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      To L.I., Because I promised.


   











      Si vis pacem, para bellum.


      —Unknown


      Bonis quod bene fit haud perit.


      —Plautus
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      Right before dawn a hush falls over Santa Luz. The things that live and prey in the night are either searching for a burrow

         to spend the day in, or looking for one last 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 explains why I was flat on my back, again, with hellbreed-strong fingers cutting off my air and my head ringing like

         someone had set off dynamite inside it. Sparks spat from silver charms tied in my hair, blessed moon-metal reacting to something

         inimical. The Trader hissed as he squeezed, fingers sinking into my throat and the flat shine of the dusted lying over his

         eyes as they narrowed, a forked tongue flickering past the broken yellowed stubs of his teeth.

      


      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 a thousand paces.

      


      I 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 precious little resistance, so hard something popped.

      


      It didn’t sound like much fun.


      The Trader’s eyes rolled up and he immediately let go of my trachea. I promptly added injury to insult by clocking him on

         the side of the head with a knifehilt. I didn’t slip the knife between his ribs because I wanted to bring him in for questioning.

      


      What can I say? Maybe I was in a good mood.


      Besides, I had other worries. For one, the burning warehouse.


      Smoke roiled thick in the choking air, and the rushing crackle of flames almost drowned out the screams coming from the girl

         handcuffed to a support post. She was wasting both good energy and usable air by screaming, probably almost out of her mind

         with fear. Bits of burning building plummeted to the concrete floor. I gained my feet with a convulsive 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 I wrenched his hands away from his genitals and behind his back.

      


      I would have told him he was under arrest, but I didn’t have the breath. I scooped up the handle of my bullwhip and vaulted

         a stack of wooden boxes, their sides beginning to steam and smoke under the lash of heat. My steel-reinforced bootheels clattered

         and I skidded to a stop, giving her a once-over while my fingers stowed the whip.

      


      Mousy brown hair, check. Big blue eyes, check. Mole high up on her right cheek, check.


      We have a confirmed sighting. Thank God. Now get her out of here.


      “Regan Smith.” I coughed, getting a good lungful of smoke. My back burned with pain and something flaming hit the floor less

         than a yard away. “Your mom sent me to find you.”

      


      She didn’t hear me. She was too busy screaming.


      I grabbed at the handcuffs as she tried to scramble away, fetching up hard against the post. She even tried to kick me. Good girl. Bet you gave that asshole a run for his money. I curled my fingers around the cuffs on either side and gave a quick short yank.

      


      The scar on my right wrist ran with prickling heat, pumping strength into my hand. The cuffs burst, and the girl immediately

         tried to bolt. She was hysterical and wiry-strong, choking, screaming whenever she could get enough air in. The roar of the

         fire drowned out any reassurance I might have given her, and my long leather trenchcoat was beginning to smoke. I was carrying

         plenty of ammo to make things interesting in here if it got hot enough.

      


      Not to mention the fact that the girl was only human. She would roast alive before I got really uncomfortable.

      


      Move it, Jill. I’d promised her mother I’d bring her back, if it was at all possible.

      


      Promises like that are hell on hunters.


      I snapped a glance over my shoulder at the Trader lying cuffed on the floor. He appeared to be passed out, but they’re tricky

         fuckers. You don’t negotiate a successful bargain with a hellbreed without being slippery. Of course, since I’d caught him,

         you could argue that his bargain hadn’t been that successful.

      


      More burning crap fell down, splashing on the concrete and scattering. A lick of flame ran along an oily runnel in the floor,

         and the girl made things interesting by almost twisting free.

      


      Dammit. I’m trying to help you! But she was almost insane with fear, fighting as if I was the enemy.

      


      It probably messes your world up when you see a woman in a long black leather coat beat the shit out of a Trader, using a

         bullwhip, three clips of ammo, and the inhuman speed of the damned. Silver charms tied in my long dark hair spat and crackled

         with blue sparks, hot blood slicked several parts of me, and I’m sure I was wearing my mad face.

      


      I hefted the girl over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes and spent a few precious seconds glancing again at the motionless

         Trader. Burning bits of wood landed on him, his clothes smoking, but I thought I saw a glimmer of eyes.

      


      She beat at my back with her fists. I sprinted down the long central aisle of the warehouse, hell-lit with garish flame. Fire

         twisted and roared, stealing air and replacing it with toxic smoke. Something exploded, a hurricane edge of heat mouthing

         my back as I got a good head of speed going, aiming for a gap in the burning wall.

      


      This might get a little tricky.


      Rush of flame, a crackling liquid sound, covering up her breathless barking—she had nothing left in her to scream with, poor

         girl, especially not with my shoulder in her stomach—and my own rising cry, a sound of female effort that flattened the streaming

         flames away with its force. The scar—my souvenir from Santa Luz’s biggest hellbreed—ran with sick wet delight as I pulled

         force through it, my aura flaming into the visible, a star of spiky plasma light.

      


      Feet slapping the floor, bootheels striking sparks, back burning—I’d wrenched something when I’d brought my knee up. Probably still feel better than he does. Hurry up, she can’t take much more of—


      I hit the hole in the wall going almost full speed, my cry ratcheting up into a breathless squeal because I’d run out of air

         too, darkness flowering over my vision and starved muscles crying out for oxygen. Smoke billowed and I hoped I’d applied enough

         kinetic energy to throw us both clear of the fire.

      


      Physics is a bitch.


      The application of force made the landing much harder. I don’t wear leather pants because they make my ass look cute. It’s

         because when I land hard, something snapping in my right leg and the rest of my right side taking the brunt of the blow, trying

         to shield the girl from impact, most of my skin would get erased if I wasn’t wearing thick dead cow.

      


      As it was, I only broke a few bones as we slid, muscles straining against the instinct to roll over on her to shed momentum.

         I managed just to skid on my right side. Spikes of rusty pain drove through each break, right leg cramping, ribs howling.

      


      Concrete. Cold. The hissing roar of the fire as it devoured all the oxygen it could reach. The girl was still feebly trying

         to struggle free.

      


      It was a clear, cold night, the kind you only get out in the desert. The stars would be bonfires of brilliant ice if not for

         the glare of Santa Luz’s streetlamps and the other, lesser light of the burning warehouse. I lay for a few moments, coughing,

         eyes streaming, while my leg crunched with pain and the scar hummed with sick delight, a chill touching my spine as the bone

         set itself with swift jerks. My eyes rolled up in my head and I dimly heard the girl sobbing as she stopped trying to get

         away. She’d be lucky to get out of this needing a few years of therapy and some smoke-inhalation treatment.

      


      Sirens pierced the night, far away but drawing closer. Here comes the cavalry. Thank God.


      Unfortunately, thanking God wouldn’t do much good. I was the responsible one here. If that Trader was still alive and the scene started swarming with vulnerable, only-human emergency

         personnel…

      


      Get up, Jill. Get up now.


      My weary body obeyed. I made it to my feet, wincing as my right tibia and my humerus both crackled, the bones swiftly restructuring

         themselves and all the pain of healing compressed into a few seconds rather than weeks. My hand flicked, I had both guns unholstered

         and ready before the warehouse belched a torrent of red-hot air and the Trader barreled through the hole in the wall, flesh

         cracking-black and his eyes shining flatly, the sick-sweet smell of seared human pork adding to the perfume of hellbreed contamination.

      


      Traders are scary-quick, not as fast as hellbreed but fast enough. I tracked him, bullets spattering the sidewalk as my right

         arm jolted under the strain of recoil going all the way up to my shoulders, broken bone pulling my aim off.

      


      My teacher Mikhail insisted I be able to shoot left-handed, too. I caught the Trader with four rounds in the chest and dropped

         the guns as he reached the top arc of his leap, his scream fueled with the rage of the damned.

      


      I’m sure the fact that half his meat was cooked didn’t help his mood.


      My hands closed around knifehilts. Knife fighting is my forte, it’s close and dirty, which isn’t fun when it comes to hellbreed

         or Traders. You don’t want to get too close. But I’ve always had an edge in pure speed, being female and little. And nasty, once Mikhail trained the flinching out of me.

      


      The scar helps too. The hard knot of corruption on the soft inside of my wrist ran with heavy prickling iron as I moved faster

         than a human being had any right to, meeting the Trader with a bonesnapping crunch.

      


      The idiot wasn’t thinking. If he had been, he might have done something other than a stupid kamikaze stunt, throwing himself

         at a hunter who was armed and ready. As smart and slippery as Traders are, they never think they’re going to be held to account.

      


      The knife went in with little resistance, silver laid along the flat part of the blade hissing as it parted flesh tainted

         by a hellbreed’s touch.

      


      The Trader screamed, a high gurgling note of panic. My wrist turned, twisting the blade as the force of his hit threw us both,

         my right leg threatening to buckle under the momentum. I stamped my left heel, the transfer of force striking sparks between

         metal-reinforced bootheel and aggregate stones in the concrete.

      


      My other hand came up full of knife, blurred forward like a striking snake as the blade buried itself in his chest, and I

         pushed him down, pinning him as the shine flared in his eyes and roasted stink-sweet filled my mouth and nose.

      


      I wrenched the first knife free and cut his throat. Blood steamed, arterial spray bubbling and frothing as the flat light

         drained from his eyes. I didn’t want to kill him. I wanted to question him and find out what hellbreed he’d made a bargain

         with.

      


      But you can’t have everything. Besides, I could still hear the girl sobbing, the supsucking sound of a child in a nightmare

         that doesn’t go away when she opens her eyes. The thought of what he must have done to her—and what he’d probably planned on doing, based on his other victims—drove my hand just as surely as the instinct of combat.

      


      The body began to stink, sphincters loosened by death. I’d almost decapitated him. Better safe than sorry. I let out a long shuddering breath, my smoke-roughened lungs protesting with a series of deep hacking coughs. Helltaint drifted

         up from the corpse, the body contorting in odd ways as contagion spilled through its dying tissues, sucking the life from

         it. It was an eerie St. Vitus’s dance, limbs twisting and jerking as they withered.

      


      If Traders could see what happens after one of them bites it, maybe they’d think twice about making deals with hellbreed.


      Or maybe not. Details, details, Jill. Get moving.


      I turned on my steelshod heel. The knives slipped into their sheaths, and I found my guns, reloaded and holstered them, barely

         noticing the habitual movements. The warehouse was burning merrily and the girl lay crumpled on the pavement, barely getting

         in enough breath to sob. She looked pretty bad, and would be terrifically bruised.

      


      But she was alive. The broken bracelets of handcuffs jingled as she tried to scrabble away from my approach. I squatted, ignoring

         the flare of pain in my right calf, the bone finishing up its healing now that I’d stopped putting so much load on it. My

         coat, torn, ragged, and now scorched, whispered along the concrete, dragging behind me like a dinosaur’s tail.

      


      “Regan.” I pitched my voice nice and low, soothing. “Your mom sent me to get you. It’s okay.”


      She cowered, gibbering. I didn’t blame her, if I was a civilian I’d probably do the same. So I just stayed where I was, in

         an easy crouch, listening to the burning as the sirens drew closer.

      


      Goddamn. I think I can count this one a win.


      The precinct house on Alameda was still hopping. The graveyard shift hadn’t gone home yet and the late drunks were being wheeled

         in for processing. Montaigne was waiting for me in his office, looking a lot better than usual—no bags under his eyes and

         a few inches slimmer. Vacation did him some good.

      


      His tie was even still on straight. That meant a relaxing day, for him. Of course, it was still early, and he’d been yanked

         out of bed to come in and tie off the Regan Smith disappearance/reappearance, and sign the forms for what little remained

         of the Trader to be cremated. You don’t bury them—you never know when a hellbreed will have a need for a nice fresh-rotting

         zombie skeleton. Why give them one?

      


      “Harvey Steiner,” Monty said, leaning back in his chair. A fresh bottle of Tums sat unopened on his desktop, next to his overflowing

         inbox. “Mild-mannered accountant by day, wacked-out serial killer by night.”

      


      “All he needed was a cape and Spandex.” I reeked of smoke and foulness, my back ached, and under the buckled leather cuff

         on my right wrist the scar tingled and prickled like a wire whisk vibrating against the skin. “And all it cost us was one

         lousy warehouse.”

      


      “Plus four insurance claims that need to be filed for the cars you jumped on while chasing him. You’re a menace to property,

         Kismet.” Streaks of thinning, graying hair combed across his shining head, Monty raised tired gray eyes to meet mine. “How’s

         the kid?”

      


      I shrugged, leather creaking. Monty’s one of the few who don’t have much trouble meeting my mismatched gaze. One brown eye,

         one blue, somehow it just seems to disturb people on a very deep level when I stare them down.

      


      My fingers were at my throat, touching the carved chunk of ruby on its silver chain. I dropped my hand with an effort. “She’ll

         need therapy. But she’s alive. Her mom’s on the way down to pick her up.” After they finish with the rape kit and the sedation. Poor kid. At least she’s still breathing. Quit second-guessing yourself

            and count it a win, Kismet.


      I did. But I didn’t think Regan or her mom would appreciate the news that she’d gotten off lightly, all things considered.

      


      The half-open door to Monty’s office creaked a little as someone went past. A burst of laughter sounded through the shuffling

         paperwork, ringing phones, and general murmur of cops doing their work. Homicide was up early, as usual.

      


      Murder doesn’t sleep.


      Most of the time a hunter interacts with the Homicide division, closely followed by Vice. Murder, sex, and drugs, that’s the

         list of symptoms of hellbreed in your town. Not like humanity ever needs much help to start killing, getting high, and looting.

      


      No, indeedy. But hellbreed do like to help out.


      Monty let it rest for a few beats. “How’s Saul?”


      I don’t know, I’m not home enough to answer the phone. It was a pinch in a numb place. “I talked to him a couple days ago. His mom’s doing better.”

      


      It was half a lie. Once Weres get a particular lymphoma they tend to go downhill quick, bodies burning up from the inside.

         They call it “the Wasting.”

      


      “Good.” Monty nodded. His chair squeaked as he shifted, uneasily.


      My back still hurt, a lead bar of pain buried in my lumbar muscles. I wanted to go home and scrub the smoke and fear off my

         skin. I wanted to check the messages and see if Saul had called again. I wanted to hear his voice.

      


      Too bad, Jill. There were other things to do before dawn.

      


      Like whatever Monty was sitting on. “Spit it out, Montaigne.” I folded my arms, leaning against the file cabinet. My bullwhip

         tapped the metal, a soft thumping sound. I had to pick up more ammo soon, drop by Galina’s and get a whole run of supplies.

      


      He gave me a look that could have peeled paint and his eyes flicked toward the open door.


      Subtle, Monty. I hauled myself upright, padded across thin cheap industrial carpet, and swept the door closed, without even a sarcastic

         flourish. “That better?”

      


      “I need your help. On a case.” He looked down at the drift of paper covering his desk, and I began to feel uneasy.


      Normally, he says There’s something I need you to take a look at, Jill. Like he can’t believe he’s asking a woman half his size for help.

      


      What the hell. I had nothing else I was doing tonight, other than visiting Galina and patrolling the streets for stray arkeus and other hellbreed. There weren’t any leads to chase for tonight’s Trader—the ’breed who had given him the ability to fling

         fire was still out there, free as a bird.

      


      It didn’t matter. I’d catch up with him, her, or it soon enough. You don’t get away with things like that. Not when Jill Kismet’s

         on the job.

      


      I dragged the only unburied chair over to his desk, pushing a stack of files out of the way with my boot. I settled down,

         resting against the straight wooden back, and fixed my eyes on the piles of paper. “Talk to me.”

      


      He opened up a drawer and set a bottle of Jack Daniels down. Amber alcohol glowed under the fluorescents.


      Uh-oh. I leaned forward, closed my fingers around the bottle, and twisted the cap off. “A case? One of mine?” If it is, why haven’t you said something before now? It’s the rules, Monty. You’ve done this before.


      “I don’t know.” He reached down, digging in another drawer as I took a swig. The alcohol burned, and I was reminded that I

         hadn’t eaten yet today.

      


      Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember eating yesterday either. Once you get going it’s hard to slow down.


      And Saul was gone.


      “Will you just tell me, Monty? The cloak-and-dagger routine gets old.”


      “You’d think you’d enjoy that.” He didn’t quite raise an eyebrow, but it was close.


      I sighed, exaggeratedly rolling my eyes. A very teenage movement, which he acknowledged with a sour smile. Neither of us had

         seen our teens for a decade or two, or three. I doubt Monty even remembered his teen years, and I had no urge to recall mine

         ever again. “Just get on with it. I have other shit to do tonight.” Or this morning, as the case may be.


      “You’re always in such a fucking hurry.” He had a file in his hands, a thin dog-eared manila number held shut with a rubber

         band.

      


      “Hellbreed don’t take vacations.” When they do, I’ll be the first to celebrate. I sniffed smoke, still rising from my clothes and skin. Maybe not with a barbeque, though. “What’s this all about?”

      


      “Marvin Kutchner.” He held up the file. “Cop. Ate his Glock about two months ago.”


      “Has he come back?” In my line of work, that’s always a possibility. If you run up against the nightside in Santa Luz—or really,

         anywhere in my territory, which runs from Ridgefield to the southern edges of Santa Luz; Leon Budge in Viejarosas and I split

         some of the southern suburbs—you’ll see me sooner or later. I will avenge you, if you fall prey to the things that go bump

         in the night.

      


      And if you come back, I’ll lay you to rest. Permanently.


      Monty shook his head. “Buried out at Estrada. No sign of him since.”


      Well, that’s a relief. I eyed the folder. “So what’s the deal?”

      


      “I want you to look into it.”


      “A cop suicide? No offense, Monty, but—”


      “He was my partner, back in the day.” His weak, smoke-colored gaze fixed itself over my shoulder, and his mouth turned down

         at the corners.

      


      The bottle of Tums on his desk wasn’t open, and the whiskey bottle was mostly full. He was laying in for a siege.


      I studied him for a long few moments. What aren’t you telling me? “Is there a suspicion of homicide?”

      


      “Something just don’t smell right, Kismet. I don’t know. I didn’t think Marv was the type, though God knows any cop can be

         driven to it.” He spread his hands, helplessly, like people do when they try to express the inexpressible. “It just don’t

         smell right.”

      


      Scratch any cop hard enough and you’ll find intuition. Most of the time it’s an educated guess so reflexive it seems like

         a hunch, courtesy of working the edges of human behavior for a long time.

      


      A hunter, on the other hand, is normally a full-blown psychic. Messing around with sorcery will do that to you. Po-tay-toe,

         po-tah-toe. Doesn’t matter.

      


      Still… why me, Monty? “Why not just set IA on it?”

      


      “Them?” He made a dismissive gesture. “Look, Marv was a good cop. Maybe it got to be too much for him, maybe not. He had a

         wife, she’s getting his pension, and if something…”

      


      I waited.


      “He was my partner,” Monty finally said, heavily. As if it explained everything.

      


      Maybe it did. If he was just uneasy, or wanted to know why, he was no different from the people who come to me looking for their loved ones. Everyone who disappears is someone’s kid,

         someone’s friend, someone’s lover. Even if they’re not, they deserve someone to care about finding them.

      


      Even if that someone is only me.


      Kutchner had pulled the very last disappearing trick anybody ever does. If it didn’t look kosher to Monty and he wanted to

         do right by the widow by having someone quietly look at it so the pension wasn’t interrupted, it was reasonable. More reasonable than a burning warehouse and a throat-cut

         Trader.

      


      I leaned forward, holding out my right hand. The leather cuff on my wrist slid a little bit under my coatsleeve, over the

         scar. “I won’t promise anything. It’s not my type of case.”

      


      Monty’s shoulders sagged as he let me take the file. It could have been relief or a fresh burden. Vacations never last long

         enough. “Thanks, Kiss. I mean it.”

      


      I almost winced. Leather creaked as I made it up to my feet, sighing as my back twinged and settled into aching. The scar

         burned, a reminder I didn’t need, just like the reek of smoke clinging to me. “Don’t call me that, okay?” A few days looking into this, it’s the least I owe him.


      Monty wasn’t just a liaison. He was also a friend.


      Even if he sometimes couldn’t look me in the face.


      I left with the file tucked under my arm, heading out into the rest of my night. The gray of false dawn was coming up, sky

         bleaching out along its edges, and I kept my windows down as I drove. The cold air was a penance, but at least it didn’t smell

         like fire.
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      The phone shrilled. I rolled over, blinking hazily. My bed was rucked out of all recognition, blankets tossed everywhere and

         my clothes in a stinking pile on the floor next to the mattresses. I’d been too tired to shower when I got home midmorning—just

         shucking off, putting a knife under the pillow, and passing out in the square of sunlight that travels through the skylight

         every day.

      


      If you’re not nocturnal when you start out, being a hunter will make you that way before long. Afternoon is the best, a long

         slow sleepy time of safe daylight. Dusk will wake you up like gunfire, because darkness is when the nightside comes out to

         play. Sunlight means safety.

      


      At least most of the time.


      I was just going to let the machine take it. But the thought that Saul might be calling when he knew I was probably home brought

         me up out of deep dreamlessness and set me fumbling for the phone. I hit the talk button and managed to get it in the vicinity

         of my face. “’Lo?” Saul? Is that you?


      There was a moment’s worth of silence, and I knew just from the sound of breathing that it wasn’t my very favorite werecougar.

         Cold water ran down my spine and I lunged up into full wakefulness a bare second before a low, throaty chuckle echoed in my

         ear and made the scar on my wrist run with wet heat.

      


      “My darling Kiss,” he said. “It has been too long.”


      I knew he hadn’t forgotten me.


      It’d be nice if he would, wouldn’t it, Jill? My mouth turned dry and slick as desert glass, and the scar thundered under its leather hood. The buckles on the cuffs Saul

         made for me regularly snapped off or corroded, and I didn’t help matters by tearing off the cuff when I needed the full extent

         of helltainted strength.

      


      I didn’t move to sit up in bed. Perry would hear material moving and know he’d gotten to me. Instead, I froze, lying on my

         belly, one hand under the pillow around the knifehilt and the other clutching the phone to my numb ear.

      


      I’d wondered just how much chain he was going to give me before yanking. I’d left town six months ago in the aftermath of

         the Sorrows incident, and on my way out I’d paid Perry a little visit. I knew he’d been in it up to his eyeballs, thinking he could play both sides of the fence and use the Sorrows to get his wormy little

         fingers inside my head.

      


      It hadn’t worked. I’d spent a lot of time between then and now wondering when he was going to make his next move. The scar

         didn’t twinge much, and it still functioned the same as before, feeding me enough etheric force to make me exponentially more

         dangerous.

      


      It’s not every hunter who has a tainted hellbreed mark. It’s saved my life more than once.


      And driven me right to the edge of the abyss.


      “Perry.” I sounded normal. Or about as normal as you can sound, awakened from a deep sleep with a hellbreed on the line. My

         palms were wet and my nipples, pressed against the mattress since I’d shucked every stitch of smoke-fouled clothing, were

         hard as chips of rock. I’d tossed most of the pillows off the bed. “Didn’t I tell you not to bother me?”

      


      I didn’t even have to put any fuck you into my voice. Just weariness, as if I was dealing with a spoiled child.

      


      Oh be careful. Be very goddamn careful, Jill. My pulse kicked up as if it was dusk. High, hard, and fast, right in my throat, too.

      


      “Would you like my mark to start spreading, Kiss?” Bland, smooth, and even, as if he was discussing the weather. I could almost

         see his blue eyes narrowing.

      


      Most of the damned are beautiful. Perry is just blandly mediocre-looking. It’s why he’s so goddamn scary, and why my left

         hand started to quiver a little bit.

      


      The woman always has advantage in situation like this, my teacher Mikhail’s voice whispered from the vaults of memory.

      


      I hoped he was right. It sure as hell didn’t feel like it, sometimes.


      “Or perhaps,” Perry continued, “you would like it to start rotting and turning black. I believe the proper term is necrosis.”


      I know what necrosis is, hellspawn. “That would put a little wrinkle in our bargain.” I didn’t swallow audibly only out of sheer force of will. “And since you’re

         already in dutch by cavorting with the Sorrows not so long ago—”

      


      “Oh, let’s not fight. Come see me, Kiss.” Silky-smooth, his voice could have been an attractive businessman’s baritone except

         for the rumble behind it. It sounded like freight trains in a deserted switchyard at midnight, rubbing against each other

         and groaning in pain.

      


      Helletöng. The language of the damned.


      The mother tongue of Hell.


      “Hold your breath until I show up, Pericles.” I peeled the phone away from my ear and hit the talk button again. It disconnected—but

         not nearly quickly enough to suit me.

      


      I rolled over and stared at the skylight. Late-afternoon sunlight filled the Plexiglas rectangle with gold. I was under the

         messy blankets, except for my bare foot, with the sheet wrapped around my ankle like a manacle. My toes flexed as sunlight

         scoured my vision, comfortable safety filling the inside of my skull with white noise. I tuned my mind to a blank, meaningless

         hum, but my hands were shaking, one of them braced with a knifehilt.

      


      My warehouse resounded with tiny noises. I like to hear every little thing moving in my place, right down to the mice in the

         walls. Though sorcery is sometimes practically useful—I don’t have mice in my walls. Creaks as sun-heat made the building expand, the low moan of the wind from the desert, a faraway rumble

         as a train slid along the tracks, since I live in an industrial district. Nowadays I was liking the solitude more and more.

      


      You knew he wouldn’t forget about you. I was cold even under the blankets. The scar, under its shield of leather, ran with moist warmth. It wasn’t much to look

         at, a puckered lip-print as if someone had painted lye on the skin and kissed with a wet mouth. It still functioned the way

         it always had, feeding me etheric force, hiking my physical strength and just generally making me a lot harder to kill.

      


      I hadn’t been in to the Monde Nuit to give Perry payment for that power since Saul and I returned from the Dakotas.


      I was all right with that. And technically, he had betrayed the bargain we’d made. I was within my rights never to darken

         the Monde’s doorstep again, never to make another payment no matter how much power I pulled through it.

      


      It’s too easy. And it was. Perry wasn’t the sort to let a hunter slip through his immaculate fingers. He’d miscalculated badly last time,

         and I’d outwitted him.

      


      Hellbreed don’t like that.


      Add to that the fact that he’d done a few things I hadn’t suspected he could—like producing hellfire in the blue spectrum—and

         you had a very unsettling situation developing.

      


      Worry about it later, Jill. For right now you need to get up and start poking around after Monty’s dead partner. The sooner

            you get that looked into, the sooner you can get back to those disappearances on the east side of town. Four women gone, and

            the whole thing stinks.


      The trouble was, I might have to wait until someone else disappeared before I was sure last night’s player didn’t have anything

         to do with the situation. But the fire-slinging sonofabitch hadn’t bothered going out to the east, he’d concentrated slightly

         south of downtown, in the warehouses and freight yards near the river. Lots of places to hide where nobody could hear a woman

         scream.

      


      Regan Smith had been the lucky one. Her mother hadn’t been able to look me in the face when she asked me to find her daughter,

         or when I left her outside the curtain to the ER bay her child was behind. Maybe it was my eyes. Maybe it was my long leather

         coat or the skintight black T-shirt, or the silver tied in my hair.

      


      Maybe it was even the guns. Or the bullwhip.


      Or maybe it was her raped, traumatized daughter whimpering even through the sedation. Sometimes people aren’t prepared for

         their loved ones to be brought back hurt or marred. The disappearance itself throws everything off, screws everything up,

         and life is never normal again even if their loved one comes back.

      


      That was Perry on the phone. A galvanic shudder spilled through me, from top to toes. He’s about to start messing with you again, Jill. It figures he would wait until Saul is out of town.


      I wanted to call Saul, but he would immediately be able to tell something was wrong. He didn’t need another burden right now.

         He already sounded too worried. When he could get me on the phone, that is.

      


      I repressed another shiver. I could still smell smoke, my clothes on the floor sending out invisible waves of stink like Pig-Pen

         in the old Peanuts cartoons.

      


      I should get up, work out, and hit the street.


      For a few minutes I lay there, breathing, my eyes full of light. Trying not to follow the inevitable chain of logic.


      You know what this means. Perry’s thinking about you.


      I wished it didn’t make me feel so unsteady. He’d almost gotten into my head more than once. Almost pushed me over that edge

         every hunter lives on.

      


      We commit murder on an almost daily basis. It doesn’t matter if it’s hellbreed, Trader, scurf, Middle Way adepts, what-have-you.

         It’s still killing sentient beings. The fact that most of these sentient beings are kill-crazy predators doesn’t absolve a

         hunter of responsibility.

      


      The Church, after all, does not admit us into Heaven, even if we’re buried in hallowed ground.


      Sometimes I wonder about that. I wonder more and more, the longer I do this sort of work.


      Getting that close to the edge is necessary. You can’t kill a hellbreed if you hesitate or flinch. But no matter how close

         you get to that edge, no matter how you put your little toesies on it and peer over into the howling abyss that lies beyond,

         you cannot go over. It’s a razor-thin line, but you cannot, ever, go over it.

      


      I had been so close.


      Get up, Jill. Work out, and go out and do your job. Let Perry suck eggs in his little hellbreed hole. When he pops back up

            you’ll deal with him.


      It sounded good.


      I just wished I believed it.


      I rolled up out of bed, taking the knife with me, and got ready to face another night.
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      I’d just given the Impala a tune-up, so my baby purred as I took her up into the suburbs, the red fuzzy dice Galina had given

         me dangling from the mirror. Kutchner’s widow lived in the Cruzada district, nice little houses from the seventies, fenced

         yards, and neighbors as old as Methuselah—on the right streets. On the wrong streets, the neighbors have bad crack problems

         that make them look like Methuselah.

      


      Only in the ’burbs do you find this combination. No wonder they need sitcoms to dull the pain.


      The wrong streets tend to cluster on higher ground, further away from the artery of the river. Closer to the desert. Mrs.

         Kutchner lived on the edge, high enough up that security bars on the windows were not just a fashion statement. Still, it

         was an okay neighborhood, and as the sun slid bloody below the rim of the mountains, I slammed the Impala’s door and eyed

         the house, a neat little adobe with a trim, if weedy, yard and a chain-link fence. Out here the grass was yellow; people had

         better things to spend their money on than astronomical water bills.

      


      I leaned against the car door and examined the place. The right-hand neighbors had kids—someone had to play with the toys

         scattered around their yard. On the other side, a scraggly greenbelt cut through the neighborhood, edging a ditch that would

         take runoff in flash-flood season. The fence was higher on that side, and so were the weeds.

      


      The blinds were all pulled behind blank windows and vertical iron security bars. The red-painted door looked like a tight-pursed

         mouth, and the high arched windows gave the street a perpetually surprised glance. The brick-colored roof tiles were still

         fresh, not bleached by a few high-grade summer scorches.

      


      Now why does this not look right? I pulled my sunglasses off as the sky turned indigo, pink and orange lingering in the west. The mountains glowed, furnace

         teeth spearing up to catch high thin cumulus clouds. The original seven-veil dance, performed nightly, hold the applause,

         just throw cash.

      


      Wind came off the desert, smelling of sand and shimmering heat. Oven-warm, drying the sweat along my forehead and tinkling

         the charms knotted into my hair with red thread. My silver apprentice-ring rested against my left ring finger. I played with

         it as I watched the house, hairs rising on my nape.

      


      My smart eye—the blue one, the one that can see below the surface of the world—watered a bit as I focused. A pall lay over

         Kutchner’s house, etheric energy turned thick and bruise-clotted.

      


      There could be a number of reasons for this—grief, or any strong negative emotion over time. A murder or suicide in the recent

         past—this was listed as Kutchner’s last known address before he ventilated his own skull.

      


      Hellbreed contamination, or even just plain sorcery of the darker variety, will also congest the ether around a place, just

         like a bruise is congested blood.

      


      Kutchner had been found in a flophouse hotel on the edge of the barrio. Still, brooding about suicide for a while, especially

         if you’re serious enough to actually do it, can cause your house to get a bit stale, etherically speaking.

      


      I dunno. That’s an awful lot of static.


      Well, no time like the present to stick my nose in and find out.


      I crossed the street and opened the squeaking chain-link gate. A narrow strip of concrete unreeled to the steps leading to

         the entryway, and dried husks of yucca flowers rattled in the breeze. The sound was like clicking small bones together in

         a wooden cup, and my right hand crept for a gun.

      


      Great, Jill. Show up at the widow’s door and scare the crap out of her with a Glock shoved in her face. Monty said he wanted

            this quiet, you know.


      Quiet’s one thing, and disregarding your instincts is another. A hunter who ignores instinct is half dead already. The other

         half comes when you do something stupid, like not drawing when every nerve in your body screams something’s behind Door Number One, sweetheart!


      I drew, keeping the gun low along my side. Leather rustled as I walked up the path, and the dead blossoms rattled, rattled.

         Like handcuffs. My coat brushed my ankles as I stepped cautiously, the transition to nighttime taking a breath all along the

         edges of my city. Sometimes I feel that deep breath just after dusk, right under my sternum. It’s like every instrument in an orchestra tuned to the same key

         and suddenly giving out the deepest tone it’s capable of.

      


      The entryway held pots of cacti, different spiny little things that might have been flowering if they weren’t desiccated enough

         to be used for tinder. The charms in my hair tinkled as they rubbed against each other. Deep shadows at the end of the roofed

         entryway moved as I stepped forward, cautiously, and my sensitive nose picked out something it was all too familiar with.

         A ripe, overwhelming smell.

      


      Under my leather cuff, the scar pulsed hotly. It didn’t seem to be getting any bigger.


      Stop thinking like that, Jill. My entire body flushed hot, then cold.

      


      The wind was coming from behind me, or I would have noticed the smell earlier. The door creaked a little bit as the breeze

         pushed it.

      


      It was open.


      Monty swiped at his forehead. Sweat sheened his face. “Jesus,” he said, for the third time.


      Usually we only get one Jesus out of him per crime scene.

      


      Jacinta Kutchner’s corpse hung from a white and blue striped nylon rope looped over an exposed ceiling beam creaking slightly

         as the house settled for the night. She wore a pale blue housedress and one slipper, and had been dead for a while, if the

         state of the body was any indication. The air conditioning had been turned off sometime in the recent past, and the house

         was breathlessly hot and stale.

      


      Not to mention reeking of decay.


      I folded my arms, doing my best not to lean against the wall. The forensic techs were hard at work, gathering evidence, photographing,

         trying to ignore the smell. A few of them had Vicks smeared on their upper lips, it was that bad. A few days in desert heat

         will dry a body out, but hot moisture in an enclosed house is bad for dead human tissue.

      


      “I don’t like this.” I kept my voice low. The techs were giving me little sideways looks, except for plump brunette Piper.

         She was off maternity leave and slimming down again, my very favorite forensic tech and my particular liaison with that department.

         Not much disturbs her serenity.

      


      Maybe it’s having kids that does it. I’ve never seen Piper even blanch. She’s even been known to whistle Disney tunes at scenes.


      The mind boggles.


      “I don’t either.” Monty looked miserable. I didn’t blame him. One suicide is chance, two coincidence.


      I didn’t want a third.


      “This isn’t my type of case,” I said again. “There’s no smell of anything hinky on this one. Not extra-human hinky, that is.”


      “What about human hinky?”


      You don’t want me to tell you anything you don’t already know, Montaigne. You just want someone else to say it out loud. I glanced around the living room. “What the hell did she stand on? She’s only five-three, recent stretching notwithstanding.”

         It felt horrible, but you don’t last long around violent death without evolving some black humor. I ticked them off on my

         fingers. “Where’s her other slipper? Not to mention most women want to look pretty right before they take the plunge. They

         usually hang themselves in more private places, too.”

      


      A fresh wave of stench rolled toward me. There was a large stain on the carpet below the body, and the insect life was having

         a ball. Not as much as there would be outside, but you’d be surprised how little time it takes for six-legged critters to

         find a recently deceased piece of meat.

      


      “I thought about that too.” His gaze came up, touched my face, skittered away. He palmed a couple of Tums up to his mouth

         and started chewing. “Goddammit.”

      


      Full night had folded around the house, darkness swirling in corners where it wasn’t driven away by electric fixtures and

         portable lights brought in by the crime-scene team. The shadows in the corners had weight, only seen through my blue eye.

      


      Seen from between, violent death has its own eddies and currents. She had suffered before passing out of this place and into whatever awaited

         her.

      


      This isn’t one of yours, Jill. Get going, there’s other things out there tonight you should be taking care of.


      But I made no move to leave beyond shifting my weight from one foot to the other.


      “What the hell are you doing here?” Carper said irritably from the entryway, hunching his shoulders. His sharp blue eyes flicked

         once over the scene, taking everything in.

      


      In his sneakers and tweed jackets, Carp looks more like a college professor than a homicide deet. Behind him, his partner

         Rosenfeld was conferring with the blue holding down the site log. Rosenfeld’s spiky auburn halo threw back what little light

         made it past the long mirror on the wall.

      


      “Relax, Carp.” I let my shoulders drop. “It’s not one of mine.”


      He looked only barely relieved. “Great. What’re you doing, then?”

      


      “Conferring with Montaigne. If that’s all right with you.” Don’t get snitty with me, Carp. I’m not in the mood.


      “Hi, Jill.” Rosie ambled past her partner, bumping him with her shoulder. Her jaw would have done a prizefighter proud, and

         her leather jacket creaked a little bit. The Terrible Two of the Homicide department, appearing nightly on the scene. “What’s

         going on?”

      


      It was an excessively casual question. Santa Luz’s finest get a little bit nervous around me, though they take bets on where

         I’ll show up next. There’s a whole system of verifying hunter sightings left over from Mikhail’s time.

      


      It’s when they lose track of me for a few weeks that everyone gets jumpy.


      Still, very few cops like being around me. The mandatory class I put all rookies through takes care of that. My tiger’s eye rosary bumped my stomach

         as I shifted again. “Not much for me here. See you later, Monty.”

      


      He couldn’t quite bring himself to ask me, but he spread his hands as I passed, brushing close to Carp and almost enjoying

         when the man stepped away. He used to be able to get a rise out of me. Now Carper and I just go through the motions. It’s

         a comforting routine on both sides.

      


      He rolled his eyes, and I grinned at him. The corner of his mouth twitched, and he looked away, the twinkle going out of his

         baby blues as he studied the shape of Jacinta Kutchner hanging, the edge of her robe fluttering a bit. “Goddamn,” he said,

         softly.

      


      I paused at the entryway, next to the blue. He didn’t offer me the site log, but he gripped it until paper crackled. If I

         looked closely I would probably remember his name. “Monty.”

      


      “Yeah?” He palmed another couple of Tums. The vacation was wearing off.


      What else could I say? He wanted me to look into it, and someone else was dead. Worst case of suicide I ever saw, the tagline to an old joke floated through my head. “I’ll be in touch.”

      


      Then I was out the door, plunging into the night, crossing the street to the Impala. She stuck out like a sore thumb, having

         no flashing lights, and I noticed something else about the neighborhood.

      


      Jacinta Kutchner’s neighbors didn’t come out to see what the fuss was. At all.


      So much for suburbia.
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      Gray predawn was breaking, again, when the phone rang and my pager went off simultaneously. I left my trench dripping on the

         rack in the utility room and hobbled through the hall, through the cavern of the sparring space and living room, every muscle

         I’d pulled singing its own separate note in the orchestra of pain. I’d broken my left arm this time, the arkeus I’d run across on the east side of town had put up a hell of a fight.

      


      Get it, Jill? A Hell of a fight? Arf arf.


      But I’d found out, to my lasting satisfaction, which pile of hell-soaked waste had given the mad accountant his power. It

         was unmistakable, especially when an arkeus pulls a flame-jet six feet long out of its mouth and tries to feed it to you.

      


      The scar provides me with faster healing and damage regeneration, but when it’s busy splinting bones and replacing a few quarts

         of blood, pulled muscles heal more slowly. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if it started spreading, or if Perry

         decided it wasn’t such a hot idea to have me drawing on a hellbreed’s tainted power if he wasn’t getting anything in return—even

         if it was his own damn fault.

      


      Don’t think like that. The phone brayed, the pager buzzed against my hip, and I stopped short of picking up as the answering machine clicked. There

         were a few moments of silence, then a beep.

      


      “Hey, kitten.” A voice I knew as well as my own slid from the speaker, only slightly distorted. “Guess you’re out—”


      My pager quit buzzing. I was already scrambling for the phone. I scooped it up and pressed the talk button, and the machine

         clicked over with a feedback squeal. “Sorry about that.” Breathless, now, I folded down on the bed. “God, it’s good to hear

         you.”

      


      “Hey.” Saul sounded tired. “Glad I caught you too, kitten. What’s happening in the big bad city?”


      A sharp ache welled up in my chest. I miss you, and Perry called. “Not much. A couple things Monty wants me to look into. A Trader.”

      


      “Bad?” He had a nice voice, to go with all the rest of him.


      I shut my eyes, imagining him right next to me. Tall dark-haired Were, looking like a romance-novel Native American except

         for the gold-green sheen off his eyes in certain light, the rods and cones reflecting differently. “Nothing out of the ordinary.

         I even got a civilian out alive.”

      


      “That’s my girl.” A warm rumble of approval, carried through a phone line and suddenly threatening to ease every muscle.


      “How’s your mom?” I swallowed sudden dryness in my throat. Saul’s mother hadn’t been too happy to meet the hellbreed-tainted

         hunter he’d given up his place in the tribe for, but with faultless Were courtesy she’d accepted me into her home as a guest

         and cooked for me. She’d even introduced me to the extended family and officiated at the firelit ceremony that formalized

         everything. As far as Saul was concerned, we were formally mated.

      


      As far as his tribe was concerned, we were as good as married, even if I was… well, disappointing. But they hadn’t said a

         word, just welcomed me with Were politeness.

      


      I wondered if they regretted it now.


      “There’s morphine.” Saul’s tone changed now. Deeper, and just a bit rougher. “It’s not bad. My aunts are here. They’re singing

         to her.”

      


      Oh, Christ. She must be close to passing. No more needed to be said.

      


      I listened to him breathing for a few moments, knowing he was doing the same thing. “I love you,” I whispered. I can’t make it better. If I could I would. I’d hunt down the cancer and put a gun to its head. Slit its throat. Kill it for

            you.
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