
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   



[image: CoverImage]





Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Extras


Copyright Page



      
      
      
“I don’t give guarantees to hellspawn, Rutger.


      
      “You tell me about Perry’s new houseguest, and I may decide to be charitable and overlook your Trader’s stepping outside the
         bounds.”
      

      
      As soon as I said it, I knew I’d guessed right. Rutger stiffened, and the ratty gleam intensified. He telegraphed like a four-year-old
         reaching for candy. As soon as he twitched he knew he’d made a mistake, too, and I lowered the gun. The silver in my hair
         shifted, rattling. A blue spark popped from my apprentice-ring, and the hellbreed actually flinched. The scarves tied to the
         bar in front of me lay dead and dark now, bleeding clear fluid across the mirror-polished surface. A ripple ran through the
         assembled ’breed, and the Traders moved back in one clockwork motion.
      

      
      “Oh, hit a nerve there, did I? Thank you.” I sounded completely insincere. “Pleasant dreams, hellspawn.”

      
      When I hopped down from the bar, I expected him to jump me. Instead, he stepped mincingly aside. His shoes clicked like a
         woman’s heels, but oddly. Hellbreed footsteps do not sound the same as human movement. They’re too light, or too heavy, different
         musculature producing something that shivers the skin with its wrongness.
      

      
      “He said you’d be here.” A ripple ran through the assembled ’breed and Traders at the words. Rutger tried out a smile, light
         dancing oddly over his skin. The black bulged and rippled oddly, trying to contain whatever lived under the shell of human
         seeming. “And he said to tell you this: he cannot hold back the tide forever.”
      

      
   
      
      
      For L.I.

      
      Soon enough.

      
   
      
      
         What like a bullet can undeceive!

         —Herman Melville
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      How fast does a man run, when Death is after him?
      

      
      The Trader clambered up the rickety fire escape and I was right behind. If I’d had my whip I could have yanked his feet out
         from under him and had him down in a heartbeat. No use lamenting, had to work with what I had.
      

      
      He was going too fast for me to just shoot him at the moment.

      
      Didn’t matter. I knew where he was headed. And though I hoped Saul would be quick enough to get her out of the way, it would
         be better if I killed him now.
      

      
      Or got there first. And then killed him.
      

      
      He went over the edge of the wall in one quick spiderlike scuttle and I flung myself up, the silver charms tied in my hair
         buzzing like a rattler’s tail. The scar on my right wrist burned like a live coal pressed against my skin as I pulled etheric force through it. A sick tide of burning delight poured up my arm, I reached the top and was up and over so fast
         I collided with the Trader, my hellbreed-strong right fist jabbing forward to get him a good shot in the kidneys while my left hand tangled in his dark, dirty hair.
      

      
      We rolled across the rooftop in a tangle of arms and legs, my leather trench coat snapping once and fluttering raggedly. It
         was singed and peppered with holes from the shotgun blast, where I’d lost my whip. I was covered in drying blood and very,
         very pissed off.
      

      
      Just another night on the job.

      
      Oh no you don’t, fuckwad. One hand in his hair, the other one now full of knife hilt. The silver-loaded blade ran with crackling blue light as the
         blessing on it reacted to the breath of contamination wavering around the Trader’s writhing. I caught an elbow in the face,
         my eye smarting and watering immediately, and slid the knife in up to the guard.
      

      
      The Trader bucked. He was thin but strong. My fingers slipped, greasy with blood. I got a knee in, wrestled him down as he
         twisted—
      

      
      —and he shot me four times.

      
      They were just lead, not silverjacket slugs. Still, the violent shock of agony as four of them slammed through my torso was
         enough to throw me down for a few moments, stunned and gasping, the scar chuckling to itself as it flooded me with crackling
         etheric force. My body convulsed, stupid meat freaking out over a little thing like bullets. A curtain of red closed over
         my vision, and I heard retreating footsteps.
      

      
      Get up, Jill. Get up now.
      

      
      Another convulsion running through me, locking down every single muscle. I rolled onto my side as lung fluid and blood jetted
         from my mouth and nose. The contraction was so intense even my eyes watered, and I whooped in a deep breath. My hands scrabbled uselessly against dirty rooftop. My nails were bitten down to the quick; if they
         hadn’t been I would’ve splintered them on tarpaper.
      

      
      Get UP, you bitch!

      
      My feet found the floor, the rest of me hauled itself upright, and I heard my voice from a dim, faraway place. I was cursing
         like a sailor who just found out shore leave was canceled. Etheric force crackled around me like heat lightning. I took stock
         of myself and took a single step.
      

      
      So far so good.

      
      Now go get him. Get him before he gets there.

      
      I stumbled, almost fell flat on my face. Getting peppered with plain lead won’t kill me, but if it hits a lot of vitals it’s
         pretty damn uncomfortable. My flesh twitched, expelling bits and chunks of bullet, and I coughed again rackingly, got my passages
         clear. More stumbling steps, my right bootsole squeaking because it was blood-wet. The knife spun, blade reversed against
         my forearm, and I blinked. Took off again, because the Trader’s matted black hair puffed up as he dropped over the side of
         the building.
      

      
      Now I was mad.

      
      Go get him, Jill. Get him quick and get him hard.
      

      
      A waxing half moon hung overhead, Santa Luz shuddered underneath its glow, and I hurled myself forward again, going over the
         edge of the building with arms and legs pulled in just in case. The drop wasn’t bad, and I had some luck—the stupid bastard
         decided to stand and fight rather than run off toward the civilian he’d marked for death.
      

      
      He hit me hard, ramming us both into the brick wall of the building we’d just been tangling on top of. This rooftop was a chaos of girders and support structure for the water
         tank looming above us. I got my left arm free, flipped my wrist so the knife blade angled in, and stabbed.
      

      
      Another piece of luck—his arm was up, and my aim was good. The knife sank in at a weird angle, the axillary region exposed
         and vulnerable and now full of silver-loaded steel. My knee came up so hard something in his groin popped like bubble gum,
         and I clocked him a good one with my hellbreed-strong right fist.
      

      
      Stupid fuck. While he was running, or at least just trying to get away, he had a chance. But fighting a pitched battle with an angry helltainted hunter? Not a good idea.
      

      
      He folded, keening, and I coughed up more blood. A hot sheen of it slicked my chin, splashed on my chest. I pitched forward,
         following him down. My knee hit, a jolt of silvery pain up my femur; I braced myself and yanked his head back. His scream
         turned into a harsh rasping as the neck extended, vocal cords suddenly stressed.
      

      
      Another knife hilt slapped my palm and I jerked it free of the sheath. My right hand cramped, he made a whining noise as I
         bore down, my body weight pinning him. I’m tall for a female but still small when compared to most hellbreed, Traders, or
         what-have-you. The scar helps, gives me denser muscle and bone, but when it comes right down to it my only hope is leverage.
         I had some, but not enough.
      

      
      Which meant I had to kill him quick.

      
      The silver-loaded blade dragged across easily, parting helltainted flesh. A gush of hot, black-tinged blood sprayed out. Human
         blood looks black at night, but the darkness of hellbreed ichor tainting a Trader’s vital fluids is in a class all its own.
      

      
      Arterial spray goes amazingly far, especially when you have the rest of the body under tension and the head wrenched all the
         way back. The body slumped in my hands, a gurgle echoing against rooftop and girders, twitches racing through as corruption
         claimed the flesh. I used to think that if Traders could see one of them biting it and the St. Vitus’s dance of contagion
         that eats up their tissues, they might think twice about making a bargain with hellbreed.
      

      
      I don’t think that anymore. Because really, what Trader thinks they’re going to die? That’s why they Trade—they think the
         rules don’t apply to them. Every single one of them, you see, is special. A special little snowflake, entitled to kill, rape, terrify, and use whoever and whatever they want.
      

      
      They think they can escape consequences. Sometimes they do.

      
      But not while I’m around.

      
      My legs didn’t work too well. I scrabbled back from the body, a knife hilt in either fist. Fetched up against the brick wall,
         right next to the indent from earlier. Sobbing breaths as my own body struggled for oxygen, my eyes locked to the Trader’s
         form as it disappeared into a slick of bubbling black grease starred with scorched, twisting bones.
      

      
      Watch, milaya. My teacher’s voice, quietly, inside my head. You watch the death you make. Is only way.

      
      I watched until there was nothing recognizably human left. Even the bones dissolved, and by daybreak there would be only a
         lingering foulness to the air up here. I checked the angle of the building—any sunlight that came through the network of girders would take care of the rest. If
         the bones had remained I would’ve had to call up some banefire, to deny whatever hellbreed he’d Traded with the use of a nice
         fresh zombie corpse.
      

      
      But no. He’d Traded hard, and he’d used his bargain recklessly, burning up whatever remained of his humanity. I coughed again,
         shuddered as the adrenaline dump poured through me with a taste like bitter copper. Training clamped down on the chemical
         soup, my pulse evening out and my ribs bringing down their heaving.
      

      
      Just another day on the job. And we were three scant blocks from Molly Watling, his last planned victim. Who was probably
         scared out of her mind right now, even if Saul had shown up to get her out of the way.
      

      
      It’s not every day your ex-husband Trades with a hellbreed and shows up with a thirst for human flesh, hot blood, and terror.
         Trevor Watling had worked through his current wife, three strippers, and two ex-girlfriends, not to mention a mistress and
         another woman grabbed at a bus stop. His sole victim of opportunity, his practice run for the others.
      

      
      Even killers start out small.

      
      I blew out between my teeth. The reek was amazing, and I was covered in goop, guck, and blood. The night was young, and I
         had a line on the hellbreed Trevor Watling had Traded with. A hellbreed I was going to talk to, up close and personal, hopefully
         with some silverjacket lead, because that was my job.
      

      
      Time to get back to work.

      
      But I just stood there for a few more moments, staring blankly at the smear on the rooftop. I’ve given up wondering why some men think they own women enough to beat and kill them. It used to be like a natural disaster—just get out
         of the way and hope it doesn’t get you. Then I thought about it until it threatened to drive me batshit, chewing over the
         incomprehensible over and over again.
      

      
      Now it was enough just to stop what I could. But, Jesus, I’m so tired of it.

      
      A vibrating buzz almost startled me. It was the pager in its padded pocket. I dug it out and glanced at it, and my entire
         body went cold.
      

      
      What the fuck is he doing calling me?

      
      I tested my legs. They were willing, capable little soldiers now that the crisis was over. My shirt was ruined, and my leather
         pants weren’t far behind. Still, all my bits were covered, and my trench coat was ripped and tattered but still usable.
      

      
      I got going.

      
      My pager went off again, and when I slid it out of my pocket Concepción, the Filipina ER nurse, looked at me funny. But they’re
         used to me at Mercy General, and Saul made soothing noises at the sobbing, red-haired almost-victim.
      

      
      “Montaigne at the precinct will have details,” I told the ER nurse, who nodded, making a notation on her clipboard. “She’ll
         probably need sedation, I don’t blame her.”
      

      
      The stolid motherly woman in neatly pressed scrubs nodded. “Rape kit?”

      
      I shook my head. “No.” Thank God. I got there in time.

      
      Of course, if I hadn’t, Molly Watling would be carted to the morgue, instead of driven to the ER or even forced to endure a rape exam. Small mercy, but I’d take it. Connie’s expression said she’d take it, too; her relief was palpable.
      

      
      “It’s all right,” Saul said soothingly. The silver tied in his hair with red thread gleamed under the fluorescents, and he
         didn’t look washed out in the slightest. But then, Weres usually look good in any lighting. “You’re safe now. Everything’s
         okay.”
      

      
      The slim red-haired woman nodded. Fat tears trickled down her damp cheeks. She flinched whenever I looked at her.

      
      “Bueno.” Connie patted the woman’s arm. “Any injuries?”
      

      
      I shook my head again. “Nope. Shock, though. Ex-husband.”

      
      Comprehension spread over Connie’s face. No more needed to be said.

      
      I rolled my shoulders back once, dispelling the aches settling in them. “So, sedation. Call Montaigne, get a trauma counselor
         over here, and Monty’ll take care of the paperwork.” County Health has counselors on standby, and so does the police department.
         Especially in cases like this. “I’ve got to get going.”
      

      
      Connie nodded and deftly subtracted Molly from Saul. The redhead didn’t want to let go of his arm, and I completely understood.
         A big guy who looks like Native American romance-novel cheesecake, red warpaint on his high cheekbones? I’d be clinging too.
      

      
      “Th-thank you.” The almost-victim didn’t even look at me. “F-for everything. I didn’t th-think anyone would b-believe me.”

      
      Considering that her ex-husband had terrorized every woman before he’d killed them, and he’d been a real winner even before Trading, it made sense. If I’d been a little quicker on the uptake, I might’ve been able to save some of the other women
         as well.
      

      
      But I couldn’t think like that. I’d done what I could, right?

      
      That never helps. Ever.

      
      “He’s not going to hurt you anymore.” I sounded harsher than I needed to, and she actually jumped. “He’s not going to hurt
         anyone anymore.”
      

      
      I expected her to flinch and cower again. God knows I’m hardly ever a comforting sight.

      
      But she surprised me—lifting her chin, pushing her shoulders back. “I sh-should thank you t-too.” She swallowed hard, forced
         herself to meet my eyes. It was probably uncomfortable—a lot of people have trouble with my mismatched gaze. One eye brown,
         one blue—it just seems to offend people on a deep nonverbal level when I stare them down.
      

      
      And like every other hunter, I don’t look away. It’s disconcerting to civilians.

      
      I nodded. “It’s my job, Ms. Watling. I’m glad we got there in time.” Too late for those other women. But take what you can get, Jill. I shifted my attention to Connie. “I need a phone.”
      

      
      “Si, señora. Use the one at the desk.” And just like that, I was dismissed. Connie bustled the woman away out of the curtained enclosure,
         and the regular sounds of a Tuesday night on the front lines swallowed the sharper refrain of a terrified, relieved woman
         dissolving into fresh sobs. The smell of Lysol and human pain stung my nose almost as much as the dissolving reek of a Trader’s
         death.
      

      
      Saul let out a sigh. He reached out, his hand cupping my shoulder. “Hello, kitten.”
      

      
      I leaned into the touch. The smile spreading over my face felt unnatural, until my heart made the funny jigging movement it
         usually did when he was around and a wave of relief caught up with me. “Hey, catkin. Good work.”
      

      
      “I knew he wouldn’t get there before you.” His own smile was a balm against my jagged nerves. He’d put on some weight, and
         the shadows under his eyes weren’t so dark anymore. The grief wasn’t hanging on him quite so heavily. “What’s the next emergency?”
      

      
      I shrugged, held up the pager. “Gilberto paged from home.”

      
      He absorbed this. “Not like him,” he finally said. Which was as close as he would get to grudgingly admitting my apprentice
         was doing well.
      

      
      “That’s what I thought.” I reached up with my left hand, squeezed his fingers where they rested against my shoulder. His skin
         was warm, but mine left a smudge of filth and blood on him.
      

      
      He never seemed to mind, but I took my hand away and swallowed hard.

      
      Saul examined me. “Well, let’s see what he wants. And then, lunch?” Meaning the night was still young, and he’d like a slice
         of time alone with me.
      

      
      It’s kind of hard to roll around with your favorite Were when you’ve got a kid living with you, after all. I was about ready
         to start suggesting the car’s backseat, but—how’s this for irony—I hadn’t had time yet. One thing after another, that’s a
         hunter’s life. “I don’t see why not. I’ve got a line on the hellbreed Watling Traded with, too.”
      

      
      He nodded. The fringe on his jacket trembled, and he turned on one heel. “Sounds like a busy night.”
      

      
      “Aren’t they all.” I followed him out, past other curtained enclosures. Some were open, the machinery of saving lives standing
         by for the next high-adrenaline emergency. Some were closed, the curtains drawn to grant a sliver of privacy. Someone groaned
         from one, and a murmur of doctor’s voices came from another. Mercy General’s ER was always hopping.
      

      
      The nurse at the desk just gave me a nod and pushed the phone over, then went back to questioning a blank-eyed man in Spanish
         through the sheet of bulletproof glass as she filled out a sheet of paperwork with neat precise scratches. The patient swayed
         and cradled his swollen, messily bandaged hand; he was pale under his coloring and smelled of burnt metal and cocaine. I kept
         half an eye on him while I punched 9 and my own number.
      

      
      He picked up on the first ring. Slightly nasal boy’s voice. “Bruja?”

      
      “Gilberto. This better be good.” I regretted it as soon as I said it. He wasn’t the type to call me for nothing.

      
      As usual, he didn’t take it personally. A slight, wheezing laugh. “Package for you, mi profesora. Wrapped up with a pretty bow.”
      

      
      What? “A package?” My mouth went dry. “Gilberto—”
      

      
      “Man who delivered it still here. Uno rubio, in a suit. Says he’ll wait for you.”
      

      
      A blond, in a suit? The dryness poured down, invaded my throat. “Gilberto, listen to me very carefully—”
      

      
      A slight sound as the phone was taken from my apprentice. I knew, from the very first breath, who was waiting for me at home.

      
      “My darling Kiss.” Perry’s voice was smooth as silk, and full of nasty amusement. “He’s quite a winning elf, your new houseboy.
         And so polite.”
      

      
      Think fast, Jill. My heart leapt nastily. The scar on my wrist turned hot and hard, swollen with corruption. As if he had just pressed his
         lips against my flesh again. “Pericles.”
      

      
      Saul went stiff next to me, his dark eyes flashing orange for a moment.

      
      The hellbreed on the other end of the line laughed. “I have a gift for you, my darling. Come home and see it. I will be content
         with the boy until then.”
      

      
      He dropped the phone down into the cradle. The sound of the connection breaking was like the click of a bullet into the chamber.

      
      I slammed my receiver down, pulling it at the last moment so I wouldn’t break the rest of the phone. The man on the other
         side of the glass jumped, and the nurse twisted in her chair to look at me. I didn’t bother to give a glance of apology, just
         looked at my Were.
      

      
      Saul’s eyes met mine, and I didn’t have to explain a single thing. He turned so fast the fringe on his jacket flared, and
         he headed with long strides for the door that would take us out toward the exit. I was right behind him. The scar twitched
         under the flayed cuff of my trench coat. Saul’s stride lengthened into a run.
      

      
      So did mine.
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      Sarvedo Street was dark and deserted this time of night. I didn’t pull into the garage. I bailed out in front of my warehouse,
         barked a “Stay in the car!” at Saul, and hauled ass for the door. Steel-clad boot heels struck sparks from the concrete, the
         front door was open a crack, and I barreled through, rolling and coming up to sweep the front hall and wide-open space of
         the living room. The charms tied in my hair buzzed, a warning.
      

      
      Gilberto was on the couch, dark eyes wide and thin sallow face almost bleached. His knees poked through the holes in his jeans
         and his red T-shirt glared against the couch’s slipcover. He looked cheesy-sick, and I didn’t blame him. Because on the other
         side of the coffee table, looking down at my apprentice like he was choosing bonbons out of a box, was a bland-faced, pale-haired
         hellbreed in a white linen suit.
      

      
      My apprentice had Jack Karma’s Bowie knife out, the silver loaded along the blade’s flat running with blue light. He held
         the knife up, a tiny bar between him and the slender shape of the hellbreed, who was leaning forward, weight on his toes. Highly polished wingtips placed just so on the
         hardwood floor, his expensively cut platinum hair ruffled on a breeze that came from nowhere, Perry smiled a shark’s smile.
         His chin jerked to the side and he almost moved before I was on him.
      

      
      The shock grated through me, my aura fluorescing into the visible. Hard little sparks of blue crackled off sea-urchin spikes,
         an exorcist’s aura hard and disciplined—and reacting to the soup of baneful intent in the air.
      

      
      Gilberto let out a harsh yell, his voice breaking. Perry didn’t speak, but that could have been because I had him on the floor,
         arm twisted up so far behind his back that whatever he had serving him for bones crackled, the gun pressed to the back of
         his shiny blond head. One of my boots was on his other wrist, flexing down until something else made a creaking, almost-snapping
         sound.
      

      
      He gave a token heave or two and went still, the scar turning to soft velvet fire, sliding up my arm.

      
      I would have preferred pain. Either way, the gun didn’t waver. All of a sudden I understood why Mikhail had almost drawn on
         him the first time he’d shown up at the bar, sniffing around me. A million years ago, back when I was the apprentice and Mikhail
         was the hunter.
      

      
      The longer I live, the more things just seem to repeat themselves.

      
      Perry chuckled. “Kisssssss.” Subvocal rumbling slid under the surface of the word, trailing away on a long hiss like a freight
         train’s brakes failing on a long sharp hill. “Darling. So rough.”
      

      
      “Shut. Up.” My knee dug into his back. I made sure I was braced, watched him. “Gil?”
      

      
      A long, tense-ticking two seconds. My apprentice gulped. “Si, señora?” No trace of sarcasm or machismo. That was either good… or very bad.
      

      
      “Go out the front door. Saul’s in the car. You two are going to have some lunch. I’ll catch up with you.” A nice even tone,
         but I did not relax. Perry didn’t move, his body loose and unjointed against the floor. As if I was kneeling on a sack of
         loosely threaded bones in a bag of noisome fluid.
      

      
      “Si, señora.” He got up, slowly, like an old man. The Bowie knife boiled with blue light, and my finger tensed on the trigger.
      

      
      It was time to make it very clear to a certain hellbreed that my apprentice was off-fucking-limits. If you give ’breed an
         inch, they will take twenty miles. Your only hope is to make it clear the first time.
      

      
      And God help me, I liked making things violently clear to this particular ’breed. “Let’s start at the beginning, Perry. You do not threaten my apprentice.”
      

      
      He said nothing, just hissed. Which meant I wasn’t getting through.

      
      So I pistol-whipped him twice, bouncing his head off the floor. He hissed again and surged up, I shoved him back down and snapped a glance at Gilberto, who was stumbling in slow motion, a sleepwalker in a nightmare. But he was heading the
         right way, toward the front door. Saul would take care of him.
      

      
      “Sweet nothings.” The sibilants dragged out over the rumble of Helletöng. “Oh, my darling. I’ve missed you.”
      

      
      I stuck with the safest response possible. “You do not threaten my apprentice.” And I was so close to blowing his head all
         over my living room floor. So, so close.
      

      
      Not only because of the scar, rubbing against itself and moaning on my wrist. Not only because of Gilberto’s cheese-sick cheeks or the fact that Perry was here, inside the house
         I slept in.
      

      
      No. Because it would feel good. Too good. I hadn’t seen Perry since the circus came to town, and that wasn’t as long ago as
         I liked.
      

      
      It would never be long enough.
      

      
      “Of course not.” Now he sounded irritated. “I came to bring you a gift. He was entertainment. Thoughtfully provided by—”
      

      
      I hit him again. One more time, because it felt necessary. And another for luck. Once more because by then, I wanted to so
         bad I couldn’t stop myself.
      

      
      Hunters live on the ragged edge of adrenaline and violence. When all your problems are hellbreed, all your solutions start
         to look like murder. The trouble isn’t that you’re tempted to do it.
      

      
      The trouble is that it feels so goddamn good.

      
      Perry screamed, an inarticulate howl of rage and pain. I bore down as he tried to heave up, and the scar turned into barbwire
         instead of velvet, sawing against the nerves in my arm.
      

      
      It was a physical effort to stop hitting him. I could have turned his head into hamburger, I had the firepower, but then I
         would have had to burn him and scatter the parts and ashes as far apart as possible. And what would the scar do if I killed
         him?
      

      
      I just didn’t know. But oh, God, I was getting so close to not caring.

      
      It almost made me sweat. Threads of black ichor crawled through his hair. I settled the end of the gun barrel against his
         skull again and he went still.
      

      
      Bingo, Jill. Even he isn’t sure what you’ll do.

      
      It’s nice when a hellbreed considers you unpredictable.

      
      “Now.” The sudden calm was a warning, just like the thunder of my pulse smoothing out, dropping into the steadiness of action.
         “Let me hear you say it, Pericles, so I know you understand.”
      

      
      “Dearest one.” It must have been hard to talk with his face in the floor, but he managed. He even managed to sound cheerful,
         if you could call a tone like a razor slipping under cold flesh cheerful. “I was pulling your chain, Kiss. Such a nice chain
         it is, too. Attached to the wall of that conscience of yours.”
      

      
      I said nothing, but my hand tensed again. Such a little squeeze, and a .45 bullet would frag his head all to pieces. And then
         I’d find out what the scar would do without him behind it.
      

      
      “I do not threaten your apprentice.” A singsong, over a deep well of roaring Helletöng. The speech of the damned rattled the
         walls, made the floor groan.
      

      
      “English, motherfucker.” My throat had locked up, so it was a whisper. “You speak English only to me.”
      

      
      “Bigot.” A soft, hurtful laugh. He had frozen under me, waiting. “Your maternal instincts are fetching, darling.”

      
      “Give me a reason, Perry.” A certain amount of threatening theater is necessary to work this job. You stop the threats and
         the bitches start getting uppity.
      

      
      But I meant it. I was begging him for a reason. To give me that opening. I could not just kill him out of hand.

      
      That would make me just like him. Just like the things I hunted.

      
      “Two gifts in one day? Woman, thy nature is greed.” He laughed, the sound bubbling in a pool of black ichor. “Look on the table, Kiss.”
      

      
      I didn’t. I looked down at the seeping mess of his head. The urge to slam him down a few more times trembled in my bones.
         My heel flexed down on his stretched-out wrist, and he made a squirming, uncomfortable movement.
      

      
      Like a worm on a hook.

      
      “Say it again.” This time I sounded almost normal. A huge relief threatened to descend on me. If he mouthed off one more time,
         it was good enough provocation to shoot him. My conscience wouldn’t raise a peep, that was the important thing.
      

      
      “I do not threaten your apprentice.” Level and bland. Like he’d gotten what he wanted.

      
      Every muscle in my body tensed. I lunged aside, my heel grinding down sharply once more. I skipped back, and he rose in a
         black-spattered wave, shaking out his hands and turning to face me. His wrists crackled, and he made a queer sideways movement
         with his head, crunching noises inside his neck as he resettled himself inside his shell of normality.
      

      
      Under the streaks and spatters of hellbreed gore, his face was… normal. No scrim of hurtful beauty, no sharp handsomeness.
         Even a hunter has to look closer than usual to see the twisting on him, the worm in the apple. I’ve given up wondering if the lack of beauty in his disguise makes him more scary, or less.
         It’s one of those questions that will keep you from sleeping, and I need my sleep more than ever these days.
      

      
      My gun was level, my aim settling right between his eyebrows. The scar turned back to velvet. My arm was straight, though.
         It did not waver. The silver in my hair rattled, and the chain at my throat holding the carved ruby warmed. So did my apprentice-ring, snug against my third left
         finger. The heat prickled and teased at my skin.
      

      
      My peripheral vision snagged on a flicker of silver and white. A plain white paper box, tied with silver ribbon. A pretty,
         professionally made bow.
      

      
      A present from a hellbreed is never a pleasant thing. And the more attractive the package, the less likely you’re going to
         get something nice out of it.
      

      
      My mouth was dry. “Take it away and go crawl back into your hole. I accept no gifts from you.”

      
      Not when he was looking to get me back into our bad old cycle. The scar and its attendant power for a slice of my time each
         month, that was the original deal—until he welshed and I got the scar’s power for nothing.
      

      
      Because I’d survived. And because I called his bluff. Yet another question that would keep me from sleeping—how deep had his
         tentacles been inside Inez Germaine’s little operation? How much had he lost, gambling for the chance that he could make me
         damn myself? Once I did that, once I stepped into the abyss, I had a sneaking suspicion that he would own me.
      

      
      He had been gambling for nothing less than my soul. And he was still looking to hook me.

      
      The warehouse creaked around us, its usual nightly song as the wind came up off the river, whistling through the trainyards
         and the industrial section. Not all the noise was from the pressure of air outside, though. Some of the groaning and creaking
         was the strings under the physical world being plucked, both by my will and by flabby-corrupting hellbreed fingers. I met
         Perry’s blue, blue stare and thought longingly of having him on the floor again and this time pulling the goddamn trigger.
      

      
      “This gift you’ll accept. It’s more in the nature of recovered property.” He stepped to the side, easily and slowly, I tracked
         him with the gun’s snout. My left fingers dropped to my whip, and he grinned. White teeth flashed through the mask of thin
         viscous black dripping on his face. His suit would be ruined, a dark stain all the way down the front. His tie was steaming
         as polyester fibers reacted with hellbreed ichor. The rest of the fabric had to be natural—silk and cotton don’t react the
         same way. They get eaten away, but they don’t steam or smoke.
      

      
      Just like a hellbreed to wear a polyester tie. A snorting sarcasm threatened to reach my lips. I killed it.
      

      
      His gaze dropped to my left hand. “I’m not about to make trouble, my dear. I just want to see your face when you open my present.
         The boy’s no challenge. You’ll have your work cut out for you, making him into one of your kind.”
      

      
      That’s none of your business, hellspawn. My blue eye was hot and dry, watching for a shiver of baneful intent. When I didn’t respond, he chuckled softly as if I had.
      

      
      The ribbon unfolded under his clever fingers. I tensed. It fell aside, and he opened the box with a quick flick, pulling his
         hand back and inhaling, shaking his long, elegant fingers as if they’d been singed.
      

      
      “There.” A sidelong glance at me. “Come and see, Kiss. And tell me what a good little hellspawn I am, bringing you what belongs
         to you. Scratch behind my ears, who’s a good boy.” A flicker between his lips—a wet, cherry-red tongue, scaled and supple.
         The flash of color was obscene against his bloodless pallor.
      

      
      I ran through everything he could possibly mean with that statement, came up with nothing good. “Step back. Over there.” I indicated a spot on the hardwood floor with my chin.
         Waited while he minced a bare foot, then two. “Further, Perry.”
      

      
      His mouth turned down, but he did mince back a few more steps. “Your mistrust wounds me. It really does. Here I’ve gone to
         all this trouble—”
      

      
      “Shut up.” I glanced down into the box, my whole body expecting him to jump me. The longer this went on, the more I expected
         something like that from him.
      

      
      Hellbreed and Traders aren’t known for impulse control.

      
      Inside the box were glinting shapes that refused to make sense for a moment. I exhaled, hard, as if I’d been punched.

      
      Mikhail’s voice, from the secret space inside my head he always occupied. Sekhmet is Eye of Ra, and this is Eye of Sekhmet. Been passed down, milaya, from hunter to hunter in Jack Karma’s lineage. Before the first Karma we know little. But this is Talisman he had, for whatever
            reason. Is for my little snake when I am gone, no?

      
      And then I was there in that shitty little hotel room, Mikhail’s life gurgling out through the hole in his throat and Melisande
         Belisa’s tinkling laugh echoing as she fled. With this Talisman clutched in her spidery little fingers. It had probably bought
         her up quite a few ranks in the Sorrows’ arcane and crowded hierarchy.
      

      
      My shot went wide. Perry rammed into me, we slammed into the wall across the living room. Drywall dust puffed out. His fingers
         closed around my right wrist, squeezing. Bones ground together and the scar sent a sick wave of hot delight up to my shoulder, his fingertips plucking as if my arm was a string instrument. He pressed against me, his other hand worming at my hip, looking for my whip handle. And
         there was something hard in his pants, too. Shoved right up against me as if I wasn’t a hunter.
      

      
      As if I was what I had been before Mikhail plucked me out of that snowbank.

      
      A knife handle smacked into my left palm. I jerked it free and cut, the blade going in with little resistance. Silver in my hair and at my throat rattled and crackled, spitting blue sparks
         showering his marred, ichor-streaked face. He was grinning madly, and I didn’t dare blink while I sheared through whatever
         served him as stomach muscle, finishing with a twist, and brought my knee up.
      

      
      He recoiled, I heaved him away. The gun came down, but he knocked the barrel aside as I squeezed the trigger again. The bullet
         whined, dug a furrow out of the floor, and buried itself in the wall between living room and my bedroom. The scar shrieked
         with pain, napalm rubbed burning into skin.
      

      
      My leg came up. I kicked, the blow unreeling, boot smashing solidly into his belly. A gush of black ichor pattered free. He folded over, arms wrapped
         over his stomach, and hissed, baring his teeth. The mask of bland normality slipped for a moment, and troubled air swirled
         in two points behind him, above his shoulders. The buzz of flies rattled everything in my living room, and the etheric protections
         laid in the walls tolled once like a bell.
      

      
      It was a shame I couldn’t consecrate the warehouse’s grounds and keep him out of here permanently. I’d give up my monthly
         municipal check for that. But no—I’m a hunter, not a priest.
      

      
      He fled, and I tracked him with the gun. My aim wasn’t off—I plugged him twice in the back before he nipped smartly down the hall, footsteps too light to be human, hitting
         the ground oddly.
      

      
      It was only after the front door banged closed and the sound of him running—northward, toward the meat-packing district and
         the Monde Nuit—faded too much even for my hellbreed-jacked hearing that I slumped against the hole in the wall. I tore my
         gaze away from the hall and stared at the box on the table.
      

      
      Hard darts of silver glitter spiked up from the Talisman. My legs were unsteady. I made it, step by uncertain step, across
         what seemed like acres of floor, my boots gripping through a thin stinking scrim of hellbreed ichor. When I could look into
         the box fully, my smart eye watering and hot tears slicking that one cheek, I saw that it was, indeed, the Eye.
      

      
      The ruby at my throat was a pale imitation of this barbaric red gem in its rough silver-claw setting. It glowed fierce crimson,
         darts of light shimmering into white glow at the edges. Its chain, large silver links that looked sharp enough to cut, was
         broken. Spilling out of the box, vibrating in place, the Talisman rattled as I drew closer.
      

      
      I halted. But the necklace just vibrated more intensely on my coffee table, next to the stack of Home Beautiful and Cook’s Illustrated Saul was always reading. A thin curl of smoke rose from the paper of the box.
      

      
      Is it going to burn me? I was acutely aware of sweat touching the curve of my lower back, blood and hellbreed contamination all over my clothes,
         the scar humming a soft little chortle of corruption on my right wrist. And who was I kidding? Both my cheeks were wet, because my eyes were brimming with tears.
      

      
      My throat clicked as I swallowed drily and blinked away the water, looking for traps. He’d had plenty of time to lay them,
         but I saw nothing except the burning etheric smear of an angry and awake Talisman. The smell of burning intensified.
      

      
      The Talisman hummed, plucking at the strings under the world’s surface. But not like a hellbreed. No, this was music. It was
         humming along with the song that naturally unmade things. The same music that triggered landslides and catastrophes, a great
         harmonic resonance instead of the crashing discordance of hellbreed corruption.
      

      
      I don’t even believe in Sekhmet, I’d told Mikhail.
      

      
      And his response? I don’t either, milaya. But never hurts. Don’t have to believe to do job. Just have to do.

      
      It took more courage than I thought I had left to take the final five steps to the table and reach down. I was prepared for
         sparks, or for a backlash of etheric energy to knock me away. Prepared for anything, actually, other than the thing that actually
         happened.
      

      
      My fingers touched cool metal. The thready curls of smoke evaporated, leaving behind the smell of burning and the reek of
         rotting hellbreed. I found I was holding the Talisman, and the sharp edges of the chain brushed lovingly against my hand.
         They didn’t cut, they just scratched a little.
      

      
      Like fingernails against a lover’s skin.

      
      Oh, my God. The gem nestled in my palm and thrummed at me. When I lifted it to my throat, the broken links of the chain slid across my
         skin and melted together as if they’d never been ripped from a hunter’s chest. The Talisman settled against my breastbone,
         its low humming note disappearing into the sound of wind touching the walls and the etheric protections settling back down.
      

      
      And I knew, miserably, that I should have shot Perry when I had the chance. Because sooner or later I was going to have to
         go back to the Monde Nuit and ask him how he got his hellspawn hands on the gem my teacher’s killer stole.
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      Mickey’s on Mayfair Hill is the kind of restaurant locals like to keep to themselves. Good food, a full bar down two steps
         in the back, pictures of film stars decking every wall, and a strict policy of toleration. It helps that Mayfair is the part
         of town where you can see same-sex couples walking hand in hand more often than not—the churches have rainbows on their signs,
         most of them stating unequivocally ALL ARE WELCOME!
      

      
      The nightclubs are wildly popular, too. I’d call it a cliché, but that might get me in trouble.

      
      It also helps that Mickey’s is completely owned and mostly staffed by Weres. When you have claws and superstrength, tolerance
         takes on a whole new meaning.
      

      
      Lean dark Theron met me at the door. The Werepanther’s face was unusually solemn, and his shoulders came up a fraction as
         I swept the door closed. “Kid looks shaken up.”
      

      
      Not even a greeting. Weres are normally so polite, too.

      
      “He should be.” I glanced past him, saw Saul in our regular booth. Across from him, Gilberto slumped, staring at his beer bottle. The bottle’s label was half picked off.
      

      
      The kid wasn’t old enough to drink, but that didn’t matter in the barrio. It doesn’t matter on the nightside, either. I turned
         a blind eye—God knows an apprentice is kept on a short enough leash otherwise.
      

      
      Theron didn’t move. The front of Mickey’s is a narrow tiled foyer, a half wall holding back the tables to your left and the
         kitchen directly in front of you, with all its steam and heat. One of the cooks, a slim dark bird Were, was tossing a spatula,
         plucking it out of the air with graceful dexterity while he stared back at the freezer, tossing it again.
      

      
      I finally looked up, met Theron’s steady gaze. “What? Am I not allowed to come in?”

      
      “I’d tell you to be gentle.” Theron folded his arms. “But that’s so not you.”

      
      I had washed my face, smearing my eyeliner and putting fresh on. But I hadn’t bothered to change. I could spare the time to
         rinse my face, and I like to do it. The rest of me doesn’t matter so much.
      

      
      The Talisman hummed low on my breastbone, beneath the ruin of my black T-shirt. The shirt still covered all my bits, but I
         wished suddenly that I’d stopped to grab a new one. I used to wear shirts with witty sayings, but now I bought them—black,
         V-neck, three-quarter sleeve, slightly fitted—in job lots. Saul sometimes found nice ones at Goodwill, especially old concert
         shirts, but I bleed all over them so often I feel kind of bad about it. There’s only so much he can do with a sewing machine
         and a T-shirt.
      

      
      “Theron.” I tried very hard for what could be considered a gentle tone. It sounded like I had something dry stuck in my throat, or like I’d been smoking a pack a day. “Why
         are you standing in my way?”
      

      
      He leaned forward a little, on the balls of his feet. “You smell like burn—” Then his eyes dropped to my chest.

      
      If I’d had any breasts to speak of after the workout I get all night, I might’ve been insulted. As it is, I’m scrawny in that
         department. Sometimes I wished I was a little more feminine, a little curvier, for Saul’s sake. But no, a B cup is about all
         I get. The rest of me is packed tight with muscle and crisscrossed with scars.
      

      
      Saul doesn’t seem to mind. He traces some of the scars with his fingertips, gently. I usually let him.

      
      Sometimes he even kisses them.

      
      “Ah.” Theron actually backed up, palms out as if he wanted to tell me to take it easy. “Sorry. My mistake.”

      
      I stalked past him. He actually skipped back out of my way as I hopped up the stairs to the tables. We were a regular dance
         team.
      

      
      “Jill.”

      
      I didn’t turn around. But I stopped, one hand light on the half wall. My nerves were twitching raw, and taking it out on a
         Were wasn’t a good idea. He didn’t deserve it.
      

      
      “You smell like Mikhail,” he said quietly. “I’ll bring you a beer.”

      
      In other words, a peace offering. Not like he needed to. But goddamn Weres, they notice the damndest things. I did not raise a hand to the Talisman’s lump under the ragged T-shirt.
      

      
      Instead, I just braced myself and headed for the table, the flayed edges of my leather trench flapping a bit around my ankles.

      
      Gilberto’s color was better, but he would never be a prize. Sallow even on the best of days, with lank dark hair and a nose
         that belonged on an Aztec codex, acne scars pitting his cheeks, dead eyes. His long fingers played with the beer bottle, and
         as I approached he slid down further in the bench and took a long, throat-working draft.
      

      
      I did not blame him at all.

      
      I stopped and checked him, smart and dumb eye working together. Having an apprentice is like that—you add up everything you
         see, no matter how small. Constantly weighing. Not judging, because that implies they won’t make it. Weighing in order to give them the best chance to make it.
      

      
      After they show up on your doorstep and refuse to go home, that distinction is the least you can give them.

      
      Gilberto’s hands looked too big for his wrists, like a puppy’s paws. He hadn’t even finished growing yet, and you could tell
         it from the way he ate—hunched over the plate, as if someone or something would snatch it from him, shoveling the food down
         in great gulps.
      

      
      That’s the way kids in juvie eat, too. And prisoners.

      
      He wasn’t old enough to drink or vote. But those flat dark eyes belonged in a killer’s face. Even in the ferment of the barrio, that kind of gaze makes people
         step back and reconsider, some without knowing quite why. He’d just graduated to being able to hold his own for thirty seconds
         in the sparring room against Saul. I watched, and weighed, while they went at it.
      

      
      Gilberto did not give up. He kept getting up long past the moment when any rational person would have decided it wasn’t worth
         it.
      

      
      He had potential.

      
      Right now he was still shaking a little. The fume of emotion on him was complex fear and shame, as well as defiance. Still
         just right. Of all the people I’d run across in my city, he was the only one who had even an inkling of what it takes to be
         a hunter. There had been a girl—Hope—not too long ago… but she hadn’t lasted two weeks.
      

      
      Sometimes they don’t.

      
      We’re rare. It’s probably a good thing. Without training we could end up worse than the things we hunt. Even with training,
         we’re no picnic.
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