into it, or because you fill out an application and
have to find a replacement.

No, ahunter chooses to put his body on the line. And each hunt is another conscious choice.
Nobody would blame you if you stopped, backed out, laid down the sword, and walked away. Asa
matter of fact, that was the sanest option—part of finding an apprentice is doing everything possible to
dissuade the candidate from even thinking about taking the training.

We all do zisfor one reason, milaya. It isfor to quiet ze screaming in our dreams. It isfor to
kill our own demons. And they call us heroes. Idiots. Mikhail, again. Why was | hearing voices?|
could even smell him. VVodka metabolizing out through the skin, the smell of someoneraised in adifferent
climate, foreign darkness and the smell of his hair as he leaned over meto correct my form, the copper
charmstied in hishair tinkling swesetly.

His voice dropped to awhisper in the very center of my head. Now is time for ze waking up,
milaya. Wake up.

| didn’t want to. | wanted only to drift. But the stinging in my fingers and toes sharpened, asif they
were coming back to life.

Asif | was coming back to life.

If you do not wake up, milaya, | will hit you.

| lunged into consciousness, fully aware and awake, because when Mikhail said that he never lied.
Metd clashed as| tried to legp to my feet, springing up—and was grabbed mercilesdy at wristsand
ankles, my head hitting cold stone as | was yanked back. Stars dammed through my head, actud bright
pointsof light.

Shit. Oh shit.

| was on my back on cold, hard stone that felt glassy, like obsidian. And | was chained, the cold
cuffs closed around ankles and wrists. Stretched out like avirgin sacrifice.

Well, if that’ s what they wanted they certainly have the wrong girl. My forlorn little laugh
half-choked itsway out of my throat, | blinked, breathed in along lungful of air so cold it burned, and
looked around.

| pulled againgt the chainsfirst. No give, and they were oricha c-tainted titanium, just the thing to
hold down a hellbreed-strong hunter. Stronger than they had any right to be, and probably with staples
driven deep into the granite of the floor and concrete underneeth. | pulled al four chainsuntil | wassure
couldn’t just wriggle out. It was't likely, but sometimes even Sorrows made mistakes.

Not this Sorrow. A respectable foe, smart, accurate, canny, and unwilling to take chances. Just my
luck. The chains were too tight for me to pop a shoulder out of its socket and wriggle around, too.

Dammit.

Vaulted celling, made of poured concrete, ribbed and beautiful, in perfect proportion. Hammered
into the concrete were the Forms, the squiggles and sharp curves carved and filled with thick gold wire,
glinting asthey channdled etheric force. The place was humming, aive with sorcerous power.

By craning my head | could see the floor was granite blocks fitted precisely together, and was also
full of wrigt-thick gold linestwidting; the dtar wasinsde asquare, set insde apentacle, set ingdeatriple
circlethat held the Nine Sedls, each in its prescribed place. Between the pentacl€’ s outer orbit and the
beginning of thetriple circle was another smdler dtar, this one curved like adolphin’s back without the
fin. Channelswere carved into this concrete curve, deep fresh channelsthat were already dark and
crusted.

Thefirst sacrifices had already been performed.



Candles burned, their flames hissing in the dimness. Candles that smelled sickish-sweet. In thetrade
they are called perfect-talow.

Thelayman would call them, with respectable horror, made of human fat.

“Chrigt,” 1 whispered, and the sound bounced off the high vaulted roof. There were braziers, and
heat smmered up from each of them. Thislittle hole hadn’t come cheap, especidly with dl the gold. She
must have funneed an amazing amount of cashintoiit.

Perhapsthefind indignity wasthat | was naked except for the leather cuff buckled securely over
the scar—under the chain-cuff. My ruby was gone, and | could tell the slver ring Mikhail had given me
was gonetoo. The silver charmsin my hair, each one painstakingly braided in with red thread, were gone
aswel. There was no comforting weight of slver in my earseither.

Which made me fed even more naked.

Crap. Well, I'm till alive, aren’'t 1? That’s one. But the sinking sensation under my breastbone
just wouldn’t go away. Because if Belisahad drugged me, stripped me of my jewelry, and dragged me
here, there was only one reason why.

The deep sharp blood-channels cut into the smooth glassy surface of the altar underneasth metold
me just what they had planned for me.

Saul. Did she hurt Saul? How did she get me here? | shut my eyes. Don’t panic, Jill. Don’t you
fucking dare panic.

How could | not panic? Had she hurt Saul? Had she? Or had she just dragged me out of there,
content to ude him?

The prayer rose under the surface of my mind. Thou Who hast given me strength to fight evil,
protect me. Keep me from harm. Grant me strength in battle, honor in living, and a quick clean
death when my time comes—

“Fuck that,” | whispered. | didn't want to dieat all.

There had to be something | could do. Even if the preliminary sacrifices had aready been
performed, | still had at least an hour. Or at least, | hoped | did.

Timeto think fast.
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The stone was cold and my head hurt. | kept my eyes closed and my breathing steady, and the scar had
turned hot. Very hot. Asif ablowtorch was held againgt it, the skin crisping and turning black, burning
down to bone but never quite getting there, burning.

Was Perry dead? Probably. I’d shot him in the head with silver-coated ammo. If hewasn't dead he
was very unhappy—and unlikely to forgive me. He would probably ped the scar off me himsdlf, and
overload my nervous system with sick wriggling pleasurewhile he did it.

If he does that, Jillian, you'll be aliveto feel it. Which will mean you'll have escaped this. So
don’t worry about it right now.

The scar was hot. And when thefirst acrid scent of burning found itsway to my nostrils| was
elated—but not so happy my concentration dipped.

Fire, from ahellbreed mark. Part of the bargain, even if Perry was mad at me.

He shouldn’t have called me that. Shouldn’t have threatened to have a woman raped, even if
it was a Sorrow.

The thought disturbed my concentration, but the heat didn’t dip. | heard arustling, and swallowed
hard, opening my eyesjust asthe last shred of the tough battered leasther charred. | couldn’t seeit under
the metal cuff that held my arm stretched at an awkward angle, just in the precise place that robbed me
of any leverage. It was the same with my legs.

The Sorrows are good at trussing people up.

The soft sounds were velvet capes, brushing the floor. | heard another soft, chilling sound.

A long drugged moan, impossibleto tdll if the voicewas male or female. The cold air brushed my
skin, and | shivered.



The sudden wash of sensation from the scar was enough to make gooseflesh rise dl over my body.
| could, if | wanted to, look down and seeif my nipples were hard.

A fine time to be naked and chained to an altar, Jill. With you the fun times never end. | drew
in along soft breath, watching asthey camein two by two.

Two. Four. Six. Eight.

| was beginning to get avery bad fegling about this. | had assumed that Inez was arogue Sorrow,
but that was because Belisa had told me so. For there to be more than one Sorrow here was bad, bad
news. Which one of the robed bitches was the one who had killed my teacher and maneuvered me so
neetly?

Ten. Twelve; these two carrying between them along pal e shape that was awoman’' s body. The
shapeless moan came again, it wasfrom her. Drugged.

Oh, thank God, she won’t feel athing if | can’t save her in time. Christ, how am| going to
get out of this?

They were hooded and draped in black-blue velvet, but the thirteenth entered with her hood thrown
back. A deek shock of darkish hair glowed with bloody highlightsin the candldight, and she walked to
one of the brass braziers—the one nearest the curved sacrificia atar—and tossed something in. Sizzling
filled the ar for amoment, then sweet smoke billowed out.

Ambergris. Amber. And clove.

Theincense of evocation. My skin chilled again. | was going to go into shock.

Sopit, Jillian. Listen. Look. Plan.

What plan? | wastrussed up tighter than a Christmas turkey. But the stink of charred legther told
me | was't completely helpless.

Think, Jill. And open your goddamn eyes.

“It won't help, you know.” Her voice was soft, accented with fluid French and wrapping its velvety
ends around me; digging in, squeezing, looking for away insde. She glided up to the altar on cat-soft
feet, this blood-haired Sorrow.

| found myself looking at a strong-jawed, not unpleasant face; her eyeswere black fromlid to lid
and the bruising of her aurawas deep and severe. | caught awhiff of something else, too, afumethat
shimmered out from her robe in waves of olfactory scarlet and gold.

Shewasfar more than a Sorrows adept. That fume could only mean one thing.

| was looking at a Grand Mother of aHouse of Sorrows, one of the most efficient praying mantises
the world has ever seen. Just one step below a Queen Mother, abrooding termite capable of hiving off
Houses and calling potential suicidesto her as Sorrows Neophyms.

In other words, | wasin deep fucking shit.

My brain jittered like arabhbit; | inhaled sharply, and she smiled. Set just under her hairline, above
and between her eyes, was her mark: the three circles, the black flame, and a colorless glitter that was
the sedl of a Grand Mother.

| cleared my throat. “Inez Germaine, | presume.” My voice was harsh, cracked, and only human
after the softness of hers. Like the cawing of araven after adulcet song.

Quit it, Jill. She's a fucking Sorrows mantis, she’ll chew you up if you're not careful. | gave
her my maost winning smile. She was going to have to work harder than that to squeeze her way in
through my mental defenses. | was toughened by so many exorcismsthat | wasn't even surel could let
something inif | wanted to.

| didn’t want to test that theory, though. Not at all.

She put one hand down, and avelvet deeve brushed my bdly as her fingers closed around my |eft
breast. | made my face amask, but she smiled, avery gentle smilethat sat incongruously on her strong
face. Her thumb moved alittle. “Inez Germaine Ayasha, if you wish to be specific.” She paused,
examining me thoroughly; scalp to toenails. If I’ d been embarrassed by nakedness, now would have been
thetimeto show it. But dating aWere will give you awhole new definition of naked, and having a
hellbreed kiss on your wrist will too.

But her hand let go of my breast, trailed down my ribs. | sucked in ashalow breath. No.



Her fingertips brushed my belly, passing over old ridged scars and the furrows of abdomina muscle
from hard training. | wastoo stringy, redly, not much room for big curveswhen you' refighting like hell all
thetime and having ahard time taking in enough protein to fuel that sort of muscle burn.

Sometimes | wondered if Saul would have liked me alittle softer. A little more feminine.

The touch lightened as she brushed my pubic hair. “ Tranquille, enfante,” she murmured. Camly,
lovingly. “1 would not crack so fineavessd.”

Her fingers dipped, and my entire body closed. My eyesrolled up into my head, and | curled up
into the quiet space inside my own head. That space was small, and dark, and smelled like akid' s closet
stuffed with shoes and plush animals. Bad things could batter at the door, men could howl outside, but
ingdel wassafe.

It was the space that | used to go to whenever Saul touched me. With Mikhail it had been hesat and
combat, but with Saul . . . it had been gentleness.

He had coaxed me out with infinite patience, one night at atime, holding me when | sobbed.
Stroking my hair, reassuring me, easing me aong. Until | could have my body belong to me again, and
like anything that belonged to me it could be shared.

But not now. Now | didn’t want to share. | went rigid, sweeting, my jaw so tight my teeth ground
and sang athin song of agony, red and black explosions playing out behind my eyelids as she probed
with first one finger, then ancther.

| made alow harsh sound. Metal clashed as| struggled, hit my head against the stone altar, and
suddenly knew that if she kept going | would beat my skull againgt the stone until one of us broke.

And| didn't think it would bethe dtar.

Shefindly returned her black eyesto my face, diding her fingersfree and stroking my belly again
with the flat of her palm. “Y ou should have been born into aHouse, cherie.” Her tone was gentle, kind.
“We would have known how to bring out the best in such a. . . ddlicate temperament as yours, without
causing such regrettable sde effects.”

High praise, from a Sorrow. “Horseshit.” If you think I’ m going to beg, bitch, think again. “Nice
trick, sending Belisato play the Sorrow in distress. That brother bit dmost got me.”

“Mélisande s brother was genuine. | picked both of them, ma cherie.” The smilewidened. “ So
brave.” Her fingers stroked, came back up to cup my breast, and | could fed that my nipple was indeed
hard. Hard as a chunk of rock.

Goddammit. But sx years of Perry’ sscar burning on my wrist and hisfiddling with my interna
thermostat was now paying off in prime. My heartrate stayed the same, though my bresthing was alittle
harsher than | liked. | felt soul-bruised, savagely stretched, and just one thin hair away from raped.

If 1 belong to me, then | can share or not share, and | don’t want to share with you, you
bitch.

Besides, if she wanted to mindfuck mewith just a paper file to work from, she was going to haveto
work for it. Perry was harder to ded with.

No heisn’t, goddammit. Perry’sinterested in seeing you remain breathing so he can break
you. This bitch is going to kill you anyway; she’s calling you “ dear” asif you're her Neophym.
You're dead. Get something for your pains, Jill.

“The bodies were to draw me out and create taplines.” | sounded steady. Steady enough for being
chained naked to arock. “Bdisawas just to spice the mix, draw mein, keep me around. But why the
wendigo?

She laughed, amarveloudy soft sound. | sucked in adeadly breath as her warm fingers continued
to stroke my breast. “Y ou think I’ m going to make the mistake cartoon villains make and tell you my
planswhile you work on burning away thet ridiculous leather bracelet?” She twesked my nipple with her
fingertips, | kept astraight face. Heard more soft moans.

Oh, God. They're starting the second sequence.

“| seethe lamb’ s voice disturbs you more than mine does, hunter. The wendigo was a useful tool,
and its habits kept you looking in the wrong place. But your first encounter with it was carefully scripted.”

“Y ou were on the roof with abow.” | sounded bored. But | wanted to look past her to the curving



dtar. Controlled mysdlf. “Killing your own employees.”

“They were men, my darling. Useful, expendable, but overwhelmingly usdess—"

“I'm female, and just as expendable.” Interrupting a Grand Mother isagood way to piss her off;
they were therulers of their Houses. Big egos and big brains, not to mention enough sorcerous ability to
power ablimp. Her eyeswere so black, fromlid tolid, infinite holesin her pleasant face. Degp. So
deep.

The scar on my arm was growing hotter by the moment, asif Perry had breathed on it, turning it to
lava | could dmost fed acidic sdivatrickling down my wrigt, too. The pain scored up my arm, jolted me
out of the sticky web of her eyes.

“You, ma belle, are not expendable. Y ou are my greatest achievement. The pregnant victims were
selected for fetd tissue, yes, but that tissue has dready been harvested and sold to the highest bidder.
They paid for the vault over your head.”

Well, that's a fucking relief. Thanks for giving me that wonderful piece of news. | was
beginning to get avery bad feding abouit this. “Y ou’ re doing an evocation,” | said flatly. “ And you want
meto be the host for your psychatic little fucknut of a—"

The blow came out of nowhere, smashing across my cheek, my head rang and | saw starsagain.
Then her fingers were back on my breast, caressing, kneading my flesh. | felt awarm trickle of blood
trace down my chin and rolled my head back to look at her. “ Damaging the merchandise, bitch.” My
voice was husky.

“Y ou are merely required to be whole, not undamaged. Think of it. One of the Old Ones, the
summa of negation, ingde abody—a female body, abody capable of creation and destruction, a body
strengthened with a hdllbreed mark and possessing asoul gifted with murder and mayhem in the finest
degree? Y ou are afit vessd, and once you arefilled there will be enough blood, enough destruction, to
remakethisworld asit once was. The Elder Gods will live through you, hunter.” Her smilewas calm,
beautiful, and so saneit was crazed, and | began to really get abad feding abouit this.

| heard the last breathless sigh of the drugged woman near the door. Oh, God. Please, God. No.
Then ateribly find cessation, the act of ditting the throat down to the vertebrae. And the gurgle of life
and blood leaving the bodly.

The golden marks on the celling writhed, afresh humming charge flooding them. “Try again, you
bitch,” I whispered. “I’m ahunter. Y our Chaldean filth won't stick to me.”

“A hunter who hasjust killed adozen men.” Inez Germaine s smile broadened. She stroked my
breast once more, lovingly, and | jagged in asharp breath. The gentle touch reminded me of Saull,
something | couldn’t afford. “Y ou daughtered them like pigs, bebe. Y ou heard the screams for mercy
and you disregarded them. Y ou were judge, jury, and executioner, you took your God' s place.”

It wasn't like that. “1 did not.”

“You killed them, didn’t you?’

“They were your accessories. Willing, in Jonte€' s case. Unwitting in others. But they were—"

“We'redl aware of your fedings about pimps, Judith.”

Tha name again, the name of adead girl. Theair left me asif I’ d been punched. Oh, Bdlisahad
gotten her money’ sworth when she' d rifled Mikhall’ s private papers.

Sop it, the voice of reason said, desperately. Stop it. Of course she’ s dug that up. You aren’t
her anymore. That girl died and you came back from Hell. That’ s not you.

But my voice wasragged. “Cogsin awhed, bitch. One steps out, the next stepsin. Try another
gticky-finger attempt to get ingde my head. You'vefailed.”

“Pas necessaire.” The smilethat broke over her face now wasamarve of sncere serenity. |
heard more velvet shushing and another dow, disoriented moan. Another victim. The second sequence.

The touch on my breast gentled. “Theritua will proceed, cherie belle. And when you look inthe
face of the Old One who will inhabit you, wewill see how much your protestsavail you.” A find gentle
tweaking of my nipple and she was gone, shushing back in her long velvet robe. The sound of the candles
hissed, and there was another soft gurgle as blood spilled, steaming, into the air. The copper reek
thickened.



| looked up at the celling. Golden marks revolved in their stately dance, thick gold wire scoring new
channels through the concrete, twisting and heding their former runnelswithout asigh. And as soon as
Inez Germaine cleared the square around the dtar, the golden border of the square flushed with etheric
force and began to move too.

By the end of the second sequence of sacrifices the pentacle would be revolving aswell. Then the
third sequence, but that one would be the harvested death Inez was carrying behind her black eyes,
ready to release with aWord. A Word in Chaldean, which would charge the Nine Seals and the triple
circle, containing the psychic force and enforcing the collective will of the Sorrows hive on the space
ingde

After that, the find sequence, which would rip open aholein the fabric of redity. And | wasright at
ground zero. A tagty little snack.

Her voice was soft and utterly merciless, dropping into my head like a bean into afurrow. Ready to
germinate, the seed of doubt. You slaughtered them like pigs, bebe. You heard screams for mercy
and you disregarded them. You were judge, jury, and executioner, you took your God' s place.

And what had | told Saul? Told him to go to the barrio, because | didn’t want him to seewhat |
was capable of. What | could do, once | decided it was necessary.

My breath hissed in my throat. Hopeless. It was fucking hopeless. Nothing lft to do but pray.

Cover me with Thy shield, and with my sword may Thy righteousness be brought to earth, to
keep Thy children safe. Let me be the defense of the weak and the protector of the innocent—

| balked, sheer stubbornness rising up under the words, shunting the prayer aside. It would work
when | was gearing up to face Perry, but not now. Not now. Oh God, not now, | didn’t want to dielike
this, stretched out like bad fantasy-novel art on amoldy old twenty-five-cent paperback.

| was going to die.

Fury roseinme. Shit on that, Jillian Kismet. Shit all over that. You're a hunter, there’ s work
to do and your city to save. Think up a way to get out of this one, you stupid whore. You didn’t
even tell Saul where her little bolthole is. How could you be so stupid? Assuming, of course, that
Belisa left Saul alive.

Another breath, this one deegper and smoother.

You' re chained naked to an altar and they’re killing people over there, and there’'sa Sorrows
Grand Mother who is crazy as a bedbug with a thumb in your door. And all hell’ s about to break
loose.

It wasn't working. Panic set in. | thrashed, once, twice, the chains jangled.

| heard it again, the gurgle of another life wasted. Women, probably, the reserve Inez had kept here
inthis place, a Sorrows House hidden so wonderfully well in my own city. Hidden sowell | hadn’t had a
clue—but I’ d been busy since spring, hadn’t I? Dreadfully busy. A spikein violence and crimethat wasa
clear sgn of Sorrows moving in, with twenty-twenty hindsight | could solve every fucking problem,
couldn't1?

They werekilling people. People from my city. My people.

But why should you care? You killed eleven of them last night. Not twelve, like that bitch
said—unless you count Perry and he's not a pimp, he's a hellbreed. Just one step up froma pimp
in my personal pantheon of evil, but still.

The voice was soft, seductive, stroking me. Why should you care, Jill? Why should you care
how many they kill?

“Mine,” | whispered, and closed out the sound of the candles burning and the sudden hiss as
someone threw a gout of incense into another brazier. “My city. My city.”

Santa Luz was my city; and whoever wasin it—especialy anyone a Sorrow would want to
sacrifice—was under my protection. | kept the law in my city, goddammit, and if thisjumped-up praying
mantis thought she was going to kill pregnant hookers and Maob bossesin my town and without my
say-s0, she had another think coming.

But doesn’t that make you just like them, Jill”? Doesn’t it? You decide who lives, who dies?
Judge, jury, executioner?



The scar on my wrist turned excruciatingly hot. Pain rolled up my arm, agreet golden glassy spike
of pain. The scream burst from me, raw, wrecked, and agonized, like the dying scream of the wendigo.
I"d killed it too, hadn’t 1? No matter that Saul had held the spear, | had caused its death.

Who was| to decide that?

| am the law, goddammit! | protect them, the innocents. | am the sword of righteousness.

But I'd murdered, hadn’t 1? Eleven pimps. Eleven men, never mind that they’d given methe
information | needed. Never mind that the world was probably better off without them.

Cogsin awheel, bitch. The world is not better off without them. More will rise to take their
place.

And with every pimp | killed I bought some hooker on a corner alittle breathing room. Not much,
not ever enough—~but some.

It wasworthiit.

| sagged againgt the dtar’ s cold unforgiving glass at my back. The chains clashed. The golden
marks on the celling were twisting madly now, running with the black crackling lightning of Chaldean
sorcery.

Another gurgle. Guilt dammed through me, ahot steamy nauseous guilt. | had falen right into the
trap, and people were dying for it. Innocent people.

| tilted my head over, tucking my chin, and looked.

Black lightning ate the body whole once the blood had been spilled. Where there had been apae
human form, veined in black fire, now there was nothing; the etheric discharge of death, visible through
my blue eye, was trapped and funneled, the soul tearing itsalf free and disappearing, the etheric strings
holding it to the body snapped. Cleanly severed. The wendigo' s violence and reek had covered up the
signs of theft on the other bodies. How many of them? How much death was the blood-haired bitch
carrying?

No wonder she's fucking mad, | thought, and it was like adap of freezing water.

They dragged another drugged naked form in, and ice dammed through me. Pure, clean, marvelous
ice, thelittle click as| disconnected again, taking off, rising. Becoming that other person, the JiI Kismet
who could go from house to house like the Angdl of Degath, sparing and striking according to her will.

Thegirl had long sandy hair, and was drugged out of her mind. She didn’t struggle, but suddenly it
was't her | was seeing. It was another girl, with long brown hair and a severely bruised face, whose
ankleswere thin and bruised too, who flinched when | ydlled.

Oh, dear God. | knew it wasn't Cecilia; she waswith Avery. Or &t least, so | hoped.

But goddammit, the light wasn’t good, and when | looked at the pale body they bent back over the
curved dtar dl | could see was Cecilia sface. The face of atired young hooker who had once been a
bright needy little girl, who had escaped from Hell between four walls of ahome and found a different hell
out in the cold world, in backseats and hotel rooms and up againgt walls and wherever adark corner
could be found and sometimes, not even then.

And under Cecilia sface, | saw another face. A face of agirl with dark hair and brown eyes, avery
intelligent but terribly crippled child who had grown up too fast.

She'sdead, Jill. The only one left alive is you. She went into Hell and you came back.

| struggled, but slently. Pulled. Pulled.

| pulled againgt the chains, my breath coming out in along huuuuuungh! of effort, veins popping
out and muscles protesting. The scar turned white-hot, agony bolting up my arm, and | heard adight
groan of overstressed metd.

| was il looking when they tipped her head back, the vulnerable curve of her throat glaring-white
in the smoky dimness. More incense had been thrown on the braziers. The air crackled with humming
etheric force, the thick golden wires whispering now asthey remade themselves, livid lurid golden fire
writhing and undulating through granite floor and concrete vaullt.

They use curved knives, the Sorrows. Curved black obsidian blades, with hammered gold in the
blood groove.

| screamed as the knife descended, my cry taking on physical shape and smashing through the



incense smoke, my back arching asif in the throes of orgasm. | convulsed with every iota of strength,
mentd, physcd, everything, straining, tearing at the prison of metd around my wrigts. My left shoulder
popped, tendons savagely stretched, dmost didocating itself, and | heard ascream of meta stretching
and stone bubbling hot. Heat blasted up, reflecting from the dtar’ s surface and careering across the cold
vault in agunpowder flash.

Inez Germaine Ayashalaughed, and she pronounced the Word in Chaldean that set |oose the third
sequence and tore the three circlesinto screaming life.

Then everything broke loose.
| think | passed out. At least momentarily. But that moment contained alifetime.

Darkness enfolded me, smothered me, pressed down deep upon me. A bulging pressed obscendly
againg the fabric of the physica world. Spacetime curving, the black curved mirror slanting, apregnant
hollow of cancerous pus as something, sensing itstime was near, strained to be let out. Strained to rip
through etheric and physicd redlity, strained to unzip the barrier of the world and step through. There had
been much work to prepare for this, much toil and suffering, and there was abody ripe for thetaking. A
matrix of probabilities meshed, caught, turned . . . and tipped.

It dropped like a baby’ s head into the waiting hollow of the pelvis, descending preparatory to labor.
The mother draws adeep breeth, relieved for the moment, unconscious that around the corner liesthe
draining of birth.

And then, it pushed.

Screaming, torn past rationdity, an anima shriek asif my gutswere ripping out on glassy sharp
claws. Screaming asif the vell had been torn away and I’ d seen the naked face of existence leering down
a me.

Maybe | had.

The howl wasan animd’s, yet it shaped words, alanguage that had not been spoken since the War
between the Chaldean gods and the Imdérak, the Lords of the Trees. The Imdarak were gone, their
victory in banishing the Chaldeans from this plane Pyrrhic in the extreme, something only whispered
faintly of between hunters, passed down in the dead of night as part of ahunter’ sinheritance. Yet |
screamed doud in that language, tearing my voca cords until the screaming trailed off in along rasping
gurgle asif my throat was cut.

It bore down on me. Animmense weight, seeking to get in, to crush meand fill me, boiling wine
trying to shatter the cup it was poured into. Or lava, forcing itsway through abrittle stony crust. Forcing
itsway into me, to possess me,

Something in meresisted. A hard piece of tinfoil between theteeth, asmall germ of irritation, a
pinprick to acreature thismighty. Every exorcism I’ d ever done—had it fdt like thisto the victims?
Locks smashed, drawers pulled out, mental furniture reduced to matchsticks, personality shredded,
breaking, the essence that was me dtretching in athin film over something too horrible to be described,
like the shape of amonster under ablanket that is so instantly wrong you know it cannot be human.

Is nothing even close to human.

Then, pain. Fresh pain, adice sraight through the middle of me. A fist curled in my hair and
yanked, metal snapping a my wrists and ankles, and | spilled off the atar in abonel ess heap, my head
hitting granite with skullcracking force. The gurgle died in my throat, giving way to awhimper.

Like abeaten dog, whining in the back of itsthroat.

“No,” Perry’sdmost-familiar voice said, and the scar on my wrist suddenly turned blowtorch-hot
again under the meta of the broken cuffs. And every pain in the world was suddenly athin imitation of
thisagony, excruciating because it was physica and yet ardief because it wasn't the soul-destroying
violation of my innermost sdif.

“Sheismine,” the voice continued, camly but with aterrible weight of anger. “ Signed, sedled, and
witnessed, Elder. Sheisnot for you.”

The world stopped on its axis, though | could now hear other sounds. Crimson sparks danced
behind my eyes, and | heard clashing, screams, and the coughing roar of aWerein battle-fury. Saul? My
dazed brain staggered.



The thing spoke again, along string of those horrible, horrible alien sounds. | cowered, chains
clashing as| clapped my numb hands over my bleeding ears and huddied against something solid.
Something absurdly comforting, twin hardnesses poking into my ribs, asif | was at the foot of astatue. |
choked on blood and bile, drew in a shuddering breath, and the scar turned to liquid on my arm. Pleasant
oiled honey, diding under my skin. Soothing.

OhGodplease let it be over, please let it be over. | sobbed without restraint, huddling down and
making mysdf assmadl as| could.

“Let’sask her, shall we?’ Perry’ svoice turned cheerful, razor-edged with sheer goodwill, and |
flinched. | knew that tone. | knew that voice, though | had never heard it unveiled initsfull aching power
before. “| think she likes me better. But then, I’'m handsomer.”

More screams, more sounds of bloodshed, the steady roar of an enraged Were doubling, trebling.
How many were there? Saul? Is that you? Oh, God. God help me.

It was my first coherent thought, and | welcomed it, even as| clung to someone sfeet. My eyes
cleared, bit by bit. Theair wasfull of ambergris, clove, copd, and ahorrid, foul, rotting stench; asmell so
alien the brain shuddered each time it drifted across the nasal receptors. Oh, God. God, thank you.
Thank you.

It spoke again, that sound tearing at the world. With it, quiet seemed to envelop us, the choking
quiet of anuclear winter.

A laugh like aflaming sted sword to the heart. “How very crass, Elder. Wherever you have been,
you have not learned manners. No wonder they banished you. Did you not hear methefirst time? 1 said
no. Thisoneis mine. See?’

The scar bloomed hotly again, and | moaned against hisfeet. Spilled over onto my back, my body
not obeying me but | had to look, had to see. He was hellbreed, and he was dangerous, but he was
better than that . . . that thing.

Perry stood, his handsin his gray trouser pockets, immaculate as dways. There was an angry red
healing mark on hisforehead, perfectly placed, and his blue eyes blazed with holocaust flame over the
indigo spreading through the whiteslike a cobra s hood. | was looking from benesath, from the floor, so
he seemed tdler than he should have, and thinner, and hisface was full of awasted light like the dying of
the sun on aknife-cold winter day. His pae hair had become a hao, and a breeze touched my face,
choking with the smell of dusty feathers and spoiled, rotten honey. | heard buzzing—wasps? angry
hornets? flies>—and couldn’t tell where it came from. He stood straight and dim asa sword, and hisface
was no longer bland but terribly, sharply beautiful.

Beautiful in the same way amushroom cloud or the sterile white light of reaction is beautiful. A
devouring beauty.

Abovethe dtar, darkness pulsed. Only it wasn't darkness. It was like the wendigo, shapes running
likeink on wet paper. Shapes that were so completely divorced from the geometry of our normal space
that | tried to throw up again, seeing them twist and try to legp free.

If that carnivorous thing broke through. . .

It spoke very softly, the words gtill dimpling and scoring the fabric of redity. But it wasfading,
drawing away like the cry of adistant train. It was no less menacing and alien.

Perry shrugged. It wasamarvel of Galic fluidity, that shrug, expressing resgnation and uncaring
disinterest. “ Perhaps. But you are there, and | am here, and | own this.” Hisfoot moved dightly,
nudging my hip now since | had turned onto my back. The scar boiled with spiked honey, pleasure
creeping up my arm and spilling down my chest. Soothing, caming. | heard my own shapeess, helpless
moan again.

Just like one of the drugged victimsthey had dit open.

Oh, God. God help me.

Thething replied with athick burping chuckle, like poisonous mud boailing. | twitched againgt the
sound, the raw placesinsde my head stinging under another salted lash.

“Empty threats bore me, Elder. Go contemplate cold eternity elsewhere. It is our time now.”

Redlity closed together like acameralens shutter, and | convulsed asit tried to drag me, but Perry’s



foot came down on the skein of my hair, nailing mein place with ajolt. A soon asthe telescoping hole
closed | shuddered again, strength spilling back into my bones.

But not enough. Nowhere near enough.

Perry glanced over his shoulder, gauging the Situation. Then he squatted, hisleft hand dangling, his
right reaching down to thread through my hair. Therewas no silver for him to avoid. He made afig,
pulling my head up. My throat curved helpless, and the cold floor scorched my hip, my back, my
buttocks, my hedls. “Look at this” he said softly. “My poor darling.”

His blue eyes burned into my brain, even asthe scar writhed with curdled plessure. “Here” A jolt
smashed through me, asif | wasin cardiac arrest and had defib applied. | cried out, weakly, the cuffson
my ankles and wrigts chiming and dattering agains the floor.

Just like anewborn screaming.

“My poor, poor Kiss,” hewhispered. “Look at thismess.”

| was getting very tired of him saying that. | couldn’t help mysalf. “Saul,” | whispered in reply.

Perry’ sface didn’t change, but | flinched nonetheless. “Oh, stopit.” He sounded annoyed. “You'll
tire of him soon enough. Can you stand?’

I'll sureashell giveitatry. “No. .. dancing,” | managed, in athick choked voice sounding not
a dl likemysdf. “Fora...while”

He actudly laughed, a chilling, happy little chuckle. “Braveto thelast. Stand, I'll help.”

The growling of Weres had subsided. Now | heard only moans and the soft low thunder of
dtill-angry shapeshifters; the battle was evidently won. He did his arm behind my shoulders and picked
me up asif | weighed lessthan nothing. I'mtall for agirl, and muscular, but he handled me asif | was
made of straw.

Or spun glass.

“One moment.” Hisfingers curled around the meta of the cuff over my right wrist, sank in and
twisted. Hetore the metd asif it was cardboard, freeing my hand. Then he closed hiswarm fingers over
my wrig, the scar pulsing in hispdm. My head lolled, resting againgt his shoulder. “There. 't that
better?’ Thefabric of his suit was expensive, rich, soothing against my cheek, and | felt muscleflicker
underneeth as he stroked my hair. Warmth spilled through me, strength like wine flooding through my
abused flesh. Unhedlthy strength, like thejitter of adrug smashing through my system—nbut I’ d tekeit.

Perry sighed. “Just relax.”

Ddlicious, wonderful safety spilled down my skin. “Saul,” | whispered againgt Perry’ s suit.

“Thecatisinfineform, little one. No worries. We have averted alittle unpleasantness. | think we
shall renegotiate your vidtsto me, no? Come. Wak. You canwalk.”

“Ch-chains—" | wastrying to tell him to take the other cuffs off.

“Let them beareminder,” hereplied, inexorably. “Y ou should have listened to me, Kiss. You've
racked up a heavy debt.”

“Fucking . . . romantic.” Humor would help, | decided. My brain shivered, jagging between the
unredlity of the Chaldean obscenity straining to break through into our world and the sanity of anormal
day.

Normal for a hunter, maybe.

“I’ve never been accused of romanticism before.” Perry’ sfingers dug into my upper aam ashe
steadied me. Just short of bruising.

Broken bleeding husksin velvet robes lay scattered, the fluid golden wires of the Nine Sedlsand the
three circles pae and till, usdess. There was a blackened path—Perry’ s passage through the circles and
the pentagram, breaking into the center, dashing through the careful work Inez had done.

All that work, all that life, wasted. | dumped againgt Perry, meta anklets clinking and the broken
bits of chain chiming sweetly againgt the floor.

There were Weresin the shadows, awhole contingent of them. Among them | saw four lionesses
from the Norte Luz pride, and two ' pards, both shamans, from the Anferi confederation, and then there
was Saul and two more werecougars—and, oddly enough, Theron from Micky's, hisdark eyesluminous
orange in the candldlit dimness. Some of the candles had been knocked over, and someone was snuffing



the braziers. Of course, the smell would make the Weres nervous. | dso saw awerefa con, hisfeathery
hair ruffling as he checked the borders of the room, passing his hands over the walls, checking for hidden
doors.

Where did they come from? | didn’t want themin on this, Sorrows are dangerous for Weres.

Saul approached, rage crackling inthe air around him. He didn’t pause, shucking his hiplength
leather coat as he walked. He had recently shifted, | could see the glow swirling through hisaura The
deegpest thrumming snarl was coming from him. Muscle did under his T-shirt; he was armed to the teeth
and had adark streak of warpaint on each high, beautiful cheekbone.

Hetook mefrom Perry with asingle scowl, hislip lifting. But he didn’t fully bare histeeth, Perry
didn’t protest, and in short order Saul had the meta cuff off my left wrist and the coat closed around me.
The clean musky sméll of him rose, and warmth flooded me. | fdit like | could stand up, but | leaned into
him. The coat swallowed me whole, deeves hanging far below my fingertips and the hem coming down to
my knees. “Chrigt,” he whispered into my hair. Then he swore, vilely, in degp gutturd ’ cougar. “ Areyou
al right? Are you?’

No, Saul. I'mvery far fromall right. But there was work to be done. “How many bodies?
Theron? How many?’

“Ten dead, hunter.” Theron sounded grim. “The other two are unhappy, about to be worse.”

“Show. Show me.” | coughed, rackingly, my throat afire. | wanted to Snk into Saul’ sarms, shut my
eyes, and scream. | wanted to black out, flinched away from the screaming well of darkness threatening
to swallow mewhole. “ There sanother one. Find her. There are probably prisoners, too. Search this
hole, but for God' s sake don’t do it done. Go in pairs. How many do we have on our Sde?’

“Twenty or thirty, Boss. There saready agroup scouring for survivors. Let uswork.” Theron
waved one long-clawed hand in an e egant brushoff.

Saul lifted aslver hipflask to my lips. Brandy burned my throat and exploded in my empty stomach,
| retched, managed to swipe a my lipswith the back of one hand while he picked me up and hugged me
with ribcracking force. “Jllian,” he whispered into my hair, his breath awarm spot against my skull. The
butt of agun poked into my ribs, ablessed sensation. | felt alittle better now.

A little. Not much. The scream boiled under my skin, | pushed it down. Trembling weakness settled
into my bones. Alive. I'malive. “Show me.” | have to see. | haveto.

Perry laughed again, abitter little sound. “ Have no fear, little one. These vipers are most dangerous
indarkness. Fiat lux, and they are vulnerable as maggots.” He stood alittle distance away, his hands
back in his pockets and his shoulders dumped. “Bdisais not here. But the head viper is”

Saul haf-carried meto the crumpled bodies; two of the Weres were methodically checking them.
Wet crunches came as the necks were snapped, Weres believe in being thorough. They were searching
for marks once the necks were snapped; al of them were Sorrows, probably Adepts.

Dear God. It had been close. Very close.

| could have died. Or wor se, definitely worse. That was definitely worse.

“Casudties?” My voicewas husky, aruin, I’ d broken it screaming on the dtar. Theinside of my
head echoed with thefilthy squedling of Chaldean; | pushed it away with an effort that |eft me shaking
again. Please God, be kind. Tell me nobody died rescuing my stupid ass fromthis.

One of the’ pard shamans|ooked over her shoulder. “Not on our side. They were al looking the
other way, didn’'t even have aguard.” Shewasalean, rangy femae, gold earplugs dangling as her head
moved; her deek short spotted hair was chopped and feathery. Like most Were shamans, she kept her
arms bare, cuffs closed around her smoothly muscled biceps. The tattoo on her left shoulder did under
the skin, itsinked lines running almost like the gold wire had in the ceiling and floor.

Nausearose sour under my breastbone. | wasn't sure | was il aive, after dl. Saul waswarm and
solid and redl, but everything else wavered, dreamlike. The world was retreating into the fuzziness of
shock, dangerousif | passed out now. Holding on to consciousness with teeth and toenails; | had to
make sure.

Two Sorrows left dive. One of them was Inez Germaine, her red-dark mane draggled and dicked
with blood, chewing at the leather gag as Theron finished tying her legs together. He snarled at her, lifting



hislip, and | saw the other ' pard shaman—this one amale, his spotted hair pulled back in two high
crests—reach down to cup the other Sorrow’ sfacein his hands, tenderly.

“Goinpeace” hesad, huskily, and made a sharp movement. The crack echoed through the room.

My gorge rose hotly again. Morekilling. Chrigt.

Theron reached for Inez' s head.

“Stop.” Thiswasfrom Perry. “Give her agun, Saul.”

“You're out of your fucking—"

“He snot talking about Inez.” The weary huskinessin my voice cut through Saul’ s automatic
protest. My head lolled, | gathered my shattered strength. Heard movement, stealthy cat feet padding;
they were searching this place, however big it was. Be careful. There could belittle traps set in here,
itisa Sorrows House. Right under the Santa Luz garbage dump. Perfect, absolutely perfect. No
wonder everything reeked so bad. How did they find me? “Hemeansgive me agun, and | agree.” |
stopped to cough, adeep racking sound | wasn't sure | liked.

| amreally going to feel thisin a little while. But for right now, | wasin shock, standing just
outside mysdlf, watching as a hollow-cheeked, almost-naked woman with bruised wrists and long tangled
dark hair missing itsusua slver siood next to Saul, swaying. He steadied me before reaching down and
unholstering aSig Sauer.

“Thisdo okay?’ he asked, and tearsrose in my throat.

| denied them. Oh, Saul. Thank God for you. If | started to cry | wasgoing to laugh, and if |
gtarted to laugh | was going to scream, and if | started screaming now | wouldn't stop until | passed out
or battered mysalf senseless. | nodded, reached up with my right hand. Closed my fingers around the
heavy gun.

The scar throbbed, and cold air kissed my exposed skin. My legs shook, Perry’ s borrowed
strength not covering up the deep well of exhaustion undernesth. With the gun weighing down my hand, |
eased Saul’sarm aside and made my way, unsteady as anewborn colt, to the spill of black velvet and
draggled dicked-maroon hair.

Her black eyes stared up into mine. Her wrists were working against each other, trying to loosen
the Were-tied bonds. Good fucking luck—when a Were tied something up it stayed tied.

At least, mogt of thetime.

| shook. Tremors spilled through me, each wave followed by another feverish-warm tide of false
strength from the puckered, prickling mark on my wrist. | looked down at her, the broken bits of chain
from the anklets making sweset low sounds againgt the floor.

Lifted the gun. Sighted. Right between those fucking black eyes, just below where the colorless
gem glittered a her hairline,

You slaughtered them like pigs, bebe. You heard the screams for mercy and you disregarded
them. You were judge, jury, and executioner, you took your God’s place.

Her soft, merciless voice chattered inside my head. So close to being outplayed. | wondered who
had tracked me here, Saul or Perry, and | wondered just how deep into debt with Perry I’ d gotten.

The thought of paying off that debt made me shiver.

Maybe she mistook it for weakness, or indecison. Her eyeslit up, sparks dancing in their infinite
black depths, and her mouth curved up despite the distortion of the cruel gag. The Wereslearned along
time ago not to take chances with a Sorrow.

Sodidl. | should havekilled Belisaon sight. But | hadn’t.

“Judge, jury, executioner,” | said, harshly. The rest of theworld fell away, leavingusenclosedina
bubble of slence. “Just like you, you fucking Sorrows bitch.”

Her eyeswidened.

“Ther€ sjust one difference, Inez.” My mouth was dry, | wanted another swallow of that brandy. |
wanted to start screaming.

Most of dl, though, | wanted to Stay in that clear cold place where nothing mattered but the job at
hand, the killing that had to be done. Everything there was so fucking smple. It was mercy that fucked
things up; it was kindness and compassion that tangled everything together.



The smile spread razor-cold over my face, and watched as her struggles to free her hands
intengfied. She began to move on the floor, velvet whispering and a thin choked sound bubbling up from
behind the gag.

| took adeep breath, air so cold it burned going down. “I’m ahunter. | am thefucking law inthis
town, bitch. Sentence pronounced.”

| squeezed.

The muzzle flashed and her body jerked. Her head exploded—Saul had |oaded with the
hollowpoints, and as tough as Sorrows become, they are till human at the bottom. Not like Perry.

Did that make them bigger mongters, or smaler?

| lowered the gun dightly. Squeezed thetrigger again. Again.

He must have had afull clip. | kept squeezing, firing into her body again and again and again asit
twisted and jerked. Then there were only dry clicks, two, three, four, five of them before Saul twisted the
gun out of my weakening hand, took mein hisarms, and dragged me out of there. | wanted to stay, to
find Mdisande and kill her with my bare hands, | raged in my cracked and unlovely voicethat | was
going to do just that. | did, until the shakes got so bad my teeth chattered and cut the wordsinto bits.

Then | screamed, again and again, in Saul’sarms until he carried me outside, where the reek of the
garbage piled around was overwhelming but at least there was sunlight, thin and sad through high clouds.
But it was Perry who clapped ahand over my mouth, finaly, and hissed aword in my ear. It was
Helletbng, along diding subvoca whisper, and it sent meinto adeep that was, again, like death.

And | went gratefully.

20

I’ d been wrong. It had been Perry who had tracked me, through the scar, disregarding the wound in his
head. It had been Perry who suggested spreading the word among the Weres about the trouble | wasin.
They had stopped by Micky’s and made Theron their first contact.

The Weres had come because | was a hunter, and because | was Saul’ s lover—but, more
important, because they respected me. It was nice, | supposed, to know | was regarded so highly among
them. They’'re notorioudly hard to impress.

| spent the first two daysin adeathly daze, dedling with one thing after another in between passing
out and having Saul threaten to tieme down in bed if | didn’t stop and take sometimeto hed. Belisahad
escaped, her trail led out of the House underground in the very heart of the Santa L uz garbage dump and
then . . . vanished.

Therewere no surviving sacrificid victims. They recovered eight bodies, Belisahad stopped long
enough on her way out to dit afew throats herself. They were al vanished progtitutes, not aone over
twenty, and they were folded into the murder statistics for the year. Five of them had family, but | wasn't
ableto attend any of thefunerals. | wanted to, but | just . . . | had my handsfull with other falout.

Demoalition boys from the Santa L uz bomb sgquad brought out some type of explosive, wired the
underground complex while the Weres guarded them, and blew it. There was arumbling sound, a crater,
and the dight depression in the ground was buried under tons of refuse.

Montaigne finished another economy-szed tub of Tums. Juan Rujillo filled in therequisite formsto
report aMagjor Paranormal Incident aswell as requisition hazard pay for me from the FBI’ s backstairs
funding since the mercenaries had come from out of state, sent it off inits courier pouch, and told meto
get some fucking rest. Montaigne seconded that emotion, and thanked me with profanity-laced gruffness
for sending him two carloads of naked sobbing women who understood very well they were not
supposed to talk to the press about their ordeal. The women had been turned over to counsdors and
socia services, in afew yearsthey might be okay. Maybe.

Two of them had dready committed suicide. But not Hope; | asked specifically after her. “Tough
cookie,” Montaigne had sighed. “Kegps asking difficult questions about you.”

“Shelll get over it,” | said, rubbing the new leather cuff Saul had made to go over the scar.

Montaigne paused, leaning back in his chair. Saul was just outside the door, and the sound of



phones ringing and people moving was so comforting | amost closed my eyesright there. Swayed on my
feet.

Monty cleared histhroat. “ About those pimps.”

| braced mysdlf. | won’t apologize, Monty. What are you going to do? Fire me? Bring me up
on murder charges?

His mouth twisted up on one side. It was afacamile of asmile, more like agrimace of pain. “Turf
wars. Wish they’ d kill each other more often.” Monty dropped his eyesto his paper-strewn desk.

Bilerosein my throat. Judge, jury, executioner. You took God'’s place.

It wastrue. But like most truths, it had an edge that would cut—and an edge that didn’t cut me. |
found out, with relief, which one was pointed a me. “Monty—"

“Shut the fuck up, Jll.”

“| was only going to say thank you.”

Monty told meto get the hdll out of hisoffice, and | complied meekly.

| missed Carp and Rosi€ svisit, being sound adeep for once. They came, Rosie left abouquet of
flowers, Carp left abottle of Jack Daniels. Nice of them.

Father Gui cdled, offered to come by and pray with me. Saul told him in no uncertain termswhere
to gtick it and hung up. | guess hewas still upset. At least it saved me the trouble of hanging up on the
priest. | wasn't ready to forgive him yet.

And | was gtill weighing whether or not it would be worth it to go down and tear apart that fucking
church to find what ese he had hidden from me,

The Weres, of course, said nothing. Except Theron, who came by the warehouse and squatted
down by the couch, which wasthe only place | could stand to deep. | kept staring at the chair Belisa had
sat in. My eyeswould close as | heard Saul moving around the warehouse, cleaning up, cooking
exquistelittlemeals| tried to force mysdlf to edt.

| usually woke up screaming. Nightmares are usud after something likethis; better anightmare than
waking up to thered fucking thing. Y ou go long enough with post-traumatic stress from nightside fun and
games and you learn that very quickly.

Theron examined me for along time, his dark eyes moving over my face. He was here on business,
not socidly, so hedidn't try any of hisusud little gameswith Saul. Insteed, he Smply looked at me. Saull
had tucked awool blanket around me, pulled it up to my chin, and spent some time braiding more
charmsinto my hair. My throat felt naked without the ruby, and Mikhail’ sring was probably gone.

The Sorrows don’t like holy objects. Anything consecrated with loveis anathemato them. The
ruby, asoul-link between me and my teacher, would be doubly so.

“Y ouweren't planning on caling in Were backup,” Theron finaly said, his hands dangling loosdly as
he crouched with peculiar ease. “Right?”

| blinked. Shrugged under the blanket. “ Sorrows.” My voice was husky. “ Dangerous.”

Hewaved that away with one sharp, economica movement. “Y ou need to take some time off and
clear your fucking head out. That was astupid fucking decision, hunter. We're dlied with your kind for a
reason.”

“I didn’t know what it was.” | sounded exhausted even to myself. And pained.

“When Saul came ' round asking questions about wendigo, that was the time we started taking
notice. We could have trapped it more effectively if you' d coordinated with us.” He sSghed. Eyed me
speculatively before getting to the point. “ Mikhail would have kicked your assfor this Lone Ranger shit.”

Mikhail. I’d failed him; hiskiller had outplayed me and gotten away. Again.

Theron shifted alittle, asif preparing to stand upright. “We put the word on the wind, Jill. Wherever
that bitch goes, sooner or later she'sgoing to run across a Were. She' s under the Hunt.”

“But—" | started to protest. Sorrows were dangerous, and Weres coming across them often died.

“But fucking nothing. We'll deliver her head one of these days, or she' [l come back to fuck with
you again and we'll joint her like apig. Quit the Lone Ranger shit, Jill. It sdetrimenta to the safety of the
citizensof Santal.uz.” Hissmile broadened. “Besides, your assisalot cuter than Mikhall’s. I’ d hate to
have to chat up awhole new hunter.”



“I heard that,” came Saul’ s voice from the kitchen. “ Get out of here, Theron. Go chase some
chickens”

“You'reafineoneto talk, Dustcircle. I'm going.” Theron roseto hisfeet with the fluid grace of a
Were. He leaned down and touched my forehead, smoothing my hair back. His voice dropped. “ Peace
inyour dreaming, hunter. W€ ll bring you a head one of these days.”

Then hewas gone, and | shut my eyes, curling into the couch, and cried. Saul |&ft the kitchen and
half picked me up, held me, we ended up on the floor under the blanket while | sobbed and he murmured
soothing nonsensein my ear, until | fell adegp again and woke up in my own bed with him besde me,
trying to cam me down as | screamed from the dream of being chained to the cold glassy stone and
feding thething from outside try to force itsway into me.

But Saul wasthere. And his warmth was enough to keep that thing at bay.
| shrugged into my new leather trenchcoat, my fingers running over the handle of the new bullwhip.
Replacing gear gets expensive, but the FBI’ s hazard pay was anice chunk.

“Y ou sure you want to do this?” Saul’s mouth pulled down bitterly. Afternoon sun danted through
the windows, bars of thick gold. Spring was right around the corner, or at least | hoped so.

| held up ahand, watched it shakejust alittle. Concentrated, and it kept steady, my fingers easing.
The scar was warm under the new leather cuff. “I’ ve got to tell him I’ m going on vacation. Five minutes.”

“You shat himinthe head.” Saul folded hisarms. His dark eyes rested on me, then did down to the
floor. “Hewasn't happy, kitten. He said some pretty nasty things.”

“He broke through a Sorrows circle and faced down a Chaldean god to—"

“Because he thinks he owns you, kitten. Because he' s hdlbreed. He' d rather kill you himself than
have another demon touch you. Why don’t we just go?’ He d already |oaded the suitcasesin the Impaa,
and | wasn't due to get anew pager for another three weeks.

Because | have to finish this. | checked the action of each gun before | holstered it; the knives
were new too. “1 wish we could have found my gear,” | muttered. “ Goddammit.”

Then another fit of trembling hit, and Saul was suddenly there, hisarms around me. He hunched
down alittleso | could bury my facein the hollow of histhroat and breathe himin, deep. All the way
down to the bottom of my lungs.

But ill, | smelled ambergris. And a breath of foul reek that seemed to stay on my skin no matter
how raw | scrubbed mysdif.

Andy’ s gpprentice was staying up above Micky’s, in the apartment kept for visiting hunters. Anja’s
apprentice, nearly ahunter himsdlf, was due in on the evening train; Galinawould meet him and get him
settled. The Weres would come out of the barrio and run regular patrols. But it had been quiet sincethe
demoalition of the Sorrows House.

Thank God.

Saul stroked my back, did his hands under the coat, and pulled my T-shirt up. His palms met my
skin, heflattened his hands and pulled me closer, closer. | could barely breathe, but that’sthe way |
wanted it.

Thewaves of trembling went down, silver charms shifting and chiming againgt each other in my hair.
Each wave was alittle lessintense than the last. He murmured soothingly, little nonsense-words, purring
in’ cougar until they stopped. Even then heheld me.

| swallowed the lump in my throat. Breathed him in. Musk, male, legther, the best smell in the
world. Safe. | whispered his name, over and over again.

Thefit passed. He rubbed his chin againgt the top of my head, his heartbeat thundering againgt mine.
“Sorry,” | findly mumbled into hischest. “ Sorry, Chrigt I'm sorry—"

“Mmmh. What the hell for?” Hekissed my hair. “1 like holding you.”

My eyes were squeezed shut, dampness dicking my cheeks. “ Saul ?’

“JlN

“| did something wrong. | .. . I’'m not anice person.” That wasn't what | wanted to say.

| didn’t want you to see what | was capable of. | didn’t want you to know. What am | going
to do? | can’t stand to lose you. Oh, God, | can’t stand to lose you.



| wanted to tell him. | wanted to tell him about the little click inside my head, how | could move
outsde mysdf and camly, coldly, commit murder. How | had daughtered e even men who hadn’'t had a
chance, because they were human and I’'m ahunter. And not only that, I’ d ruthlesdy used the advantage
of my bargain with Perry not only to get information but dsoto . . . towhat?| could have gotten the
information and |eft them dive. Crippled, maybe, but dive.

| could have. But | didn’t. | evened the score, my score.

| played God.

“No,” heagreed. “You'renot.”

Silence. His handstightened, pulling me even closer.

“But.” Henuzzled my hair. “Y ou' rea good person, Jllian. Not nice, but good.”

“I killed them.” The wordswere dust in my mouth.

“Yeah.” Neutral agreement.

“I killed them because of someone ese, what someone elsedid to me.” Another shudder dammed
through my abused body. He steadied me. “Don’t leave me,” | whispered, so softly | wasn't sure he
could hear, even with aWere' s acuity.

He sighed, aheavy movement that pushed against my own ribs. “Not going anywhere, kitten. Count
onit.”

Relief smashed into my heart, apain so sharp and sudden | might have been having acardiac arrest.
« G

“I want you to meet my people,” he said, dowly and clearly, asif talking to anidiot. “ The sooner
we get this over with, the sooner we can go and get formal. Hitched. Under the Moon. Full ceremony,
with afeast afterward. Y ou thinking of backing out?

“No. No.” I shook my head, rubbing my chin againgt his shirt. “Good God, no. | just ... I’'mnot a
nice person, Saul. I'm not.”

“Hdll, kitten, | knew that when | met you. It's part of your charm. Y ou're a hunter. Being nice
would be aweskness. Right?’

He sounded so sure.

Is mercy a weakness, Saul? Doesn’t killing like that make me worse than what | hunt?

“Right?’ he prodded, moving dightly to bump my hipswith his.

| wish | was as sure as you sound, catkin. | swallowed the sonein my throat. “Right. Y ou bet.”

“So let’ s get this vidit to that goddamn hole out of the way so we can get out of town. Okay?’

| firmed my jaw, set my shoulders, and gently did away from him. Helet me. | touched the handle
of the bullwhip. “ Okay.”

But | sounded more like a scared teenager than ahunter. He didn’t mention it, just picked up the
duffel with spare weapons and ammo in it and motioned me toward the door. “Let’ s go, then.”

Oh, Saul. Thank God for you.

27

The Monde was just getting ready for the night. Outside, winter sunlight was danting thinly toward the
end of the day, cold breath of wind coming not from the mountains but off the river, filled with achemica
tang.
There was anew bouncer at the door, daytime muscle, but he just nodded and let me by. Food for
thought—or maybe, even as drawn and haggard as | was, | looked like nobody to mess with.

Riverson, his gray-filmed eyeswidening, was a the bar. The charmsin my hair shifted and rang as
he reached behind him for the vodka bottle. The air turned hot and tense, the few hellbreed having
crawled out of their holes before dusk suddenly silling, severa Traders clustered around atable near the
dance floor looking up, disturbed by this new fera current.

| passed the bar for once and headed for the back, for the iron door behind its purple cord. | heard
Riverson cal my name.

“Kigmet! Kismet!”



Sounded like he was trying to warn me. Nice of him, redly, considering we hated each other.

| stepped behind the purple velvet and reached for the doorknob. It was unlocked, asusud. |
twisted it, pushed it open, and went up the stairs, stopping hafway to lean against the banister and try to
cadmmy racing heart.

What are you doing, Jill?

Only what | haveto, | replied. Only what | must.

And Mikhail’ svoice, bardly awhisper. Head high, guns out, milaya. Meet what chases you.

| pushed the creaking wooden door at the top open and the room hove into sight: white carpet,
pristine, no sign of spilled brandy or blood. The glimmer of glass and chrome that was the bar. The other
two doors, neither of which | ever wanted to see what lay behind. The bed, perfectly made, as aways.

Thetwo chairs, facing each other.

Perry stood straight and dimin front of the bank of television monitors, his hands clasped loosdly in
front of him. Hisback wasto me, and | could see he’ d gotten ahaircut. A nice, short, textured cut, the
latest thing for boys this season. Nothing but the best.

Hewore, for once, jeans and a pae ash-gray swesater instead of asuit. A pair of dark leather
engineer boots. Blue light from the monitors touched his hair, picked out paler highlightsin the blond.

| closed the door behind me. Waited.

“Itisnot safefor you to be here,” he said findly, very softly. Static blurred across the monitors, they
cleared up. On one satdllite feed, Court TV wasjust getting underway with aserid killer’strid. On
another, explosions ripped through a Jerusalem restaurant in dow motion. There were more explosions
on the third, some Eastern European country purging again, riotsin the streets.

| took adeep breath. “Three things.”

Hewaited. Thetrembling arted, | leaned against the door. Stop it, Jill. Just stop it. You planned
what you were going to say. Do it quick. The scar pulsed under the new cuff, swesting.

Push him off balance, Jill. “Firg of dl, thank you. For saving my life.”

Hedidn’'t move. His shoulders were absolutdly straight. More Static fuzzed across the monitors,
moving in an oddly coherent pattern; acold breeze touched my cheek. Spoiled honey and dusty feathers.
Theair behind him shimmered like pavement on a hot day; the shimmer swept back and forth, combing
thear.

Double or nothing, Jill. Do a mindfuck of your own. Make your teachers proud. “Second of
al ...l oweyou an gpology, Pericles. | should have listened to you about Bdlisa. | should have let you
kill her.1t. .. what | did to you wasn't right. I’ m sorry. For shooting you in the head and for not listening
toyou. You didn't deservethat.”

The gtatic drained away. The silence in the room was now shocked, asif | had waked into a
high-class party and started yelling obscenities. A murmur did through the air, circling; the shimmer
behind him died down.

His shoulders were till straight, but some essentid quality of murderousrigidity had drained away. |
waited.

“Surprising.” Histone wasflat. “But not entirely unexpected.”

Holy fucking shit. It worked. | peded mysdf away from the door, cautioning myself not to get too
cocky. Next came thetrick of the week, if | was good enough to performiit. “What do | owe you?’

Hislaugh made the glassesrattle uneasly at the bar, the hanging materid over the bed billowed asif
caught in abreeze. Glass bottles of liquor groaned, chattering againgt their shelves. “More than you can
comfortably repay, Kiss. More than you can ever repay. | have angered an Elder for your sake, though |
waswell withinmy rights. You are mine.”

| don’t think so, Perry. “The ded wasthat you would help mein my casesin return for adice of
my time. That hasn't changed.”

Another fluid, dmost Gdlic shrug. “If it pleases you to think so, by &l means, continue.”

Now for the sting. | braced myself and tossed my dice. “ There' sjust onething.” My right hand
rested on the butt of agun, anew Glock 9 mm. | wouldn’t need to draw it. At least, | hoped not. | was
in no condition to ded with him if he got nasty.



But I'd certainly giveit agoif thiswent south.

“What?’ Thiswasasnarl, more glassrattling. The windows looking down over the empty dance
floor flexed intheir frames.

“How much did shetake you for? Belisa, | mean. How deep in their venture did you have your
tentacles?’

Slence

A warm bath of satisfaction started at my toes and worked itsway up. | guessed right. You
fucking hellbreed bastard. God damn you.

It had become clear to mein ablinding flash while | stood shaking in the shower trying to scrub the
smdll of the Nameless off my skin yet again. Just before I’d shot himin the head, Perry had spoken that
name, the name of my dead sdf. A name he could have had no fucking way of knowing unlesshe’'d
chatted cozily with someone who had taken a peek at Mikhail’ s private papers.

Someone like Mdisande Belisa, who had put the information in the Sorrows file for Inez to read too
and taunt me with.

I’ d suspected, of course. A Trader known for daving showing up in the Monde when I’d blown al
his other boltholes, Perry trailing me before he should have known | wasin serious danger, hiswarning
that his protection might only extend so far—which by itself would have meant nothing, snce heliked to
pretend he knew everything going on in the city. But with everything else, it added up to a pretty picture.

A damning picture. Not to mention him finding her with aminimum of fuss, and her only showing
up with ablack eye and tender ribs.

Just to makeit look good.

| continued, surer of myself now. My arms and legs stopped shaking. “ She crossed you, didn’t she.
They moved into town and | was kept busy chasing my tail on other cases, but you didn’t know Inez's
big plan was to have me in the starring role when her lord and master came calling. That’s aso why you
intervened when it came to Elizondo, hewas abit player but you couldn’t have him talking to me.” |
swallowed dryly. “How much, Perry? How much did you lose on the ded 7’

Another shrug. “Money. Only money.” Histonetold me hewaslying. He d lost something €l se too.

And | had a pretty good idea of what that something else was. “Beisaplayed melikeafiddle.
And she played you, too.”

“The cat was supposed to be with you,” he informed me, flatly. “When the wendigo was dlowed
out. You were not the beast’ starget.”

That’ s why they were in a holding pattern. Only | sent Saul away; they couldn’t have known
| would do that. My skin went cold, flushed hot. “But nobody expected usto be searching for awitness
down on Broadway.” We were supposed to be out there canvassing the street scene for clues about
missing hookers, not meeting with awitness.

Oh, Christ. And once Saul was gone, was | supposed to turn to Perry for solace? Fat fucking
chance.

Belisahad probably told him to wait, to bide histime and she' d take care of Saul. She had maybe
even st the wendigo free the second and third time—not guessing that the creature, balked and hurt
when it camefor Saul the first time and Cecilia the second, would fixate on me. Hard to get much
coherence out of athing built only for appetite and destruction.

Though the slver chain around its neck had been broken. Maybe the wendigo had broken free on
itsown. | didn’t know. | would probably never know.

So Perry had been waiting, not just watching over me but waiting for the nation of my lover
to step in and take his cut of the whole rotten deal. And once | had bloodied my hands cleaning up the
expendable bits of their operation, Belisahad to have guessed | wouldn't take kindly to Perry moving on
me. That | would, to some extent, identify Perry withthemen I’d just killed.

And with theman I’d killed before | ever became a hunter.

She had only to wait until the ticking bomb inside my head went off. Belisa had applied the pressure
negtly, and if Perry hadn’t been so dl-fired eager to use his newfound psychologica |everage on me
himsdf | might have been alittlelesslikely to shoot himin the head.



It was S0 neat, SO perfect, that | began to laugh. | leaned against the door to hislittle chamber of
horrors and chuckled. | damn near guffawed.

No hellbreed likesto be laughed at. But Perry suffered it, static crawling over the TV screens, while
| fought for breeth, tears running down my cheeks.

“Y ou poor bastard,” | finally wheezed, hanging onto the door, wiping at my cheeks with the back of
my left hand. *'Y ou poor silly bastard.”

Hetwitched, and | jerked the gun up out of the holster. His hand clapped around mine, shoving it
back in; heleaned into me. The door creaked, Perry pressed his body against mine, and | could fedl he
was shaking.

And he had ahard-on. A quite respectable one, as such things went. Shoved right up against me.

Well, at least now we know he's generally built like a human. Hellbreed usually are, but
reserve judgment, Jill, he could have something else in there entirely. Like his tongue.

The scar went white-hot. Desire spilled hot through me, my legs turning wesak; his breath was hot
onmy lips. It smelled of dry hot desert winds and spoiled boiling honey. At least it was't the clotted
reek of the Nameless.

The devil | know, at least. Be careful, Jill. Oh, God, be careful—Saul’ sright outside.

“Donat,” he breathed againgt my skin, “ make the mistake of thinking you can treat melikel’m
human. Y ou made abargain with me.”

He was strong, wiry-strong. | went limp, not even trying to fight, staring unblinking into hisblue
eyes. They were human, maybe alittle too human, except for the hellbreed sheen to them and the
goreading indigo stain. And the far points of distant light in the very center of hispupils. A remote,
shimmering spark, of no color | could have identified.

The datic twisting behind him came up to twin high points, combing the air.

My throat wouldn't let me speak, so | whispered. “Y ou broke the bargain when you sold me out.”

“Then I will make you anew one. | will leavethe cat dive, and you may play with himal you wish.
But you will give meyour time asdways, Kiss.”

The pinpricksin his pupilsrevolved, swelled. | stared through them, the scar thundering on my
wrigt, pulsing in timeto my heartbeat. Heat curled through me, down low.

Whore, | heard in the furthest-back reaches of my memory, from the dead time before I’d been a
hunter. You whore. Spread your legs for anyone, won't you.

Not anymore, the hunter’ s voice of stedl replied. | found my physical voice, araw, cranky whisper.
“No dedl, Perry.”

Then | brought my knee up, swift and sharp. He avoided the blow, but | shoved him while he
shifted hisweight and he let himsdlf be toppled over. He sprawled on the plush carpet, and the gun | eft
the holster in one smooth oiled movement. Slender, silver-coated bullets, and his head would explode
just likelnez's. And | wouldn't just count on one shot to do it, either. Not now. | would fill him full of
slverjacket lead and when he was down I’ d hack off his head with one of the knives| carried. Then, just
to be sure, I'd smash afew bottles of liquor and set his carcass ablaze; and with enough etheric force
spilling through the scar | could burn this whole place down.

That is, if the scar was ill aconduit for ahellbreed’ s power after he was dead.

He leaned back againgt the carpet on his elbows, looking up at me, one eyebrow dightly raised.
“Fun and games, Kiss? Go ahead. Pull the trigger. Show me how far you’ ve come.”

The guntrembled. Judge, jury, executioner. Playing God.

Downgtairs there was a clatter, and aloud swearing. Riverson. The sound brushed my ears, not as
acute asthey would beif I’ d stripped the cuff off. Still, | heard it, and the red haze over my vision
cleared. My heart pounded in my ears.

| reached over with my left hand, unsnapped the cuff. Sid it off, and fresh strength flowed through
my veins. My skin turned exquisitely sensitive, brushed with the chill air and my clothes, hot and
confining. The leather crumpled in my hot swesting palm, cresking dightly.

Perry took inasmall avid sp of air, tensing.

My right hand tightened. The hammer rose, clicked into the up position. | stared into those blue,



scorching, mad, inhuman hellbreed eyes and temptation dried my mouth, made my hand shake. My pulse
roared in my ears. The low grumbling sound of Helletong rattled through the building, the hellbreed on the
firg floor conversing.

Mikhail’ s voice rose again in my memory, swirling and trembling. It was agood memory, of his
gruff voicein English and my own lighter tone repesating each line of the prayer.

Cover me with Thy shield, and with my sword may Thy righteousness be brought to earth, to
keep Thy children safe. Let me be the defense of the weak and the protector of the innocent, the
righter of wrongs and the giver of charity. In Thy name and with Thy blessing, | go forth to
cleanse the night.

| stuffed the scrap of leather in my pocket. “I’' m going on vacation, Perry. When | come back, I'm
not vigiting. When | need you, I'll call. And if you ‘arrange’ for anything to happento Saul, I'll put abullet
through my own fucking head and spoil al your pretty plansfor me. So you' d better take real good care
where you drop your quiet words.”

Hisfacefroze. | could dmost fed the air pressure shift. “ Sooner or later you will cometo me.” He
sadit quietly, as| groped behind me for the doorknob with my swesting, suddenly clumsy left hand.

| felt the smile sink into my face, my lips pulling back from my teeth. “Hold your breath until | call,
hellbreed.” My fingers closed around its dick roundness. My right hand quivered, but | managed to ease
the hammer down with my thumb. The big muscles on the front of my thighs were shaking too.

“You can't escapeit.” Hisvoiceroseas| backed out, my foot seeking behind mefor thefirst step,
finding it. Lowering me down. | backed up another two steps, siwung the door closed. “ Come back and
kill me or walk away now, it'sal the same.” His shout rattled the door as| pushed it closed. The click of
the latch catching seemed very loud. “1 will have you, hunter! | will have you!”

“Not today,” | muttered, and made it down the stairs without having to stop. It helped to be going
down.

| pushed the iron door open, stepped out. Sammed it behind me. Leaned againgt it for amoment,
sudying the room.

Riverson stared at me. The hellbreed, dl frozen, stared a me. One of the night bouncers, leaning
againgt the bar for aquick drink before going on duty, stared at me.

All eyesonyou, Jilly.

| walked across the Monde Nuit with my head high, the heels of my third-best steel-toed boots
clicking againgt the floor. The boots would need hard use before they were as soft and comfy asmy
favorite pair. | was going to have to figure out a better way to get blood out of boot |eather.

“Kiss. Kismet.” It was Riverson, out from behind the bar. Nobody made amoveto help him ashe
stumbled for me, hishands out. Asif hewastruly blind, and not more capable of finding hisway
around—at least in here—than anyone dse.

| didn’t stop, didn’t dow down. But he reached me anyway, and grabbed my coat deeve.
“Kismet.”

“Fuck off.” | didn’'t have breath or energy to waste on him. | had to get out of here.

He grabbed my hand, shoved something intoit. A box, asmall cardboard box like they have for
jewdry. “Goddamn you.” Hisfingersbit into my deeve. “Takeit and go, you fucking bitch. Takeit and
go if you know what’ s good for you. Don't ever fucking come back here.”

Oh, God, I can kill you now if you push me. Don’'t push me. “Fuck off, Riverson.”

“Theseareyours,” heingsted. “ Fucking take them, or he'll destroy them. And for the love of God,
don’'t come back.”

Helet go of my deeve, and | made mysdlf keep waking. My fingers crumpled the edges of the box,
| felt the harshness of some kind of ribbon. What kind of present would Riverson give me?

These are yours. Take them or he'll destroy them.

That was alaugh. How much more could Perry take or destroy?

Nothing but what you let him, Jill. It’s that goddamn simple.

| was past the bar and four steps away from the door when | heard shattering glass and a screech
of inhuman rage from above. The air turned hot and tight, but | didn’t pause, and nobody moved on me.



Outside, | stepped past the day bouncer. The parking lot wasfilling up, and the sun was sinking.
The sky was fantadtic, crimson and gold, indigo moving in from the east. Night’ s dawning, reedy to
Spread over the vault of heaven.

| stopped, looked down at the box. It was wrapped with a piece of silvery ribbon that did off
because | had crushed it. But | felt afamiliar tinglein my fingers, and tore the top of the box off.

There, gitting on acushion of white padding, wasasiver glimmer. Mikhail’ sring. And tangled
around it, the supple silver necklace and the chunk of carved ruby, glowing and pulsing with its own inner
light.

The gem that Mikhail had held as he pulled me out of Hell, and the ring he had given me when he
accepted me as an gpprentice. Both shining with their own inner light here, a the edge of the brackish
pond of hellbreed energy.

My eyesfilled with tears. | fitted the ring on my Ieft third finger, clutched the necklace, and dropped
the box. Looked up.

My orange Impalawas parked in thefirelane, like the good girl she was. The engine was running,
and Saul had lit a Charvil. | made it to the passenger’ s Side on unsteady legs and dropped into my seat
with asigh. Slammed the door. Locked it.

Saul sad nothing.

| rubbed at the top of my right wrist. There was apder patch of flesh where the cuff had protected
and softened the skin, abracelet of weakness. The marks from the Sorrows' chains had healed over.

The ruby glowed up at me. My fingers fumbled with the clasp of the necklace, the ruby settled right
inthe hollow of my throat. Home again, home again, JlIl Kismet.

Pulled out of Hell.

Who was holding the linethistime?

Jesus. Jesus Christ.

If Perry had planned to give them to me, why did Riverson have them? Had hefilched them from
his master? | always stopped at the bar first; did Perry think it would soften my mood to have the blind
man present me with my own jewery?

Take themor he'll destroy them.

Saul’ s profile was even, serene. He watched the door of the Monde, the Charvil dangling from his
left-hand fingers, his other hand on the whedl.

| found my voice. The ruby warmed againgt my skin, settling into its familiar tingling readiness.
“Ready to go, baby?’

He tossed the cigarette, touched the whed with both hands, hisfingertips gentle asif hewas
stroking my back. “Born ready, kitten. You?’

“Get usthefuck out of town, catkin.” | swallowed roughly, closed my eyes. Felt Saul shift into first.
“Let’snot stop for afew hundred miles.”

“Yougotit.” The mpaadid forward, he cut thewhed, and aswe pulled out of the Monde' swide
broad lot, he dammed on the gas and | eft arespectable streak of smoking rubber. | dumped in the
passenger seat, and didn’t open my eyes until we hit the freeway.

Glossary

Arkeus: A roaming corruptor escaped from Hell.

Banefire: A cdeansing sorcerousflame.

Black Mist: A roaming psychic contagion; asymbiotic parasite inhabiting the host’ s nervous system and
bloodstream.

Chutsharak: Chadean obscenity, loosdly trandated as* oh, fuck.”

Demon: Term loosely used to designate any nonhuman predator with sorcerous ability or aconnection
to Hell.

Exorcism: Tearing loose apsychic parasite from its host.

Hellbreed: Blanket term for awide array of demons, half-demons, or other species escaped or sent
from Hell.



Héellfire: The spectrum of sorcerous flame employed by hellbreed for avariety of uses.

Hunter: A trained human who keeps the ba ance between the nightside and regular humans; extrahuman
law enforcement.

Imdarak: Shadowy former race who drove the Elder Gods from the physical plane, also cdled the
Lordsof the Trees.

Martindale Squad: The FBI divison responsiblefor tracking nightside crime across state linesand at
thefedera level, mogtly staffed with hunters and Weres.

Middle Way: Worshippers of Chaos, Middle Way adepts are usually sociopathic and sorcerous loners.
Occasiondly covens of Middle Way adeptswill come together to control aterritory or for a
specific purpose.

Neophym: A Sorrow between an Acolyte and a Terephym/Mother in rank. Females go on from
Neophym to become Mothers and Grand Mothers; males never reach higher than Terephym
(soldier-drone) rank.

Other Sight/Sight: Second sight, the ability to see sorcerous energy. Can aso mean precognition.

Possessor: Aninsubstantia, low-class demon specidizing in occupying and controlling humans, the
prime reason for exorcists.

Scurf: Also called nosferatim, asemi-psychic vird infection responsible for legends of blood-hungry
corpses, vampires, or nosferatu. Also, someone infected by the scurf virus.

Sorrow: A worshipper of the Chaldean Elder Gods.

Sorrows House: A Houseinhabited by Sorrows, with avault for invocation or evocation of Elder Gods.

SorrowsMother: A high-ranking femae of a Sorrows House.

Talyn: A hellbreed, higher in rank than an arkeus or Possessor, usudly insubstantial due to the nature of
the physical world.

Trader: A humanwho makesa“ded” with ahdlbreed, usudly for worldly gain or power.

Utt huruk: A bird-headed demon.

Were: Blanket term for severa species who shapeshift into anima (for example, cougar, wolf, or spider)
or haf-anima (wererat or khentauri) form.
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|ntroducing
If you enjoyed HUNTER' SPRAYER,
look out for
REDEMPTION ALLEY
Book 3 of the JlIl Kismet series

by Lilith Saintcrow
Right before dawn ahush fals over SantaLuz. Thethingsthat live and prey inthe dark are either
searching for aburrow to spend the day in, or for onelast little snack. The closer to dawn, the harder
the fight, hunters say. Predators get desperate as the sun, that great enemy of all darkness, walks closer
to the rim of dawn.

Which explainswhy | wasflat on my back, again, with hellbreed-strong fingers cutting off my air
and my head ringing like someone had set off dynamiteinsdeit. Sparks spat from slver charmstied in
my hair, blessed moon’s metal reacting to something inimica. The Trader hissed as he squeezed, fingers
sinking into my throat and the flat shine of the dusted lying over his eyes asthey narrowed, forked tongue
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flickering past the broken yellowed stubs of histeeth.

Apparently dental work wasn't part of the contract he' d made with whatever hellbreed had given
him supernatural strength and the ability to set shit on fire at athousand paces.

| brought my knee up, hard.

The hellbreed this particular Trader had bargained with hadn’t given him an athletic cup, either. The
bony part of my knee sank into his crotch, meeting preciouslittle resistance, so hard something popped.

It didn’t sound like much fun.

The Trader’ seyesrolled up and heimmediately let go of my trachea. | promptly added injury to
insult by clocking him on the Side of the head with aknifehilt. | didn’t dip the knife between hisribs
because | wanted to bring himin dive.

What can | say? Maybe | wasin agood mood.

Besides, | had other worries. For one, the burning warehouse.

Smokeroiled thick in the choking air, and the rushing crackle of flames almost drowned out the
screams coming from the girl handcuffed to a support pole. She was wasting both good energy and
usableair by screaming, amost out of her mind with fear. Bits of burning building plummeted to the
concrete floor. | gained my feet with aconvulsive lurch, eyes streaming, and clapped the silver-plated
cuffs on the Trader’ s skinny wrists. He was on the scrawny end of junkie-thin, moaning and writhing as|
wrenched his hands away from his genitals and behind his back.

| would have told him he was under arrest, but | didn’t have the breath. | scooped up the handle of
the bullwhip and vaulted astack of wooden boxes, their sides beginning to steam and smoke with the
heat. My stedl-reinforced bootheel s clattered and | skidded to astop, giving her aonce-over while my
fingers sowed the whip.

Mousy brown hair, check. Big blue eyes, check. Mole high up on her right cheek, check.

“Regan Smith.” | coughed, getting agood lungful of smoke. My back burned with pain and
something flaming hit the floor lessthan ayard away. “Y our mom sent meto find you.”

Shedidn’t hear me. She wastoo busy screaming.

| grabbed at the handcuffs as she tried to scramble away, fetching up hard against the support pole.
She even tried to kick me. Good girl. Bet you gave that asshole a run for his money. | curled my
fingers around the cuffs on either sde and gave aquick short yank.

The scar on my right wrist ran with prickling heat, pumping strength into my fingers. The cuffsburs,
and the girl immediatdly tried to bolt. She was hystericd with fear and wiry-strong, choking, screaming
whenever she could get enough air. Theroar of the fire drowned out any reassurance | might have given
her, and my long leather trenchcoat was beginning to smoke. | was carrying enough ammo to make things
interesting in hereif it got hot enough.

Not to mention the fact that the girl was only human. Shewould roast dive before | got really
uncomfortable. I’d promised her mother I'd bring her back, if it was at al possible.

Promiseslikethat are hell on hunters.

| snapped aquick glance over my shoulder at the Trader lying cuffed on the floor. He appeared to
be passed out, but they’ re tricky fuckers. Y ou don't negotiate a successful bargain with ahellbreed
without being dippery.

The roof wasfdling in. More burning crap fell down, splashing on the concrete and scattering. A
lick of flameran dong arunnd in the floor, and the girl made thingsinteresting by dmost twigting free,

Dammit. I'mtrying to help you! But shewasamost insanewith fear.

It probably messes your world up when you see ashort woman in along black leather coat beat
the shit out of a Trader with abullwhip, three clips of ammo, and the inhuman speed of the damned. The
slver charmstied in my long dark hair spat and crackled with blue sparks, and I’ m sure | was wearing
my mad face.

| hefted the girl over my shoulder like asack of potatoes and spent afew precious seconds glancing
again a the motionless Trader. Burning bits of wood landed on him, his clothes smoking, but | thought |
saw aglimmer of eyes.

She beat a my back with her fists, but | hefted her and sprinted down the long central aide of the



warehousg, lit with garish flame. Fire twisted and roared, stedling air and replacing it with toxic smoke.
Something exploded, awall of hot air mouthing my back as| got agood head of speed going, aming for
agapintheburningwall.

Thismight get a little tricky.

Rush of flame, acrackling liquid sound, covering up her breathless barking—she had nothing left in
her to scream with, poor girl—and my own rising cry, asound of female effort that flattened the
streaming flames away. The scar ran with sick wet ddight as| pulled force through it, my auraflaming
into the visible, astar of spiky plasmalight.

Feet dapping the floor, back burning, I’ d wrenched something when I’ d brought my knee up.
Probably feel better than he does. Hurry up, she can’'t take much more of—

| hit the hole in thewall going dmost-full speed, my cry ratcheting up into a bresthless squed
because I’d run out of air too, darkness flowering over my vision and starved muscles crying out for
oxygen. Smoke billowed and | hoped I’ d gpplied enough kinetic energy to throw us both clear of thefire.

Physicsisabitch.

The application of force made the landing much harder. | don’t wear leather pants because they
make my asslook cute. It’'s because when | [and hard, something snapping in my left leg and the rest of
my left Sdetaking the brunt of the blow, trying to shield the girl from impact, most of my skin would get
erased if | wasn't wearing dead animdl.

Asit was, | only broke afew bones.

Concrete. Cold. The hissing, roaring of thefire asit devoured al the oxygen it could reach. The girl
was gl feehly trying to struggle free.

It was aclear, cold night, the kind you only get out in the desert. The stars would be huge bonfires
of brilliant iceif not for the glare of SantaLuz' s sreetlamps and the other, lesser light of the burning
warehouse. | lay for afew moments, coughing, eyes streaming, while my leg crunched with pain and the
scar hummed with sick delight, a chill touching my spine asthe bone set itsdf with swift jerks. My eyes
rolled up in my head and | dimly heard the girl sobbing as she stopped trying to get away. She'd be
lucky to get out of this needing afew years of thergpy and some smoke-inhaation treatment.

Sirens pierced the night, far away but drawing closer. Here comes the cavalry. Thank God.

Unfortunately, thanking God wouldn’t do much good. | was the responsible one here. If that Trader
was dill aive and the scene started siwarming with vulnerable, only-human emergency personnd . ..

Get up, Jill. Get up now.

My weary body obeyed. | madeit to my feet, wincing as my left tibiaand my humerus both
crackled, the bone swiftly restructuring itself and al the pain of healing compressed into afew seconds
rather than weeks. My hand flicked, the bullwhip coiling itsaf neetly and stowed a my hip, and | had
both guns unhol stered and ready before the warehouse belched atorrent of red-hot air and the Trader
barreled through the hole in thewall, flesh cracking-black and his eyes shining flatly, the Sck-sweet smdll
of seared human pork adding to the perfume of hellbreed contamination.

Traders are scary-quick. | tracked him, bullets spattering the sidewalk as my right arm jolted under
the strain of recoil going dl theway up to my shoulders, broken bone pulling my aim off.

Mikhail ingsted on me being able to shoot |eft-handed, too. | caught the Trader with four roundsin
the chest and dropped the guns as he reached the top arc of hisleap, his scream fueled with the rage of
the damned.

I’'m sure the fact that haf his meat was cooked didn't help.

My hands closed around knifehilts. Knife-fighting ismy forte, it'sclose and dirty, whichisn't fun
when it comesto hellbreed or Traders. Y ou don’t want to get too close. But I’ ve dways had an edgein
pure speed, being female and little.

The scar helpstoo. The hard knot of corruption on the soft inside of my wrist ran with heavy
prickling iron as | moved faster than a human being had any right to, meeting the Trader with a
bone-sngpping crunch.

Theidiot wasn't thinking. If he had been, he might have done something other than astupid
kamikaze stunt, throwing himsdlf at a hunter who was armed and ready. As smart and dippery as



Traders are, they never think they’ re going to be held to account.

Theknifewent in with little resstance, slver laid dong theflat part of the blade hissing asit parted
flesh tainted by a hellbreed stouch.

The Trader screamed, ahigh gurgling note of panic. My wrist turned, twisting the knifeblade aswe
landed, right leg threatening to buckle as momentum drove me back. | slamped my |eft hedl, the transfer
of force striking sparks between metal-reinforced boothedl and concrete.

My other hand came up full of knife, blurred forward like astriking snake as the blade buried itself
in hischest, and | pushed him down, pinning him asthe shineflared in hiseyes and roasted stink-sweet
filled my mouth and nose.

Hunting isamessy business.



