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    Praise for DEAD HARVEST
  


  
     
  


  
    
      "Jim Thompson meets John Milton in this thrilling supernatural riff on the old collections racket. This gripping supernatural adventure gives a whole new meaning to 'possession is nine-tenths of the law'."
    


    
      EDGAR AND SHAMUS AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR CHARLES ARDAI
    


    
       
    


    
      "Chris F. Holm clearly had both angels and devils watching over him as he wrote Dead Harvest. Thrilling, riveting and hardboiled as hell, this stunning debut still manages to be incredibly soulful. If I could recommend one book to everyone this year, this would be it."
    


    
      ANTHONY, ELLIS & MACAVITY AWARD-NOMINATED AUTHOR HILARY DAVIDSON
    


    
       
    


    
      "Get a nicotine patch cause you'll be smokin' by the end of Dead Harvest. A surreal page-turner where crime meets goth meets fantasy meets horror, strips the elements of everything you knew about storytelling, and creates a new genre called Chris F. Holm."
    


    
      FRANK BILL, AUTHOR OF CRIMES IN SOUTHERN INDIANA
    


    
       
    


    
      "With Dead Harvest, Chris F. Holm splices genres in a way few authors can pull off, in the process delivering an action-packed rollercoaster of a novel that will enthrall thriller and fantasy readers alike. A superb debut from a talent to watch."
    


    
      STUART NEVILLE, LA TIMES BOOK PRIZE AND SPINETINGLER AWARD WINNER
    


    
       
    


    
      "Sam Spade meets The Matrix. Punchy, fast-paced and finely plotted."
    


    
      MIKE SHEVDON, AUTHOR OF SIXTYONE NAILS
    


    
       
    


    
      "Holm's touch is deft and his language surefooted, a rare feat in the realm of dark fantasy. Dead Harvest blends back-story just wrenching enough, victims just pitiable enough, villains just ambiguous enough to keep everything on the thrummingly interesting side of noir, never bogging down in cliché. And the white-knuckle action is an indulgent pleasure – this book practically turns its own pages. The best books combine the smart with the careening, and Holm does that so well."
    


    
      SOPHIE LITTLEFIELD, AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF AFTERTIME
    


    
       
    


    
      "The fight between heaven and hell takes a turn for the hardboiled in Chris F. Holm's fantastic debut novel, Dead Harvest, where he's created a character as pulpy and tough as anything Chandler or Hammett dreamed up in his doomed Soul Collector. Holm's writing is sharp, powerful, and packs a wallop."
    


    
      STEPHEN BLACKMOORE, AUTHOR OF CITY OF THE LOST
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    For Katrina. For always.

  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
     
  


  
    
      There is no greater sorrow

    


    
      Than to be mindful of the happy time

    


    
      In misery.

    


    
      – Dante Alighieri
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    Light spilled through the window of the pub as I watched them, casting patches of yellow across the darkened street but conveying no warmth. It had been three rounds now, maybe four, and Gardner had yet to pay for a drink; his reading tonight went well, and they were falling over themselves to share a pint with Britain's Greatest Living Author.

  


  
      I fished another Dunhill from the pack, lighting it with the dwindling ember of the one that preceded it. The ground around me was littered with cigarette butts – I'd been standing there a while. But the moon was high overhead, and the night was getting on. I wouldn't have to wait much longer.

  


  
      Finally, midnight rolled around, and the last straggling patrons were ushered out into the chill spring air, the barkeep locking up behind them. Gardner headed up St Giles, listing slightly. I took a last long drag off my cigarette, and then pitched it into the street, falling in behind him. I kept some distance between us, in case he looked back.

  


  
      He didn't.
  


  
      A few blocks later, he ducked into an alley to take a leak. I gave him a minute, and then followed. He was leaning one-handed against a wall, pissing behind a dumpster. The toast of Oxford, or so I'd been told. From here, it was hard to see.

  


  
      He turned toward me, zipping up his fly. When he spotted me, he started, and damn near tipped over. "Who the bloody hell are you?" he asked. "What are you doing here?"

  


  
      I stepped toward him. My hand found his chest and reached inside. He knew then. Who I was. What I was doing there.

  


  
      "Sorry," I told him. "It's nothing personal."

  


  
      I yanked it free then; that light, that life. Gray-black and swirling, it cast long shadows across the alley, and its song rang bittersweet in my ears. Of course, if anyone had happened by, they'd have seen nothing, heard nothing. No, this show was just for me. For Gardner, too, perhaps, though even then I couldn't be sure.

  


  
      Gardner's body crumpled to the ground, whimpering as it hit the pavement. I paid it no mind. It was already dead, or near enough. Sometimes it takes a minute for the meat to get the message.

  


  
      I removed from my pocket a bit of worn cloth and a small length of twine, wrapping my prize in the former and binding it tight with the latter. The whole package was scarcely larger than an acorn. I slipped it into my inside coat pocket and then set off down the street, whistling quietly to myself as I disappeared into the night.
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    Sorry – it's nothing personal.

  


  
      I wish I could tell you I have no idea how many times I've uttered that phrase. That I have no idea how many bodies I've left crumpled and inanimate in my wake. I wish I could tell you that, but I can't.

  


  
      The truth is, there've been thousands. Some, like Gardner, are so damn surprised, they never even see it coming. Some spend their lives in fear of the moment, and catch my scent a mile away; they beg, they plead, they scream. In the end, it doesn't matter – I always get what I came for. And I remember each and every one of them. Every face. Every name.

  


  
      I collect souls. The souls of the damned, to be precise. Not the most rewarding gig, I'll admit, but I didn't choose it – it chose me. Once upon a time, I was a man named Sam Thornton. I paid my taxes. I went to church. I didn't litter. I was a model fucking citizen, and then it all went to shit. That business with Gardner? Sixty-odd years ago that was me, and believe me, my collection was nowhere near as pretty.

  


  
      The River Cherwell glimmered in the morning sun as I strolled along its bank, the path before me empty but for the occasional enterprising Oxford student out for a pre-class jog. By noon the place would be packed with folks eager to exorcise the demon winter – couples strolling hand in hand through gardens rife with fresh buds, tourists poling rented punts up and down the river – all manner of lively good cheer I'd just as well avoid. Now, though, I'd done my deed, burying Gardner's soul deep beneath a patch of dog's-tooth violet still weeks from flowering, and I thought that for a moment, at least, I could wander in peace. I should have known better. That's the bitch about being damned – things rarely shake out your way.

  


  
      "Collector!"

  


  
      Her call came from behind me, carried like a song on the breeze. "Morning, Lily," I said, turning. She was a few paces back on the path, her red hair cascading down over a whisper of a summer dress, her bare feet leaving no prints on the dirt path as she approached. "Aren't you up a little early?"

  


  
      "When I rise is no concern of yours, Collector. And I've asked you not to call me that."

  


  
      "Right," I replied. "Must've slipped my mind."

  


  
      She cast an appraising glance my way, the faintest of smiles playing across her face, and despite myself, I flushed. "You look like shit," she said. "Why you persist in eschewing the living in favor of these rotting meatsuits, I'll never know."

  


  
      "The living give me a headache."
  


  
      "That is what they do best."
  


  
      "This a social call?" I asked, shaking a Dunhill from the pack and striking a match.

  


  
      "Hardly. Are you going to offer me one of those?"

  


  
      "No," I replied, taking a long drag and slowly exhaling. "So who's the job?"

  


  
      "Her name is Kate MacNeil."

  


  
      "Contract or freelance?"

  


  
      "She struck no bargain. Her actions are to blame."

  


  
      "What'd she do?"

  


  
      "As I understand it, she slaughtered her family."

  


  
      "Christ," I said, noting her disdainful glare. "Where is she now?"

  


  
      "Manhattan," she said. "I trust that's not a problem?"

  


  
      "It's a place like any other," I replied.

  


  
      "Of course it is. But as you well know, failure is not an option. I simply thought that, given your history there…"

  


  
      "I'll get the job done."

  


  
      "Yes," she said, "I expect you will. You should know that there's a timeline on this. It seems she's caught the eye of some rather influential… people. I wouldn't dally."

  


  
      "I never do."

  


  
      "No," she said. "You never do." She caressed my cheek, a teasing gesture, and then strolled northward past me up the footpath. A warm breeze kicked up from the south, and her sundress clung to her beautiful frame.

  


  
      "Oh, and Collector?" she called, glancing backward.
  


  
      "Yes?"
  


  
      "Do try to enjoy yourself, won't you?"
  


  
      And suddenly she was gone, replaced by a teeming swarm of butterflies, left to scatter on the warm southern wind.

  


  
     
  


  
    A few streets from the river garden, I found myself a news stand. I managed to buy a copy of the New York Times, and tipped the guy a twenty pound note – after all, I wasn't going to need it. Under the shade of a massive oak, I lit another Dunhill, savoring the richness of the tobacco. I'll tell you, their food might be for shit, but the Brits sure as hell know how to make a cigarette. My pack was still half full, and I didn't relish the thought of leaving it behind, but I had a job to do.

  


  
      MacNeil, it turns out, made the front page. My guess is it was the Park Avenue address as much as the three dead bodies that landed her there. Hell, a couple blocks further north, she might have been above the fold. I skimmed the article. Seems some neighbors heard screaming and called the police. By the time they arrived, Kate's brother and father were dead; the cops got there just in time to watch her slit her mother's throat. Took six officers to bring her down, and by the time they did, she was unconscious. Now they had her under guard at Bellevue Hospital, at least until she woke up. With a little luck, I thought, I could have this wrapped up before she even does.

  


  
      I tossed aside the A-section and flipped through the paper until I found the obits. Papers like the Times, the obituaries are always a crapshoot. More days than not, they're stuffed front to back with octogenarians of some historical import – a touching gesture for friends and family, I'm sure, but it doesn't do me a load of good. Today, though, I was in luck. A playwright, thirty-five. Pills and booze, an apparent suicide. Not half-bad looking, either. It didn't get much better than that.

  


  
      I closed my eyes and focused. My limbs grew heavy and ungainly as I pulled away. The jasmine scent of spring retreated, replaced by hollow nothingness.

  


  
      Somewhere behind me, a body convulsed, thrashing about on the grass as a thousand synapses misfired. Then the world lurched, and it was gone.

  


  
      The first thing I noticed was the smell – a harsh ammonia reek that burned my sinuses and caught in the back of my throat, making me gag. My stomach clenched and I doubled over, or tried to. My head clanged against something just a couple feet above, a muffled thud. I pressed against the liquid darkness. Cold vinyl pressed back, slick and unpleasant. Clumsy fingers fumbled in the darkness as I followed the line of the zipper. It ended just overhead. I forced a finger through, metal teeth digging flesh, and then pushed the zipper open.

  


  
      I kicked free of the body bag. The chill of the morgue drawer stung my naked skin. My heart raced – the useless panic response of a fledgling meat-suit. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, and the flutter slowed.

  


  
      Hands against the back wall, I pushed, and the morgue drawer slid open. The room beyond was dimly lit, but after the absolute black of the drawer, I squinted still. I stumbled to a large utility sink, clumsy as a newborn foal. Bile rose in my throat, and I retched. It happens every time. A reflex, I suppose – just the body's way of trying to get rid of me. I try not to take it personally.

  


  
      The water ran cool from the tap. I drank from cupped hands. Whiskey and pills and sick swirled toward the drain. The water calmed my stomach, and the act of drinking was an anchor, fixing me in place. The body no longer fought my movements, no longer coursed with fear. I stretched my limbs, testing each in turn. Not a bad fit, really. Possession can be a tricky thing, particularly with the dead. You've got to find one in decent working order, for one – if you don't get to them quick enough, they tend to run a little rough. And they've all got their quirks. The guy I left in Oxford, for example: bum hip, lousy stomach, and apparently scared shitless of bugs. You get something that ingrained, there's no stopping it, and considering he'd been on his floor a couple days before I found him, I was lucky he didn't have a fucking heart attack. I had to shower for an hour before his skin stopped crawling. Still, it beats taking the living – no thoughts, no memories, no baggage. Their constant yammering is enough to make you want to take a header off a bridge and bail on the way down.

  


  
      I glanced at my wrist, a useless gesture. The watch I was looking for was a continent away, adorning the arm of a corpse. I looked around. The clock on the wall read 5am. If I were a betting man, I'd have said this place'd be deserted for least another hour. Of course, I'm not a betting man – in my line of work, I've seen my share of wagers, and believe me, the house always wins. Still, it couldn't hurt to poke around a bit.

  


  
      I peered through the gloom at the bank of morgue drawers behind me. They gleamed faintly in the pale glow of the exit signs. Numbers, no names. I padded naked toward the door at the far end of the room. Beside the door hung a clipboard – a list of names, arranged by drawer. Three of them MacNeil.

  


  
      I crossed the room and slid one out. As I unzipped the bag, the copper tang of blood prickled in my sinuses, and I went a little woozy. Great – New Guy had a thing about blood. That was gonna be a treat.

  


  
      He was a boy of maybe twelve, with straw-colored hair and a smattering of freckles across his face. His feet were bare, his pajamas in tatters, and there was so much fucking blood, it was impossible to tell what color they were. His hands were nicked and scraped, his face mostly spared – it was clear he'd tried to protest, to protect himself. His chest was a tattered mess – bone protruding, soft tissue visible beneath. I zipped him up and slid him back.

  


  
      The father was a mess as well. Well over six feet and not a slight man at that, he looked as though he'd been tossed about like a rag doll. He had at least a dozen fractures that I could see, arms kinked at improbable angles, legs a twisted wreck. His chest, too, was riddled with holes – knife wounds, like the boy – some flecked with chips of bone from the force of entry.

  


  
      The mother, though – she was something else entirely. With her chestnut hair and her elegant features, she was beautiful once, no doubt, but now her body was a maze of tiny cuts – thousands of them, each no longer than an inch, marking her skin like some unholy etching. And there was something else, too. A familiar scent, mingled with the metallic bite of blood.

  


  
      Alcohol.

  


  
      Jesus – these cuts, they weren't intended to kill. They were meant to hurt like hell. To make this woman scream. I wondered how long it took before the neighbors took notice and called the cops. From the look of Kate's mom here, it could have been hours. And Kate just kept on cutting, waiting patiently for her audience to arrive before she slit her mother's throat.

  


  
      I was suddenly glad Kate MacNeil would be cuffed and unconscious when I came to collect her. She wasn't to be trifled with, it seemed, and borrowed body or not, the pain's the same.

  


  
      I slid the drawer closed, eyeing the gooseflesh on my arms as I did. It was cold in here, I realized, noting the tension in my muscles, the ache in my joints. I left the autopsy suite, snatching a lab coat from a line of hooks in the anteroom beyond. Pressing through a set of swinging double doors, I found myself in a hallway ablaze in fluorescent light. The hall was empty, its walls scarred with the scuff-marks of countless carelessly piloted stretchers, and I crept quietly down it, mindful of the doors on either side.

  


  
      At the end of the hall was a locker room. A set of utility shelves stood along one wall, stacked high with clean scrubs, all neatly folded and arranged according to size. I took a set and slid them on, admiring myself in the mirror. I was a little pale, a little thin, but already my face showed signs of color, and for a dead guy, I cut a dashing figure in the powder blue scrubs. You could hardly even call it theft – in a couple hours I'd leave this body behind, and both it and the clothes I'd pilfered would wind up right back here.

  


  
      I put the lab coat back on and headed for the door. An elderly woman pushed a mop bucket past me in the hall, but she paid me no mind. Between the lab coat and the few days' stubble that graced my cheeks, I looked like I'd just pulled a double shift.

  


  
      I pushed through a set of glass doors and stepped out into the pre-dawn half-light. It was cold – bitterly so – as though the first kiss of spring I'd felt in Oxford was still some weeks away from warming the dead gray of New York's steel and concrete. From where I stood, First Avenue was pretty quiet – just the odd commuter among a dozen or so delivery trucks rumbling northward from the East Village. Bellevue lay a few blocks to the south. I pulled my lab coat tight around me and set off walking, my bare feet aching as the chill of the sidewalk leeched upward through my soles.
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    It'd been sixty-five years since I last laid eyes on Bellevue. Sixty-five years, four months, and seventeen days. Since then, it had changed plenty, with its modern glass atrium jutting skyward and glinting in the morning sun, I almost didn't recognize it. But the cold, impassive stone face I remembered all too well stared outward from behind the glass, and my own new face twisted into a smile of grim remembrance. Try though we might, we never can quite deny who we once were.

  


  
      The hospital itself was a massive structure, occupying twenty-five floors and two city blocks. In the nearly three centuries of its existence, its halls had spread and shifted and wound among themselves like vines on a trellis. The result was a tangled labyrinth of wrong turns and dead-end corridors, peppered with the occasional brightly colored map in what I can only assume was a fit of architectural sarcasm.

  


  
      Of course, it would help if I knew what I was looking for; all I had to go on was what I read in the paper. Killing spree, coma – the girl could be anywhere. Prison and psych wards make for tricky collections – they've got armed security, locked rooms, the whole nine – but in most hospitals, they're also overflowing. My hope was they were keeping Kate somewhere a little less secure. I played the odds and headed for the ICU.

  


  
      As the elevator doors opened, I knew I'd struck pay dirt. The ICU was a sleek, modern affair, all glass and light – the better to see you with, my dear. A few rooms in, a uniformed cop sat slouched beside an open door, his nose buried in a Scudder novel. I strode past him down the hall. He didn't spare me a second glance. Through the glass-paned walls, I caught a glimpse of the room's sole occupant. She looked so tiny and so frail as she lay still in her bed, surrounded by the blip and whir of medical equipment. But her wrist was cuffed to the bedrail, and her hair was flecked with blood – no doubt about it, she was my mark.

  


  
      I continued without pause down the hall, flashing the nurse at the station a smile as I passed. She flushed and returned the favor. In my line of work, I don't get looked at that way often. Almost a shame the assignment was so easy; it'd be a waste to ditch this skin-suit so soon.

  


  
      As I neared the end of the hall, I glanced back toward the nurses' station. The nurse was clacking away at a computer terminal, her back to me. I ducked into the nearest room. In the bed was an elderly gentleman – his eyes closed, his pallor gray. A tube snaked from his mouth to a machine beside the bed that accordioned up and down, pumping breath into his lungs.

  


  
      I approached the bed, my bare feet silent on the tiled floor. The only sounds in the room were the blip of his heart monitor and the grim, mechanical hiss of the respirator. I took the man's hand in mine. It was cold and dry. At the end of one finger was a small white clip, a wire running from it to the tangle of machinery beside him.

  


  
      I grabbed the wire and yanked free the clip, letting it fall to the floor as I strode out of the room. A shrill monotone pierced the air as the heart monitor flatlined. Alarms sounded at the nurses' station, and I was buffeted by medical personnel as they rushed past me down the hall.

  


  
      As diversions go, they don't get any easier than that. Time was I'd have had to almost kill the guy to get that kind of rise out of everybody. Now all you have to do is unhook a wire. I only hoped Kate's guard would be as easily distracted.

  


  
      I snatched a chart at random from the nurses' station and set out for Kate's room. I strode with purpose toward the door, thinking doctorly thoughts. You'd be surprised how often that sort of thing works.

  


  
      This time, no such luck. The cop stood as I approached, sidestepping in front of me as I tried to shoulder past.

  


  
      "Where the hell you think you're going?"

  


  
      "I'm here to see the patient," I replied, brandishing the chart by way of evidence.

  


  
      He scowled. "You ain't her usual doctor."

  


  
      "I'm from Neurology. They called me in for a consult."

  


  
      The cop looked me up and down, eyes lingering on my bare feet. His hand crept toward the gun on his belt. "I'm gonna need to see some ID."

  


  
      I lunged forward, slamming him against the doorjamb. His hand found the gun. Steel scraped leather as it slid free of its holster. I pressed my hand to his chest and reached inside. His eyes went wide as I clenched tight his soul.

  


  
      "David," I said. "She knows. She knows what you did to him." Somewhere, an eternity from the swirling blackness where we stood, a gun clattered to the floor.

  


  
      I withdrew my grasp, and David crumpled. He was shaking, whimpering. Tears streaked his pallid face.

  


  
      "No," David whispered.

  


  
      "You know it's true, or I would not."

  


  
      "No," he repeated. "No no no no no!" He scurried backward along the wall, his gun and his assignment forgotten. He scrambled to his feet and took off at a dead run, not looking back.

  


  
      Inside, the room was quiet. Just the steady blip of the heart monitor, the soft tap of the IV drip, and the gentle sigh of Kate's breathing. She was younger than I expected – she couldn't have been more than seventeen. And Kate was beautiful. Her auburn hair spilled across the pillow like a thousand adolescent fantasies, and though her eyes fluttered in dream, her face carried no hint of worry or concern.

  


  
      I'd gladly give a limb to have dreams like hers, I thought. But then, these limbs weren't mine to give.

  


  
      I approached the bed, caressing her cheek a moment before resting my hand on her breastbone. "Sorry," I said. "It's nothing personal."

  


  
      I reached inside. My head was suddenly filled with light – blinding, beautiful. I clenched shut my eyes against it, but it wasn't any use. Still it streamed in, the purest white. Not devoid of color – full of it. And with it her song. So beautiful. So sweet. I staggered backward, blind and helpless. My hand pulled free, and the light and song were gone. I collapsed to the floor, tears streaming down my borrowed cheeks, whether from the beauty of what I'd seen or the sudden horrible absence of it, I didn't know.

  


  
      I looked around. I'd so lost myself in that light, that sound, I was unsure of where I was. The lines and angles of the hospital room seemed suddenly harsher, somehow. Colder. My heart thudded in my chest. I climbed trembling to my feet, my body drenched in a cold, acrid sweat. I knew that scent. I'd smelled it a thousand times in the moment before I tore soul from flesh.

  


  
      It was fear.

  


  
      It was fear, and it was mine.

  


  
      I approached the bed again. With shaking hands, I reached toward her. I hesitated, my fingers scant inches from her breastbone. I wasn't sure if I could do it. I knew I couldn't not. I closed my eyes, steeling myself for what was to come.

  


  
      That's when she started screaming.

  


  
      My eyes flew open. Kate was staring back at me, her eyes wide with fear. She thrashed against her restraints, cuffed wrists clanging violently against the bedrail. Her screams echoed through the tiny room, blotting out all thought.

  


  
      "My God, is she all right?"

  


  
      A nurse, in the doorway. I forced myself to focus. "She's seizing!" I replied. "Give her something to calm her down."

  


  
      The nurse hurried to Kate's bedside, snatching a needle from the cart beside the bed. "Pushing four of Ativan." Kate's thrashing slowed, and her cries died down to little more than a whimper. Her eyes met mine. Terrified, pleading. Then the spark within them guttered and died, and her lids came crashing down. Kate MacNeil was once again asleep.

  


  
      I, unfortunately, had no such luxury. My mind was reeling. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, urging me to flee. I knew I had a job to do. But that light, that song – in all my years, I'd never seen anything like that. Something wasn't right here.

  


  
      "Her wrists," I said, embarrassed by the sudden quaver in my voice. "They've been abraded by the cuffs. I'd like to have a look at them. Do you have a key?"

  


  
      "I'm not supposed to unlock her," the nurse replied.

  


  
      I nodded toward Kate's sleeping form. "You think she's going anywhere?"

  


  
      She hesitated a moment, and then fished a small set of keys from her pocket, unlocking first one set of cuffs, and then the other. "The police should really be here when she wakes up," the nurse said. "They're going to want to talk to her."

  


  
      I nodded my agreement. "The officer that was stationed at her door was asleep when I arrived. When I woke him, he said he was gonna head down to the cafeteria for a cup of coffee. If I had to guess, I'd say they're not going to be too happy with him if they find out he was gone when she came to. You could catch him if you hurry. Tell him to call in, let them know that she's been stirring."

  


  
      "And her?"

  


  
      "I'll keep an eye on her until you get back."

  


  
      She gave me a curt nod, and took off at a jog. A good kid, I thought – the trusting sort. It almost made me feel bad for what I was about to do.

  


  
      Beside the bed was a wheelchair, folded and propped against the wall. I yanked it open. Then, with a glance over my shoulder to ensure I wasn't being watched, I slid the IV from Kate's arm. Blood welled red in its wake. I blotted it with the bed sheet, and replaced the tape that had held the IV in place. Then I lifted her into the wheelchair. Her eyes fluttered, but she didn't stir.

  


  
      Outside Kate's room, the hall bustled with activity. The nurse had headed left, so I went right. No one gave me a second glance as I wheeled her down the hall, her head lolling to one side.

  


  
      What the hell was I supposed to do now? It would only be a matter of minutes before they discovered she was missing, and this girl was a hot commodity. I knew what I should do was make the collection and be on my way. I also knew that wasn't going to happen – not until I figured out what the hell was going on.

  


  
      "Hey! Hey, you!"

  


  
      The call echoed down the length of the crowded hallway. I pretended not to hear – just kept on pushing Kate down the hall like I hadn't a care in the world. As soon as we were around the corner and out of view, I broke into a run. The wheelchair rattled and shimmied beneath my sweat-slick hands – any moment I expected her to spill out of the chair and onto the floor. But she stayed put, and I kept running.

  


  
      Some fucking plan this was.

  


  
      There was a clatter of footfalls behind us, a bevy of shouts. We reached a bank of elevators, and I pressed the call button. My lungs and legs were burning, and my heart thudded in my chest. Kate, for her part, seemed content to sit and drool on the shoulder of her hospital gown. At least it beat the screaming.

  


  
      The elevator door pinged open. Two uniformed cops rounded the corner, guns drawn. I rolled Kate into the elevator and chose a floor at random. Then I hit three more below it, just to keep them guessing.

  


  
      The cops were rapidly approaching, and still the door was open. I pounded on the button to close it, and slowly, it began to move. One of the cops made a leap for the door, arm extended in desperate attempt to halt the door's progress. A second more, and he might have made it, but he was too slow, too late. The door slid shut. A bang reverberated through the elevator shaft as he pounded on the door in frustration. The sound filled the elevator car, and then receded as we lurched downward.

  


  
      And just like that, we were gone.
  


  4.


  
     

     
  


  
    Shit.

  


  
      My hope was that I'd've had a couple of minutes before they noticed she was missing. And when they did, they'd be looking for a dangerous, psychotic, awake little girl; I could just wheel her out the front door unnoticed. But now they'd seen me with her, and that was going to complicate matters a bit.

  


  
      Of course, the fact that they'd seen me wasn't the end of the world. I could always leave this body behind and find another; around here, there were no shortage of volunteers. But whatever I looked like, I was still going to have to get her out, too. I couldn't afford to chance it in some broken-down old body. It just wasn't worth the cost.

  


  
      So what, then? My mother used to tell me when God closes a door, he opens a window, but I was guessing God didn't give two shits about me. Not to mention we were standing in a tin box with one door and no fucking windows. One door that was soon to open onto God knows what.

  


  
      The elevator jerked to a halt. I left Kate in the center of the car and pressed myself tight to the wall beside the door. As hiding places go, it wasn't much of one, but it would buy me a second or two, and I wasn't about to go out without a fight.

  


  
      When the doors slid open, I heaved a sigh. There was no one waiting, gun in hand, to reclaim Kate or evict me from this body. Of course, that didn't mean much – the hospital was too big to put a cop on every floor at the drop of a hat, but you can be damn sure they were gonna have the exits covered. The best I could hope for was to buy a little time, maybe come up with a game plan.

  


  
      I poked my head out into the hall. The plaque on the wall read Radiology. At the end of the hall, a couple of orderlies were wrangling an elderly woman out of a stretcher and into a wheelchair, but otherwise, the place was deserted. I wheeled Kate's sleeping form out of the elevator and down the hall. The old woman met my gaze as we approached. The orderlies paid us no mind. I flashed her a smile of reassurance, and she smiled back, wan and tired and grateful. Then the three of them disappeared into the imaging suite, leaving the empty stretcher behind.

  


  
      I said a prayer for her. It was the least I could do.

  


  
      Thanks to her, we just might get out of here alive.
  


  
     
  


  
    Though it was just past 8am, Bellevue's ER was already bustling. The waiting room was crammed full of the sick and injured: children, hacking away on their mothers' laps; junkies, gray and shaking from withdrawal; a man in chef's whites, bleeding into a dish towel. The staff were bustling, too, with the cold efficiency of folks who've seen worse than this more times than they could count. The only indication they'd seen us at all was the slight change in their trajectory as they strode past us in the hallway. They had a job to do, and we didn't concern them in the slightest, so long as we were out of the way.
  


  
      To tell you the truth, they didn't concern me much, either. What did concern me was the cop manning the entrance. I'd been watching him for going on ten minutes through the criss-crossed panes of safety glass set into the doors that separate the waiting room from the ER. In that time, he hadn't budged, hadn't yawned – hell, he'd barely even blinked. Getting past him wasn't going to be easy. Lucky for me, an ER is a diversion waiting to happen; all I had to do was bide my time.

  


  
      Turns out, I didn't have to wait long. My pulse quickened in anticipation as I heard the squeal of approaching sirens. And I wasn't the only one. You could see it in their drawn faces; you could hear it in their clipped, efficient tones as they relayed details and called out orders. It was an accident. A bad one. Three ambulances en route, with more to follow. Patients in critical condition. They readied examination rooms and operating suites, and I readied myself as well. There were maybe thirty yards and one cop between me and freedom, and however this went down, I was only gonna get one shot.

  


  
      A dozen doctors, nurses, and orderlies pushed past me through the double doors as the first of the ambulances rocked to a halt outside the ER. The ambulance doors burst open. Inside, the EMTs hovered over a stretchered form barely recognizable as human. The stretcher was unloaded, no small feat since one of the techs knelt atop it, straddling the patient. A woman stumbled out of the ambulance cab, her face scraped, her hair matted with blood. When she saw the man in the stretcher, she began to scream.

  


  
      Two more ambulances screeched to a stop beside the first. Stretchers were unloaded amidst a sea of shouted instructions. The whole place was swarming with people – staff, the wounded, a throng of onlookers, pressing close. Still, the cop held fast. I jumped as the double doors banged open beside me, the first of the stretchers rolling past, at the center of a medical maelstrom.

  


  
      Outside the doors, the crowd of onlookers pressed closer, eager to absorb every lurid detail. Over the din, I heard a shouted "Do something!" – and reluctantly, the cop abandoned his post. He herded the crowd backward, trying desperately to give the doctors room to work.

  


  
      That was as good a chance as I was going to get. I gripped tight my borrowed stretcher and pushed it through the double doors. Kate, strapped down atop it, didn't stir. There'd been a set of folded blankets stacked on the shelf beneath the woman's stretcher, and one of them now covered Kate to her chin. Her head I'd bandaged with supplies stolen from a nurse's treatment cart left unattended in the hallway. The effect was less professional than I'd intended. It wasn't going to stand up to any kind of scrutiny, but from a distance, it did the trick.

  


  
      The ER waiting room had become a triage center; dozens of people not injured enough to require an ambulance were being sorted through by doctors too hurried to spare a second glance at me. Stretcher after stretcher careened past me, headed toward the operating suites. As I pressed toward the entrance, two more ambulances arrived, and were then abandoned as their crews wheeled their respective payloads inside. In his hurry, one of the drivers left his ambulance running. I swear I could have kissed him.

  


  
      Though the sky was gray overhead, and the air was thick with exhaust, the cool morning breeze was like a balm to my frayed nerves. The sidewalk was cold and rough beneath my feet. The wheels of the stretcher folded upward as I shoved it into the empty, waiting ambulance.

  


  
      I slammed shut the rear door and headed for the cab. A hand grabbed my shoulder – not gently. I turned to find the cop, dark eyes glowering at me from beneath a furrowed brow.

  


  
      "Where you think you're going?" he asked. Skeptical, but not yet hostile. That was OK. Skeptical I could work with.

  


  
      "Patient transfer."

  


  
      "Where you taking her?" he asked.

  


  
      "Him," I replied. "Got a suite waiting at Beth Israel."
  


  
      "Where's your badge?"
  


  
      "Sorry?"
  


  
      "Your badge? You know staff's supposed to display it at all times."

  


  
      "Of course," I replied. I patted the pockets of my lab coat, a smile of contrition pasted on my face. My left hand dipped into a pocket, and his eyes followed. He never saw my right hand coming.

  


  
      The punch connected with the bridge of his nose. A crunch of bone, a spray of blood, and he went down. Not dead, just sleepy. Parlor tricks like the one I'd pulled on the guard upstairs are all well and good, but sometimes, you just gotta go the direct route. Besides, subtle's never been my strong suit.

  


  
      I climbed into the cab and threw the ambulance into gear. I gave it a little gas, and it lurched forward. Through the side mirror, I saw a kid of maybe ten staring slack-jawed back at me. He was tugging at his mother's arm and pointing toward the cop sprawled across the pavement, but she ignored him. The show outside the ER was still going strong, and she wasn't about to miss it.

  


  
      I gave the kid a wink and a lazy mock-salute, and then pulled out of the hospital drive, disappearing into the early morning traffic.
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    "City and state?"

  


  
      Between the din of the nearby traffic and the work crew drilling through the sidewalk just a half a block away, I couldn't hear a word she said. I pressed the handset tighter to my ear and huddled closer to the payphone. "I'm sorry?"

  


  
      "City and state?" the woman repeated.

  


  
      "Uh, Manhattan," I replied. "Manhattan, New York."

  


  
      "What listing?"

  


  
      "Jonah Friedlander."

  


  
      The line hissed and clicked, and the woman was replaced by an automated voice that spat out the requested address. I was hard-pressed to tell the two apart.

  


  
      I dropped the handset back onto its cradle and hunched across the lot to the waiting ambulance. Across the intersection from where I stood, a police cruiser sat idling at a light. I watched him from the corner of my eye, thinking inconspicuous thoughts. The gas station was packed three deep with cabs waiting for a crack at the pumps, and droves of pedestrians filtered through for a paper or a cup of morning coffee – no way the cop had made me. Of course, the meatsuit didn't want to hear it. His heart was pounding a mile a minute; his palms were sweating; his mouth was dry as dust. Just once, I'd like to possess me a Mob enforcer or something. These peaceful, law-abiding sorts make this job of mine a bitch.

  


  
      Inside the ambulance, Kate was still unconscious. The question was, for how long? My stomach roiled as I recalled the bitter tang of blood and alcohol that clung to her mother's mangled corpse, and I gave her restraints a tug to ensure they were secure. Then I thumbed the ignition, and the ambulance sprang to life. I pulled out of the station and onto the crowded city street, disappearing into the swell of traffic.

  


  
     
  


  
    Friedlander's apartment was a third-floor walk-up in Chelsea, the kind of place a realtor might charitably call a quaint Manhattan brownstone. It was brown, true enough, but its façade was faded and crumbling, and the paint on the sills had blistered and peeled, revealing rotten wood beneath. The whole building had the look of a musty old sweater – one well-placed tug and the whole thing might come tumbling down.

  


  
      The front door was propped open with a rolled-up newspaper, and thick bacon-scented smoke poured skyward from the hallway beyond. From somewhere inside, a smoke alarm cried. I nudged the door open with my foot and carried Kate's sleeping form across the threshold. The ambulance I'd left in an alley a block north. They'd find it soon enough, but I didn't much mind – Penn Station lay just a couple blocks to the east, and they'd be expecting us to run. Either I was too smart to run, or too stupid, but either way, we'd be safe here a while.

  


  
      I was huffing pretty good by the time I got her up the stairs. My muscles burned in protest, and my eyes stung from sweat and smoke. Friedlander's door was cordoned off with police tape. I ran a fingernail along the jamb, breaking the seal, and then I tried the knob. Locked. I set Kate down and looked around, to be sure I didn't have an audience, and then I shouldered the door, hard.

  


  
      White-hot pain radiated outward from the point of impact, but nothing happened. I tried again. More of the same. Just my luck, I thought: the building is a fucking dump, but the one thing the landlord didn't cheap out on was the locks.

  


  
      Again, I slammed into the door. There was a sickening crunch as the doorjamb splintered, and then I spilled into the apartment, tumbling gracelessly to the floor. I lay there a moment, waiting for the pounding of my pulse to subside. Then I dragged my ass up off the floor and carried Kate inside. I dropped her into a threadbare old armchair, and then went back and closed the door, throwing the bolt and setting the chain.

  


  
      I stifled a yawn. My shoulder ached like hell, and I felt like I'd just run a fucking marathon. Some collection this was turning out to be. I'd botched the job, snatched the girl, and in all likelihood become the target of a city-wide manhunt. All of which paled in comparison to the world of shit I'd be in when word got out I'd disobeyed an order. Failure was bad enough; insubordination was… I didn't even know what. Far as I knew, I was the first.

  


  
      So the clock was ticking. I had to sort this shit out fast – the last thing I needed was to be made an example of. I shook my head as I recalled Lily's parting words: Do try to enjoy yourself, won't you?

  


  
      Enjoy myself. Right. Well, I thought, no time like the present.

  


  
      After all, there's gotta be something to drink in this place.

  


  
     
  


  
    "Hey!"

  


  
      The voice drifted toward me from someplace far away. It seemed faint and unimportant, and whatever it was, it could wait.

  


  
      "Hey! Wake up!"

  


  
      The voice was louder now, more insistent. I did my best to ignore it.

  


  
      "Wake up, you sick son of a bitch!"

  


  
      I opened my eyes. I wished I hadn't. Sunlight streamed in through the windows like an ice pick to my brain. I raised a hand to shade my eyes. It didn't help.

  


  
      Kate was awake in the armchair, struggling against her makeshift restraints. They were just a couple of bed sheets, really, twisted into ropes and tied behind the chair back, but it was the best I could do on short notice. I was happy to see the knots had held – I was pretty drunk when I tied them. I'd found a half a handle of Maker's Mark by the bathtub, along with a smattering of multicolored pills scattered across the linoleum. I'd taken a couple at random, in the hopes they'd help the throbbing in my shoulder. The results were mixed – the shoulder was doing pretty good, really, but the throbbing in my head made it a lateral move at best.

  


  
      "I see you're feeling better," I mumbled.

  


  
      "Feeling better?" Kate said. "I'm tied to a fucking chair!"

  


  
      "Yeah," I said. "Sorry about that. I hear tell you put on quite a show the other day, and I wasn't wild at the prospect of being included in the encore."

  


  
      "I don't know what you're talking about."

  


  
      "Anybody ever tell you you're a lousy liar?"

  


  
      "Anybody ever tell you it's impolite to hold people hostage?"

  


  
      I laughed. "You think that's what this is? Sweetie, I'm trying to help you here."

  


  
      "Help me. Right. I bet you say that to all the girls."

  


  
      "Just the ones I tie to chairs," I replied with a smile. "So tell me, what'd they do?"

  


  
      "What? Who?"

  


  
      "Your family – what'd they do? Your mother cut your allowance? Your little brother read your diary? Maybe Daddy wouldn't let you drive the Bentley?"

  


  
      "Don't you talk about my family."

  


  
      "Suit yourself," I replied. I rose stiffly from the couch and padded into the kitchen. "You hungry?"

  


  
      "What?"

  


  
      "I asked if you were hungry."
  


  
      "I – I don't think so."
  


  
      "Well, I'm starving." I cracked open the fridge. Not much there – just a half a bell pepper, a few eggs, a hunk of cheddar cheese. "Tell you what – I'm gonna make myself an omelet. You want some, you're welcome to it."

  


  
      Kate eyed me quizzically for a moment, but said nothing. I busied myself in the kitchen, chopping and whisking and grating. I found a skillet in the cupboard. A pat of butter and I was off and running. My stomach rumbled in anticipation.

  


  
      "So," she said finally, "you some kind of doctor?"

  


  
      "No," I replied.

  


  
      "Oh. I thought – I mean the clothes and all…"

  


  
      "I stole them. And so far, you're pretty much the only one I fooled."

  


  
      "You got a name?"

  


  
      "His name was Jonah. I guess that's as good as any."

  


  
      "What's that supposed to mean?"

  


  
      "Nothing," I replied. "Omelet's up."

  


  
      Plate in hand, I dragged a chair from Friedlander's dining set over to Kate's armchair and sat down beside her. The omelet was steaming, and the mingling scents of sautéed pepper and melted cheddar were intoxicating. Kate tried her best to look disinterested. I split the omelet in two with my fork and scooped up a goodly bite, offering it to her.

  


  
      She shook her head. "You think I'm eating that, you're nuts."

  


  
      "Fine by me," I replied. I stuffed the forkful into my mouth. It wasn't half bad. I chased it with another, and then another. Soon, I'd polished off half the omelet. I was about to start in on the other half when she finally caved.

  


  
      "Wait," Kate said. "Maybe just a bite." I gathered up a forkful and held it out to her. She frowned a moment, still doubtful, and then took the bite. Her eyes went wide. "It's good," she mumbled grudgingly as she chewed.

  


  
      "You ask me, it coulda used a little Tabasco, but it turned out OK. When's the last time you had anything to eat?"

  


  
      She shrugged against the restraints. "Dunno." Kate wolfed down a couple more bites, just as fast as I could feed her. Soon, fork hit plate, and I set both aside. "Water," she said. No please or anything, but still, it was progress. I filled a glass from the sink and tipped it to her lips. She lapped it up greedily, water dribbling down her chin.

  


  
      "Easy," I said. "You're not careful, it's gonna come right back up."

  


  
      "Thought you weren't a doctor," Kate said.

  


  
      "I'm not, but I'm also not an idiot. You've been out a couple days – it's gonna take your stomach a little time to adjust."

  


  
      "A couple days? What in hell did you do to me?"

  


  
      "Hey, don't blame me – you were unconscious when I found you."

  


  
      "Then how–"

  


  
      "Wait," I said, "you're telling me you really don't know?"

  


  
      "Know what?"

  


  
      I ignored her question. "Kate, before waking up here, what's the last thing you remember?"

  


  
      Her face twisted into a scowl. "I – I'm not sure. I remember coming down for breakfast. Mom was in the kitchen, packing lunch for me and Connor. Dad was on the phone in his study. Connor was at the piano playing 'Chopsticks' – Dad yelled at him to keep it down, said he couldn't hear himself think. Then things went a little fuzzy. I must have hit my head or something, because I remember smelling blood. After that, it's just fragments. My brother, crying. The scent of alcohol. Sirens, wailing in the distance. I think I might have spent some time in a hospital. I remember a bright light. Someone was screaming – I think it was me. Then I woke up here, tied to this chair."

  


  
      "That's all you remember?"

  


  
      "That's it."

  


  
      I don't know why, but I believed her. "Kate, there's something you should know."

  


  
      "What?"

  


  
      I snatched the remote up from the coffee table and clicked on NY1. No surprise, we were the top story.

  


  
      "… the hunt continues for seventeen year-old Katherine MacNeil, prime suspect in the brutal slayings of her mother, Patricia Cressey-MacNeil, her father, real estate magnate Charles MacNeil, and her eleven year-old brother, Connor. MacNeil was under guard at Bellevue Hospital Center Tuesday when she escaped with the help of an unidentified white male, age unknown. Anyone with information regarding MacNeil is urged to call…"

  


  
      The anchor was replaced with a picture of a smiling Kate, clearly taken from her family's apartment, and a sketch of me that could've been any skinny white guy in the Tri-State area. Beneath us ran a number. I turned off the TV.

  


  
      Kate stared at the blank screen for a while. Not blinking, not speaking. When she finally did speak, her voice was thin and frail.

  


  
      "I… I don't understand."

  


  
      The look on her face said otherwise. "Yes, you do."

  


  
      "There has to be some sort of a mistake."

  


  
      "There's not."

  


  
      "Why would they think I'd done such a thing?"

  


  
      "The cops found you at the scene, Kate. They saw you…" slit your mother's throat, I thought. "They saw enough."

  


  
      "But why? How?"

  


  
      I remembered the light that enveloped me as I'd clutched tight her soul. I remembered her song ringing loudly in my ears as I crumpled to the ground. "I don't know," I replied.

  


  
      "That's why you tied me up," she said. "You were afraid of me."

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "Then why'd you help me escape?"

  


  
      "That's complicated."

  


  
      Kate eyed me a moment. "Yes," she said, "I imagine it would be."

  


  
      She fell silent for a while. I let her sit in peace. What could I say to her, really? Her family was dead. Dead by her hand. Words weren't going to change that.

  


  
      I set about cleaning up the mess from breakfast. I was halfway through the dishes when she found her voice.

  


  
      "This place," Kate said. "It's not yours, is it?"

  


  
      "What makes you say that?"

  


  
      "Doesn't seem like you, is all."

  


  
      I smiled. "It belongs to a friend of mine. He wasn't using it, and we needed a place to stay. I figured we'd be safe here for a while, while I sorted things out."

  


  
      "And have you? Sorted things out, I mean."

  


  
      "I'm working on it," I said.

  


  
      "Yeah," she replied. "Me too."
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    "I need to use the bathroom."

  


  
      Kate hadn't said a word in hours – she'd just sat and stared at nothing. Of course, it's not like she had a lot of other options, being tied to a chair and all.

  


  
      "I'm not sure that's such a good idea," I replied.

  


  
      "I'm serious. I've really got to go."

  


  
      "Then I'll get you a trash can."

  


  
      "What's the matter – you scared to untie me?"

  


  
      "Something like that."

  


  
      "Well, it's got to happen sometime," she said. "You can't keep me here forever."

  


  
      She had a point. Of course, she'd left three solid counterpoints cooling at the morgue. Still, I'd snatched her for a reason. There was something sour about this collection, and I sure as hell wasn't going to figure out what by playing babysitter all day long. Besides, maybe I untie her and Kate tips her hand. She goes postal and my little moral dilemma gets resolved in a hurry. That happens, I finish the job, and to hell with the light show.

  


  
      Man, I hope she tries to kill me, I thought. I could use a happy ending.

  


  
      "All right," I said, fetching a chef's knife from the kitchen, "I'll let you go. But you're gonna get out of that chair and head straight to the bathroom. When you're done, you're to get back in the chair – no argument, no complaint. Those are my terms. You break them, things are gonna get unpleasant. We got a deal?"

  


  
      "Yeah," she said. "We got a deal."

  


  
      I knelt behind the chair back and cut through the makeshift restraints. As they fell to the floor, I took a big step back. The knife I kept at my side, all kinds of casual, like I wasn't figuring on how fast I could put it between us should things get ugly. Just because you're thinking about stabbing somebody doesn't mean you have to be a dick about it.

  


  
      Kate flexed first one limb, and then another. When she was sure all four still worked, she rose, unsteady, from the chair. She limped the length of the floor to the bathroom. If I had to guess, I'd say the cops were a little less than gentle when they finally took her down.

  


  
      "Three minutes," I told her as she reached the door. "Not a second more."

  


  
      She nodded, and shut the door behind her. I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding. Then I set the knife on the coffee table and collapsed onto the couch. The clock on the cable box read one-fifteen. I kept an eye on the bathroom door and wondered for about the hundredth time just what the hell I'd been thinking taking the girl.

  


  
      Three minutes passed, and no Kate. I figured I'd give her a break – she'd been in that chair the better part of a day, and before that, she'd been cuffed to a stretcher. Besides, she was still decked out in a hospital gown; it's not like she was wearing a watch.

  


  
      When four minutes had gone by, I got a little irritated. Then five ticked past, and I was downright pissed. By the time six minutes rolled around, I was banging on the bathroom door.

  


  
      "C'mon, Kate, you've had your fun. Time to get back in the chair."

  


  
      No response. I tried the knob. Locked. "I'm not fucking around here, Kate! Open this door or I swear I'll break it down!" Still nothing. I put an ear to the door. I heard the sound of running water, and beneath it, something else. A low, wet gurgle. Like someone choking. Like someone dying.

  


  
      Shit.

  


  
      I slammed against the door, and rebounded hard, sprawling across the living room floor. Pain radiated outward from my shoulder in nauseating waves. I regrouped and tried again. I managed to stay up this time, but it still hurt like hell, and the door didn't give an inch. She must have barricaded it somehow. Didn't want me ruining her big exit.

  


  
      Inside the bathroom, Kate's ragged breathing ceased. I was out of options. The problem was, this body of mine was exhausted, and I didn't know if it had the juice for me to make the jump. Still, I had to try.

  


  
      I clenched shut my eyes and focused on her,

  


  
    choking on the other side of the door. Blood trickled from my nose at the sudden strain, and my mouth filled with the taste of pennies. The world went dark as I pulled away. Friedlander crumpled, his head slamming into the floorboards with a sickening thwack. Then, for a moment, there was nothing.

  


  
      When I opened my eyes, I was staring at the bathroom ceiling. I couldn't breathe. Somewhere inside my head, Kate was shrieking. It's like that with the living – damn near impossible to concentrate with them always carrying on.

  


  
      I tried to roll over, but Kate's limbs were like lead. Pills, I'd guess. I was such a fucking idiot. After the way Friedlander checked out, I should have thought to check the medicine cabinet. Now I hoped I wasn't too late.

  


  
      The nausea hit me like a freight train. Kate's entire body clenched. I struggled with her sluggish limbs, and managed to tip us over. Cheek met tile, and my vision swam. Beside me lay a smattering of empty bottles. Prescription, the lot of them. I tried in vain to read the labels, but my eyes wouldn't cooperate. Whatever she'd taken, she hadn't been fucking around.

  


  
      Acid scorched my throat as Kate's body tried to purge itself of me. I stayed put. A couple dozen pills weren't so lucky. Her stomach heaved again. Pills and sick spilled across the tile.

  


  
      Control came by degrees as her body relented to my demands. Still, it was blunted by the drugs. I didn't have much time.

  


  
      On quivering limbs, I forced myself to my hands and knees. Still the sickness came. I glanced toward the bathroom door. I could barely keep my head up. She'd barricaded it, all right. A set of wooden shelves, wedged between the door and tub. I clawed at them with clumsy hands. The shelves were jammed tight, and my grip was weak.

  


  
      My strength faltered, and again I hit the floor. I grabbed the shelves and yanked.

  


  
      Nothing.

  


  
      Kate's lids buckled under the weight of narcotic slumber. The rest of her wasn't far behind. I mustered all my failing strength, pulling the shelves as hard as I could. Then the world went dark, and Kate was gone.

  


  
     
  


  
    I was back in the Friedlander body, sitting in the recliner and holding a towel full of ice to the knot on my head, when Kate finally came to. She'd been out for nearly a day. I'd left her lying on the couch, her head turned aside in case she wasn't done throwing up. She hadn't been. For a while I thought this headache was for nothing – she'd grown sicker and paler with every passing hour. Around midnight, though, she'd turned a corner. She'd stopped throwing up, and a little color returned to her cheeks.

  


  
      Now, her eyes fluttered open. Kate looked around a moment, confused. I saw a flicker of remembrance as her gaze met mine.

  


  
      "What…" she rasped. "What happened?"

  


  
      "You took some pills," I replied. "You tried to check out. Just lie still a bit – you're going to be OK."

  


  
      "Pills," Kate repeated, casting her gaze toward the open bathroom door. "Of course."

  


  
      "How'd you know you'd find them there? The pills, I mean."

  


  
      "I didn't – I just got lucky. But every bathroom's got a mirror. Figured I'd slit my wrists and just fade to black. I guess I wasn't quite as lucky as I thought." Her face was clouded with suspicion. "What the hell did you do to me?"

  


  
      "I did what I had to. You could have died, Kate."

  


  
      "I wish I were dead."

  


  
      "Yeah, well, I'm glad you're not."

  


  
      She snorted. "You're glad? You were so scared of me, you tied me to a chair."

  


  
      "You tied up now?"

  


  
      Kate lifted her head. The effort caused her to wince. "No," she replied. "But I ought to be. I'm not to be trusted. I killed my family." A single tear slid down her cheek.

  


  
      "No, Kate," I said. "I don't think you did."

  


  
      "I don't understand. You said they saw–"

  


  
      "I don't doubt what they saw. I just don't think it was you that killed them."

  


  
      "You're not making any sense."

  


  
      I flashed her a wan smile. "Maybe not," I replied. "Or maybe you and me just have different ideas about what makes sense."

  


  
      She clenched shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. "My head is killing me," Kate said. "If you plan on talking around in circles all day, I'm going to need a couple aspirin."

  


  
      "I think you've had enough pills for one day."

  


  
      "Then how about you start talking straight?"

  


  
      "Believe me, Kate – you're better off not knowing."

  


  
      She let out a barking, humorless laugh. "Better off? You think I'm better off? My family is dead. I would be too, if I'd had my way. But you went and stopped me – God knows how, but you did. Now I'm holed up in some shitty apartment, a fugitive from justice, and I feel like I'm going out of my head. So to hell with what you think. I need answers, Jonah. I need the truth."

  


  
      I looked at her a long, appraising moment. Kate looked back, angry and expectant. To hell with it, I thought. "For starters," I said, "my name isn't Jonah."

  


  
      And then I told her. What I was. Why I came. I expected shock, anger, disbelief. But she just listened, without comment, without interruption. It wasn't till I finished that the questions came.

  


  
      "So in the hospital, that was you?"

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "You'd come to collect my soul."

  


  
      I repeated, "Yes."

  


  
      "I thought I'd dreamt it. I remember a sudden pain – pain and fear – and then this, this light…" Her hands found her chest. "But I haven't any mark. Any scar."

  


  
      "The invasion isn't physical."

  


  
      "So why didn't you take me?"

  


  
      "I just… couldn't," I replied. "When I make a collection, there's this moment – this beautiful, terrible moment when my hand closes around the soul, and I see everything. Experience everything. A lifetime of beauty, and of happiness, and of sorrow. I see every kindness. Every slight. Every moment that's led them to my grasp. But the souls of those that I collect are just hollow echoes of their better selves – they're occluded by the darkness within. Yours was different. Pure. Unfettered."

  


  
      "You make me sound like some kind of saint."

  


  
      I smiled. "I wouldn't know anything about that. What I do know is evil changes a person, tainting everything until no memory is untouched. Only in your case, there was no stain."

  


  
      "But how can that be? I mean, my family–"

  


  
      "Kate, that wasn't your fault."

  


  
      "But I have these flashes. These memories. Horrible reminders of the things I've done."

  


  
      "I know."
  


  
      "Then how could it not be my fault?"
  


  
      "Tell me," I said, "earlier, when you were in the bathroom, how did you get out?"

  


  
      "You got me out."

  


  
      "Yes, but how?"

  


  
      Kate's brow furrowed as she struggled to remember. "I was groggy. Sleepy. Then all of the sudden, you were in my head. I threw up. You rolled me over, so I wouldn't choke."

  


  
      "Then what happened?"

  


  
      "I'd barricaded the door," she replied. "You clawed at it, I think. I don't know – I was so groggy, all I wanted was to sleep."

  


  
      "Did you want to do those things?"
  


  
      She shook her head. "All I wanted was to die."
  


  
      "And yet here you are."
  


  
      I let the sentence hang in the air for a minute. She was slow getting there, but eventually, realization dawned. "You're saying someone else was in my head? That they killed my family?"

  


  
      "Not someone," I replied. "Some thing."

  


  
      "Some thing?"

  


  
      "Kate, there aren't many folks like me out there, and we're kept on a pretty short leash. We never take what isn't ours to take; we just do our jobs – no argument, no deviation. Not to mention, I read the news coverage – there's no way someone like me could've mustered the kind of strength they're talking about. No, whatever did that wasn't human."

  


  
      "Which leaves what, exactly?"

  


  
      "A demon, most likely."

  


  
      "A demon."

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "But that's insane."

  


  
      "Any more insane than what happened in the bathroom? Demonic possession is far from unprecedented, Kate. Most possessions go unnoticed; the body chosen is simply a conveyance, a means to an end – when the task at hand is done, the possessor leaves, and no one's the wiser. Seems like your guy had other plans."

  


  
      "How can you be so sure? How can you be sure I didn't just suffer some psychotic break and kill them myself?"

  


  
      "Because possession is by nature a violent act. You're forcing an unfamiliar body to succumb to your will. When you possess the living, you're also fighting the impulses of their conscious mind. That kind of struggle is sure to leave a sign."

  


  
      Kate's brow furrowed. "What kind of sign?"

  


  
      "It's hard to describe. You ever lend out a sweater, and when you get it back, it just doesn't fit right?"

  


  
      "I guess."

  


  
      "It's kind of like that." Kate seemed to accept that, which was fine by me. She didn't need to know the rest. That whatever had done this had violated her with such fury I'm surprised she'd even survived. That it had gouged and splintered her mind like nails against a coffin lid. That I'd been so terrified by what I'd seen, when I returned to this body, I hadn't stopped trembling for hours. No, she didn't need to know any of that. Which was fine, because I sure as hell wasn't going to tell her.

  


  
      Kate said, "So where does that leave us, then? I mean, if I'm innocent, you'll be on your merry way, right? No harm, no foul. And I what – spend the rest of my days in a loony bin? And that's if I seem nuts enough to keep me out of prison. I mean, as far as the rest of the world is concerned, I'm still the one who killed them, right? Forgive me if I sound ungrateful – I'm glad I'm not damned and all, but this still pretty much sucks."

  


  
      I sighed. "It's not that simple. You're marked for collection, Kate. And once you're marked, you're collected – it's as simple as that."

  


  
      "Can't you talk to your boss or something – explain there's been some kind of mistake?"

  


  
      I shook my head. "Lilith's not exactly the understanding type, Kate, and even if she were, she's not the one calling the shots."

  


  
      "Then who is?"

  


  
      "The short answer is, I don't know. The longer answer is, I don't know 'cause they don't want me to. Lilith is my handler, and she's the only one I ever deal with – I couldn't go around her if I tried. But she's made it very clear that babysitting me is nothing but a chore to her, something passed down from on high – or on low, I guess you'd say. Besides, I doubt an end run around Lilith would even do us any good. These are the denizens of hell we're talking about, Kate – I've got no reason to believe her bosses would be any more receptive than she would. No, I think the best thing we can do is stay off the radar for a bit, while we figure out what's going on."

  


  
      "What happens if they find out that you're helping me?"

  


  
      "I don't know," I replied. "As far as I know, no Collector's ever willfully disobeyed an order before. But what we're talking about is mutiny – insubordination against the authority of hell. I'm pretty sure I don't want to find out."

  


  
      "Why not just take my soul, then? It's not like I have anything left to live for."

  


  
      "I can't. Whatever's going on here, your soul's not mine to take. My job is to collect the wicked, the corrupt. The taking of a pure soul is forbidden – the results would be catastrophic."

  


  
      "Catastrophic how?"

  


  
      "We're talking some serious End of Days shit here, Kate."

  


  
      "Oh," she said. Her eyes no longer met mine; she seemed suddenly fascinated with a spot between us on the floor. "OK, then. But if I'm marked for collection and you can't collect me, where does that leave us?"

  


  
      "I don't know. Being marked isn't something you can easily fake – whoever did this has got clout, to say the least. Which means this wasn't just some demon on a joyride – whoever did this had an agenda. The way I figure it, our best bet is to figure out who's behind this before they get wise to the fact that you're not in the ground and send someone to finish us both off. That is, if we can keep clear of the cops for long enough."

  


  
      She surprised me with a laugh, full and throaty and beautiful. "That's our best bet?"

  


  
      "Near as I can tell."

  


  
      "Well, shit," she said, and despite myself, I smiled.

  


  
      "Yeah," I replied. "Shit."

  


  7.


  
     

     
  


  
    "So," Kate asked, "what now?"

  


  
      I shrugged, chasing a mouthful of pastrami sandwich with a long pull of Brooklyn Lager. It had been a few hours since Kate woke from her little chemical nap – she'd polished off her sandwich in record time, and I was pleased to see some color returning to her cheeks. I'd stuck around until I was pretty sure she wasn't going to make another go of it, but eventually hunger got the best of me. I swapped my scrubs for a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and some battered Chuck Taylors, and hiked down to the bodega on the corner for a pack of smokes and a bite to eat. The cigarettes tasted like shit, but the sandwiches weren't half bad, and after a day of traipsing all over town barefoot, I was happy for the wardrobe upgrade. Friedlander might've lived in a dump, but at least I knew the clothes fit.

  


  
      "I don't know," I said, finishing my sandwich and tapping a cigarette from the pack. "I've got a contact in the demon-world who might have some idea who's behind this – I thought I'd pay him a visit, see what I can see. Only I'm not exactly relishing the idea."

  


  
      "Is he – I mean, do you have to go…" she stammered. "Is he in hell?"

  


  
      I laughed. "Near enough – he's in Staten Island."

  


  
      "Oh," she replied. "But you've been? To hell, I mean?"

  


  
      "Have I been? Sweetheart, I'm sitting in it."

  


  
      "I don't understand."

  


  
      "Hell isn't some faraway land, Kate. It's right here – in this world, in this room. Heaven, too, as near as I can tell. They're just, I don't know, set at an angle or something, so that they can see your world, but you can't quite see them. Occasionally, the boundaries break down, and the result is either an act of horrible savagery or of astonishing grace. But make no mistake, they're always here."

  


  
      Kate's brow furrowed as she looked around the room. "I guess I always imagined hell to be all fire and brimstone."

  


  
      I lit my cigarette and took a long, slow drag. "You ask me, I'd guess heaven and hell look pretty much the same," I replied. "Only in hell, everything is just a little out of reach."

  


  
      There was a long pause before Kate spoke again. "You don't seem so bad to me," she said.

  


  
      I laughed. "Thanks, I think."

  


  
      "So how'd you wind up here, doing what you do?"

  


  
      "That," I replied, "is a story for another time."

  


  
    • • • •
  


  
    The summer of 1944 was one of the hottest the city had ever seen. The streets of Manhattan seemed to ripple in the midday sun, and the bitter stink of sweat and garbage clung heavy to anyone who dared to venture outside. Even the breeze off of the harbor offered no relief from the oppressive heat. Every night as I made my way back home, I watched as passengers crowded three deep at the bow of the ferry, eager to feel the wind on their faces. But the air was still and thick with diesel fumes, and all they got for their trouble was a sheen of sweat atop their brows and angry glares from those they jostled.

  


  
      Home back then was a tenement in the New Brighton neighborhood of Staten Island, about twenty minutes' walk from the ferry terminal. The place was ramshackle and overcrowded, and the racket from the munitions factory across the street was as constant as it was maddening. Still, as I hobbled up the stairs, I was greeted by the heavenly aroma of garlic and onion, so I couldn't much complain.

  


  
      Inside, Elizabeth was standing by the stove, her back to me. A Benny Goodman number drifted across the room from the radio in the corner, and she tapped her foot in time. When I closed the door, she started, and then smiled. I crossed the room and gave her a kiss.

  


  
      "Sam," she said, blushing, "you know the doctors said you shouldn't do that!"

  


  
      "To hell with them. You're my wife – I'll kiss you if I damn well please."

  


  
      "How'd it go today?"

  


  
      I shrugged off my suit jacket and yanked the tie from my collar, tossing both across a chair. "Same old story. They said I'm more than qualified, that my references are sound, but there's just no way a gimp like me is gonna keep up with the demands of the job."

  


  
      "They actually said that to you?"

  


  
      "No, of course not – they said a man in my condition."

  


  
      "Ah," she said, as if confirming something she had already known.

  


  
      "What do you mean, ah?" I snapped. "Just because the words they use are flowerier doesn't make 'em any likelier to hire me, now does it?"

  


  
      Tears shone in Elizabeth's eyes. She blinked them back and looked away.

  


  
      "Liz, I'm sorry," I said. "I'm just frustrated, is all. I'll find something eventually, and then we'll get you better – you just wait and see."

  


  
      I put a hand on her shoulder. She shrugged me off and returned to the stove.

  


  
      "Whatever you're making smells fantastic," I said. Though her back was still to me, I could see her posture relax.

  


  
      "It's braciola" she replied. It was my favorite, and she knew it. I felt like an ass for snapping at her – God knows it was the last thing she needed right now.

  


  
      "How're you feeling today?" I asked.

  


  
      She flashed me a smile over her shoulder. "Well," she said. "I think the tincture Annie got for me is working."

  


  
      "Liz, that's great! You'll beat this yet, you wait and see."

  


  
      She dropped her gaze and said nothing for a moment, then: "Oh, I forgot to tell you – Johnnie Morhaim stopped by to see you. Third time this week, I think."

  


  
      "Yeah, I'll bet he did. He comes around again, you just let him knock, OK? I don't like the thought of the two of you here alone together."

  


  
      "Honestly, Sam, he's always been perfectly polite to me. Don't you think you're overreacting a little?" I shot her a look that made it clear that I thought no such thing.

  


  
      The timer on the stovetop buzzed. Elizabeth took the pan off of the heat and transferred its contents to a serving plate. "Go wash up," she said. "Dinner's ready."

  


  
      I kissed her neck and headed down the hall to the bathroom. The water ran rusty from the tap, and I waited for it to run clear before splashing my face and washing my hands. I heard the familiar patter of water against tile, and cursed softly to myself – the fittings must be loose again, I thought. And as I ducked my head beneath the vanity to reach the pipes beneath, something in the trash can caught my eye.

  


  
      It was one of Elizabeth's handkerchiefs, crumpled and discarded; I could just make out the delicate stitching of her initials peeking out over the rim of the can. Despite the heat, my skin went cold, and my heart thudded in my chest. I fished it from the trash, certain of what I'd find.

  


  
      The ivory surface of the kerchief was flecked with blood. Elizabeth's blood.

  


  
      Whatever lies she told me, we were running out of time.
  


  
     
  


  
    The wind ripped across the harbor as I leaned against the deck rail of the ferry, savoring the bite of the chill salt air against my face. Behind me, an unfamiliar Manhattan skyline receded in the distance. So much had changed since I'd last been back, but as the lowslung buildings of the Staten Island waterfront swung into view, a shiver of remembrance traced its way along my spine. I guess the past is never quite as far behind us as it seems.
  


  
      The sun dipped below the horizon as I wandered away from the terminal, blanketing the streets of the island in shadow. I pulled Friedlander's pea coat tight around me, my hands thrust deep into its pockets.

  


  
      The old tenement was just as I remembered it. The first floor now housed an adult bookstore, its storefront windows papered over from within and its sign declaring XXX VIDEOS BOUGHT AND SOLD, but otherwise the years had failed to leave their mark. The same couldn't be said of the rest of the street. Most of the storefronts sat vacant. The old munitions factory was bricked up and abandoned. On a stoop two doors down, a bedraggled old man slouched unconscious and mouth agape, a bottle of Mad Dog dangling precariously from his hand.

  


  
      "Hey, sweet thing, you lookin' for a little company?"

  


  
      I turned around. Behind me stood a working girl, shivering in a hot pink tube-top, a fake leather miniskirt, and a rack to match. Track marks traced the veins of her forearms.

  


  
      "Maybe," I told her. "But I'm not from around here. You got somewhere we could go?"

  


  
      She looked me up and down. "For you, sailor, I'd lay down right here."

  


  
      "I was thinking someplace a little more private."

  


  
      "I know a spot a couple blocks from here, long as you don't mind the hike."

  


  
      I didn't. She led me by the hand to a decrepit row house, nibbling on my ear all the while. I pretended not to notice. Inside, the place was a mess. The paint on the walls was discolored and flaking. The floor was littered with newspaper, empty bottles, and God knows what else. A smattering of stained and filthy mattresses were scattered throughout the front room. A few of them were occupied: junkies, mostly, sprawled amidst their needles, lighters, and scorched bits of tinfoil.

  


  
      My date dragged me toward the stairwell. I followed. At the foot of the stairs, a man was slouched against the wall. His sleeve was rolled up, and his arm was tied off with a length of rubber tubing. A hypodermic needle jutted from his arm. His eyes fluttered as we stepped over him, but he didn't stir.

  


  
      "Nice place," I said as we reached the landing.

  


  
      "I think the time for talking's passed," she replied, pushing me up against the wall. She kissed me, then. Her breath reeked of latex and menthol cigarettes. Involuntarily, I pulled back.

  


  
      "Whatsa matter, sport, you rather get right to it?" Her hand found the zipper of my jeans. I pushed it away. Her face read hurt and angry, but the emotion never registered in her blank addict's stare. Then her eyes filled with black fire, and her hurt expression disappeared. That's when I knew I'd found my mark.

  


  
      Quick as death, her hand found my throat. Her grip was like iron, crushing my windpipe as she lifted me off the ground. My teeth rattled as my head connected with the wall. She held me there, pinned, as my feet tried in vain to reach the floor.

  


  
      "This body isn't yours," she said. Her voice was suddenly raspy and hoarse, nothing like the treacly croon she employed out on the street.

  


  
      "I could say the same of you," I squeaked.

  


  
      "She gives it freely."

  


  
      "I'm sure she does." My feet kicked against the wall. My vision went a little gray around the edges. I hoped to hell we got to the point before I passed out.

  


  
      "Who are you?"

  


  
      "An old friend."

  


  
      "Most of my old friends would rather see me dead."

  


  
      "Can't imagine why," I replied. My face had passed red and was headed toward purple. Spots swam before my eyes.

  


  
      "Why are you here?" the creature speaking through her asked.

  


  
      "Because I need your help."

  


  
      She released her grip. I crumpled to the floor, gasping. By the time I'd regained my wits, the other had gone, and the girl was glaring at me with glassy-eyed disdain.

  


  
      "The boss'd like to see you," she said.

  


  
      "Yeah, I thought he might." I rose unsteadily to my feet, a hand on the wall for support. Without another word, she headed back down the stairs and out of sight. I stumbled after.

  


  
      She led me through the front room to a grimy kitchen, its broken, gaping window doing little to alleviate the stench of rot that emanated from the open refrigerator. In the kitchen was a door. The girl opened it, revealing a set of rickety stairs that led down to the basement. She descended. I followed.

  


  
      The basement was close, fetid. The only illumination was from a series of bare light bulbs dangling from the ceiling at irregular intervals. Many were out, and all were so covered in grime they did little to dispel the murk. At the edges of my vision, half-seen figures writhed and moaned and wailed, in pleasure or pain I wasn't sure. There were people strewn everywhere, some shooting up, some grinding against each other in varying states of undress. One man, withered by drugs or disease or both, rocked back and forth, his knees tight to his chest. He'd scratched his forearms raw, and he clawed at them still, nails furrowing flesh. As I passed, I heard him muttering "I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry," again and again, to no one.

  


  
      My escort led me through this sea of human detritus to the far corner of the basement. The light was warmer here, brighter – the result of dozens of candles, casting tiny halos of light from every surface. A lush Oriental rug occupied the space, and the walls were lined with shelves, cobbled together from scrap wood and cinder blocks and adorned with thousands upon thousands of books. Also on the shelf was an ancient record player, which crackled with the sounds of some old jazz standard – Billie Holiday, I'd guess. And at the center of it all was a man, clad in a pale blue suit and a hat to match, his diamond tie tack catching the candlelight and casting tiny rainbows across his black silk tie. He was draped casually over a high-backed leather chair, a glint in his eye and a smile on his cold, handsome face.

  


  
      "Sam Thornton, as I live and breathe," he said. "Well, live, anyway. I didn't expect I'd be seeing you again."

  


  
      "Merihem," I replied.

  


  
      "You know, Sam, there was a time you called me Johnnie."

  


  
      "There was a time I didn't know any better."

  


  
      Merihem gave the girl beside me a nod, and she disappeared into the darkness. "That was some stunt you pulled, walking in here like that. I could've killed you. Woulda been a shame, really – that body suits you."

  


  
      "I'm surprised you recognize me."

  


  
      Merihem laughed. "I didn't, at first. Your meat-suit fooled her eyes just fine, but my own eyes are another matter."

  


  
      "And you," I said, taking him in. "You haven't changed a bit."

  


  
      "I'd like to think I've mellowed," he said, a grin playing on his face. "But that's not exactly what you meant, is it? My kind are too dignified to trawl among the monkeys; the body you see is a projection, nothing more. I gather you didn't drop by to catch up on old times – why don't you tell me just what the hell you're doing here?"

  


  
      "It's about a girl."

  


  
      "Isn't it always?"

  


  
      "I suppose it is," I said, "but this one I was sent to collect."

  


  
      "Ah, a little on-the-job romance! So what – you figured you could stash her in a black market body and buy you two some time? Maybe jet off to Cabo for a week or two before you do the deed? You've got stones, my friend, I'll give you that – but believe me, it's more trouble than it's worth. Your handlers will see through you just as surely as I did, and they won't find the situation half as amusing, I assure you. My suggestion is you finish the job and move on. Afterward, bring her body by if you like – I'll pop one of my girls in there, and you can have yourself a go."

  


  
      "Much as I appreciate the offer, I think I'm gonna have to pass. See, I tried to collect this girl, only it didn't take. Her soul – it knocked me back. So I panicked and I snatched her."

  


  
      Merihem guffawed. "This the chick that offed her family? Man, I've been reading about you – you walked her ass right out of the goddamn hospital! You know, that sketch doesn't do you justice."

  


  
      "Thanks. But here's the thing – I'm pretty sure she didn't do it."

  


  
      He shook his head. "Not possible. If they sent you, she did it – end of story."

  


  
      "Yeah, only I've got reason to believe someone else was driving."

  


  
      He squinted at me. "OK, the Sam I knew, he wasn't stupid, which means you probably know how nuts that sounds. I mean, any demon coulda taken this chick out for a spin, but she'd be lit up like a Christmas tree for anyone who knew to look. No way she gets marked for collection. No, a con of that magnitude would take some serious clout – not to mention one hell of a death wish."

  


  
      "Death wish? Death wish how?"

  


  
      "You think either side wants a war?" Merihem spat, and any hint of Staten Island disappeared from his voice, an affectation easily discarded. "When last it happened, one-third our number fell – and all because a son of fire refused to kneel before a son of clay. You couldn't begin to understand the world of shit that would rain down upon us all if one of our kind was caught damning an innocent soul to rot in hell for all eternity. You're not the only one who's duty-bound, Collector. We all have our roles to play. We do them, and do them well, because the alternative is unthinkable."

  


  
      "For you, perhaps. Maybe not for everyone."

  


  
      "OK. Say you're right – which you're not – and your girl's been set up. That means whoever's responsible acted against the explicit wishes of the Maker and the Adversary both – and is powerful enough to have done so undetected. If that's the case, what the hell do you expect that you are going to do to stop them?"

  


  
      "I don't know. But I have to try."

  


  
      "You're pissing in the wind, Sam. If you came here for my counsel, I say keep your head down and do your fucking job."

  


  
      "I didn't come here for your counsel – I came here for your help."

  


  
      "Did you now?" He smiled. "I'm surprised at you, Sam – I would've thought you'd learned better than to seek favors from my kind. The price is often steeper than you think."

  


  
      "The way I figure it, you owe me one."

  


  
      He laughed then, a big, roaring laugh that rebounded like a chorus off the concrete walls of the basement. "I owe you one! Ha! That's why I've always liked you – there aren't many who'd dare march in here and speak to me that way."

  


  
      "Yeah, well, it's not like I've got anything left to lose."

  


  
      "We all have something to lose, Sam. Most of us just can't see it till it's gone."

  


  
      Merihem fetched from his pocket a small leather case, from which he selected a cigar. He clipped the end with a brass-plated guillotine and struck a light with a matching lighter, rolling the tip back and forth within the flame for a moment before placing the cigar in his mouth and taking a long, slow drag.

  


  
      "I'll help you," he said finally, loosing a heady cloud of smoke that hung thick around him like a shroud. "I'll ask around, see if there's anything to this theory of yours. Just keep your nose clean for a couple of days while I do my thing, OK? Try not to do anything stupid."

  


  
      "Thanks, Merihem. I appreciate it."

  


  
      "You understand I still think your theory's full of shit. But better I do the asking than you – the folks who hold your leash don't take kindly to sedition."

  


  
      "I'm sure that's true."

  


  
      "If I find nothing, you'll take the girl?"

  


  
      "I'll consider it."
  


  
      "You'll consider it."
  


  
      "That's right."
  


  
      Merihem sighed. "No matter," he said. "By you or someone else, she'll be taken soon enough. Is there someplace I can reach you?"

  


  
      I smiled. "You don't really think I'd tell you where we're staying, do you?"

  


  
      He returned the smile. "No, but one does have to try." He recited a number. "Can you remember that?"

  


  
      I repeated it back to him. He nodded his assent. "Call me there in two days' time. And Sam?"

  


  
      "Yes?"

  


  
      "In the interim, try not to get yourself killed, would you?"
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    Charcoal-smudged clouds scudded westward across the Manhattan skyline as the first faint rays of sunlight peeked over the eastern horizon. The city was quiet as I left the ferry terminal and strolled west toward Battery Park. I'd walked the streets of Staten Island all night, trying to process what Merihem had told me. But no matter how I looked at it, it just didn't make sense.

  


  
      I mean, I was sure of what I'd seen. Something had been inside Kate's head. Something powerful. Something vicious. Something certainly capable of the horrors I'd seen in the morgue. Not to mention, if I was wrong and Kate was to blame, then why torture the mother? Why wait for an audience to arrive before slitting her throat?

  


  
      No, whatever killed Kate's family had been putting on a show. It wanted no doubt in anyone's mind that Kate had done the deed. Why? That, at least was simple. It wanted to ensure I'd finish the job – no fuss, no mess, no questions. It wanted her taken, and that's the part I couldn't square. I mean, in a war between heaven and hell, who wins?

  


  
      As I wandered, lost in thought, across State Street, I tapped out a cigarette, cursing as it slipped from my cold-clumsy hands. I bent to retrieve it. Only then did I hear the roar of the engine. Loud and low and approaching fast. I looked up. An old Crown Vic skittered around the corner off of Pearl, tires squealing. It leveled the yellowy gaze of its headlights on me and bore down hard. Thirty feet. Twenty. Ten. I was running out of time.

  


  
      I leapt aside. Not fast enough. My hip exploded in pain as bumper met flesh.

  


  
      The impact spun me end over end. I tumbled to the pavement like a rag doll, cracking my head against the centerline. The driver laid on the brakes and the Crown Vic came to a screeching, crooked halt amidst a cloud of thick blue smoke that reeked of melted rubber. I tried to move. It didn't take. My left leg felt like it was full of hot lead. My head didn't feel much better. Then the car clunked into gear, and the reverse lights came on.

  


  
      I was beginning to think these guys didn't like me.

  


  
      The engine whined as the car swerved backward toward me. Close and coming fast. With all I had, I threw myself aside, or tried. With my leg still not cooperating, I barely moved a couple feet. As I glanced toward the car, I caught a glimpse of my own frightened stare, reflected in the chrome of the bumper. But in an instant it was gone, replaced by a blur of fender as the Crown Vic whizzed past, scant inches from my face. I collapsed backward onto the pavement. My chest heaved with every ragged breath as I stared, spent, at the gray morning sky. Two for two, I thought – not too shabby. I was out of gas, though, and I knew it. If they came at me a third time, I was toast, and this body was heading right back where I found it. I wondered queasily whether the docs would even recognize poor Jonah once that Crown Vic had its way. It wasn't a comforting line of thought.

  


  
      But they didn't take another pass. Instead, the engine cut out. Four doors opened, and then slammed shut. Four sets of shoes clattered across the pavement. Three stopped well short of where I lay – they spoke in hushed tones, their words lost to me on the breeze. The fourth approached me, blotting out the morning sky as he hunched over my crumpled form. He was fuzzy, hard to see – as if lit from within. I was pretty sure that wasn't just because of the crack I took to the noggin. My breath caught in my chest. My vision dimmed. I tried in vain to stretch my consciousness, to find myself another vessel, but the effort was too great – all I got for my trouble was a searing pain between my temples and the copper scent of blood prickling in my sinuses. Sirens, faint as hope, echoed in the distance. In that moment, I didn't care I was a fugitive – I just prayed they'd be in time. Whatever these guys wanted with me, it wasn't good, and it's not like I was gonna go down swinging.

  


  
      "Is it dead?" called one of the stragglers.

  


  
      "No," replied the one above me. "It lives."
  


  
      "Come, Ahadiel. We have to go. Perhaps next time, we will finish him."

  


  
      And then, sirens drawing closer, they fled.

  


  
     
  


  
    I woke by degrees. The first thing I was aware of was my leg, which throbbed in time with the beating of my heart. Next came the sirens. They were everywhere, reverberating off the walls around me. I opened my eyes. Light flooded in, and my head erupted in whitehot pain. I clenched them shut again and retched. That meant concussion. Explained the fuzziness.

  


  
      Again I opened my eyes, slowly this time. My stomach clenched, but I didn't vomit. It was progress. I looked around. I was lying in a broad trash-strewn alley, tucked between a dumpster and a loading dock.

  


  
      And I wasn't alone.

  


  
      By instinct, I tried to find my feet, but my hip felt heavy and out of joint, and my leg couldn't take the weight. I got to one knee before collapsing to the ground with a scream.

  


  
      "Quiet," said the young man who sat beside me, nodding toward the mouth of the alley – toward the source of the sirens. "They'll hear you."

  


  
      He was a wiry kid of maybe twenty-three, in a tattered army surplus jacket and dirt-smeared jeans. His pallor was gray, his face gaunt, his black hair was longish and matted. His eyes darted this way and that, looking anywhere it seemed but at mine. His frame and clothes suggested homeless. His furtive gaze suggested crazy. In his hand he held a knife, matte brown with rust and filth.

  


  
      Christ, I thought – this day keeps getting better and better.

  


  
      "What makes you think I don't want them to hear?"

  


  
      "You told me. In my head."

  


  
      I eyed him, suspicious. "I did."

  


  
      He nodded. "In my head, I heard you calling. Afraid. Trying to escape. So I came to help."

  


  
      "Look, about that – I appreciate the help, but I really gotta go."

  


  
      "You are not who you are."

  


  
      My heart skipped a beat. "Come again?"

  


  
      "You are not who you are," he repeated. "Your body – it fits you funny, like borrowed clothes. And the voice you used to call me is not the voice you use now."

  


  
      The kid rocked back and forth as he spoke, and still his gaze avoided mine. It was clear he wasn't quite right in the head – but could he really see me?

  


  
      I rested my weight against the loading dock and stretched my consciousness toward him – probing, testing. The pain in my head redoubled as I struggled to focus. My body went slack as I pulled away. My vision dimmed.

  


  
      I brushed against his mind, and he flinched as if stung. I settled back into the Friedlander body. The kid stared at me with wide-eyed terror.

  


  
      "That isn't very nice," he said, shaking his head, his knife held ready between us. "My head is crowded enough already."

  


  
      "I'm sorry." My hands were raised palm-out, my tone placating. "It's just that most people, they can't see me. What I am. Their minds won't let them."

  


  
      He scowled. "You thought I was crazy."

  


  
      "Of course not!"

  


  
      "Everyone thinks I'm crazy. I guess maybe I am. But the pills, they dull everything. The tastes, the smells, the sounds. They reduce it all to ash. You ask me, I think crazy seems the saner option."

  


  
      "Listen, kid, you got a name?"

  


  
      "My mother called me Anders."

  


  
      "Nice to meet you, Anders. Mine called me Sam. You think maybe we could do without the knife?"

  


  
      He looked down at the knife in his hand as if seeing it for the first time, and then at me. From his jacket Anders produced a makeshift scabbard of duct tape; he slid the blade into the scabbard, and both disappeared into his jacket.

  


  
      "Sorry," he said. "I was worried they'd come back. The ones who hurt you."

  


  
      "Did you see them?"

  


  
      "Yes. They were not like you. They were fuzzy. Hard to see. Like looking at the sun."

  


  
      Shit – angels. That's what I was afraid of. What they wanted with me, I had no idea, but it was clear it wasn't good.

  


  
      I pushed myself up off the ground and clambered awkwardly to my feet, careful to keep my weight on my good leg. "Anders," I said, "I have to go. I don't think I can walk, so you'll have to help me. You think you can do that?"

  


  
      Anders nodded. "Is this about the girl?"
  


  
      "What do you know about the girl?"
  


  
      "Before, in my head, when you were trying to escape – you said she was in danger. That you had to save her. That everything depended on it."

  


  
      "I did?"

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      I eyed him appraisingly. "So you in?"

  


  
      Anders shrugged. "I guess," he said. "I mean, I'm not busy."

  


  
      I laughed.

  


  
      Anders added, "You said something else, too, you know."

  


  
      "Yeah? What's that?"

  


  
      "You said you thought she might save you."

  


  
      I smiled and shook my head. I didn't doubt what the kid said, but I'd been a fool to even think it. After all, I was lost a long time ago.
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    "Are you all right?" Anders asked. "You don't look well."

  


  
      "I'm fine," I lied. Truth was, my head was fucking killing me.

  


  
      "You're slurring. You need to sit down."

  


  
      I opened my mouth to argue, and then closed it again. Anders was right. We'd been hobbling along for what seemed like hours, and I was exhausted. My leg was throbbing, my mouth was dry as dust, and my head felt like it was full of angry bees.

  


  
      I looked around. The world lurched – my vision was slow to respond. We were heading north on Church, a few blocks south of City Hall. At the corner was a mounted cop, lazily scanning the crowd from atop his steed. I looked away. Beside us was a family of tourists, decked out head to toe in New York gear, and walking hand in hand. Their youngest, a girl of maybe six, caught my eye as they passed. Her eyes flickered with black fire as she spotted me, and her smile faltered, replaced by a look of pure hatred. As soon as it appeared, though, it was gone. She shot me a quizzical glance as though I was to blame, and then she smiled again, turning her attention once more to the sights of the city.

  


  
      "I think maybe I should sit down," I said, "but not here. We need to get off the street."

  


  
      Anders led me through a narrow parking lot to a side street. Beside a rusted metal door marked as the service entrance for the deli around the corner sat a battered dining-room chair, curlicues of green vinyl arching skyward from its cracked and peeling seat. Anders dropped me into the chair and plopped down onto a milk crate beside it.

  


  
      I closed my eyes and willed the throbbing in my head to stop. It seemed my head had other plans. But at least sitting down, my leg was tolerable, and after a couple dozen blocks serving as a human crutch, I'm sure Anders was grateful for the rest. Crazy or not, he sure as hell never signed on for this.

  


  
      We sat in silence a while: me stock-still as I waited for my head to clear, and Anders rocking gently back and forth, his gaze fixed at a spot just in front of his shoes. Eventually, though, his curiosity got the better of him.

  


  
      "The men who attacked you," he said. "They were cops?"

  


  
      "Not exactly."

  


  
      "Then who?"

  


  
      "That, I'd rather not say."

  


  
      Anders nodded, as though that were answer enough for now. "But you're not fond of the cops – I've seen the way you look at them. Watchful. Wary. Always quick to look away before they see you."

  


  
      The kid was nuts, maybe, but not stupid. "I guess I like them fine," I said. "Only right now, they're not too fond of me."

  


  
      "Why?"

  


  
      "I took something that didn't belong to me."

  


  
      "So you're a thief."

  


  
      I smiled. "I guess you could say that."

  


  
      "And the others?"

  


  
      "What others?"

  


  
      "The lady throwing bread to the pigeons. The man at the window in the coffee shop. The little girl, just now. All like you – like someone else behind the eyes – but only for a moment. They've been watching you. They've been watching you, and you've been terrified."

  


  
      "Not like me," I said. "Not themselves, but not like me."

  


  
      "Then what?"

  


  
      Ah, hell, I thought. If he can see them – Anders deserves to know. "They call themselves the Fallen. But demons, devils, djinn – you can call them what you like."

  


  
      He fell silent a moment, as if processing what I'd told him. "These demons – they're looking for you? Hunting you?"

  


  
      "I don't think so," I replied. "These creatures, they're powerful, and clever as well. Any of them could've taken me if they wanted. No, I think they wanted me to see them. I think they wanted me to know that they were watching me."

  


  
      "Watching you – why?"
  


  
      I thought back to what Merihem had said to me. You think either side wants a war? When last it happened, one-third our number fell – and all because a son of fire refused to kneel before a son of clay. You couldn't begin to understand the world of shit that would rain down upon us all if one of our kind was caught damning an innocent soul to rot in hell for an eternity. My guess was, whoever Merihem had been leaning on had got to talking. Not that I should be surprised – if this morning was any indication, my days of flying under the radar were over. "It's complicated," I said.

  


  
      "The men who attacked you – were they demons, too?"

  


  
      "No."

  


  
      I could have told him, I guess. That they were angels. I told myself then that he wouldn't have believed me, but I'm pretty sure that's crap. I think I was worried that he would have. I mean, Anders was a little off-kilter, yeah, but he seemed like a good kid. Who's to say he wouldn't have taken the angels' side? The way I figured it, the shape I was in, I needed all the help I could get. If that meant keeping the knifewielding crazy person in the dark, then so be it.

  


  
      He shook his head. "You don't seem very popular."

  


  
      "It's been a rough couple of days," I agreed. "You didn't ask for any of this, you know. You wanna walk away, now is the time."

  


  
      "The pills they gave me, they said they'd make it better. The fear. The worry. The things I thought I'd seen. They told me it was all in my head. But that wasn't entirely true, was it?"

  


  
      "No, I suppose it wasn't."

  


  
      "Closing your eyes won't make the world go away. I'm in if you'll have me. Besides," Anders added, looking me up and down, "you seem to be doing pretty lousy on your own."

  


  
     
  


  
    By the time we made it back to Chelsea, day had evened into dusk and the lights of the city reflected amber in the overcast sky. It felt like we'd been walking for days.

  


  
      Though this time there was no fire, no billowing bacon-scented smoke, the front door of Friedlander's building was unlocked. In retrospect, I should've seen that stroke of luck for the warning sign it was. At the time, I was so damn tired, all I wanted was to get upstairs and get some sleep.

  


  
      The stairs themselves were tricky. With one hand on Anders' shoulder and the other on the banister, I half-hopped, half-hoisted myself to the top. By the time we reached the third floor, my lungs were burning, my face and neck were slick with sweat, and my chest and good leg ached from exertion. I collapsed to the floor beside Friedlander's door, exhausted. From somewhere down the hall, a dog yapped, driving into my temples like a furry little ice pick. I wished to hell it'd shut up.

  


  
      Anders jiggled the doorknob. "Locked," he said. "You got a key?"

  


  
      I shook my head. Anders shrugged and took a knee. From his jacket, he produced a small screwdriver and a scrap of metal wire. A bit of fiddling, and the lock clicked home. I pushed myself up off the floor and limped over to the door. This time, the knob turned fine. I pushed open the door and threw an arm around Anders. Together, we shambled across the threshold into the darkened apartment.

  


  
      Inside, the place seemed deserted. The lights were off, the curtains drawn; the only illumination was the wedge of light that spilled into the apartment from the open door. My heart fluttered in panic as I opened my mouth to call for Kate, but the word died on my lips as the darkness was pierced by an animal scream. I was peripherally aware of a flash of movement, a glint of metal, and then I was falling. I slammed into the floorboards and skittered across the room, watching as Anders dove for the open door, his arms thrown up to shield his head. Our assailant followed, a cry of raw fury escaping her lips.

  


  
      It was Kate, I realized. And as she drew her hands high above her head, I realized the glint I'd seen was a knife.

  


  
      "Kate?" My voice had abandoned me, and all I could muster was a hoarse whisper. Anders was backed against the doorjamb – his eyes pleading, his hands raised in defense. Kate brought down the knife. "KATE!"

  


  
      At the sound of her name, she wheeled. Too late to stop the knife, but not too late to deflect it. Anders rolled sideways, and Kate drove the knife into floorboards instead of flesh. Her eyes went wide with horror and she released the blade, backing slowly away from it as though it were an animal poised to strike. "Sam?" she said. She sounded suddenly small and afraid.

  


  
      "Yeah, kid, it's me."

  


  
      "But I thought – I mean, you were gone for hours, and then the door was rattling… I figured they'd gotten you – that they'd gotten you and come for me." She looked me up and down. "God, Sam, you look like shit!"

  


  
      I laughed. The effort made me wince. "Lay off the funny, kid – laughing makes my everything hurt."

  


  
      "Who the hell is this?" Kate jerked her head at Anders, who was staring up at her from the floor with a mixture of awe and terror.

  


  
      "Long story. Why don't you close the door, and I'll tell you all about it."

  


  
      She closed the door and helped me up. Together, we made our way to the couch. Anders collected himself from off of the floor and headed to the kitchen. He got a glass of water from the tap and handed it to me with shaking hands before taking a seat on the armchair, as far away from Kate as he could manage.

  


  
      I took a sip of water and began to talk. I told Kate of my meeting with Merihem, and about the run-in with our friends in the Crown Vic. I told her of my rescue by Anders, and our subsequent trek across Manhattan. I left out the fact that Merihem claimed there was nothing I could do to save her, the identities of the folks who tried to run me down, and the attention my little field trip had garnered from the demon realm. The way I figured it, she'd had a bad enough week already.

  


  
      Through it all, Anders sat listening quietly. When I finished, he spoke. "I know you," he said to Kate. "You're the girl on the TVs. Ten of you in every storefront. They say you killed your family."

  


  
      "Sam here thinks I was framed."

  


  
      Anders' gaze settled on the knife still jutting from the hardwood floor.

  


  
      "Yeah," Kate said, following his gaze. "I'm really sorry about that. It's just that Sam had been gone so long, I was worried he'd been caught or something, and then things got really creepy here–"

  


  
      "Creepy?" I interrupted. "Creepy how?"

  


  
      "I don't know – just creepy. I mean, there was all kinds of commotion next door earlier, and I swore I heard a scratching in the walls. Then that damn dog started barking for no reason…"

  


  
      Scratching in the walls. I leapt to my feet and hobbled to the wall that abutted the apartment next door, gritting my teeth against the pain. "Which wall – this one?" I asked.

  


  
      "Yeah, how'd you know?"

  


  
      "The others are either exterior or they face the hall." I scanned along the wall until I found what I was looking for. A heating vent, nestled in the far corner between wall and ceiling. My stomach dropped as I caught a flicker of motion like a snake receding into its hole, only this snake glinted like glass, like metal. Like the kind of camera a SWAT team would use to monitor a room.

  


  
      "That dog wasn't barking for no reason," I said. "It's time to go."

  


  
      But I was too late. As I hobbled toward the couch, the lights cut out, and the apartment was plunged into darkness. Anders found his feet and wandered over to the window, pulling aside the curtains and peeking out.

  


  
      "It doesn't look like an outage," he said. "The rest of the block is fine."

  


  
      "Anders," I said, "get away from the window."

  


  
      "What? Why?"

  


  
      "Get away from the window now!"

  


  
      Anders must've heard something in my tone that rattled him; he leapt back from the window as if stung. In that moment, the window imploded, spraying glass and wooden splinters through the darkened apartment. Something clattered to the floor, and the room began to fill with thick noxious smoke, ghostly white by the reflected glow of the street lights. The hall outside the apartment echoed with a chorus of shouts. The floor resounded with the force of approaching footfalls, coming toward us from down the hall and up the stairs.

  


  
      I realize now that someone must've tipped 'em to our presence – our faces had been plastered all over the news, after all, and with me in scrubs, carrying Kate's robed form down the street, we weren't exactly subtle getting here. No doubt some busybody neighbor spotted us and called it in. Cops were probably camped out all damn day, keeping an eye on Kate and waiting for her accomplice to return so they could spring their trap and snatch her back.

  


  
      Like I said, now I get it. Then, though, all I knew was they were coming. They were coming, and I couldn't let them take her.

  


  
      My leg erupted in pain as I sprinted across the darkened room. I paid it no mind. The gas was thicker here – it burned my eyes and clawed at my throat and sinuses like a rabid animal. All I wanted was to curl up on the floor and wait for the pain to go away. Of course, that didn't seem like much of a plan. So instead, I grabbed Anders and Kate by the arm and dragged them through the darkness toward the bedroom, slamming the door behind us.

  


  
      The air in the bedroom was a little better. My eyes and throat still burned, but I felt a little more human – a little more in control. I pulled them close, shouting over the din of the raid. "Listen very closely. They're coming in, and if I don't do something to stop them, they're going to take us all. I can't let that happen. I'm going to need to create a diversion. You two stay in here and count to fifty. Then you go out the window and down the fire escape. Don't stop for anything, you hear me?"

  


  
      "Won't they be watching for us?" Anders said to me.

  


  
      "Not if I do my job."

  


  
      "No!" Kate shook her head. "We're not going to just leave you here!"

  


  
      "Kate, there isn't any other choice. My leg's shot – I ain't going anywhere. And without a diversion, you wouldn't make it five steps."

  


  
      In the other room, the front door thudded. The jamb held, but it wouldn't for long. We were running out of time. Kate looked at me a moment, her eyes red and streaming from the gas, and then she leaned toward me, planting a kiss on my cheek. "Be careful, OK?"

  


  
      I smiled. "You just worry about staying alive, all right? Once you're safe, I'll follow, I swear. There's a park at the corner of Ninth and Twenty-eighth – do you know it?" She nodded. "Good – I'll meet you there. And Anders?"

  


  
      "Yeah?"

  


  
      "You keep her safe."

  


  
      The front door splintered inward with a sickening crack. It was time. I closed my eyes and concentrated, my lips moving in a silent prayer that this would work. Swapping bodies takes strength, strength and focus, and the shape I was in, both were in short supply. Not to mention the fact that possessing the living is not without its price. Still, my only alternatives were capture and death. If I were captured before I did my thing, then they'd get Kate, and she was as good as damned. As for death? Just because in my case it isn't permanent doesn't make it any more of a picnic. If ever I were gonna dig deep, now was the time.

  


  
      They stormed the apartment. From my hiding place in the bedroom, I touched each of them in turn. The rookie, all fear and nerves – no use to me. The jaded old-timer, just looking to get through this so he could get back to banging his wife's sister. Ditto with him. The commanding officer who knows deep down he's thought of as an officious prick. Nope. But the one who was first through the door? Quiet. Competent. The one they all trusted. He was exactly what I was looking for.

  


  
      I threw my mind at him with all I had. The Friedlander body convulsed around me as I struggled to pull away. Every muscle clenched as one. Tendons snapped like rubber bands. I shrieked in agony, but still I pressed on. My nose erupted in a torrent of blood, and for a fleeting moment everything went red as a vessel in my eye burst under the strain. Then, suddenly, the pain evaporated, and all went dark.

  


  
      Friedlander was gone.

  


  
      My mind slammed into the cop's like a freight train. He buckled, but kept his feet. His stomach clenched, threatened to purge. By force of will, I kept it down.

  


  
      I wheeled around. Just the three of them inside with me, armored up like they were heading off to war. A lot of effort for such a little girl. My earpiece crackled with static and shouted commands, but I ignored it. Instead I raised my firearm, a mean-looking fully automatic assault rifle that looked to weigh about a ton. This guy handled like a dream, his muscle memory doing all the work. He let out a panicked wail inside my head as I pulled the trigger, three quick bursts. Just like that, the advance team went down. My guy had decent aim – one of 'em took a stray bullet in the shoulder, but the rest hit them square in the breadbasket. If the vests had done their jobs, breathing was gonna hurt like hell for a while, but all three ought to live.

  


  
      I approached the open doorway to the hall. A thousand shouted questions in my ear. I considered yanking the earpiece, but then I thought better of it. The better to hear you with, my dear.

  


  
      A rustling to my right. One of my teammates was scrambling to get to his knees, his gas mask clouded with condensation from his labored breathing. His rifle lay useless halfway across the room. I watched him as he groped for the piece strapped to his ankle. Not on my watch. I cracked him hard in the face with the butt of my gun, and he fell limp to the floor.

  


  
      I took a moment to check the others. They were both out. Best not to disturb them, I thought – they look so peaceful when they're sleeping.

  


  
      The front door lay in the center of the floor, the hinges a splintered mess. I pressed my back tight to the wall beside what was left of the door frame and listened. If anyone was right outside, I didn't hear them. I rolled along the wall onto my belly, gun at the ready, and sprayed a few rounds into the darkened, fog-laden hall.

  


  
      Again, the radio squawked. "Jesus Christ, what the hell is going on up there? Flynn! Jenkins! Skala! Fischer! Anybody – report!"

  


  
      "We've got shots fired, and three men down," I replied, injecting what I hoped was the appropriate amount of panic into my voice. "They got past us, sir. Send all units to the front entrance – suspects are armed, and I think they mean to shoot their way out!"

  


  
      I let off a few bursts into the hall to punctuate my point. From somewhere below me, I heard the pop, pop of return fire. The radio filled with chatter as cops were redeployed. I hoped that Kate and Anders were on the move – they were never going to get a better shot. I fought the urge to fall back and join them – for this to work, I was gonna have to keep the pressure on.

  


  
      I crawled into the hall, pausing at the top of the stairs. If anyone had seen me, they didn't let on, and anyway, they had no reason to shoot at me if they had – I looked like one of them. Still, bullets hurt, so you can never be too careful.

  


  
      The stairwell wound around a central shaft that cut clear down to the first floor. I rested the barrel of my gun between the wooden balusters and squeezed off a few shots toward ground-level. No response this time – they were either waiting me out, or they were already on the move. I slinked down the stairs to the next landing and tried again. Still no response.

  


  
      The second-floor hallway was bathed in eerie white light, streaming in through the transom above the front door from the spotlight they'd trained on it from their position on the street. I steered clear of the beams, hugging tight to the shadow-clad floorboards. From where I lay, I had a clear shot at the front door. Gritting my teeth against the possibility of actually hitting anyone, I took it. Shafts of white light poured through the holes I'd punched through the door and swirled ghost-like with the settling remains of the tear gas. It was oddly beautiful.

  


  
      I lay there a while, occasionally loosing a round or two on the poor innocent door to keep this standoff going. I wanted desperately to retreat and check on Kate and Anders, but they couldn't have been taken or I would've heard it over the radio. No, the best thing I could do for them was to stay put and give them time to run. When this was over all I had to do was find a quiet corner while they stormed the place and walk right out that front door. No one would be the wiser.

  


  
      It was a decent plan. A solid plan. And all it took was a creaky floorboard to let me know it was never gonna happen.

  


  
      The floorboard in question was about five feet to my right, just three steps up from my second-floor perch. By instinct, I rolled away from it, bringing around my gun – incessant yammering aside, this guy sure beat the last meat-suit for handling – but I was too late. It was the rookie, his face stripped of his gas mask, his eyes wide and frightened. He had his 9mm trained on me, the barrel bobbing between my head and chest in his shaky, unsure grip.

  


  
      "Drop it, Mike."

  


  
      I did what he said, setting the rifle on the floor beside me. I wasn't wild about my odds, lying flat on my back as I was, so I rose slowly to my knees, my hands raised in what I hoped was a placating gesture.

  


  
      The rookie said, "Stay put, Mike – I don't want to have to use this."

  


  
      "And I don't want to make you. Why don't we talk about this?"

  


  
      I stepped toward him. He retreated.

  


  
      I reached for the rookie's name. It wasn't hard to find – old Mike here was shouting to him at the top of his imaginary lungs. I said, "C'mon, Owen, it's me – why don't you put that thing down, and we'll walk out of this together."

  


  
      "But you – you attacked us!"

  


  
      "I'm sorry. I wigged. I thought they were behind us. This is all just a big misunderstanding."

  


  
      Owen looked incredulous. "You wigged?"

  


  
      "That's right."

  


  
      "You wigged and took out your team?"

  


  
      "Look, it was an accident. I said I was sorry." Again I stepped closer. This time, he didn't back away. "Just put down the gun. I mean, you're not really going to shoot me…"

  


  
      I took another step, made a play for the gun. Owen screamed and backed away.

  


  
      The last thing I remembered was a flash of white light, and the thunder of gunfire.

  


  
      And then falling.

  


  
      And then nothing.
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    "All right, Mike. Why don't you walk me through this again?"

  


  
      I was sitting chained to a table in a Tenth Precinct interrogation room. The fluorescent light overhead was making my head throb, and my chest was fucking killing me. Of course, it could've been worse – the way that rookie's hands were shaking, I'm lucky he didn't put a bullet in my head instead of my vest.

  


  
      "I've been through this all a dozen times, lieu," I said, affecting a tone of weary resignation. "When we took the door, the room was quiet. I entered first. The gas was so thick, I couldn't see a goddamn thing. Something musta gone weird with my earpiece, 'cause I swore I heard movement behind me. I thought we'd been outflanked, and I panicked."

  


  
      "You panicked."

  


  
      "That's right."

  


  
      The lieutenant gave me a look like I was something unpleasant he'd just stepped in. We'd been going around like this for hours, he and I. At first, I figured I could wait him out – after all, this particular meatsuit was a cop in good standing; they had no reason to suspect he was involved. But as the night wore on, it seemed less and less like they were just gonna cut me loose. Of course, I could've just pulled a little body-swap and left poor Mike sitting here while I walked right out the front door, but that plan came with a big fucking catch. See, a demon takes a body for a ride, all the vessel's left with is a blur of disconnected fragments and images; the demon's thoughts remain occluded. Me? I don't have that kind of power. Just one more reason I prefer the dead: I jump ship now and Mike starts singing. They'd mostly think he'd gone off his nut, I'm sure, but they'd probably send a couple cruisers to the park regardless. My guess is they'd have Kate in custody before I could get within ten blocks of her. So for now, at least, there was nothing I could do but wait.

  


  
      "Listen, Flynn, I want to believe you, but honestly, I don't know what the fuck to think. I got a kid out there who swears up and down you turned around and popped your team just as cool as can be. I got a body on the scene that matches the description of the perp who marched the MacNeil girl out of the hospital two days ago, and I got a coroner who tells me he collected the same body damn near a week ago from the same goddamn apartment. I got a little girl who butchered her goddamn family slipping past the best-trained unit in the country. And in the middle of it all, I've got you, telling me it was all just a big fucking misunderstanding."

  


  
      "So where does that leave us?" I said.
  


  
      The lieutenant rubbed absently at the back of his neck, a pained look playing across his face. "I don't have a fucking clue. And I hope to God this shakes out your way, Mike, but until I get some answers, I'm afraid you ain't going anywhere."

  


  
     
  


  
    The thing about a deal with the devil is you don't always know you've made one till it's too late. I'd like to think I didn't. Then again, looking back, I'm not sure knowing would've changed a thing.

  


  
      I found Johnnie Morhaim on the corner of Franklin Avenue and Van Buren Street, shooting craps out on the sidewalk with a pack of drunks and kids. Every town's got a guy like Johnnie Morhaim: quick to smile with a temper to match, Johnnie had a hand in every bum racket and crooked deal from Edgewater to Rockaway Beach. I'd met him a few months before, when Elizabeth and I had just moved to New Brighton; he'd been putting a crew together for some job or another, and he'd heard I needed work. It didn't take me too much poking around to find I didn't want the kind of work he was offering, but he never seemed to get the message – every week or so he'd happen by and ask me how the hunt was going. Maybe I should've caught the twinkle in his eye, the swagger in his step when he stopped by. Maybe I should've realized the guy had juice, and if he wanted to keep me desperate, all he had to do was put out the word and not a soul in town would hire me. Maybe I should've seen the setup for what it was, but I swear to God I didn't. Nope, instead I cursed my lousy luck and hobbled my way right back to Johnnie, just like he knew I would.

  


  
      Johnnie scooped the dice up off the sidewalk amidst a chorus of shouts and jeers, pausing just long enough to take a swig from the bottle of rye that sat brown-bagged between his knees. If anybody else saw him swap the dice for a pair within the bag, they sure as hell didn't let on.

  


  
      "Johnnie," I called, "you got a minute?"

  


  
      He never even looked at me. "Can it wait?"

  


  
      "Not long."

  


  
      He tossed the dice across the sun-bleached sidewalk. The crowd erupted. "Elevens again, boys! Guess today's my lucky day!" Johnnie snatched up the loaded dice and pocketed them in one swift motion. Another pull off the bottle and the straight dice came back out to play. He handed them to a kid on his right and rose stiffly to his feet. "Your roll, sport – me and Sammy got some business to discuss. And don't think I won't be back for my money, hear?"

  


  
      We strolled down the street a ways, Johnnie strutting along like he owned the whole damn town, me limping just a couple steps behind. He fetched a cigarette from behind his ear and struck a match; I tapped a fresh one from my pack and lit it as well. "So, Sammy," he said, smiling, "any luck on the job front?"

  


  
      "That's kind of why I'm here."

  


  
      "Yeah? You reconsider my proposition?"

  


  
      "I'm coming around."

  


  
      "That girl of yours – how's she feelin'?"

  


  
      There was no point lying – the answer was written all over my face. "Not good. Something's gotta give, and quick. You said you know a guy could use a little help?"

  


  
      "That's right," Johnnie said. "He's gonna hafta meet you first, of course. A nice, upstanding fella like you is just the kind a guy he's lookin' for, though, so you don't got nothin' to worry about. Your old lady's gonna be just fine – you wait and see."

  


  
      "Set up the meeting – I'll be there. Just tell me where and when."

  


  
      For a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of black fire dancing in his eyes, but it was gone just as quickly as it appeared. "All right, Sammy," he said, extending his hand to me. It hung in the air between us for a moment, and then I took it. His grip was cold and hard as stone. Johnnie shook my hand like we'd just concluded some high-powered business meeting, no trace of humor or irony in his eyes. "Looks like you got yourself a deal."

  


  
      It turns out when was 3pm Tuesday. Where was Mulgheney's, a tacky little gin joint on the Upper East Side, just a block north of Midtown. Mulgheney's was the kind of place that sprung up three to a block across the whole city in the years after Repeal, all chrome and neon and drunken good cheer. Problem was, at Mulgheney's, the chrome was just a touch too gaudy, and the neon lights a hair too bright, their harsh glare revealing that what appeared to be drunken good cheer was a perhaps a little desperate, painted-on. The cumulative effect was a place too classy for the guys who worked the loading docks across the street, and too coarse for the moneyed set that populated the surrounding blocks. All of which sounded just about right for a cohort of Johnnie's.

  


  
      The place was quiet when I arrived: a couple old-timers, nursing drinks at the end of the bar. A working girl, dividing her time between sipping her gin and tonic and nibbling on the ear of her john, whose suit – a little loose on his frame, but well-made, and only slightly out of style – suggested banker, and whose glassy eyes read well past drunk. And in a booth in the back, a large, red-faced man in a dusty brown suit and a fedora to match sat flirting with the barmaid, a buxom brunette in a skirt so high and a neckline so low they damn near met in the middle. A shock of red tie hung around the man's neck, and the woman fingered it playfully as she laughed at whatever it was he'd just said. But then he spotted me standing in the doorway, blinking in the sudden gloom of the bar after the brilliant glare of the afternoon sun, and he waved me over, his massive chins bobbing up and down. I shuffled toward him, clenching my jaw against the pain in my knee and willing the limp out of my gait.

  


  
      "Sam?" he asked, once I reached his booth. "Sam Thornton?"

  


  
      "That's me."

  


  
      "Good to meet you," he said. "Name's Dumas. Walter Dumas."

  


  
      He extended a hand. I shook it. Up close, I saw his bloodshot eyes, the gin blossoms that spread across his massive cheeks. It was pretty clear the guy was a few drinks to the good. He told me to have a seat, asked what I was having. I slid into the booth and said I wasn't thirsty. Dumas just shook his head and laughed.

  


  
      "Nonsense! Dinah, bring the boy a shot o' whiskey and a beer, and what the hell, the same for me as well!"

  


  
      "You got it, sugar," she said. She tapped Dumas playfully on the nose, leaning in as she did so he could better ogle the vast expanse of cleavage that pressed upward from her blouse in brazen defiance of gravity and decency both. Up close, her perfume was dizzying, and the apples of her cheeks were pricked with red, from rouge or drink I didn't know. She flashed me a wink as she turned to fetch our drinks, and then retreated to the bar, Dumas eyeing her all the while.

  


  
      "Fine piece a tail on that one," he said. "Got a husband, of course, but then that's no concern o' mine."

  


  
      I said nothing. Dumas just smiled.

  


  
      "So, Japs or Krauts?" he said.

  


  
      "Excuse me?" I said.

  


  
      "The limp – Japs or Krauts?"

  


  
      "Actually, neither. I've never served, though not for lack of trying. I enlisted back in '42, but they bounced me on account of my wife's condition."

  


  
      "Yeah, Johnnie mentioned she's a lunger." At that last, I flinched and cast my eyes around the bar to see if anyone had heard. Once tuberculosis moved to the lungs, it was both deadly and highly infectious – if word got out about Elizabeth, they'd surely lock her away in some horrid sanitarium where she'd slowly waste away to nothing. I refused to let that happen. Lucky for me, not a soul in the place was paying us any mind.

  


  
      Dumas said, "You seem healthy enough, though."

  


  
      "Docs say I'm doing fine." Of course, that was only half of what the doctors said. The whole of it was I'm doing fine for now. That living with Elizabeth, it was just a matter of time. The first few times, it didn't bother me – I mean, docs'll tell you all kinds of shit about eating your vegetables and laying off the drink, and that doesn't mean you listen to the letter. But you hear it enough, and eventually, it gets to you. I'd be lying if I said I didn't break out in a cold sweat every time I stifled a cough, wondering – is this the time my hand comes back flecked with blood? I'd be lying if I said I wasn't terrified. But I needed this job, and saying all that wasn't gonna help me none. Besides, the way Dumas was looking at me, I got the sense he already knew it.

  


  
      Our drinks arrived, and Dumas clanked his shot glass against mine, sloshing whiskey across the table, before tossing it back and chasing it with a swig of beer. I followed suit. My stomach roiled when the whiskey hit. Dumas held up his shot glass, signaled for two more.

  


  
      "So if it wasn't in the war, where'd you get the gimpy leg?"

  


  
      "Bad bit of business back in San Francisco. Back then, I worked the night shift at a foundry – at least, until we struck, that is. The owner of the place didn't take kindly to the idea, hired some boys to break it up. Some of us got a little more broke up than others."

  


  
      "Ah, so you're a union man," Dumas declared, beaming. "No wonder Johnnie sent you my way!"

  


  
      "I don't follow," I said.

  


  
      "Don't tell me Johnnie didn't tell you! You're among friends, brother! I run the International Longshoremen's Union, Local 1566. Christ, that Johnnie's quite a card, setting up a meeting like this and not telling you what it's all about – you musta thought we were the Cosa Nostra or some shit!"

  


  
      The barmaid brought our next round, her ruby lips parting in a smile as she leaned in close to set down my whiskey, the warmth of her breasts pressing against my arm. My face was flushed with embarrassment, though I wasn't sure why, and my head was fuzzy from the whiskey, from the barmaid's scent, from this weird-ass meeting. I tossed back the shot, and set fire to a cigarette. Neither helped to quell my unease.

  


  
      "So that's what this is all about?" I asked. "A union job?"

  


  
      His massive head bobbed up and down from behind his bottle of beer. "The union's always on the lookout for guys we can trust – guys who ain't afraid of a little hard work. Johnnie says you're good people, and his eccentricities aside, he ain't never steered me wrong yet. So whaddya say – you in?"

  


  
      "I don't even know what the job is yet."

  


  
      Dumas shrugged. "A little of this, a little of that. Errands, and the like. Nothin' you can't handle, I'm sure."

  


  
      Another shot appeared in front of me. I downed it without a second thought.

  


  
      "Johnnie said you knew a guy could help my wife."

  


  
      "That's right. I know a group o' docs at Bellevue say they're running some kind of trial. A miracle drug, to hear them tell it. They think that it's a cure."

  


  
      "And they're willing to treat Elizabeth?"

  


  
      Dumas nodded. "Ever since we got into this goddamn war, most of the medical equipment and supplies in this country have been diverted to the front, which means that stateside they're in short supply. Now, I'm all for supporting our boys overseas, but the way I figure it, we gotta keep the home fires burning too. Now, nothing comes into or out of the harbor that my guys don't have a hand in – we just make sure some of it stays here, and finds its way into some suitably appreciative hands. Workin' the docks ain't easy – we see our share of cuts and scrapes and broken bones. But you keep the sawbones happy, and they're more than willing to return the favor. We'll get that little missus of yours into that trial just as easy as you please, and soon she'll be right as rain."

  


  
      "You can seriously do that?"

  


  
      "You have my word."

  


  
      "Then just tell me what I have to do."

  


  
      "Nothin' yet, 'cept to go home and tell your wife the good news. The work you'll be doin', it ain't steady, but it pays well when it pays, so don't you worry about that. We'll call you when we need you."

  


  
      "I look forward to hearing from you."

  


  
      "Excellent. Now if you'll excuse me," Dumas said, nodding toward the bar, "I've got me a barmaid to attend to."

  


  
     
  


  
    Eleven hours.

  


  
      Eleven hours they'd left me here, sitting alone in this holding cell without so much as a word. In fact, these past two hours I hadn't even warranted a glance from the officer standing watch. Not that I was surprised – it had been written all over their faces as they led me back here: I was a crooked cop. A traitor. I guess they figured they could leave me to stew awhile, see if maybe it loosened my tongue a bit.

  


  
      Well, if they wanted me to stew, they sure as hell got what they wanted.

  


  
      I sat there in that dank fucking cell, my meeting with Merihem playing over and over in my mind. Any demon coulda taken this chick out for a spin, he'd said, but she'd be lit up like a Christmas tree for anyone who knew to look. No way she gets marked for collection. No, a con of that magnitude would take some serious clout – not to mention one hell of a death wish. You couldn't begin to understand the world of shit that would rain down upon us all if one of our kind was caught damning an innocent soul to rot in hell for an eternity. So assuming I was right, why set up the girl? And who the hell had that kind of power?

  


  
      More importantly, if someone was going to all this trouble, what was going to happen once word spread that I'd failed to collect her?

  


  
      I had more questions than answers, but there was one thing I did know – I had to get out of this cell, and fast. Whoever or whatever was after Kate, they'd come too far now not to give chase, and I meant to be there when they found her. The problem was, this skin-suit wasn't apt to play nice – he'd roll on me the minute I let him up off the mat, and my little plan to save the world would be over before it had even begun. Of course, there was one other option, but it didn't exactly fill me with warm fuzzies.

  


  
      But on the balance, what's one innocent life, when weighed against the Apocalypse?

  


  
      Truth to tell, I'd known for hours that there wasn't any other way, but it took a while to find the nerve. Just the thought of it set my hands shaking, and filled my stomach with angry, crawling things. I mean – yeah, I take lives every day, but only those that are mine to take. This, though, this was something else entirely.

  


  
      This was murder.

  


  
      Still, it wasn't like I was taking his soul. Just extinguishing his mortal flame. He'd be better off without it, really. He'd be free to, I don't know, frolic through the fields of heaven or whatever. That's what I told myself, at least.

  


  
      From the screaming in my head, I'd say neither of us much believed it.

  


  
      The bed frame creaked in protest as I tipped it on its end and wedged it against the wall beside the toilet. They'd taken my belt and laces, of course, but my uniform shirt looked strong enough, and the sleeves were more than long enough to do the job. I stripped to my undershirt and knotted one sleeve of my button-down around the top of the bed frame. Then I climbed atop the toilet and tied the other sleeve around my neck.

  


  
      Death, as a Collector, is a strange experience. For one, it hurts like hell. I mean, I suppose dying is never all that pleasant, but we Collectors seem to get a little extra in that regard. Whether it's a header off a bridge or a handful of pills, the agony is always the same. Kind of a stupidity bonus, I suppose. Still, we all try it a time or two before we catch on. The first time you take a soul, the experience is a little rough – most rookie Collectors think death the better option. And every once and a while, you see something that you just can't shake, and you get to thinking maybe this time it won't be so bad – maybe this time, they'll just let me fade to black.

  


  
      Believe me, they never do.

  


  
      Then there's the simple inconvenience of it all. See, a Collector's not like a demon – we can't exist outside a vessel. And when a vessel dies, any invading soul is expelled. So when we die, we get automatically reseeded somewhere else. If there's a rhyme or reason to where we end up, I sure as hell can't figure it. It could be around the block; it could be around the world. Both of which, I was forced to admit, would be better than my present accommodations.

  


  
      Still I hesitated, whether from guilt or some nagging sense of self-preservation, I knew not which. I caught a glimpse of my vessel's reflection in the polished steel mirror bolted to the wall beside me: though his hair had silvered at the temples, and his face was welllined, he couldn't be more than forty – a baby, by my reckoning. His eyes, a piercing blue, seemed to beseech me not to do this. I wondered if I even could.

  


  
      Then I pictured Kate, so small and frightened and alone, and my hesitation evaporated.

  


  
      I stepped off of the toilet.

  


  
      I stepped off of the toilet, and nothing happened.

  


  
      At first, I thought I'd just miscalculated – that I'd left too much slack in the shirt, and wound up just standing here, tied to the bed frame like an idiot. Then I looked down. My feet scrambled for purchase a good six inches off the floor. Just the sight of them swinging there made me break out in a cold sweat. And yet somehow, I was still breathing.

  


  
      Whatever the hell was going on, I was sure of one thing: this was not my fucking day. I couldn't even manage to kill myself properly.

  


  
      "You'll forgive my interference, I trust, but I found your chosen method of egress a touch… drastic."

  


  
      The voice came from somewhere to my right, its honeyed tones resonating off the cold masonry of the cell walls. Hanging there as I was, I couldn't see who the voice was coming from. I opened my mouth to reply. All that came out was a hoarse squeak.

  


  
      "So sorry," continued the voice. "Where are my manners?" The sleeve around my neck abruptly slackened, and I tumbled to the floor.

  


  
      He was a tall, slender man, and he was standing in the far corner of my cell. Though I was looking right at him, he remained fuzzy and indistinct, like something half-glimpsed out of the corner of my eye. His hair was neither light nor dark; his eyes were neither brown nor green nor blue. In fact, I could scarcely be certain he was a he at all: he was more the impression of a man, a collection of vague, impassive features, imbued with an odd internal light and clad in a suit of charcoal gray. Black gloves of supple leather graced his hands. He extended one by way of assistance, and I took it, climbing to my feet.

  


  
      "What are you doing here?" I asked. His eyes seemed lit from within, his every movement suffused with preternatural grace. It was all I could do not to look away.

  


  
      "Why, Collector, I would have thought that you'd be grateful – after all, I just spared you no small measure of suffering, did I not?"

  


  
      "But you – you're a seraph, aren't you? An angel of the highest order. It seems odd you'd deign to meddle in the affairs of Man – or stoop to rescuing a lowly Collector from hanging himself."

  


  
      The angel smiled. "It seems you know your angelic hierarchy. But tell me, Collector, how well do you know yourself? Your given name, for example, is from the Hebrew for 'heard by God'. Perhaps it is by God's grace that I've come to rescue you. Then again, perhaps I simply wish to save this vessel of yours from prematurely shuffling off this mortal coil. After all, this man is a warrior for good – he deserves better than to be discarded once his usefulness to you is at an end."

  


  
      "So which is it? Did you come here to spare me or to save him?"

  


  
      "It is a fallacy of your human perspective that it must be one or the other. Can it not be both? Or, failing that, can it not just be?"

  


  
      "You're telling me mine is not to wonder why."

  


  
      "I'm telling you to have faith in the will of God," the angel amended.

  


  
      "Faith is belief in the absence of proof. As far as proof goes, I've seen my share. The way I figure it, that means faith for me is no longer an option."

  


  
      "I speak not of faith that God exists, but of faith that grace lies not beyond your reach."

  


  
      "I made my choice a long time ago. Save your talk of redemption for someone who deserves it."

  


  
      His eyes danced with mischievous cheer. "Like, perhaps, the MacNeil girl?"

  


  
      "So that's what this is about."

  


  
      "Again you persist in this fruitless quest for understanding."

  


  
      "Yeah," I said, "I'm funny that way." Then my brain played a little connect-the-dots and I flashed the angel a rueful smile. "The guys in the Crown Vic this morning – they were your boys, weren't they?"

  


  
      "An unfortunate misunderstanding," the angel replied. "I was laboring under the misapprehension that you were willingly subverting the ancient balance, and I reacted accordingly. Now I understand that your intentions are pure, and that you've simply been misled."

  


  
      "So what – you're here to scare me straight?"

  


  
      "I'm not here to scare anybody, Collector. I'm simply here to remind you that this détente of ours has lasted for millennia, and it has done so because the balance has always been carefully maintained – by those like me, as well as those like you. I would be loathe to see anything disrupt that balance – the results would be catastrophic."

  


  
      "And if the girl is innocent?"

  


  
      "Not a soul among us is innocent," he replied, "but of course that is not what you mean. You might be surprised to know your concerns have not fallen on deaf ears. I've looked into the matter myself, and I've been assured that she is anything but. To put it plainly, she's been deceiving you."

  


  
      "I don't accept that."

  


  
      "Whether you accept it or not is immaterial. The girl's collection is inevitable. If you truly care for her, the best thing you could do is collect her yourself. If you fail, they'll send another, and I doubt that Collector will share in your compunctions. You could spare her a world of pain with a simple act of mercy – and in the process, spare this world a war the likes of which it's never seen."

  


  
      The angel gestured toward the cell door. It slid open as if of its own accord.

  


  
      "So you're just going to let me go?" I asked.

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "And what about the cops? They're going to wonder where the hell I went."

  


  
      "I assure you, they'll remember nothing of this. It's best that way, don't you think?"

  


  
      "You have to know I still mean not to take her."

  


  
      "I have faith that when the time comes, you'll do what's right."

  


  
      What's right – sure. I untied my shirtsleeve from the bed frame and slipped on the shirt. The angel conjured a business card from thin air, extending it to me. "If ever you need assistance," he said, "don't hesitate to give me a call."

  


  
      I glanced at the card. It was a white so bright it seemed illuminated from within. On it was no number, no address, just a single embossed word, printed black as moonless night: So'enel.

  


  
      "Thanks," I said, tucking the card into my pocket. Then I shuffled out of the cell block and through the oddly silent precinct house, fetching back my belt and laces from the abandoned guard's desk along the way. Outside, the sidewalk was flush with foot traffic, folks in business suits headed home from work.

  


  
      With a glance back to be sure I wasn't followed, I descended the steps of the precinct house, disappearing into the crowd.
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    Night had settled over the city by the time I made my way to the park. I was relieved for the anonymity the darkness afforded, but I didn't relish the prospect of tracking Kate and Anders down in it. At just a single city block, Chelsea Park wasn't a ton of ground to cover, but when you've got an angry horde of demons on your tail, you don't feel too compelled to stray from the cold comfort of the sodium-vapor lights and into the shadows beyond – missing girl or no.

  


  
      Twice I wandered the perimeter of the grounds – up Ninth to Twenty-eighth, then over to Tenth and back down to Twenty-seventh – but Kate was nowhere to be seen. I hopped the low metal fence-rail and cut across the grounds. At this late hour, the park was devoid of patrons, with the exception of the derelicts who took refuge beneath her trees and sought comfort on her benches. As I wandered the footpaths beneath the canopy of leaves, I shivered. Sheltered as it was from the stone and brick and glass of the city, which seemed to radiate the sun's heat for hours into the night, it was colder here – achingly so. I shoved my hands into my pockets and pressed on, hoping against hope that I would turn the corner and find them there, waiting.

  


  
      Eventually, my head caught on to what my gut had known all along: Kate and Anders were gone. The thought of Kate wandering the city with just a mental case with a bowie knife to protect her made my stomach lurch. I mean, Anders was a good kid, but what the hell was he gonna do if they came across another Collector, sent to do what I wouldn't? And if she were taken, what then? Apocalypse?

  


  
      All of which meant there was no plan B: I had to find them first.

  


  
      "Hey, pal, you got a smoke?"

  


  
      He was huddled under a tree at the edge of a basketball court. With his matted gray beard and his ratty, timeworn clothes, he nearly disappeared into the gloom.

  


  
      I patted my pockets reflexively, but of course I didn't have any. Whatever Flynn here had in his pockets when I snatched him had been confiscated before I ever came to.

  


  
      "Sorry," I replied. "I wish I did."

  


  
      "How 'bout a little cash, then?"

  


  
      The second voice was lower, raspier, and dripped with Bond-villain menace. All of which was secondary to the fact that it was coming from about six inches behind me.

  


  
      I said, "Listen, friend, you don't wanna to do this – I've got nothing you could possibly want, and believe me when I tell you I'm more trouble than I'm worth."

  


  
      "I think we'll be the judge of that, friend." Something cold and hard jabbed into the small of my back as if to punctuate his point. By the look of his cohort, I doubted it was a gun; more likely than not, I was being held up with an empty bottle of Night Train.

  


  
      This day just kept getting better and better.

  


  
      Guy One found his feet and clambered over to me, a look of demented glee pasted on his face. Guy Two had a death grip on my shoulder and continued to jab the not-gun into my back like if he pretended hard enough, maybe this time it'd go bang-bang for real. "Check his pockets," he called over my shoulder. His breath reeked of garbage and decay. His buddy didn't smell much better.

  


  
      Guy One's fingers found my pants pocket and dipped inside. I saw my chance and took it. I slammed my head into his nose and he went down screaming. Blood spattered across the concrete. I grabbed Guy Two's wrist and twisted, hard. Something snapped, and he folded like a cot. My knee connected hard with his throat as he went down. He crumpled into a writhing, wheezing mess, his precious bottle shattering on the ground beside him. I stood at ready between them, my feet straddling the three-point line of the ball court, but they were all out of fight. Damn shame, I thought – I was just getting warmed up.

  


  
      "Now, boys, I hope you don't mind if I ask you a few questions."

  


  
      "Fuck you," said Guy One. Of course, with his nose a twisted wreck, it sounded more like fug-OOH. Still, you had to give him points for trying.

  


  
      "I'm looking for a girl. Sixteenish, pretty. She would've been traveling with a guy about her age. Either of you gentlemen see her?"

  


  
      "Ead shid ad eye."

  


  
      "Sorry," I said, "didn't catch that one. Wanna give it another try?"

  


  
      "Ead shid ad eye. Eadshidadeye!"

  


  
      "Ah – eat shit and die. Charming. But I'm done playing."

  


  
      I hunched over him and plunged my hand into his chest. He shrieked like a frightened child. Then I wrapped my fingers around his soul, and his shrieks died down to a whimper.

  


  
      "Now," I said, bathed in the black light of his soul, "I'm going to ask you again. Did you see her?"

  


  
      His eyes were wide with terror. Guy One said nothing. Then I gave his soul a tug and he started singing, his voice thick and nasal, his broken nose mangling his consonants.

  


  
      "Y-yeah, I s-s-saw her. They l-left a coupla hours ago, when the cops came through to shake us out."

  


  
      "Any idea where they went?"

  


  
      "N-n-no!" The Ns like Ds.

  


  
      I released him. He crumpled to the ground, crying like a newborn. "W-w-wha…what did you do to me?"

  


  
      "Gave you a taste of what your eternity's gonna look like if you're not careful. You're gonna get the hell out of here and get yourself clean, you hear me? Stay off the drink, get yourself a job, and if ever you end up running this racket again, I'll be back for you. We clear?"

  


  
      Guy One nodded, his face full of fear and awe. I was full of shit, of course, but what's the harm of a little white lie every now and again in the service of a good deed?

  


  
      I snagged a handful of crumpled bills from the man's pocket – his take of the night's spoils, no doubt – and left him shaking on the pavement as I headed back toward Tenth. My head was reeling from the glimpse into his withered soul, and what little information he'd given me was ringing in my head. So Kate and Anders had made it this far, and they fled before the cops had seen them. That meant I still had a shot. But if I was gonna find them, I was going to need some help.

  


  
      And so I set out to find me a payphone, oblivious to the eyes that tracked me through the darkness, watching.
  


  
     
  


  
    I found a bank of payphones on the corner of Ninth and Twenty-sixth. One of them was missing entirely, and the second's handset was nowhere to be seen. I snatched the third off of its cradle and pressed it to my ear. It was dead. I muttered a silent prayer, to which side I wasn't sure, and punched in the number Merihem had given me. For a second, nothing happened. Then, somewhere in the city, the other phone began to ring – an odd, queasy, reluctant sort of ring. Still, I coulda done a jig.
  


  
      After three rings, Merihem answered.
  


  
      "I was beginning to think I wasn't going to hear from you, Sam." The voice was breathy and feminine, but there was no mistaking Merihem's tone. If I had to guess, I'd say he camped one of his girls out by a random payphone somewhere in the city in anticipation of this call. Locked up as I'd been, I wondered how long I'd left her standing there. I decided that I didn't really care.

  


  
      "We need to talk," I said.

  


  
      "I'm not sure that's such a good idea."

  


  
      "Yeah, well, I ran out of good ideas a few days back, so it'll have to do. If you'd like, I can come to you."

  


  
      "No!" Merihem's voice quavered for a moment – panic? fear? – but then he caught himself, and his composure returned. "That won't be necessary."

  


  
      "Where, then?"

  


  
      "The corner of Eleventh and Sixth. One hour. Don't be late."

  


  
      "I'll be there," I replied, but there wasn't any use. I was speaking into a dead receiver. Merihem was gone.
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    My muscles ached beneath the thin fabric of my uniform shirt, whether from my recent exertion or the chill spring air, I knew not which. I popped into a Duane Reade to buy a lighter and a pack of smokes, and then I struck out south toward my meeting with Merihem.

  


  
      Though the night was cold, the streets bustled with people, and the air was redolent with an intoxicating mix of meat and spice and cooking oil from the sidewalk carts I passed, which mingled oddly with the scent of subway exhaust pouring upward from the ventilation grates beneath my feet. For a while, I wandered the streets at random, ducking down side streets, doubling back the way I came, but if anyone was following me, I didn't see them. For a time, I thought I caught a pair of eyes watching me through the crowd, but it was just a young boy begging for change, his face streaked with dirt, his jacket three sizes too big. I tossed him a couple bills from my would-be assailant's stash and kept on walking.

  


  
      The corner of Eleventh and Sixth was quiet – aside from the Chinese place down the block, the place was mostly residential, all red brick and white trim and Woody Allen charm. Why Merihem would have chosen here to meet was beyond me. And speaking of, he was nowhere to be seen. I lit another cigarette and waited.

  


  
      Three cigarettes later, I was getting antsy. I began to pace. I strolled up and down the length of the block, watching for Merihem all the while. Looking back, I must've passed the place a dozen times before I spotted it.

  


  
      It was a low stone wall, wedged between two buildings and discolored with age. Hidden in the shadows as it was, it's no wonder I nearly missed it. I approached it cautiously, wary once more of being watched. Atop the wall, a wrought-iron fence stretched skyward. At the center of the wall was a gate, a lock dangling open from its hasp. I touched the gate and it swung aside.

  


  
      "I was wondering when you'd come."

  


  
      I squinted into the darkness. Eventually, an image resolved: Merihem, sitting propped against a tree amidst a sea of clinging ivy, a large obelisk headstone jutting skyward beside him. The graveyard itself was small, just a handful of weathered old headstones sticking improbably out of the ground and surrounded by buildings of towering brick.

  


  
      "You could have told me where to find you. Speaking of, what's with the digs? You got something against meeting someplace we could get a drink?"

  


  
      Merihem smiled, teeth flashing white in the darkness. "This cemetery was intended as a resting place for the sick. For nearly a quarter-century, those riddled with disease were interred here, in this soil. In 1830 city planners put a halt to that, insisting they be buried elsewhere; it seems the living have a limited tolerance for pestilence and plague so near to where they lead their desperate, fruitless lives."

  


  
      "Look, Merihem, as fun as it is for me to reminisce about your salad days, we've got business to attend to."

  


  
      "Hold your tongue, Collector. You think I selected this place so that I could regale you with tales of times gone by? I am the bringer of pestilence – this place is hallowed ground for me. Here, I cannot be harmed."

  


  
      "What do you mean, harmed? Harmed by who? Merihem, what the hell is going on?"

  


  
      "I did as you asked. I looked into this girl of yours."

  


  
      Merihem fell silent, as if unsure what to say next.

  


  
      I didn't have time for this. "And? What did you find?"

  


  
      "A world of shit is what I found! This girl, she's caught the attention of some higher-ups – it seems they like her style. The way they tell it, she's destined for great and terrible things, Sam, only here you are, fucking it up for all of us."

  


  
      "What do you mean all of us? All of us who?"

  


  
      "You. Me. Everybody. Since word got out you've gone off the reservation, the angelic world is in an uproar. They've been leaning pretty hard on their Fallen brethren, convinced your little rebellion here is the first volley in some sort of insurrection. Now the demon-world is pissed – pissed at you."

  


  
      I thought back to the black stares from the passersby on my way back to Friedlander's apartment. "Yeah," I replied, "I got that feeling."

  


  
      "Did you now? Well, believe me when I tell you, Sam, the folks we're talking about, it isn't a far cry between pissed and murderous. We may be lowly creatures in the eyes of God and Man, but a good many of us enjoy our little fiefdoms in this world, and would take personally any attempt, perceived or otherwise, to wrest them from our grasp. If they come for you, I'm not going to stand in their way – I'm pariah enough just for asking around. We go back a ways, you and I, but I'm not about to die for you. You go down, you're going down alone."

  


  
      "Then what am I supposed to do?"

  


  
      "There is no supposed to – supposed to implies options. I hate to rain on your parade, Sam, but that whole free-will thing? Kind of the dominion of the living. That isn't you anymore. You're nothing, now. Carrion. You just collect the fucking girl – period. If you're very, very lucky, that will be enough to spare your soul. There are worlds besides your own, Collector, and trust me when I tell you your hell is Paradise in comparison."

  


  
      I hesitated, suddenly unwilling to tell him what I came to tell him. But as he said, I was out of options. "Listen, Merihem – even if I wanted to collect her, I couldn't."

  


  
      "What are you talking about?"
  


  
      "She's gone."
  


  
      "I don't understand."
  


  
      "Yes, you do."
  


  
      "Are you telling me you lost her?" Fear crept into Merihem's tone. It didn't exactly fill me with warm fuzzies. If Merihem was this spooked, things were even worse than I thought.

  


  
      "Look, the cops musta tracked us to where we were staying – they were waiting for me when I got back. I was able to keep her out of custody, but we were supposed to meet up after, and she never showed."

  


  
      Merihem looked me up and down. "I guess that explains the new vessel. Police issue, no doubt?"

  


  
      "Not that it matters, but yeah."

  


  
      "And your girl – she just up and disappears? Sounds like the actions of an innocent to me." His tone dripped sarcasm.

  


  
      "There were extenuating circumstances."

  


  
      "Of course there were," he said.

  


  
      "Merihem, I have to find her."

  


  
      "I should say so."

  


  
      "I kind of called you here to help me."

  


  
      "That's funny – I thought you called me here so I could report on the last favor you asked of me. It seems our friendship is a costly one, Collector. Costly and dangerous."

  


  
      I ignored the jibe. "Are you gonna help me or not?"

  


  
      "Do you truly mean to take her?"

  


  
      "I don't know," I admitted.

  


  
      "That's simply not good enough."
  


  
      "Damn it, Merihem, what if I'm right? What if this girl isn't meant to be taken? Am I supposed to just ignore what I've seen? To collect the girl like nothing ever happened and go on about my merry way?"

  


  
      "What's the alternative? The balance must be maintained. If you're wrong, then this girl's fate is sealed. Refusing to take her would be seen as an act of war. Are you really willing to risk all that because Sam fucking Thornton had an idea?"

  


  
      "I guess I am."

  


  
      "Such hubris your species suffers from. No matter – if you fail to collect the girl, I'm sure they'll send another."

  


  
      At that, I bristled. "Let them."

  


  
      "Ah, yes – ever the protector. Good to see you haven't changed. And who knows? Perhaps you'll get lucky and dispatch the first they send her way. The second, even. But the third? The tenth? The thousandth? This game can't last forever. In the end, they'll get what they came for, and you'll get what you deserve."

  


  
      "Then I guess we're done here." I turned on my heel and headed back toward the open gate.

  


  
      "Sam, wait." I hesitated, not turning around. Merihem continued. "There's a man in Chinatown named Wai-Sun. He runs an antique shop on Eldridge."

  


  
      "And?"

  


  
      "Wai-Sun specializes in arcane objects – items of singular power. Weapons, talismans, and the like. He may be able to help you find what you're looking for."

  


  
      "Thank you, Merihem."
  


  
      "You understand the position you're putting me in by even meeting with you – I can't be seen as party to your sedition. If I see you again, I'll kill you myself. And Sam?"

  


  
      "Yes?"

  


  
      "Be certain that I don't."
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    The bell above the door jangled as I stepped inside Shangdi Antiques on Eldridge. My sinuses prickled with the spicy scent of old wood and the dust of times gone by. The shop itself was tiny, and its wares were stacked atop each other at random, creating an accidental labyrinth whose walls remained standing in sheer defiance of the laws of physics and common sense. The sign in the window read "Rare Objects Our Specialty!" I hoped that it was true. Eldridge, it turned out, had no shortage of antique shops. This was the third place I'd visited today, and so far, I hadn't found any Wai-Sun. I couldn't help but think that Kate was running out of time.

  


  
      "Can I help you?"

  


  
      The call came from somewhere deep within the stacks, the English unaccented but nevertheless spoken with the melodic tones of one for whom Mandarin is his native tongue. I traced the voice back through the narrow winding aisle, nearly toppling an ancient bamboo birdcage in the process. I emerged to find a man standing behind the cluttered antique desk that served as the store's counter and polishing a small lacquered box with an oiled rag. He was short and stout, clad in a worn blue button-down and a dusty pair of suit pants. Thin wisps of white hair lay across his pate in a halfhearted comb-over. As I approached, he set aside the box and smiled.

  


  
      "I hope so," I replied. "I'm looking for a man named Wai-Sun."

  


  
      His smile faltered. "And what, pray tell, do you want of this Wai-Sun?"

  


  
      "I've lost something, and I was hoping he could help me find it."

  


  
      He gestured toward the piles of antiques surrounding us. "As you can see, we carry here a great many things – I am certain whatever it is you're looking for, we can find for you a suitable replacement."

  


  
      "What I'm looking for is a girl."

  


  
      Something flickered in his eyes. Fear? Suspicion? "I don't understand," he said.

  


  
      "I think you do."

  


  
      "Who are you? What are you doing here?" His hand crept toward the register. His eyes never left mine. If this was indeed my guy, I didn't want any part in whatever he was reaching for.

  


  
      I raised my hands in what I hoped was a placating gesture. "My name is Sam Thornton. I'm here because a girl has gone missing, and it's important that I find her. I spoke to Merihem, and he told me you may be able to help."

  


  
      The man broke into a smile, his hand no longer creeping toward the register. "Merihem sent you, did he? That bastard owes me fifty bucks. Sorry about all the subterfuge, but when one deals in items such as mine, one must be careful of the company one keeps. So you say you've lost a girl, eh? Let's see if we can find her, shall we?"

  


  
      He removed from a desk drawer a worn wooden top and a creased map of the city, setting both on the desktop. I eyed them with suspicion. "That's what's going to help me find her?"

  


  
      Again, Wai-Sun smiled. "Mystical objects need not be as elaborate as one might think. After all, appearances can be deceiving. So your girl – do you have anything of hers? A lock of hair, perhaps, or an article of clothing?"

  


  
      I shook my head, and he frowned.

  


  
      "No matter," he said. "I think I have something in the back that might do the trick."

  


  
      He brushed aside the curtain that separated the front room from the back, and disappeared into the murk beyond. "So, this girl, she is of some importance, is she not?"

  


  
      "She's my mother's sister's girl," I lied. "I was supposed to have her for the week, and she ditched me so she could meet up with her boyfriend. If I don't find her, Mom's gonna have a fit."

  


  
      "Come now," he said, "there's no need to bore me with your falsehoods – I am merely making conversation. Your secrets are your own." Behind the curtain, something clattered to the floor, and Wai-Sun cursed softly under his breath.

  


  
      "You need a hand back there?"

  


  
      "No cause for alarm – I'll be out in a moment!"

  


  
      There was something about his tone that didn't ring true. It was too cheery. Too earnest. Too at odds with the whispered epithet I'd heard him utter mere seconds before.

  


  
      Something wasn't right here.

  


  
      Silent as death, I ducked behind the desk and approached the curtain. The racket in the back room continued. Gingerly, I pushed the curtain aside.

  


  
      Wai-Sun lay in the center of the storeroom, glassy eyes staring upward toward the ceiling. The floor around him was thick with congealing blood, glistening in the lamplight. His face was twisted into a rictus of pain, and he looked as if his throat had been ripped clean from his body. Well, anything but clean – tattered shreds of flesh clung to the ruined remains of his neck, exposing pink-white glimmers of bone beneath.

  


  
      My Wai-Sun was standing, his back to me, in the far corner of the room, ransacking a set of small wooden drawers mounted above a rough-hewn workbench. His clothes, his hair, his everything, were identical to the man who lay lifeless on the floor beside him.

  


  
      Too late, I realized what happened: that piece of shit Merihem had set me up.

  


  
      Suddenly, my Wai-Sun straightened and turned.

  


  
      "I really wish you hadn't done that," he said. Seeing him there, hearing him speak while two feet away he lay dead in a pool of his own blood, set my head and stomach reeling. "If you'd simply given us the girl's location, I might have let you live." His eyes flickered with black fire, and his features became suddenly vague – a mere suggestion of the Wai-Sun that lay ravaged at my feet. He seemed somehow to expand, his small frame suddenly filling the room. All around him was a halo of shimmering, liquid blackness, like silk fluttering weightless in an underwater current.

  


  
      "No," I said. "You wouldn't have."

  


  
      "Sounds nice, though, doesn't it? Merciful. Of course, I've never been much for mercy." The darkness pressed against my mind, obliterating all thought. I tried to tell my legs to run. They weren't listening.

  


  
      "Who are you?"

  


  
      "I think you misunderstand the situation, Collector. I'm the one who'll ask the questions. Now tell me – where the fuck is the girl?"

  


  
      "You don't listen well, do you? If I knew where the girl was I wouldn't be here. Of course, Wai-Sun could've probably found her for you, if you hadn't gone and torn out his throat."

  


  
      "You expect me to take criticism from a monkey? Wai-Sun was useless. He might as well have thrown open a window and shouted for her, for all the good he did. No, to find her I need someone with a connection to the girl – which, for the record, is the only reason you're still standing."

  


  
      "If you think I'm going to deliver her to you, you're out of your fucking mind."

  


  
      I didn't even see him move. One moment, he was standing half a room away. The next, his hand was on my throat. His eyes met mine, and I was plunged into darkness so complete, for a moment, I thought I'd ceased to be. Then he threw me across the room, and the darkness lifted.

  


  
      I crashed into a stack of half-assembled wooden chairs. He was on me in a flash. He yanked me from the rubble by my arm. Something in my shoulder snapped. "I think with the proper encouragement, Collector, you'll tell me everything I need to know." He let me go, and I tumbled to the floor. Then he kicked me so hard my vision went dim and my mouth filled with the copper tang of blood.

  


  
      The kick lifted me up off the floor and sent me sailing across the room. I slammed into a bank of shelves and crumpled to the floor, the shelves crashing to the ground atop me. Pain blossomed in my head and in my chest – exquisite, clarifying – and the world snapped back into focus. I clambered to my feet, shrugging aside the splintered wood and shards of glass that used to be the contents of the shelves.

  


  
      I flashed him a half-crazed smile of defiance. "So tell me, demon, do you have a name?"

  


  
      Again he struck. Just a momentary blur, and then darkness enveloped me, and I saw nothing. Great claws dug into my chest and I was lifted skyward, slamming into the ceiling before falling back to the floor, the storeroom rubble scratching and piercing my skin. I coughed and tasted blood.

  


  
      "Are you the one who did this to her? Killed her family, set her up?"

  


  
      The blow came from behind this time. It was like a fucking bus. I ricocheted off the workbench and smacked head-first into the wall before tumbling to the floor. A close one, I thought – if I hadn't gotten my arms up in time, that woulda been curtains for this meat-suit. Two in two days – it might have been some kind of record.

  


  
      Then again, if I had died, I would have missed out on all this fun.

  


  
      "You can make all of this stop, you know," the demon said to me. "Just help me find the girl, and I've no further quarrel with you. I promise I'll dispatch this vessel of yours quickly and you'll be free to go about your wasted, scavenging existence."

  


  
      "That's a lovely offer, really." I lay prostrate on the floor, and drew breath in ragged, hitching gasps. "And after careful consideration, I've decided you can go fuck yourself."

  


  
      The gap between us disappeared. A hand, cold and unyielding as marble, closed around my neck. My ears filled with the sickening noise of my own strangled gurgles; my legs pistoned in the rubble. I was running out of time.

  


  
      "Wait!" I squeaked, and the grip slackened, just a shade. "Wait. I'll help you find her." The demon released my neck, instead grabbing me by the collar and dragging me out into the front room. He dropped me to the floor, and, once again Wai-Sun, wiped blood – my blood – from his hand onto the wooden top, smearing the rest onto the map.

  


  
      "You have made a prudent choice, Collector. Once I have the girl in hand, you have my oath that I shall kill you quickly."

  


  
      I nodded, and spat blood onto the painted concrete floor.

  


  
      "Now – clear your thoughts. Think of nothing but the girl. If you attempt to deceive the map, I will find out, and when I do, your suffering to date will be nothing compared to what you have in store. Are we clear?"

  


  
      "Clear," I rasped.

  


  
      The false Wai-Sun closed his eyes. I didn't. Instead I watched him as he descended into trance, my grip tightening around the dagger I'd snatched up off the floor of the storeroom. It was an odd little thing – pure silver by the look of it, with an ornate filigreed handle and a series of characters etched along the blade, in what to my eyes looked like Aramaic. I didn't know for sure if it could hurt a demon, but Wai-Sun's talents were acknowledged by Merihem and this creature both – the way I figured it, this was the only shot I had. All I could think was I'd better not miss.

  


  
      The demon began to hum – a low, atonal, guttural tone, which was soon accompanied by a second higher one, and then one higher still. The top righted of its own accord and began to spin. At first, it skittered wildly around the table, and then it settled into an elliptical orbit. I tried to force any thought of Kate from my mind, which was about as useful as, I don't know, something not so useful. The top's orbit began to decay – it spun in ever smaller ovals, until it had centered on an area of maybe six by nine blocks. At least she was still somewhere on the island, I thought, but this had gone on long enough – any longer, and I'd be giving up the farm.

  


  
      I dove toward the false Wai-Sun, drawing the dagger high overhead and plunging it deep into his chest. His eyes snapped open, and he staggered backward. The humming ceased, and the top skittered off the desktop and across the floor. The demon's eyes registered shock and surprise; he backed into a cherry end table and stumbled. His mouth opened, and closed, and opened again, emitting a dry, whistling rasp that built upon itself like waves capping against the shore. Tears sprung up in his eyes and spilled down his face. Soon his whole body was shaking, and he doubled over, bracing himself against the corner of the desk.

  


  
      The demon, I realized, was laughing.

  


  
      He said, "You fool. Did you really think that pitiful blade would hurt me? I'm a fucking demon. But don't worry – that's one mistake you won't have long to regret."

  


  
      He approached, slowly this time, as if savoring the moment. I backed away. My hip connected with a mahogany buffet, and I tried too late to scramble over it. He backhanded me, and I sailed across the room, toppling a pile of furniture and sending a half-dozen vases shattering to the floor.

  


  
      I made for the front door of the shop, but my way was blocked. The demon just smiled. I clawed at the mound of junk that barred my path, tossing anything and everything toward my assailant in a desperate attempt to slow him down long enough to make my escape. I bounced a pearl inlay music box off his temple, but it left no mark, and he just laughed – that horrible, wheezing laugh, like dry leaves on pavement. I heaved a wooden chest to the floor between us, but he simply gestured, and it moved aside. It was clear he was enjoying this.

  


  
      I flung myself atop the pile as the demon closed the gap. As I clawed my way to the summit, he grabbed my leg in an iron grip. I kicked at him with my free leg, connecting with his jaw. It was like kicking a fucking tree. But daylight was so close, the shop door just a few feet beyond the mound of junk I lay atop – surely he wouldn't chase me into a crowded street?

  


  
      I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that question, but still, I had to try.

  


  
      Despite my efforts, he dragged me backward, daylight dwindling to nothing as I slid backward down the pile, loosing a small avalanche of timeworn junk. I grabbed whatever I could and winged it at him – a wind-up clock emblazoned with Mao's wizened face, a cane in the shape of a serpent – but still backward I slid. As he dragged me down to face him, my hands closed on a small ceramic Lucky Cat, the kind you'd find in Asian restaurants the world over, this one chipped and faded and ugly. But I was too late: his eyes, black as starless night, bored into my own, until nothing left of me remained, it seemed. His brittle cackle filled my head as I tumbled toward oblivion. In one last frantic act of rebellion, I brought the cat down hard onto his face. The way I figured it, if I was going down, I was going down swinging.

  


  
      Something happened then, or rather several somethings, in such rapid succession it's not clear just what happened when. The darkness lifted, and consciousness returned, streaming in pure and true like first morning light. The demon released his grip, and I fell limp to the floor at his feet. A horrible, piercing shriek filled the air, rattling windows in their casements and setting off car alarms for a dozen blocks around. And, as I watched him stagger backward, the demon grew pale, indistinct – his insubstantial hands clawing helplessly at his torn and shattered face, the sharp edges of the broken figurine slicing through his flesh like so much Jell-O.

  


  
      I skittered backward on the floor away from him, pure animal instinct urging me to flee. The demon fell to his knees, and then toppled to the floor – now charred black beneath him as if from fire, though just feet away, I felt no warmth. The shriek died to a whimper, and then fell silent. A voice – no longer connected to the transparent waif of a body that lay before me, but instead comprised of the myriad creaks and roars and scratches and whispers of the buildings and traffic and scuffing shoes and whooshing fabric that surrounded me as I lay on the floor of the dead Wai-Sun's store – called to me, full of hatred and menace and fear:

  


  
      You have no idea what you've just done. You've sealed your fate, and the girl's as well. You cannot kill us all, Collector, for we are Legion – and you cannot keep her from us forever. My brethren shall dine on the tender flesh of her soul.

  


  
      Then the body before me burst – thousands of horrid, nameless, mewling things pouring forth from it and scattering to all corners of the store, disappearing into the murk. After a moment, their unnatural squeaking had ceased, but still my skin crawled from the sight of them, and my teeth were set on edge. I pushed aside furniture, sure they were still there – watching, waiting – but whatever they were, they were gone now.

  


  
      I didn't have a fucking clue what had just gone down, but of one thing I was sure: whatever just happened, I was suddenly alone.
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    The morning sun ducked behind a passing cloud, and I wrapped my arms tight around my chest to defend against the sudden chill. The signal changed, and I stepped out into the street, the ceramic shards in my pocket jangling as I hit the crosswalk on Morton, headed northwest toward Seventh Avenue on Bleecker Street. Since I left Wai-Sun's, I'd been wandering for hours, taking refuge in the quiet chaos of the Village. A far cry from the rigid grid of streets and avenues that traversed the rest of Manhattan, the tangled streets of Greenwich Village seemed as good a place as any to get lost – which was fine by me, since beaten and bloodied as I was, the last thing I needed was to be found.

  


  
      I still wasn't sure just what in the hell happened back there, but one thing was certain – I was lucky I'd gotten out of Wai-Sun's alive. After I'd dispatched the false Wai-Sun, I'd collected up the shattered remains of the ceramic cat and stuffed them in my pocket. I'm not sure what kind of mojo that cat had, or whether it would work again, but I figured it couldn't hurt. Of all the things the demon had told me, at least one of them was true: Mystical objects need not be as elaborate as one might think.

  


  
      After sweeping up the remains of the cat, I'd drawn the blinds, flipped the sign to Closed, and gotten the hell out of there, locking the door behind me. It was only a matter of time before Wai-Sun was found, but I wanted to be well away from there when he was. Besides, the longer it took for word to spread I'd killed a member of the Fallen, the better. The last thing I needed now was a pack of demons with a vendetta on my tail.

  


  
      Once I'd left Wai-Sun's, I set out walking toward the neighborhood the top had circled in its last lazy arcs before skittering off the table and across the room. Of course, the top had only narrowed it down to an area of maybe fifty blocks, and it wasn't like I could just go around knocking on doors. Policeman-suit or not, that was liable to arouse exactly the sort of suspicions I could really do without. Still, the top was all I had, and one way or another, I simply had to track Kate down.

  


  
      Fun as all that sounded, though, it was gonna have to wait. Right now, I had to deal with whatever it was that was following me.

  


  
      I'd first spotted him last night on the way to my meeting with Merihem – a dirt-streaked kid in a jacket a few sizes too big, sitting at a busy corner and begging for change. I wouldn't have given him another thought, except I spotted his reflection in the window of a Korean take-out joint earlier this morning, and then again a couple minutes ago, when he got chased off from a news stand a half a block ahead of me for loitering. The kid didn't look to be more than eleven, and he was thin as a rail, but I didn't let that fool me – plenty of demons like to take a spin in the little ones, and tiny frames or not, demonic strength is all the same.

  


  
      I lagged back a while to make sure he caught sight of me, and then ducked into a narrow service alley beside a dingy neighborhood pub. The stained brick walls were a scant three feet apart, blotting out the morning light, and the alley smelled of rotting garbage and piss. I held my breath and soldiered on.

  


  
      The alley intersected with a haphazard courtyard, just a couple of picnic tables and a pair of withered birch trees overlooked by three buildings' worth of windows; the rear of the bar and the dry cleaner's next door made up the windowless fourth wall, bisected by the alley I'd just cut through. Clotheslines criss-crossed the sky above.

  


  
      Yeah, I thought – this'll do fine.

  


  
      Other than the alley, the only way out of the courtyard was through one of the three buildings. I checked the doors – two were locked, but the third was propped open with a dented Folgers can, filled with sand and littered with cigarette butts. I glanced back the way I came. There was no sign yet of my pursuer. Good – that meant I still had time. I dragged one of the picnic tables over to the far wall, and climbed atop it. After a minute or two of wild, flailing leaps, I managed to snag the fire escape ladder. It extended downward, rattling like a rusty chain, and then slammed into the tabletop with a satisfying thunk.

  


  
      I hopped down from the table and retreated to the propped courtyard door. I set the can aside and stepped into the building, shutting the door behind me. I'd done my job well – through the narrow pane of safety glass set high into the door, I had an eyeline to the ladder and the alley as well. Now, all I had to do was wait.

  


  
      Turns out, I didn't have to wait long. Maybe a half a cigarette after I'd assumed my post, I saw the kid's head duck around the corner of the alley. He was a cautious one, I'd give him that – he stuck to the shadows, his tattered, down jacket pressed tight to the dingy alley wall. He paused there a moment until he was sure there was no sign of me, and then he trotted over to the picnic table, circling it a time or two as though unsure what to make of it.

  


  
      "Come on, you son of a bitch," I muttered, "take the bait."

  


  
      After what seemed like forever, he did. I watched him scamper up the ladder, haul himself up onto the first landing, and continue on up the stairs toward the roof and out of sight.

  


  
      It occurred to me then that I could run – just head out the way I came, and be rid of this tail, maybe for good. But I needed answers, and running wasn't going to get them for me. So instead, I forced myself to sit and finish my cigarette, allowing him ample time to reach the roof, and then, stubbing out the butt on the heel of my SWAT-issue boot, I slipped out the door and followed.

  


  
     
  


  
    The pebbled roof bit into my tender stocking feet as I slinked across it, ceramic shard in hand. My boots were tied together at the laces and draped across one shoulder; I'd taken them off so I could ascend the fire escape unheard. But six stories of rusting waffled iron had bit into my soles and left me raw and hobbling, and now the kid was nowhere to be seen.

  


  
      The rooftop was dotted with massive air conditioning units, and the odd pyramidal structure that housed the stairwell entrance jutted upward from the center of the building, blocking my view of the roof beyond. I clung tight to one of the air conditioners and crept toward the edge, painfully aware that, should I suddenly have to run, my chances were nil. The best laid plans and all that, I guess.

  


  
      I wheeled around the corner of the AC unit, shard at the ready, but there was no one there. I approached the next, and crouched behind it, wary of remaining too exposed. Slowly, I circled, the seconds stretching on for hours it seemed, but again I came up empty.

  


  
      Ahead lay the shed that allowed access to the stairwell. The roof behind me was hidden from sight by the hulking mass of the air conditioners. I let out a breath I hadn't known I'd been holding, and approached the stairwell door.

  


  
      It was locked, as I'd expected, which meant he had to be beyond the shed. I crept around it, my thumb stroking the smooth surface of the ceramic shard for reassurance. My foot came down on something hard and sharp – a bottle cap, left over from some rooftop party, no doubt – and I stumbled forward. It was then that I saw him: leaning over the edge of the building, a hand on the handrail that curved upward over the low stone wall and provided access to the fire escape below. This fire escape was street-side, opposite the one we'd come up on – he must've assumed I fled down it, eager to be rid of my irksome little companion. But I had other plans. I stepped clear of my hiding place and strode toward him, the cat-shard brandished before me like a knife.

  


  
      "Lose something?" I said.

  


  
      The kid spun around, eyes wide with fright. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. He tried to back away, but his thighs connected with the rooftop wall – had he not been holding the rail of the ladder in a vise-grip, he would have surely gone over.

  


  
      "Who are you?" I asked. "Why are you following me? Are you one of them?"

  


  
      Still, he said nothing.

  


  
      I stepped closer, shard held at ready. "One way or another, you will answer me."

  


  
      Again I stepped toward him. He flinched but held his ground. Then my head snapped back as someone behind me grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked. I staggered backward. The tender flesh of my neck dimpled as a knife blade pressed tight against my windpipe.

  


  
      "Easy, pal," said a voice into my ear, "the kid's with me."
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    The hand yanked my head back. I struggled in vain against it. Knife parted flesh, and blood, warm and slick, dribbled down my neck.

  


  
      "Stop fighting," said the voice. "I'll kill you if I have to."

  


  
      I fought against the panic and stopped struggling. Instead I reached out with my mind toward my assailant's – probing, searching. If it was human, I could grab a hold, try to get it to release this body, and be back inside my policeman-suit before its owner got three steps. The only snag to that plan was this possession stuff is a little unpredictable – I had no way of knowing whether Stabby here was gonna clench up and dispatch my little cop-friend before I got a chance to play the hero. Between the real Wai-Sun, and the replacement I'd dispatched, I was pretty sure I'd already seen enough death for one day.

  


  
      Turns out, fate had other plans. As I grazed his mind with mine, my assailant flinched as if stung. The knife clattered to the rooftop, and he released his grip on my hair. I wheeled on him, my face a tug-of-war of confused and surprised.

  


  
      "Anders?"

  


  
      "Sam? Jesus, you scared the shit out of me! I could tell this body didn't belong to whoever was driving, but I had no idea it was you!"

  


  
      "I left the old one in the apartment," I said. "The place was his, anyway." I pocketed my cat-shard and dabbed at my neck with the palm of my hand. It came back streaked with blood.

  


  
      "Sorry about that," Anders said, his furtive gaze regretful. "I thought you were one of them. A dark-eyed one, tired of simply watching." The kid I'd been following had yet to relinquish his grip on the handrail – he was just staring at me and Anders with a mixture of bewilderment and fear. Anders shot him a reassuring smile; it looked out of place on his gaunt, worry-lined face. "It's all right, Pinch. This is Sam – he's one of the good guys."

  


  
      That characterization was a dubious one at best, but I wasn't in the mood to correct him. "Anders, what the hell is going on here? Is Kate all right? Who the hell is this?"

  


  
      "Kate's fine – I'll take you to her. We tried to wait for you at the park like you said, but things got dicey quick. A bunch of guys were going door to door flashing Kate's picture around, asking if anybody'd seen her. They wore the skin of cops, but I knew better – their eyes shone black as night. I grabbed Kate and we got the hell out of there. Pinch here offered to stay in case you showed, but when you didn't…" he swallowed hard. "We thought you might be dead."

  


  
      "Truth be told, you weren't too far off." I looked the new kid up and down, then, not bothering to hide my suspicion. Pinch let go of the ladder, and took a couple tentative steps toward me. "Pleased to meet ya," he said. He extended a hand. I ignored it. It hung there between us for a moment, and then he let it drop.

  


  
      "Anders, what the hell were you thinking bringing someone else into this? Does he know where you're keeping Kate?"

  


  
      "Relax, Sam. The kid's the best pickpocket in town – wasn't anybody gonna get the drop on him."

  


  
      I said, "I just did."

  


  
      "Yeah, only that almost didn't work out too well for you, did it?" Again Anders smiled. "Look, all I gave Pinch was the number to a payphone down the street. Told him if he saw anything, he should give me a call. A few minutes ago, he did. Seems he didn't like the look of your little setup, thought maybe he ought to bring along some backup."

  


  
      "Still, if anyone had gotten that number out of him, it would have only been a matter of time before they tracked you down."

  


  
      "I can hear you two, you know," said the kid.

  


  
      Anders replied, "The way I saw it, without you around, we were as good as dead already. The number was a risk I was willing to take."

  


  
      "I'm standing right here." Pinch spoke again, his voice tinged with impatience.

  


  
      "Why in the hell was he following me in the first place?" I said.

  


  
      "I told him if anybody else came looking for Kate, hang back and keep an eye on 'em. I hear you put on quite a show, questioning those homeless guys."

  


  
      "You coulda gotten him killed."

  


  
      The kid bristled. "I can take care of myself."

  


  
      I replied, "No offense, kid, but you have no idea what you're dealing with. You're in way over your head."

  


  
      Pinch just smiled and held a good-sized shard of ceramic up to the light and turned it over in his hand, inspecting it. My hand flew to my pocket. It was a whole lot emptier than I remembered. "Did you just almost attack me with a cat?" he asked.

  


  
      "Don't touch that," I said, snatching back the catshard. "It's dangerous."

  


  
      "Good thing you never tangled with my grandma, then – she had a couple dozen of these things. Coulda gotten messy."

  


  
      I said nothing, settling instead for seeing if maybe I'd spontaneously developed the ability to shoot death rays from my eyes. Anders took the hint, and pulled the kid aside. "Listen, Pinch, why don't you take off? I'll catch up with you later, OK?"

  


  
      "Whatever," the kid said. He trotted back toward the fire escape he'd come up on. Before Pinch disappeared from sight, Anders stopped him with a shout.

  


  
      "Hey, Pinch?"

  


  
      "Yeah?"

  


  
      "You did good today."

  


  
      The kid flashed him a smile, and disappeared behind the stairwell shed.

  


  
      "You know you never should have brought him in," I said. "The kid's a liability."

  


  
      "The kid's a friend, Sam."

  


  
      "Yeah," I said, "same thing."

  


  
     
  


  
    Dumas, it turns out, was as good as his word – two weeks after our meeting at Mulgheney's, we got a call from the research group at Bellevue. They said that they had an opening in their program, and that Elizabeth looked to be a perfect match. She couldn't believe her luck. I hadn't told her that Dumas had promised to get her in, so worried was I that he wouldn't deliver. In fact, I hadn't told her much about the meeting at all – I didn't have to. She was so over the moon I'd found a job, she didn't care much what it was. Which was fine by me, since I couldn't have told her what it was yet if I'd tried. I hadn't heard a word from Dumas since our meeting, and were it not for the call from Bellevue, it may as well have never happened. In retrospect, I'm sure that was all part of his plan. Once he had Elizabeth to use as leverage, he knew he had his hooks in me but good – there was nothing I wouldn't do to get her well.

  


  
      I got my first call less than twenty-four hours after they'd admitted Elizabeth to Bellevue. The assignment was simple enough: just pick up a package and drop it in a locker at Penn Station. I was given a car, an address, a time and date. The car was a '42 Studebaker. The address was on the waterfront. The time was 4am. I guess that shoulda clued me in that something was hinky, but those were different times. Least, that's what I like to tell myself. Sometimes, it seems to me the times haven't changed that much at all.

  


  
      When I arrived at the pier, all was quiet. Though sunrise was still an hour away, the morning air was already stifling, and my clothes clung heavy to my skin. A cargo ship sat, moored and lightless, at the far end of the pier, a ramp jutting upward to her deck. I hobbled toward her, my progress tracked by a trio of crewmen who lounged smoking amidst the shipping crates that were scattered along the wharf.

  


  
      By the flag flying from her mast, the ship was registered in Jamaica, but the crew mostly didn't look the part. Their appearance and the occasional snippet of Spanish that drifted to me through the still morning air led me to guess that Mexico had been this ship's last port of call. No one addressed me as I approached, nor did they object as, hesitantly, I mounted the ramp and limped upward toward the deck.

  


  
      On the ship, I was greeted by a dark-skinned boy of no more than sixteen, who led me wordlessly to the captain's quarters, knocking twice on the open door before ushering me inside. The captain was a wiry man with eyes and skin of deepest brown, and an accent to match the flag atop the mast. He sat behind a massive wooden desk, scarred and pitted – and stacked high with books and charts. He didn't rise when I entered, and as I approached to shake his hand, he waved me off, instead nodding toward a worn leather suitcase standing just inside the door.

  


  
      "I believe that is what you came for," he said. "Now take it and get the hell off my ship."

  


  
      His tone was angry, to be sure, but the quaver in his voice belied the strength of his words. This man was afraid, I realized. Of me. Of Dumas.

  


  
      Unsure how else to respond, I did as the captain said, retreating from his cabin without another word. The suitcase was heavy, and cumbersome as well. Twice as I descended the narrow ramp to the wharf, I stumbled, and nearly fell. But if the crewmen watching from behind the glowing embers of their cigarettes found my lack of grace amusing, they sure as hell didn't let on – there was nary a snicker or chiding comment to be had. It seemed the captain was not the only one who was frightened by my new employer. I was beginning to wonder if I ought to be as well.

  


  
      It was just past 5am when I arrived at Penn Station, suitcase in hand. A far cry from the modern monstrosity now crammed like an afterthought beneath the hulking behemoth of Madison Square Garden, the old station was a soaring structure of glass and granite, its imposing colonnades oddly out of place alongside the deserted sidewalks of early morning. I left the car at the curb and wrestled the suitcase inside.

  


  
      According to the board, the first train of the day – an overnight from St Louis – wasn't scheduled to arrive for another twenty minutes. Aside from an old man in coveralls, pushing a mop around like he didn't give a damn if the floor got clean, the concourse was deserted. A bank of lockers sat along the far wall, and I dragged my payload toward them, wincing as I heard my awkward, shuffling gait repeated back to me as it echoed through the vast empty space.

  


  
      When I reached the lockers, it was clear I had a problem: with its stiff outer frame, the suitcase was just too damn big. No way was it gonna fit. But I wasn't about to blow my first assignment, so I decided to improvise. I'd just empty the contents of the suitcase into the locker, and drop the empty suitcase off when I returned the car and the key.

  


  
      When I unzipped the suitcase, a sudden vinegar tang tickled my nostrils, and something else as well, earthy and unpleasant. It put me in mind of Mission Street out in San Francisco, where the hopheads used to beg for change to support their habits. The case was stuffed with paper bags, each dotted with oil spots and wrapped around something the size and shape of a brick. I took one out and looked inside. A compressed block of yellow-brown powder stared back at me, confirming what my nose had known all along.

  


  
      Heroin. Musta been fifty grand's worth, maybe more. Whatever it was worth, it was more money than I'd see in a lifetime, that's for sure.

  


  
      And there was something else for sure, too: no way was I gonna stand here in full view of anybody who cared to look and unload this thing into a locker. Which meant if I didn't figure out what I was gonna do with this shit and quick, I was pretty well screwed.

  


  
      Footfalls echoed like gunshots through the concourse. I dropped the bag back into the open suitcase and wiped my hands off on my pants. Three bleary-eyed kids trotted past, dragged by their mother toward the platform, no doubt there to greet their father upon his return from St Louis. My eyes tracked them for a moment, but they never gave me a second glance. I zipped the suitcase and lugged it back through the station to my waiting car. I circled the terminal until I hit Eighth, and then I headed northeast toward Mulgheney's.

  


  
      Dumas and I were gonna have ourselves a little chat.
  


  
     
  


  
    The walls of the narrow corridor seemed to tilt and sway by the light of Anders' match-like reflections in a funhouse mirror. I followed behind him in the darkness, dragging one hand along the wall beside me to orient myself. The air around us reeked of moisture and rot, and the concrete beneath our feet was cracked and chipped – and littered with pots and pans and empty cans of God knows what, their labels faded to sallow obscurity.

  


  
      Match burned flesh, and Anders cursed, dropping it to the floor. The match's flame guttered and died, plunging us into total darkness. My heart thudded in my chest as I remembered the eyes of the false WaiSun, their blackness so absolute it reduced all thought of light to the fleeting recollection of a half-remembered dream. I clenched my eyes against the panic and willed my heartbeat to slow.

  


  
      We were three blocks and seven stories from the rooftop, in the basement storeroom of an abandoned restaurant. It looked like they'd ditched the place midrenovation; the stenciled storefront window read Molly's, but the lettering was only half filled-in, and the entire storefront had been papered over with yellowed pages from the New York Post, the headlines eight months old. The front door was chained shut, but Anders led me around back to a secluded alley, wheeling aside a small dumpster as far as its chain would allow, to reveal a sidewalk-level service entrance, one scarred and rust-flecked corner peeled skyward just enough to get a grip. Anders grasped the corner with both hands and jerked it upward. Rusty metal squealed in protest, and then gave. Once we clambered inside, he bent the door back into place, reducing the bright afternoon sun to a mere trickle, watery and insubstantial. By the time we rounded our first corner, even that faint light disappeared, and we were reduced to traveling by match-light.

  


  
      I had to give it to him – he'd stashed her someplace nice and hard to find. Wai-Sun's top coulda done a dance on the fucking roof and I still might've never found them.

  


  
      Anders struck another match and we continued down the hall. I realized the detritus that lined the hallway was anything but random. By the light of the match, Anders zigged and zagged between makeshift walls of cans, and stacks of pots balanced precariously atop each other as if by a precocious child.

  


  
      "Your work?" I asked.

  


  
      "I figured if they found us, I didn't want 'em coming quietly," he said.

  


  
      As we climbed the stairs, the darkness lessened. To our right was what used to be the kitchen. Once doubtless stuffed with ovens and dishwashers and stainless steel countertops, all that now remained were a series of black rubber mats and a wide double sink collecting dust on the far wall. To our left, a short hall led toward the dining room. Light trickled amber through the papered windows beyond, bathing Anders and I both in a peculiar golden light.

  


  
      The light reflected yellow from a set of eyes glaring at us from a darkened corner of the kitchen. They locked on mine a moment, and then disappeared without a sound. Just a rat, I told myself. Nothing to worry about. Still, I suppressed a shiver as again I was reminded of my meeting with the demon – and of the horrid creatures he'd carried inside.

  


  
      Just beside the stairs was a door. A small placard that read "Office" hung crooked at its center. Anders approached it and knocked: first twice in rapid succession, and then thrice more.

  


  
      "Kate, it's me," he said.

  


  
      From behind the door came the clunks and scrapes of furniture being moved. The lock disengaged with a click, and then the door swung inward. Kate stood in the door frame, looking haggard but beautiful as ever, a smile dying on her lips as she saw me.

  


  
      "Kate, you've no idea how relieved I am to see you," I said, but she just backed away.

  


  
      "Anders, who is this?" she asked.

  


  
      "Kate, it's me – Sam!"

  


  
      "Anders, he told you that? He told you that and you believed him?"

  


  
      Anders was struck dumb by her response. Looked like I was on my own.

  


  
      "OK, I took you from the hospital. I saved your life when you took those pills. I made you an omelet!"

  


  
      "If you have Sam somewhere, you might've made him tell you all those things!"

  


  
      I racked my brain for anything that might convince her. "When you were young, you used to be afraid of the man who lived downstairs. For years, you refused to take the elevator alone, and at night you'd sleep beneath your bed, your pillows under your blankets as a decoy in case he came for you."

  


  
      She stared at me for a long moment, but I don't think Kate really saw me – she had a faraway look in her eye, like she was suddenly somewhere else entirely. "He had a glass eye," she said finally.

  


  
      "What?" Anders said to her.

  


  
      "He had a glass eye, and it didn't fit so well. Once, when we were talking in the elevator, it fell out. He popped it back in like nothing had happened, but from then on I was terrified of him. But how could you possibly know that?"

  


  
      I flashed her a wan smile. "Comes with the job, kid." Truth was, my head was crammed full of countless such moments, every one of them but Kate's serving as a painful reminder of a soul I had dispatched. They filled my dreams in my sleep, and when sleep would not come, it was those stolen memories – those cast-off echoes of a life misspent – that robbed me of my rest. They were my punishment. My burden to bear. And they were never very far from reach.

  


  
      But Kate didn't need to know any of that just now. She beamed back at me and threw her arms around my neck, squeezing until I thought I might pass out.

  


  
      "Where are my manners?" she said once she released me from her grasp. "Come in, come in!"

  


  
      Anders and I followed her into the office. She swung shut the door, and Anders helped her drag the scarred metal desk back in front of it. They tilted it on its side such that the desktop was wedged beneath the doorknob, bracing the door closed. The room itself was small and cramped, and flickered with the light of a dozen candles, which dripped wax on every filthy surface. Besides the desk, there was a ratty desk chair, its black vinyl cushions cracked and peeling, a hulking gray filing cabinet, and a dusty old floor lamp, its cord chewed through just inches from the base. I fingered a stack of unlabeled cans piled high atop the filing cabinet, and Kate smiled. "Pickings are kind of slim around here," she said. "We never know what we're gonna get until we open them. They're mostly just beans, but Anders swears he can tell which ones are peaches by the sound."

  


  
      My eyes settled on a pile of old clothes in the corner, arranged in a sort of makeshift bed. "Church up the street is having a clothing drive," Anders said. "I snagged those off the steps last night. Figured we're as needy as anyone. We're sleeping in shifts," he added lamely, as if I might have assumed otherwise.

  


  
      I tried to raise an eyebrow at that last, only to find that Flynn here couldn't manage it. "I'm just glad you two are safe," I said.

  


  
      "And what about you?" Kate asked. "When last we saw you, you were convulsing on the floor, and now you show up here days later in a new body, only this one already looks like you put it through the wringer. Spill it, Sam – I want to hear everything!"

  


  
      And so I told them. I told them how I shot my way out of the apartment, and how I'd requested all units to the front of the building, allowing them an opening to escape. I told them how the rookie got the jump on me, and put a bullet in my vest. I told them about the hours of interrogation, and my subsequent release. I told them of my meeting with Merihem, my run-in with the demon in Chinatown, and my unlikely deliverance at the hands of a small ceramic cat. They listened rapt throughout, asking only the occasional question of clarification, and I was suddenly struck by how young they both were – far too young, I thought, to have to deal with such unpleasantness. Then again, if life is suffering, these two were old beyond their years.

  


  
      Funny, how that thought failed to comfort me.

  


  
      What I didn't tell them were the circumstances of my release, or indeed of my meeting with the seraph at all. Even now, I'm not sure why. Maybe I didn't want to frighten Kate with the knowledge that the angels were aligned against her. Maybe I wanted to spare her the seraph's accusations of her treachery and deceit, and the fear and doubt they would instill. Maybe I didn't want to plant the notion in her head that I'd eventually betray her, as the seraph said I would.

  


  
      Or maybe, just maybe, there was some small part of me that wondered if what the angel had said was true.
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    "I'm coming with you."

  


  
      Kate's statement hung in the air like a trial balloon, daring me to shoot it down. After two days of itchy, nerve-jangling wakefulness, I'd curled up on the office floor for a little shut-eye, waking just moments before to the sound of clanking pipes. Kate and Anders were busying themselves in what was left of the kitchen, their candlelight reflecting orange off the open office door. I propped myself against the wall and rubbed sleep from my eyes with bloodied knuckles. I had no idea how long I'd been asleep. Long enough for the soreness to set in. I don't know if you've ever had the experience of being tossed about like a rag doll, but I gotta tell you, I don't recommend it.

  


  
      "Are you off your nut?" I called back, my voice echoing through the dark expanse of the basement kitchen. "That's completely out of the question!"

  


  
      "Oh, come on, Sam, I'm not some helpless little girl. If this guy knows who set me up, I want to help you get him."

  


  
      "First of all, Kate, Merihem is not a guy – he's a demon. As in powerful and evil and, whether he's involved in framing you or not, very interested in getting his hands on you. Or have you already forgotten why I got my ass kicked just yesterday?"

  


  
      "I haven't forgotten. I just figured maybe you could use me – you know, like bait."

  


  
      I said, "Bait only works when you've got yourself a trap to put it in."

  


  
      "So then – what's the plan?"

  


  
      "I don't know yet – but it sure as hell involves you staying here."

  


  
      "You're being ridiculous."

  


  
      "Am I? Let's forget for a second that the entire demon-world is looking to deliver your immortal soul to eternal damnation, quite possibly triggering a war of literally Biblical proportions – you're also the target of a citywide manhunt on the part of New York's Finest. You can't exactly flash that face of yours all over town."

  


  
      "No?" she asked, strolling through the office door and giving me a catwalk twirl. "How 'bout this one?"

  


  
      I had to admit, the transformation was impressive. Kate's long auburn locks were now shorn into a jagged bob that traced the line of her jaw. She'd bleached it all a platinum blonde, with a streak of blue framing her face to each side. Thick hoops graced her ears, and another wrapped around one nostril. A studded leather choker wound its way around her neck above a vintage T-shirt and tattered jeans patched with bits of plaid. A pair of work boots worn shiny from years of use finished off the outfit. She grinned at me with blue-painted lips, eyes sparkling from beneath streaks of metallic blue eyeshadow.

  


  
      "Well? What do you think? The clothes are mostly from the bag we snagged – Anders ran out for the rest this morning. The nose ring is a fake, but it looks legit enough, I think."

  


  
      "I gave him that money for food, not so you could play dress-up."

  


  
      "All the food in the world isn't going to do us much good if I can't ever leave this basement."

  


  
      A fair point, I had to admit. But still, going after Merihem was a far cry from simply walking the streets unnoticed. "Kate, I'm sorry, but there's just no way. You're staying here with Anders, and that's final."
  


  
     
  


  
    Hot breath clouded the windshield of the van as I sat watching the stoop of Merihem's Staten Island lair, smoking cigarette after cigarette as much for warmth as out of boredom. The engine skipped a bit, and the van shuddered as if from a sudden chill. I knew how it felt. I'd snatched this rusty piece of shit from a parking garage over on Prospect Avenue, and swapped its plates with another just as ugly at a liquor store a couple blocks away. The way I figured it, even if anybody reported this baby missing, the cops would spend their night chasing down the wrong van. By the time they sorted out what happened, I'd be long gone. Still, if I'd known the heat was busted on this one, I might've opted for Door Number Two.
  


  
      "You want to give me one of those?" Kate asked, eyeing the cigarette as she shivered inside her leather jacket.

  


  
      "Not a chance."

  


  
      "Come on – it's freezing in here."

  


  
      "Hey, you're the one who wanted to come. Besides, these things'll kill you."

  


  
      "I thought you were supposed to kill me."

  


  
      "Yeah, well," I said, "the night is young."

  


  
      "I still don't see why we couldn't stop off for coffee and doughnuts – I mean, this is a stakeout, after all."

  


  
      "Maybe if you hadn't blown all our cash on that get-up of yours, we might have."

  


  
      "Hey – this get-up is what got me here. Not to mention, you just stole a car. You can't find a way to score a couple bucks?"

  


  
      "Sorry – I'll try to snatch a body with a debit card next time."

  


  
      For the first time in the three hours we'd been sitting here, Kate fell silent. We watched the flophouse for a while in the sudden quiet, nothing much happening but the occasional junkie heading in, or a john coming out. Wind whipped down the street, tipping trash cans and rattling the low-slung shrubberies that clung, gray and dead, to either side of the stoop. Though the doors and windows of the van remained closed, the wind cut through them like nothing at all. My knuckles ached from it, and Kate, in the passenger seat, pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged herself for warmth.

  


  
      "I don't know how you do it," she said finally.
  


  
      "Do what?"
  


  
      "Swap bodies like that. I mean, I changed my hair and my clothes and I feel like a different person. It's got to be hard not to lose track of who you are."

  


  
      I shrugged. "It's not so hard, really."

  


  
      "No?"

  


  
      "I once read that nothing fixes something so intensely in your memory as the desire to forget it."

  


  
      "What's that supposed to mean?"

  


  
      "Nothing," I said. "Looks like we're on."

  


  
      A figure had approached the stoop. Not an inch over four feet, and a slight four feet at that, he looked tiny and afraid in the orange glare of the sodium-vapor street lights. A filthy down jacket hung loose around his frame.

  


  
      "You've got to be fucking kidding me," I said.

  


  
      Kate shot me a puzzled glance. "Who the hell is that?"

  


  
      "A liability," I replied.

  


  
      Pinch paused at the bottom of the stoop, casting furtive glances left and right, and then he ascended the steps, knocking on the flophouse door. I stubbed out my cigarette and cracked the window. Whatever went down, I was damn sure I wanted to hear it.

  


  
      After a moment, the door opened. Behind it was a chocolate-skinned woman in a leather halter and a denim miniskirt; a luxuriant head of cinnamon locks that was almost certainly a wig cascaded down over her naked shoulders. She was rail-thin, with sunken eyes and a face that could have been a young-looking fifty or a weathered thirty. My money was on the latter.

  


  
      "Ain't you a little young to come 'round here, sport?" she asked. Her words dripped with condescension. A smile played across her face.

  


  
      "I'm here to see Merihem," Pinch replied.

  


  
      "Kid, I don't know where you heard that name, but believe me when I tell you, you'd best forget it quick, you hear? Now why don't you run along to Mommy – I'm sure she'd hate to hear what kind of trouble her baby's gettin' hisself into."

  


  
      "It's about the girl."

  


  
      "What girl you talking about?"

  


  
      "You know what girl," Pinch said.

  


  
      "Honest, baby, I don't. Maybe you could come inside and tell me?"

  


  
      "I'll only talk to Merihem."

  


  
      "Well, then, I guess I got no choice. Come on in, child, and I'll take you to him."

  


  
      "I'm young, I'm not stupid. He wants to talk to me, he can bring his ass out here."

  


  
      Her eyes flashed with anger at that last. "You'd best watch that mouth of yours, boy – you don't know who it is you're speaking of."

  


  
      "I know enough," he said. "Just go get him."

  


  
      The woman disappeared back into the house, and the door swung shut. Pinch shifted from foot to foot as he waited, rubbing his hands together to ward off the cold. He glanced around again, looking down the street away from us, and then directly toward the van. If he saw us inside, he didn't let on.

  


  
      "I don't get it," Kate said. "She seemed pissed he wouldn't go inside, but that chick was twice his size – why didn't she just grab him?"

  


  
      I smiled despite myself. "Because she couldn't. See, she can try to tempt him all she likes, but if he won't enter of his own accord, there's nothing she can do to make him. Sin is all about free will, which means evil has no power unless you grant it."

  


  
      "Tell that to my family."

  


  
      I flushed. "Kate, I'm sorry. You know I didn't mean–"

  


  
      "Forget it," she said. "Something's happening."

  


  
      The flophouse door swung open again, but this time, the errand girl was nowhere to be seen. Merihem looked down at the boy, a benevolent smile pasted on his face. Even from here, I could see it didn't touch his eyes. They exchanged a few words, and then Pinch beckoned Merihem to follow him. I dropped the van into gear and waited.

  


  
      They stepped off of the curb and headed west across the street – Pinch leading, Merihem a couple steps behind. I floored the gas and the van lurched forward. Beside me, Kate screamed.

  


  
      "Sam, what the hell are you doing?"

  


  
      "Hold on to something," I replied.

  


  
      "I thought this was a stakeout!"

  


  
      "Change of plans."

  


  
      The van shook like it was coming apart at the seams, and the engine whined in protest, but I kept the pedal to the floor. Merihem looked toward us, startled by the sudden noise. His eyes registered shock and surprise as they met mine. Then they registered the windshield as the van slammed full bore into him.

  


  
      I hit the brakes. The van screeched to a halt. Merihem didn't. He skittered across the pavement for a moment, a tangle of limbs and tattered clothes, and then slid to a stop, leaning heavily against the curb.

  


  
      I threw open the driver's side door and sprinted toward him, tire iron in hand. An acrid cloud of burnt rubber hung like fog over the roadway. Merihem shook his head as if to clear it, and tried to stand. I hit him with the tire iron, and he went down. Just stunned, I knew, and not for long, but it was all I needed. I leapt atop him and stuffed a shard from the ceramic cat into his mouth, wedging it tight such that the tip dug into the soft flesh of his palate. Merihem whimpered in sudden pain.

  


  
      "Pinch, now!" I called. The kid picked himself up off the pavement and yanked a roll of duct tape from his coat pocket, tossing it to me.

  


  
      "Jesus, Sam," Pinch said, "could you have cut that any closer?"

  


  
      "You're still standing," I replied. I tore off a length of duct tape and pressed it tight to Merihem's mouth, wrapping it around his head a couple times for good measure. I grabbed him by the lapel and pulled him close, his nose nearly touching mine.

  


  
      "The shard in your mouth – you know what it is?"

  


  
      Merihem nodded, eyes wide with fear.

  


  
      "Good. If I were you, I'd concentrate real hard on not biting down on it, or you might end up going byebye, you get me?"

  


  
      Again, he nodded. I kicked him over, and grabbed his wrists, binding them tight behind his back with duct tape. Ankles, too. He grunted something unintelligible. I ignored it.

  


  
      "Pinch," I called, "help me get him up! Kate, get the doors open!"

  


  
      I grabbed Merihem by the arms. Pinch scooped up his ankles. Together, we hauled him to the van. Kate, who'd watched the whole affair with obvious horror through the windshield of the van, snapped out of it in time to climb in back and throw open the rear doors. We tossed in Merihem, and Pinch climbed in, too, pulling the doors closed behind him. Then I hopped into the driver's seat and punched it. The whole affair couldn't have taken more than thirty seconds, start to finish.

  


  
      Son of a bitch, I thought – we just kidnapped a demon. I glanced back at the demon in question, noting with no small measure of fear the hatred that glinted in his eyes.

  


  
      I'd better be right about the girl, I thought, because if I was wrong, the horrors of this existence were nothing compared to the torment I had in store.
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    "Sam, what the hell was that back there?"

  


  
      Kate glared at me, her face flushed from anger and cold both. The abandoned munitions factory towered overhead, its long shadow hiding us from the damning glow of the street lights and protecting us from prying eyes. The lot beside the loading docks was cracked and overgrown, maybe four decades of detritus littering seemingly every inch – beer bottles, fast-food wrappers, yellowed scraps of newspaper. At the far end of the lot, a tattered baby carriage sat on its side, one wheel spinning in the chill breeze. The chain-link fence around the property had gone up long ago, topped with barbed wire, but the padlock on the gate was rusted through, and a few good whacks with the tire iron did the trick. Anders and Pinch were inside with our guest. Kate, it seemed, had other plans.

  


  
      "Look, Kate, I don't have time for this right now."
  


  
      "The hell you don't. You said we were going there to watch, and instead we fucking snatch the guy? And what's with the kid? You make like you don't know what's going on, and next thing I know, he's in the goddamn van! You sent him, didn't you, you son of a bitch? You sent him, and you just decided not to tell me!"

  


  
      "If I'd told you," I asked, "would you have let me do it?"

  


  
      "Of course not," Kate replied. "He's just a kid, for God's sake!"

  


  
      "You think I don't know that? You think I would've sent him if I had any other choice? If I'd gone to the door myself, I wouldn't have lasted ten seconds – they'd have dragged me in there and torn me limb from limb. That whole free-will clause doesn't apply to me – my fate was sealed a long time ago, and that means I'm fair game. No, for this to work, I needed someone human – someone innocent. Obviously, I couldn't send you, since you're the one they're looking for, and half the fucking demon-world saw Anders and me together when he helped me back to Friedlander's. That left the kid."

  


  
      "Still – you just sat there and deceived me."

  


  
      "I couldn't run the risk you'd wig out and botch the job. This isn't a game we're playing, Kate. If I let them take you, there's a good chance that this world is over. If that happens, that kid and everybody else are in for a life of suffering and agony, so if I've got to make a tough call or two, that's fine by me. My only priority is to keep you safe."

  


  
      "Even if it means lying to me?" Kate asked.

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "And Anders? Did he know?"

  


  
      I paused, considering a lie – before reluctantly settling on the truth. "Yes."

  


  
      "So it's just me that you don't trust."

  


  
      "That's not it at all, Kate. Anders knows the kid. I don't. For the plan to work, I needed Anders to go talk to him, get him on our side – and someone had to prepare this place ahead of time for our arrival. If I could have left them out of this, I would have. But this I couldn't do alone."

  


  
      "Hey, guys?" Anders said, poking his head out the door beside the loading dock. "This really isn't the best time. You maybe wanna come inside and talk to the angry demon?"

  


  
      "Just give me a minute," I replied. Anders ducked back inside. "Listen, Kate, I appreciate your objections – really, I do. But whether you like it or not, Merihem is the closest thing we've got to a lead, which means we've got to know what he knows. Now, if that means I've got to hurt him, then so be it. If you can't be around for that, I understand. But we're too deep in this to look back now."

  


  
      "You think he knows who killed my family?" Kate asked.

  


  
      "He might."

  


  
      "You think he's gonna talk?"

  


  
      "I'm not sure."

  


  
      "If he doesn't," she said, "I'll kill the bastard myself."
  


  
     
  


  
    Candles flickered in the cold expanse of the factory, throwing shadows – of girders and machinery too cumbersome to have been removed – across the dirtstreaked windows and graffiti-tagged walls that surrounded us. Merihem sat duct-taped to a wooden chair in the center of the room, his mouth still bound. The chair – which we'd, uh, borrowed from the dining room of Kane and Anders' restaurant hideout – was propped against an I-beam that jutted upward from the uneven concrete floor and disappeared into the darkness above. Between the chair legs and the Ibeam lay a scrap of two-by-four maybe three feet long, into which I'd wedged a half a dozen shards of ceramic, all pointing skyward. A length of nylon rope, looped around the chair's back legs at one end and clutched in Anders' closed fist at the other, spanned the seven or so feet between us. If Merihem tried anything, Anders just had to give the rope a tug and the chair would fall. If that happened, Merihem was gonna get a back full of goodbye. To his credit, he seemed to know it. Though his eyes glinted with cold, animal fury, he sat as still as death.
  


  
      "Merihem," I said, "I'm going to remove the shard from your mouth, now. You so much as flinch, I swear I will end you, you hear me?" Merihem nodded once. "Good. Anders?" Anders nodded as well, and coiled the rope once more around his hand, stretching the line tight between them. Just a twitch, and it'd be curtains for Merihem.

  


  
      The tape wound around Merihem's head several times, and came off reluctantly, tearing flesh and hair free as it did. He winced, but did not move. The shard was still in place – the strain on Merihem's jaw was obvious as he struggled to keep it open to prevent the sharpened tip from plunging deeper into the soft tissue of his palate and sending him to oblivion. Gripping his jaw with one hand, I reached in with the other and yanked free the shard. Beside me, Anders tensed, but Merihem just flexed his jaw a moment, and then was still.

  


  
      "I take it you found Wai-Sun, then," Merihem said.

  


  
      "What, this?" I said, holding up the shard. "No, this I got at Yankee Stadium on Kill a Fucking Demon Day." I wiped it off on my shirt and dropped it into my pocket.

  


  
      "That the girl?"

  


  
      "I'm sorry, am I the one tied to the chair? How 'bout I ask the questions for now, and maybe later we can switch."

  


  
      "Cute, Sam – real cute. I'm going to kill you all, you know. I'll start with the little one," he said, nodding toward Pinch. "Then him," Merihem said, indicating Anders, "then you. I'll make the girl watch."

  


  
      "Yeah, that's nice," I said. "But before we do that, why don't you tell me why the fuck you set me up?"

  


  
      "It was nothing personal, Sam – you of all people should know that. It's just the girl's a hot commodity. Besides, I didn't have a choice – he got to me just after we met."

  


  
      "Who? Who got to you?"

  


  
      "His name is Beleth."

  


  
      "Never heard of him."

  


  
      "That's because he doesn't often deign to meddle in the affairs of Man." Then, addressing Kate: "You, missy, have attracted some serious attention – you should be flattered!"

  


  
      "Go fuck yourself," Kate replied.

  


  
      Black flames raged for a moment in Merihem's eyes. He blinked, and they disappeared. "Ooh, she's feisty – I can see why you like her so much, Sam. Maybe I'll take a go at her myself. I mean, she'll be kind of pretty once I tear that fucking ring out of her nose. Honestly, I've no idea what these kids today are thinking."

  


  
      Kate fingered the nose ring. I shot her a look, and she stopped.

  


  
      "So this Beleth," I said, "what's his interest in me?"

  


  
      "His interest? You're in the way, Sam, it's as simple as that. That the girl will be collected is a foregone conclusion. The only one who doesn't seem to know that is you. You've become an embarrassment – you're making our whole damn operation look like a bunch of bumbling amateurs. The folks you're crossing don't enjoy being made fools of."

  


  
      "Is Beleth the one who set Kate up?"

  


  
      "Get it through your head, Sam – nobody set her up. It's been all her, all along. Every blow. Every slice. Every agonized scream. All of it the result of the depraved little creature scowling so adorably beside you. You understand, dear, that I mean no offense – I'm actually quite a fan. It's just time for you to come home, is all."

  


  
      "Thanks for the invitation," Kate said, "but I'd really rather not."

  


  
      Merihem smiled, all teeth and ill intentions – the kind of smile you feel in the pit of your stomach. "Sweetheart, you make it sound as though you have a choice."

  


  
      I interrupted. "So this Beleth – what else can you tell us about him?"

  


  
      "I can tell you that he's a ways above my pay grade. Until Blondie here came into the picture, I'd never met him – I'd only heard the stories."

  


  
      "Stories? What kind of stories?"

  


  
      "They say he's a great monarch of the Depths. That he's most favored by the Adversary. That he's got a significant role to play in the great battle to come."

  


  
      "You mean Armageddon?"

  


  
      Merihem scoffed. "I sure as shit don't mean Survivor."

  


  
      "Who says?" I asked. "What kind of role?"

  


  
      "How the fuck should I know? They say, you know? This shit's all been foretold. Beleth is a mighty and terrible king of the netherworld. His name shall bring forth the sounding of trumpets. That sort of thing."

  


  
      "That's not a lot to go on."

  


  
      "Hey, they're your books, man. It's not my fault you people take lousy notes. I'll tell you this, though: if he had any fucking idea I was telling you this shit –"

  


  
      "He doesn't."

  


  
      "Not yet, maybe, but rest assured he will – and when he does, we're both gonna pay."

  


  
      "Merihem, Beleth is dead."

  


  
      At that last, his face dropped. Gone was the glimmer of fury in his eyes. For the first time, Merihem looked scared. "What the hell do you mean, dead?"

  


  
      "Just what I said."

  


  
      "Oh, fuck – the shards – I mean, I just figured you escaped!"

  


  
      "I did. Right after I killed him."

  


  
      "Shit, Sam, do you even realize what you've done? Nobody's killed one of my kind since the last Great War! If word gets out that Beleth is dead, the Fallen are liable to get the wrong idea, figure he's a victim of the crackdown. That happens, we've got war in the fucking streets. Not to mention, it's gonna come out eventually what really happened, and that's gonna lead them all to the both of us. When that happens, this little girl is gonna be the least of your worries. Man, you've fucked us but good."

  


  
      "So what's the play, then?" I asked.

  


  
      "Sam, you have to let me go – it's the only way. I can make sure nobody catches wind of what we've done. Beleth's got to have some enemies in the demon-world – our only shot's to try and put this all on them. If it looks like he's been killed by one of his own, we can maybe avoid a war."

  


  
      "Avoid our asses in a sling, you mean," I said.

  


  
      "That, too. You're in no position to begrudge me my motives, Sam."

  


  
      "You forget, I'm already in a world of shit for taking the girl. Honestly, what's a little more heat?"

  


  
      "I'm not talking a little, Sam. You're a fucking gnat right now – an annoyance. Word gets out you killed Beleth, they're gonna think you're trying to jumpstart the End Days. That'd make you priority number one for both sides. We're all happy in our roles, Sam. Comfortable. Isn't anybody on either side that wants to see the balance disrupted."

  


  
      I fell silent a moment, mulling what he'd just told me. "If I let you go," I asked, "what assurance do I have you'll do as you say?"

  


  
      Kate balked. "Sam, you couldn't seriously be considering letting him go?"

  


  
      If Merihem heard her, though, he gave no indication. His eyes were locked on mine, his face betraying nothing. "You have my word," he said.

  


  
      "Your word," Anders said. "Some fucking use that is."

  


  
      "Yeah, Sam – let's finish this guy," Pinch chimed in.

  


  
      "His word is his bond," I said, quietly. The corners of Merihem's mouth turned upward ever so slightly, almost imperceptible in the flickering candlelight. Almost.

  


  
      "What?" Kate asked.

  


  
      "His word is his bond," I repeated. "He's obligated to honor it. It's the way of his kind." I didn't say the rest. That his kind is disinclined to make pacts that end well for the second party – witness my day job. I didn't mention it because the way I saw it, we were both desperate. We both stood to lose. And if letting him go bought me enough time to clear Kate's name, then the deal would have been worth it, and the consequences be damned.

  


  
      "So he'd have to help us?" Pinch asked.

  


  
      "We let you walk out of here, and you leave us be, you got me? You don't come after the girl, you don't send anyone after her – you don't let it slip you might know where she is. Same goes for any of them. These kids are untouchable."

  


  
      Merihem nodded. "All I'm worried about right now is my own ass. They tie me to Beleth's death, and it's all over. Far as I'm concerned, I never saw you."

  


  
      "Anders," I said, "set down the rope."

  


  
      "Are we really gonna do this?" he asked.

  


  
      "I don't see we have a choice."

  


  
      "This is ridiculous," Kate said.

  


  
      "Anders, the rope."

  


  
      Anders let go of the rope. It fell to the floor. I let out a breath I didn't even realize I'd been holding.

  


  
      "Sam," said Merihem, "you're making the right choice."

  


  
      I swear I never saw it coming. One minute, Kate stood fuming beside me, and the next, she'd closed the gap to Merihem. In one smooth motion, she kicked the chair out from beneath him. He teetered for a moment, his eyes wide with fear and surprise, and then he fell atop the shards. A horrid, guttural scream pierced the air and blew out windows the factory over. Candles guttered and died all around us. Anders crumpled to the floor, head in hands, and Pinch began to cry. But Kate never wavered, never flinched. As Merihem's writhing, fading form burst open, releasing the thousands of nameless scurrying things that passed for his soul, she spat on it, paying no heed to the terrible creatures that crawled, dragged, and scampered across her feet.

  


  
      And under her breath, nearly lost beneath the echoing screams, she said, "That's for my family, you evil son of a bitch."
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    Finally all was silent, and the mewling creatures gone. Anders was lying on the concrete floor, his eyes clenched shut, his face twisted in pain. He held his hands to his ears, a useless gesture. The sound he sought to keep out was in his mind: the anguished cries of those nameless, scurrying things that were once Merihem as they faded from existence. I knew, because I'd heard it twice now. Just two more things I wished I could unremember. Two among thousands.

  


  
      I shambled over to where Anders lay, my borrowed body trembling, my knees threatening to buckle. I told myself that it was just a natural response to what I'd just been witness to, but I knew that wasn't completely true. Merihem's death had rattled me in a way Beleth's had not. Merihem wasn't a friend – not exactly – but we had a history, he and I, and that's not something you can easily forget. Now he was dead. Dead because of me. And it was a senseless death, at that – no honor, no dignity, no reason at all it had to happen. Demon or not, I couldn't help but think Merihem deserved better than that.

  


  
      "Anders – are you all right?" He looked up at me and nodded. Anders was lying, of course, but that he was well enough to lie was a good sign. "We've got to get moving. Half of Staten Island must've heard those windows blow – we haven't got a lot of time."

  


  
      I felt terrible for the kid – lacking whatever filter prevented normal people from seeing the world as it really was, only to be branded a nutcase, by them and me at first as well. Of course, if any of those so-called normal people could see the things that Anders had seen, they'd be a little twitchy, too.

  


  
      I helped him to his feet, and nodded toward Pinch, who had retreated to a far corner of the room. Pinch sat with his back to the wall, rocking back and forth with his knees hugged tight to his chest. "Go help him," I said, "I'll take care of Kate."

  


  
      Kate, for her part, was nowhere to be seen. Not that that meant much – most of the candles were extinguished during Merihem's exit, and the few that remained did little to push back the encroaching darkness. I noticed a thin rectangle of paler darkness along the far wall – a door, standing slightly ajar and leading to the night beyond. No doubt that's where she'd gone. I gave chase, and prayed she hadn't gone too far.

  


  
      She hadn't. I found Kate standing with her back to me in the center of the abandoned, weed-strewn parking lot. She was shaking, I noticed, and she held her arms tight across her chest, hugging herself. It wasn't entirely from the cold, I thought. Demon or not, you couldn't just take a life and not have it rattle you a little. I once heard that it gets easier. I think they had it backwards. After a while, you just get harder.

  


  
      "You wanna tell me what the hell just happened back there?" I asked.

  


  
      She turned and looked at me, her eyes flashing with angry rebellion. "I ought to ask you the same thing. Did you think I was going to stand idly by as you let that bastard walk out of here?"

  


  
      "You're damn right that's what I thought! Letting Merihem go was the smart play. I don't know if you've noticed, Kate, but we're kinda short on allies right about now, and thanks to you, we've got one less."

  


  
      "You think he was an ally? I've got a newsflash for you, Sam – Merihem was a demon. As in evil. I did the world a favor, killing him."

  


  
      "The hell you did. You wanna do the world a favor? Try dropping this bullshit vengeance trip and get on board with the whole keeping-you-alive thing."

  


  
      "Bullshit?" Kate spat. "You think that this is bullshit? You said yourself they killed my family, Sam. This was just my way of trying to even the score."

  


  
      "I said that one of them killed your family. I never said that it was Merihem."

  


  
      "Does it matter? They're all the same."

  


  
      "No," I said, "they're not."

  


  
      "They're demons. End of story."

  


  
      "You know what separates a demon from an angel? Choice. Angels are beholden to the will of God. Not a bad gig if you can get it, I guess. No doubt. No pain. No fear. No free will, either, but most don't seem to mind. There were some, though, who did – some who thought free will was worth losing everything for. They turned their backs on who they were, which meant turning their back on God. They were cast out for their impudence, forced to live a twisted, perverted existence, forever obscured from the light of God's grace."

  


  
      "Why are you telling me this?"

  


  
      "Because you need to understand that whoever killed your family made a choice to do so. Because back there, you just did the same. Demons aren't the only ones with free will, Kate. Be sure you use yours wisely."

  


  
      "You think that Merihem was innocent," she said.

  


  
      "Of this, yes."

  


  
      "What makes you so sure?"

  


  
      "Merihem was a corrupter of souls, a bringer of pestilence. For his line of work, this world of yours is fertile ground. He had no more interest in seeing it end than you do."

  


  
      "That doesn't exactly make him sound like one of the good guys."

  


  
      "I never said he was. But this is bigger than you, Kate. Bigger than what happened to your family. If they succeed in collecting you, we're talking about the end of the world. I'll take my help wherever I can get it."

  


  
      Kate gazed in silence at the pavement for a moment. When she spoke, it was barely a whisper, and her eyes never left the ground. "The last time I spoke to them, it was in anger."

  


  
      "What? Who?"
  


  
      "My mom. My dad. My brother. I'd been planning a road trip with some friends for the summer. There's this music festival out in Washington – three days of bands and camping and whatever. It just seems so fucking silly now. Anyways, Dad said I could go, but Mom thought I was too young to go traipsing across the country by myself. I tried to tell her I wouldn't be by myself – that we'd be fine – but she wouldn't hear any of it. We ended up shouting at each other over the breakfast table, and I said some things…"

  


  
      Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she was suddenly racked with sobs. "Kate," I said, "you don't have to tell me –"

  


  
      "Yes, I do. I can't just keep carrying it around. It's too much." I nodded, and she continued. "I told her that I hated her. That my real mother would've let me go. That I wished that she was dead instead."

  


  
      I was taken aback. "Your real mother?"

  


  
      Kate nodded. "She died when I was very young. Complications from childbirth. And Dad… I mean, I know he missed her, but he never took it out on me. When I was three, he met Patricia. She's the only mother I've ever known. I just can't believe I said those things – and all over a stupid fucking trip!"

  


  
      "I'm sure she knew you didn't mean it."

  


  
      "Did she? Did she know I didn't mean it when I killed her husband right in front of her? When I killed her son? Did she know it while I tortured her?"

  


  
      "Kate, that wasn't you. You have to understand that."

  


  
      "How can you be sure? How can you know I didn't, I don't know, invite something in when I said what I said? That I didn't open the door for this to happen?"

  


  
      "It doesn't work that way, Kate. If a moment of anger was enough to invite a possession, there wouldn't be demons enough for the demand."

  


  
      "You say that, sure, but you aren't certain – I can see it in your eyes. You've seen what I'm capable of," she said, nodding toward the factory door. "You've seen what I can do when I get angry."

  


  
      "Yeah, I have, but I've also seen your soul. I know you weren't responsible for your family's death, Kate, even if you don't. You've just got to trust me."

  


  
      Kate brushed tears from her cheeks and looked at me, eyes rimmed with red. "And what about what I did back there? If you looked at my soul now, what would you see? Have I been tainted by what I've done? Can you just collect my soul now, and go on about your merry way?"

  


  
      "It doesn't work that way, Kate. You knew full well what Merihem was when you did what you did. Besides, you're innocent in all of this – he and his kind had no business meddling in your affairs."

  


  
      She laughed – a shrill, humorless bark of a laugh. "So I just get a freebie, then?"

  


  
      "I wish it were that easy," I said, "but taking a life – human or not, justified or not – it eats at you. You take enough of them, it'll hollow you out from the inside, until there's nothing left but a husk of your former self. I don't want to see you head down that path."

  


  
      "Is that what you are, Sam – a husk of your former self?"

  


  
      I shook this borrowed head, shrugged these shoulders that weren't mine. "Sometimes I think I'm something even less than that." I took her hand, led her back toward the open factory door. She didn't resist – not exactly – but there was no volition to her movements; I felt like I was posing a doll. "C'mon, kid," I said, squeezing her hand in mine, "time's short. We've got to get you out of here."

  


  
     
  


  
    The midday sun reflected off the chromed storefront of the bar, casting haloes of light across the sidewalk and causing me to squint. I took a sip of coffee from the mug in front of me, but it was cold and bitter, and seared like acid as it went down. I pushed the mug aside. Really, I shoulda stopped drinking this shit three cups ago: my eyes were dry and itchy, and felt too big for their sockets; my scalp was crawling from the caffeine and the lack of sleep. But I wasn't about to slink off to bed. Not with a fortune in heroin stuffed into the back of a borrowed car. Not without talking to Dumas.

  


  
      When I left Penn Station, I headed straight to Mulgheney's, but by the time I got there it was nearly 6am, and they'd been closed for hours. I parked the car out of sight around the block, and plopped myself down on a stoop across the street that afforded me a decent view of the entrance to the bar. I was determined to sit here for as long as it took, and anyways, what choice did I have? Dumas never gave me his number or address, so all I had to go on was that Mulgheney's was his favorite watering hole, and he had the look of a guy who had himself one hell of a thirst. The way I figured, it was only a matter of time before he showed.

  


  
      Eventually, though, the waiting wore on me, and I realized if I was gonna last the day, I was gonna need a little pickme-up, and a bite to eat as well. So I moved camp to a lunch counter just a couple doors down, and ordered up a cup of coffee and a plate of steak and eggs, rare and over easy. The eggs came over hard, and the steak well, but the coffee did the trick, and the refills were free. Two hours later, though, the guy behind the counter lost his patience with me and quit topping me up, hence the cold and bitter. Didn't matter, though. Just as I was beginning to contemplate the odds on another sip being any better than the last, I spotted my mark.

  


  
      Dumas was half a block away, slouching toward the bar in a sweat-stained camel-colored suit, a matching cap atop his head. I tossed a couple bills onto the counter and slid off of my stool. As I approached, he pulled the cap off of his head and mopped his brow with his sleeve. The cap blocked his view of the street. He never saw me coming.

  


  
      I caught up to him just steps from the entrance of the bar, grabbing a fistful of lapel and pinning him to the wall. His face was a mask of shock and surprise, and his eyes glinted in sudden anger. Still, he made no move to stop me.

  


  
      "You set me up, you son of a bitch!"

  


  
      His prodigious brow furrowed. "Sammy, what is this about? Set you up how?"

  


  
      "Don't play dumb with me. That package I was picking up? It was smack."

  


  
      "Now how the hell would you know that? Your orders were to pick it up and drop it off, not to open it."

  


  
      "Yeah, well, I did."
  


  
      "Why on Earth would you go and do a thing like that?"
  


  
      "Why doesn't matter – what matters is what was inside."
  


  
      "Believe me when I tell you, Sam, it matters very much. That dope, it belongs to some pretty dangerous people – people who would not take kindly to you messin' with their product."

  


  
      "It didn't fit," I said.

  


  
      Dumas cocked his head, shot me a puzzled look. "What?"

  


  
      "The suitcase. I tried to put it in the locker, but it didn't fit, so I figured I'd just take out the contents, leave 'em in the locker like you said."

  


  
      To my surprise, Dumas laughed – a big boisterous fullbodied laugh that set his chins quivering. "It didn't fit? Shit, ain't that a hoot!"

  


  
      "Yeah, a regular laugh riot."

  


  
      "Ah, you know what they say – the best laid plans and all that. You didn't leave it there, did you? All unwrapped and everything?"

  


  
      "No, I didn't leave it there," I snapped. "It's in the car."

  


  
      "And where's the car?"

  


  
      "It's safe."

  


  
      "Good boy, good boy. So you been waiting here for me ever since?"

  


  
      "That's right."

  


  
      "Sounds like you've been having yourself one bitch of a day. Why don't you come inside and we'll discuss it over a drink, like civilized men? Maybe I can explain myself a bit, you'll see I ain't as bad as I might seem."

  


  
      I don't know why, but I released him. Dumas straightened his jacket, picked his cap up off the sidewalk, and gestured for me to head inside.

  


  
      He led me to a booth in the back – his usual, it seemed, the one I'd met him in before – and flagged down the bartender, ordering a beer and a shot apiece. When they arrived, Dumas downed his shot and took a pull of beer. I ignored mine. He eyed me a moment, giving me a chance to reconsider, and then shrugged.

  


  
      "Listen," he said, "I'm real sorry about this mornin'. You weren't meant to see that."

  


  
      "That doesn't change the fact I did."

  


  
      "You're right, of course. I guess I owe you an explanation."

  


  
      "What good is explaining gonna do?" I said. "I'm no dope peddler."

  


  
      "Nor am I, Sam – nor am I. But I am in shipping, and if there are people willing to pay mightily for their shipments to arrive in time and unmolested, who am I to turn them away? What is in those shipments is their concern, not mine. And OK, yeah, maybe this time, I knew what was in the suitcase, but so what? These folks ain't giving this shit to schoolchildren, they're running a business. As in, if people wanna buy it, it's none o' mine."

  


  
      "You can't expect me to just look the other way, pretend I never saw what I saw. The world doesn't work that way."

  


  
      "Believe me, Sam, people see what they choose to see every damn day of their lives. Besides, I'm not the bad guy here, and neither are my clients. You wanna blame somebody, you blame Uncle Sam. These clients o' mine, they were perfectly happy running booze across the border, and wasn't nobody complaining then. But then Repeal yanked the rug right out from under 'em, and what do you expect 'em all to do? They got a right to make a living, after all."

  


  
      "Sure, they got a right, only I don't want any part in the living they choose to make. The catch is, now I'm stuck with a car full of dope and nowhere to put it. Or rather, you are, 'cause I'm out." I slid the keys across the table toward Dumas. They came to rest against his substantial belly, which pressed tight against the table's edge.

  


  
      "You're out."

  


  
      "That's right."

  


  
      Dumas nodded, raised his hands in acquiescence. "All right," he said. "I can see you've thought this through. I guess all that's left is the matter of your wife, then. Or had you forgotten?"

  


  
      "You leave Elizabeth out of this."

  


  
      "It'd be a damn shame if she got dropped from the program now – I hear she's makin' such progress, after all."

  


  
      "Damn it, she hasn't done anything wrong. You wanna punish me, you go ahead, but you leave her be."

  


  
      "Oh, don't worry, Sam, you'll get yours, but the deal was you work for me, your Elizabeth gets the treatment she so desperately needs. You don't work for me, she doesn't – it's as simple as that."

  


  
      "You'd really do that to her? You'd really let an honest woman die?"

  


  
      "Oh, no, Sam – not me. You. You go back on this deal of ours now, it's you who's letting her die. Her blood is on your hands."

  


  
      I dropped my gaze then, to the shot that lay in front of me, and to the beer. I stared at them a while, not moving, not speaking. Then I tossed the former back, and chased it with the latter, glugging away at the beer until there was nothing left but foam.

  


  
      "All right," I said. "Just tell me what I need to do."
  


  
     
  


  
    Back in the factory, Anders sat huddled beside Pinch, one arm slung around the boy's shoulders. Pinch was shaking, and tears welled in his eyes, but he bit them back. A tough kid, I thought, but still just a kid. I felt sorry for him. I felt sorry for them all.

  


  
      The sound of sirens cut through the still night air, drifting through the empty window frames and reverberating off the factory walls like an unholy orchestra. We didn't have a lot of time.

  


  
      I searched the charred wreckage of the chair for the remains of the ceramic cat, but they'd been mostly ground to dust – there wasn't enough left of them to threaten a cockroach, much less a full-sized demon. That left only the shard that I'd removed from Merihem's mouth, its slight weight in my shirt pocket an uncomfortable reminder of just how tenuous a protection it was.

  


  
      I ushered them out the door and into the van, slamming shut the doors behind them. A glimpse of flashing red and white through an alley, a siren's wail approaching. The van's engine didn't want to catch. Just a sputter, then nothing, over and over again. Eventually, though, it fired to life, and I dropped it into gear, lurching away from the curb without lights and screaming down the street.

  


  
      "Where are we going?" Kate asked.
  


  
      "Don't know. First thing is, we've got to find a spot to ditch the van – somebody might've seen us snatch Merihem, and even if they didn't, the thing's too hot to hold for long. After that, you three are gonna hafta hole up a while. I'm gonna try and get some answers."

  


  
      "But with Merihem gone, aren't you kinda out of sources?"

  


  
      "No," I said, my face set in a frown. "There is one other."
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    "Collector," she said, a smile dancing across her luscious lips – lips painted a red so deep they looked black by the pale glow of the moon. The color of lust, I thought. Of blood. "I confess, I was surprised you called – and as you know, I don't surprise easily."

  


  
      "Thanks for meeting me here, Lily."

  


  
      Her smile faltered. On that face, with those lips, it was like snuffing out the sun. "You know I hate it when you call me that," she said, "and as for meeting you, it's not as if I had a choice."

  


  
      She was right, about the latter, at least. I'd ditched the van in an alley off of Lafayette. Allison Park was just a couple blocks away, all old-growth forest and verdant lawns and quiet. Once an asylum for dying sailors, the park would suit my needs just fine. I'd stashed the three kids in a picnic shelter buried deep within the trees. Just a shingled roof atop a dozen rough-hewn posts, a stack of picnic tables chained together in one corner, the structure was more concealment than shelter, but it was well away from prying eyes, so for now, it'd have to do.

  


  
      Once there, I'd sent Anders in search of a few supplies: a cast-off feather; the branch of a withered, dead tree; a night-blooming flower. When he returned, I'd set off east through the trees, my items in tow. I'd also taken Anders' knife, and Pinch as well, who looked a little ill at the request. But still he came, and when I told him what I'd needed, Pinch never faltered. His blood dripped black onto the makeshift altar I'd constructed out of stones at the center of the asylum's old cemetery, and he retreated to the forest's edge, dabbing at his arm with a kerchief.

  


  
      Really, I don't know what the hell I was thinking, bringing her there. I'd considered taking the seraph up on his offer of calling upon him should I need anything, but I didn't know what constituted cause for summoning an angel. Besides, what I needed was the skinny on who could've framed Kate, and as far as that went, So'enel played for the wrong damn team. All of that sounded plausible enough, and all of that paled in comparison to the simple fact that the reason I hadn't summoned the angel was because he scared the shit out of me. That left me with no option but Lilith.

  


  
      For all my effort, I wasn't at all sure she'd show – these sorts of invocations are more the domain of the living, and my Sumerian ain't exactly up to snuff. But show she did, strolling out from a copse of trees in a sheer nightgown that only served to amplify the graceful, feline movements of the body it was intended to conceal.

  


  
      "So," she said, strolling barefoot toward me and running a fingernail down my face, my neck, "what is it I can do for you, Collector?"

  


  
      "I need some information."

  


  
      "Ah. I see. Tell me, are the stories true? I hear you've grown yourself a conscience. That you've gone rogue. That you've defied the Maker and the Adversary both."

  


  
      "I'm just trying to do my job."

  


  
      "You are." She smiled again. My heart skipped.

  


  
      "I am. Only I'm not sure this is my job to do."

  


  
      A frown settled on her face, delicate and adorable. "I'm not sure I understand. You are a Collector. Your job is to collect. More specifically, your job is to collect those souls I tell you to collect. Honestly, I'm having difficulty understanding why I shouldn't just report this little revolt of yours the moment I take my leave of you, and wash my hands of this whole sordid affair."

  


  
      "Lily, what if this girl isn't meant to be collected?"

  


  
      She laughed then, a throaty purr I could feel in my socks. "Tell me, Collector – is she beautiful?"

  


  
      "What the hell does that have to do with anything?"

  


  
      "I'll take that as a yes. So what, you think if you can save the girl from hell, you'll become a real boy, and the two of you will ride off into the sunset?"

  


  
      "I know damn well it's too late to save myself. But this girl's an innocent. It's not too late for her."

  


  
      "Is she nearby?"

  


  
      I hesitated. I wished I hadn't. "She's safe."

  


  
      "Of course she is. I only asked because you could not have brought me here without the blood of an innocent willingly given, and we both know yours hardly qualifies…"

  


  
      "I found another volunteer. This isn't exactly my first day."

  


  
      "Ah," she said, "very prudent. Keep the poor unfortunate soul far away from little old me. Or is there perhaps another reason you brought someone else? Perhaps you didn't care to discover her blood was not so innocent as you'd hoped?"

  


  
      "Could be I thought that. Could be I figured whoever set her up might have worked some mojo on the girl that woulda kept her blood from doing the trick. Tell me, what do you know about a demon named Beleth?"

  


  
      "Of Beleth I know volumes. I know he's a demon of great influence and power. I know that he's a fierce warrior, and a fiercer lover. I know that he's taken quite an interest in you of late. But none of that is what you wanted to know, now, is it? What you really want to know is could Beleth have orchestrated the girl's collection? What you want to know is what he would stand to gain should the girl be taken? Really, Collector, you should know better than to play coy. That invocation of yours binds me to secrecy– your equivocating accomplishes nothing but the waste of both our time."

  


  
      "Fine, then. Did Beleth set up the girl?"

  


  
      "I haven't the faintest."

  


  
      "Could he have?"

  


  
      She thought a moment. "I suppose. I mean, obviously, it's never been done before, so I couldn't say for certain, but a being of his power could certainly make a go of it. The question, though, is why?"

  


  
      "Maybe he was bored. Maybe he had grown tired of the truce. Maybe he's a fucking demon, and this is just what demons do. His motivations really don't concern me much – what concerns me is undoing what he did."

  


  
      She was peering at me now, as if for the first time. A puzzled frown darkened her exquisite features. "Tell me, Collector – why the past tense?"

  


  
      Fuck. Rookie mistake. Best to play dumb: "I don't follow."

  


  
      "He was bored. He had grown tired. What do you know that I don't?"

  


  
      "Nothing," I said, a bit too quickly. "I only meant –"

  


  
      She cut me off. "He's dead, isn't he? He's dead and you killed him."

  


  
      I said nothing for a moment, just squirmed beneath her withering glare. "Yes," I said. "I killed him. Merihem, too."

  


  
      "Do you have any idea what you've done?"

  


  
      "They would've done the same to me," I said.

  


  
      "Yes, I suspect they might have – as would have been their right. But for all your talk of protecting the balance by refusing to collect an innocent, you sure have a funny way of maintaining it. This could well lead to the very thing you claim you're trying to avoid."

  


  
      "Yeah, but if Beleth set up the girl–"

  


  
      "You idiot – Beleth couldn't have set up the girl! For a creature of his kind, his power is inextricably linked to his being, his essence. If he had set her up as you claim, his death would have released her, and I assure you it did not." Lilith saw my face drop. Again, her smile came out to play. "You really thought he did it, didn't you?"

  


  
      "I hoped he had, yes," I replied.

  


  
      "Then tell me, why on Earth did you kill Merihem?"

  


  
      "Merihem's death was an accident. We needed information. He was something shy of cooperative."

  


  
      "Should I take that as a warning, Collector? Perhaps I should endeavor to be more forthcoming. Still, I thought the two of you were… not friendly, exactly. Collegial, I suppose. I'm surprised you had it in you to kill him."

  


  
      "I did what I had to do."

  


  
      She appraised me a moment, frowning. "You're lying. It's written all over your face. You didn't kill him, did you? It was the girl."

  


  
      "One of his kind killed her family," I shot back. "She saw a chance to even the score, she took it. You can't blame her for that."

  


  
      "Of course, of course. Or perhaps the girl worried that Merihem might expose her for the charlatan she is? After all," Lilith said, caressing my cheek with the back of one blood-colored nail, "how long do you think she'd last without her big, strong protector watching over her?"

  


  
      "You're wrong about her," I said.

  


  
      "Maybe, maybe not. It hardly matters. They sent another to collect her, you know."

  


  
      "I suspected they might. Collectors I can handle."

  


  
      "Don't be so sure. This Collector is one of Beleth's own. A thousand years he's walked the Earth since Beleth first sired him, and not a shred of humanity remains. He's more demon now than man."

  


  
      My stomach dropped. "Bishop," I said. "They sent Bishop, didn't they?"

  


  
      She raised an eyebrow. "You know him?"

  


  
      "We've met."

  


  
      "Ah, but of course you have! Then you know full well what the girl is in for. You, too, I'd imagine. As I understand it, he was something of a pet to Beleth. You see, he thinks of Beleth as his Savior – his one true God. What do suppose a creature such as he would do to the man that killed his God?"

  


  
      I said nothing – just stood there, stunned. She approached me then, and draped one arm around my neck, pulling me close. Her body pressed against mine, and my head swam with the scent of her, all jasmine and spice and sex. I clenched shut my eyes to steady myself, but it wasn't any use. As her lips brushed against my ear, she spoke.

  


  
      "This vessel suits you, Collector – we could have had such fun with it, don't you think? It's a pity they will flay it alive for what you've done. And who knows? Perhaps I'll see you then. One way or another, I think I'd like to hear this body scream."

  


  
      Then, suddenly, she was gone – and with her, her warmth, her dizzying scent. I stood shivering in the darkness, alone.

  


  
    • • • •
  


  
    A frost had settled across the cemetery, the blades of grass crunching beneath my feet as I trudged back to the treeline, and to Pinch. He paid me no mind as I approached, instead staring at the spot from which I'd come. He stood wide-eyed and mouth agape, his forearm streaked with blood. The kerchief lay forgotten at his feet.

  


  
      "Who was that?" he asked, his voice small and faraway.

  


  
      "Nobody. We have to go." I crunched past him, into the forest. He didn't budge.

  


  
      "She was beautiful," Pinch said. "Bring her back."

  


  
      "Maybe later. Right now, we have to move."

  


  
      "I could give her more blood," he said. I watched in horror as Pinch fetched Anders' knife from his pocket and dragged the blade once more across his forearm. Fresh blood welled, glistening black in the moonlight.

  


  
      I grabbed him by the wrist, trying desperately to still the blade. He struggled against my grip. That's when I hit him. A backhand blow across the face, hard enough to knock him down. Pinch glared up at me from the ground, eyes full of cold fury. At least it beat the moony stare of a moment before. I extended a hand to help him up. Reluctantly, he took it.

  


  
      "Her name is Lilith," I said. "And believe me, you want nothing to do with her."

  


  
      "Lilith," he repeated, in the reverent tone of the devout. "Who is she? What is she? Is she a god?"

  


  
      "A god?" I laughed. "Pretty fucking far from. As to what she really is, that's complicated. Some say that she's the night. The southern wind. Some believe that she was the first woman to walk the Earth – that she was cast out of Eden because she refused to be subservient to Man. There are some who say she is the mother of demon and djinn, to incubi and succubi – to all the creatures who walk the night, and prey on your kind."

  


  
      "So which is it?"

  


  
      I shrugged. "Who knows? The books were written long ago, most by folks like you, struggling to make sense of things we weren't meant to know. Not a one of them is right, or maybe they all are, I don't know. Either way, the lot of them, Christian, Egyptian, whatever – they're all just dim reflections of the world beyond, offering nothing but distorted, funhouse images of what they attempt to explain. What I do know is that Lilith is powerful, a creature of great influence and even greater beauty. Which is to say she's dangerous. You felt what her presence was like, and that was from forty feet away. Up close it's even worse. You'd do well to stay away from her – she's corrupted even the bravest and truest of souls, and she'll try to do the same to you, if you give her half a chance."

  


  
      "Why doesn't she affect you?"

  


  
      I laughed. "Believe me, she does. But in my case, it's only incidental. See, I've got nothing left for her to take. Now come on – we've got to go."

  


  
      We set off through the woods. My muscles ached from exertion and from the cold, but still, I set a brisk pace. Pinch struggled, panting, to keep up. The path was lazy and meandering. I had time for neither. I left the trail behind, plunging into the forest proper. I hoped to God I was headed in the right direction. Now was not the time for mistakes.

  


  
      Sneaker scraped against wood, and Pinch yelped, tumbling. A tree root, thick and gnarled, had blocked his path, sending him to the ground. Reluctantly, I stopped and gave him time to find his feet.

  


  
      "Jesus, Sam – where's the fire?"

  


  
      "No fire – we just have to go, is all."

  


  
      "This about that Bishop guy?"

  


  
      I pondered lying. I figured – what's the point? "Yeah," I said. "It's about Bishop."

  


  
      "What kind of a name is Bishop, anyway?"

  


  
      "What kind of a name is Pinch?"

  


  
      "Fair point," he said.

  


  
      "Anyways, it's not his name, it's his title. Was, anyway. Word is, he was a powerful man in the church during the Middle Ages. Had himself a school. Problem was, his students – young boys, all – had a habit of turning up dead. He took their eyes, their tongues, their hands. Other things, too. Of course, he had the protection of the church, so there's no telling how many boys he killed, and nobody knows what he was doing with the bits he took – although if you heard the speculation, you'd likely cry yourself to sleep."

  


  
      "And now he's after us?"

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      At that last, Pinch sat down hard and put his head between his knees. His face looked pale and clammy by the light of the moon, and he gulped greedily at the cold night air like he was going to be sick.

  


  
      "You OK?" I asked.
  


  
      "Fine," he said, raising his head after a moment and climbing unsteadily to his feet. "Just wondering what I've gotten myself into, is all. So what do we do now?"

  


  
      "We get the hell out of here, for a start. Find someplace crowded. Someplace public."

  


  
      "Wait a minute – I thought crowded was bad. I mean, this guy is like you, right? He hops from body to body? I mean, he could be anyone."

  


  
      "Yeah, but he's good at his job – the best, maybe. He knows better than to cause a scene. Besides, if I'm gonna take him on, I'm gonna need some spare bodies. The last thing I need is for him to kill me and send me halfway across the fucking globe."

  


  
      "Spare bodies? That's encouraging."

  


  
      "I'm not here to keep your spirits up – I'm here to keep you alive. I should've never gotten you and Anders involved."

  


  
      "If you hadn't," Pinch said, "she might be dead already."

  


  
      "Yeah," I said. "That'll be some comfort if I get you killed."

  


  
      "So this Bishop guy – how are you gonna see him coming?"

  


  
      "I don't know. What I do know is that he's close."

  


  
      "You can sense other Collectors?"

  


  
      "I can sense this one."
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    "Kate? Kate?"

  


  
      Pinch and I had been walking for half an hour. Navigating the woods was tougher than I'd expected, and somehow we'd managed to miss the picnic shelter altogether, winding up on the wrong end of the park's long, narrow pond. By the time we got back on track, the shelter was empty. I prayed we weren't too late.

  


  
      "Kate!" I shouted again, my voice hoarse with fear.

  


  
      "Sam?" The call came from the darkness to our left. "Sam, thank God!" Kate broke free of the treeline and leapt into my arms, Anders trailing just a couple yards behind. As she squeezed my battered ribs, I winced, but still, I held her tight.

  


  
      "Jesus, Kate, you scared the shit out of me – where the hell did you go?"

  


  
      "You guys were gone so long," she said. "We started to worry, thought maybe you were in some kind of trouble."

  


  
      "Damn it, Kate, you know better than that! The last thing we need is for you to go running into harm's way. Besides, Pinch and I had things under control."

  


  
      Kate saw the scowl on my face, and replied with one of her own. "Sam, what's wrong?"

  


  
      "Nothing. We have to get moving, is all."

  


  
      "I'm just glad you two made it back in one piece," Anders said, clapping Pinch on the shoulder. "You and him and a ritual and a knife – who knows what might've gone down?"

  


  
      "Who, indeed?" Pinch said.

  


  
      My stomach lurched. I shoved Kate aside, and lunged toward Pinch. Kate squealed in surprise, and Anders looked shocked, but Pinch didn't. He knew he'd fucked up.

  


  
      After all, when's the last time you heard an eleven year-old say indeed?

  


  
      I was fast. Pinch was faster. He plunged his blade deep into Anders' side and tossed him into my path. We collided, and tumbled to the ground in a mess of blood and limbs. As Kate stood frozen, a look of horror on her face, Pinch closed the gap between them.

  


  
      How could I have been so stupid? I knew Bishop was somewhere nearby – I could feel it. I should have seen Pinch's sudden bout of nausea for what it was: Bishop taking over. But I didn't. Didn't see, didn't think. No, instead, I led him right fucking to her.

  


  
      I struggled to free myself of Anders, but he was dead weight – limp and uncooperative. I didn't have time, though, to worry about him. Right now, my only thought was of Kate.

  


  
      Pinch/Bishop grabbed a handful of Kate's hair and yanked. She yelped and fell to one knee. His gaze traveled up and down her trembling form, as if seeing her for the first time. "My, but you're a pretty one," he said. "Not my type, of course, but I suppose I could make an exception, just this once."

  


  
      His hand plunged into her chest. Kate shrieked in pain and fear. Muscles screaming in protest, I rolled Anders off of me – he collapsed to the forest floor beside me, blood pulsing around the blade in his side and oozing black from his mouth. I scrambled toward the figures of Kate and Pinch, locked in their horrible embrace, no thought in my head but that I could not let this happen.

  


  
      I don't even know where the rock came from. I must've picked it up along the way, but even now, I can't recall. Wherever I got it, I brought it down hard on Bishop's head, again and again, until finally, he released his grip on Kate's soul and collapsed to the ground.

  


  
      The rock fell slick from my hand, and the night air prickled with a sudden copper tang. Still, it wasn't until Kate scampered backward away from me, tears welling in her eyes, that I realized what I'd done.

  


  
      "Kate –" I began, but then stopped, unsure of what to say. "Kate, I'm sorry. I couldn't let him take you." I looked down at the body at my feet – an enemy no longer, just the bloodied remains of an innocent child. "I couldn't let him take you."

  


  
      Kate continued her retreat until a tree trunk barred her way. She pressed tight against it, as if she simply could not bear to be any closer to me than she had to. "Don't talk to me," she said. "You don't get to talk to me ever again, you hear me?"

  


  
      "Kate, listen to me. He was going to kill you. Worse, even – he was going to take your soul. Do you even understand what that means? An eternity of torment, and not just for you. If he had taken you, he'd have opened the floodgates. We're talking a full-scale war between heaven and hell. You think Pinch would have wanted that?"

  


  
      "Don't you stand there and tell me what he would have wanted." Tears spilled down her face, a twisted mask of pain and grief. "He was a kid, Sam. He was a kid, and you killed him. You're no better than the rest of them. A monster."

  


  
      I hung my head, squeezing shut my eyes so that I wouldn't have to see the blood that clung stickily to my hands. "I did what I had to do."

  


  
      "Yeah, well, you won't have to do it anymore. I don't care what happens to me – we're through. I won't be a party to any more bloodshed. You'll just have to find another life to ruin."

  


  
      Just then, a low, wet gurgle sounded in the darkness. It was accompanied by a hitching, labored breathing, arrhythmic and faint.

  


  
      Anders.

  


  
      I left Kate where she sat, wheeling toward the source of the noise. I didn't have long; in moments, the horrid sound of Anders' labored breathing was replaced by an even more terrible silence.

  


  
      Anders lay on the ground where I had left him. His eyes were clenched, his pain evident. The blade lay beside him in the grass, slick with blood. One blooddrenched hand lay beside it in the grass, and his sleeve was slick and dark as well. It looked to me like he'd removed the blade himself. I wished to God he hadn't. The blade would have slowed the bleeding, maybe bought us a few minutes, but now that he'd removed it, there was nothing left to stanch the flow. Anders was running out of time.

  


  
      "Kate!" I called, but she didn't answer. "Kate, I need your help!"

  


  
      Still nothing.

  


  
      "Damn it, Kate – you can hate me later. Right now, I need you over here, or Anders is going to die!"

  


  
      There was a rustling in the darkness, and Kate appeared beside me. She said nothing. She didn't have to. The anger in her eyes said it all. It seemed she'd hate me now, whether she chose to help or not. So long as we didn't lose another life tonight, I figured I could live with that.

  


  
      I grabbed her hand and pressed it tight to the wound in Anders' side. Kate recoiled slightly from my touch, but when I let her go, her hand stayed. "I need you to put pressure on the wound – more than you think you need, OK?"

  


  
      "He's not breathing."

  


  
      "I had noticed," I said. What I was going to do about that, though, I had no idea. I hovered over Anders' still form, unsure. I mean, I'd seen it done before – in a movie or two – but the whole CPR thing was a little after my time. Honestly, I'm usually more concerned with halting breath than with restoring it.

  


  
      "Switch with me," Kate said.

  


  
      "What?" I looked at her, confused.

  


  
      "Oh, for God's sake, switch with me!" She released the wound and grabbed my hands, shoving them in place. "You always gotta be the hero, don't you?" She pressed her mouth to Anders' and exhaled twice. Then she placed her palms against his breastbone and pressed downward in a steady rhythm. I just watched in amazement.

  


  
      "I took a babysitting course, a few years back," she said, and then once more blew breath into Anders' mouth. "CPR was a requirement. Of course, that doesn't mean I know what I'm doing."

  


  
      "You're doing fine," I said. In truth, I had no damn idea, but I hoped to God that I was right.

  


  
      Again Kate pressed her lips to his. This time, when she released him, Anders sputtered and coughed, blood spraying red across his teeth and lips. The breathing was a good sign. The blood was not. Kate might have bought us a little time, but this kid was gonna need a doctor if he was gonna live.

  


  
      "That… wasn't…Pinch," Anders said, his voice a brittle whisper, his eyes clenched shut against the pain.

  


  
      "No," I said, "it wasn't."

  


  
      "Then who?" he asked, between panting, labored breaths.

  


  
      "A Collector, like me. They call him Bishop."

  


  
      "I saw… I mean, I knew that something was different… that he'd changed somehow. I just figured it was the… the ritual. I should have said something. I should have tried to stop him…"

  


  
      I took his hand in mine. "You did fine, kid. Now, though, I need you to save your strength – we're gonna get you some help. Just relax, and try not to speak."

  


  
      "But Kate… is she OK?"

  


  
      I looked her in the eye. Truth was, she looked anything but. "Yeah, kid – Kate's OK."

  


  
      "Good," Anders said, and then promptly lost consciousness.

  


  
      Kate checked his neck for a pulse. "Still beating, she said, "for now, at least. You think he's going to make it?"

  


  
      "No," I said, "but if he's gonna have a shot, we have to move now."

  


  
     
  


  
    "So," Kate said, the brittle, frost-laden grass crunching beneath her feet, "you knew that guy?"

  


  
      We'd only been walking a few minutes, headed south through the park toward what I hoped was the nearest street. With Anders' limp and blood-slick form cradled in my arms, it felt like we'd been walking for hours. For maybe the fifth time now, I hitched him upward, trying to re-establish my grip. But the kid was heavier than he looked, and the sheen of sweat and blood that graced his arms, his neck, his back, made it tough to hold on. The going was slow, and the makeshift bandage I'd juryrigged from the Flynn meat-suit's uniform shirt wasn't going to hold for long. We were running out of time.

  


  
      "Yeah," I said, "I know him a bit."

  


  
      "So what – you guys stand around the water cooler, chat about the souls you've snatched, that sort of thing?"

  


  
      "Not exactly. Bishop is the one who collected me."

  


  
      We trudged in silence for a moment. Finally, Kate broke it.

  


  
      "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't know."

  


  
      "How could you have?"

  


  
      "I don't know. I just – it's terrible, isn't it? Being taken, I mean."

  


  
      This time, it was my turn to pause. "Yes. Yes, it is."

  


  
      "I swear I can still feel him. Clawing. Tearing. Struggling to rip free my soul."

  


  
      "Listen to that feeling," I said. "For the collected, it never really goes away. If you're lucky, you came close enough, and it'll stick with you, too."

  


  
      "If I'm lucky?"

  


  
      "Damn right if you're lucky. Bishop's not done with you yet, Kate. If you can hold on to that feeling, you might be able to sense him coming. It could give you the edge you need to escape him."

  


  
      "So you can feel it, too? You can tell when he's nearby?"

  


  
      "Yes," I said.

  


  
      "Then how – I mean, with Pinch…"

  


  
      "I didn't listen to my instincts. I got too close to the job. To Pinch. To all of you. I got too close, and you can see where it's landed us all. You can be sure I won't make that mistake again."

  


  
      "So if he's done it once before, what's to stop him from doing it again? I mean, how do we know that Anders is Anders?"

  


  
      "What's your gut tell you?"
  


  
      Kate frowned in concentration. "I – I don't know. I'm still a little rattled, but it's fading. I mean, he seems like Anders. Still, that's not a lot to go on."

  


  
      "It's enough," I said. "No way would Bishop have hitched a ride with Anders. The kid is badly hurt, and he might not make it. If he'd entered Anders, he might not find the strength to leave before it's curtains, and then he's fucked. Folks like me, we're happy enough with the living or the dead, but the dying, they're a whole 'nother matter. See, in death, the body expels any invading soul. And since a Collector can't exist without a body, that means when one of us dies, we end up reseeded somewhere else at random. Could be a freshly buried corpse half a world away. It could be a baby down the street, too weak to lift its own head, let alone give us the boost we need to jump away. So you keep listening to that gut – it's done fine by you so far."

  


  
      Kate shuffled along quietly for a moment, her face set in a thoughtful scowl. "Sam?" she said, finally.

  


  
      "Yeah?"

  


  
      "If he'd succeeded in taking me, would I be a Collector, too?"

  


  
      "Maybe. Maybe not. I don't know. It's not for me to say."

  


  
      "Better than the alternative, I suppose. You know, a lake of fire or whatever."

  


  
      I looked at the crumpled, dying figure I held cradled in my arms. "No," I replied, "it really isn't."
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    As we approached the edge of the park, headlights shone through the trees – beacons of hope sweeping past us in the darkness. It was late, and the traffic was slight, but I was confident we'd find what we needed. But the slog through the park took longer than I'd expected, and the kid was fading fast. I only hoped it wasn't too late to make a difference.

  


  
      With Anders' bloody, wheezing frame cradled tight to my chest, I broke from the cover of the trees, staggering out into the street. Behind me, Kate screamed, but I paid her no mind. The screech of tires pierced the night, and the air hung thick with burnt rubber. It drifted blue-black across the roadway, stinging my eyes. I blinked back tears, and squinted against the sudden glare of headlights.

  


  
      Looked like I found my mark.

  


  
      It was a Volvo station wagon, blue as sky beneath the streetlights, and it rocked to an awkward, diagonal halt just inches from where I stood. The driver, a woman in her fifties, was fumbling with a cell phone, her eyes wide with fright. I hoisted Anders over my shoulder, Flynn's well-muscled frame protesting under the strain, and broke for the driver's side door, yanking it open with my free hand and clawing for her phone. She was too stunned to resist. I snatched the phone from her hand, and tossed it in a lazy arc toward the woods. Her eyes flitted back and forth between the patch of woods in which it landed and me – filthy and bloodied in an undershirt and navy trousers, my only hope of passing as a cop in her eyes the uniform shirt currently pressed tight to Anders' wound – her face twisted into a rictus of terror.

  


  
      "T-t-take the car," she said.

  


  
      "I don't want the car," I said.

  


  
      "I… I have money." She twisted in her seat, fumbling around in the back for her purse. I grabbed her wrist, and she turned, her gaze meeting mine.

  


  
      "I don't want your money, either. This boy – he's hurt. What I need is a ride."

  


  
      "I don't," she stammered, "I mean, I can't –"

  


  
      "Do you know where the nearest hospital is?"

  


  
      She hesitated, but only for a moment. "Yes."

  


  
      "Then you can."

  


  
      She stared at me a moment, her face a silent plea.

  


  
      "If you don't do this, he'll die."

  


  
      That did the trick. She clicked the rear doors unlocked. "Get in," she said.

  


  
      I dropped Anders in the back, and gestured Kate in there as well. I climbed into the passenger seat, fetching Anders' blood-streaked knife from my pocket and laying it at ready across my lap. Our Good Samaritan didn't fail to notice. The blood drained from her face, and she gripped the steering wheel hard damn near enough to break it off, her knuckles bone-white.

  


  
      "You did this to him?"

  


  
      I didn't hesitate. "Yes," I said.

  


  
      "You're a monster," she replied, not just a little bit of steel in her voice. "A goddamned monster."

  


  
      "Lady, you have no idea how true that is. And if you don't start driving, I swear you're gonna get the same."

  


  
      Again her tires squealed. This time, the car lurched forward.

  


  
      "Easy!" Kate called from the back. "He's seeping through his bandages. I'm doing my best to stanch the flow, but if you rattle around too much, I won't be able to keep the pressure on."

  


  
      "She slows down, it doesn't matter how careful she is – the kid's gonna die," I replied.

  


  
      We squealed around a corner, rocketing through a red light. I braced myself against the door handle, the knife gripped tightly in my free hand. I didn't think our driver was gonna be a problem, but Bishop was another matter. As far as I knew, he might be halfway around the world right now, but even if he were, he wouldn't stay that way for long. If he'd found his way back in time to see our little traffic stunt, our new friend here'd become a liability right quick. If that happened, I had to be ready. No qualms. No hesitation.

  


  
      Still, I hoped for all our sakes it wouldn't come to that.

  


  
      The woman glanced at Kate in the rear-view. Her eyes narrowed. "You're that girl from the news, aren't you? The one that killed her family."

  


  
      Kate said nothing.

  


  
      "You think that silly punker get-up's going to fool people for long? Your picture's been on every television in the city. It's just a matter of time before they find you."

  


  
      "Just shut up and drive," Kate said.

  


  
      "I'm trying," the woman replied, and then, as she screamed past her intended turn: "Shit!"

  


  
      Do you have any idea where we're going?" I asked her.

  


  
      "Do you?" she shot back.

  


  
      I thought a moment. "St Vincent's is close, if it's still around. But we shoulda been there by now."

  


  
      "It is," she said, "although it hasn't been St Vincent's for years. And we would have been, if I weren't pointed in the wrong direction when you stopped me. You would have done better to carjack someone headed south."

  


  
      "A lot's changed since the last time I was here. That's kind of why you're doing the driving," I said. "Now get us turned around, and quick."

  


  
      "What's to stop me from just driving straight to the police?"

  


  
      "This, for one," I said, brandishing the knife. "But more importantly, there's no time. You take the time to turn us in, the boy dies. You look like a decent person to me. I think you're gonna make the right choice."

  


  
      "They'll almost certainly apprehend you when we reach the hospital," she replied.

  


  
      "Then what exactly is the problem? Now if you wanna get out of this alive, you're gonna shut your mouth and get us to the hospital, you hear?"

  


  
      I was kinda shocked she listened, but I guess she'd already said her piece. She just gripped the wheel and drove like it was the last lap at Indy, barreling down the street with breakneck speed – and ignoring every light, every sign, every lane marker on the way. Had her lips not been pursed in grim concentration, I'd have thought she was enjoying herself. Of course, right now, I couldn't give a shit about her motivation – all I cared was that we get Anders some help before it was too late.

  


  
      It wasn't till we picked up a tail that I realized what she was doing.

  


  
      He came screaming out of a Dunkin Donuts parking lot about a half a block back, siren blaring. Red and white lights strobed through the cabin of the Volvo.

  


  
      "Sam," Kate said, "we've got company!"

  


  
      I glanced back. The cop was gaining fast. A triumphant smirk flickered across our driver's face, and the speedometer needle began to drop as she coasted toward the shoulder.

  


  
      I held the knife up to her neck, and she went rigid in her seat. I said, "You do not stop, you hear me? You just keep on driving till you get us where we're going."

  


  
      The driver said, "I – I can't just ignore him."

  


  
      "That's exactly what you're gonna do."

  


  
      "There'll be more of them, you know, and not just behind. If they cut us off, I'll have no choice but to stop."

  


  
      "If you stop this car before you get us to the hospital, I swear you'll wish you hadn't. Drive through them if you have to. This kid is not dying on my watch. Am I clear?"

  


  
      She nodded. The fear in her eyes had returned. That was good. The cop was gaining, though. That was bad. The funny thing was, I didn't see any others. At the time, I didn't know why, but that fact – which should have comforted me – instead left me with a gnawing pit of worry where my stomach should have been.

  


  
      Of course, it didn't help that Anders stopped breathing.

  


  
      It wasn't a peaceful sort of thing, either, like drifting away in the quiet hours of the night. It was more like a flailing, writhing, drowning-on-dry-land sort of thing. Anders' limbs swung wildly through the cabin of the Volvo, one leg connecting hard with the back of the driver's head and sending the car careening onto the sidewalk toward a darkened storefront. I grabbed the wheel and jerked us back onto the street, receiving a glancing blow to the temple for my trouble. Kate was shrieking, and Anders was making a horrid, gasping noise that sounded like a pipe organ collapsing on itself.

  


  
      Our driver was shouting now, too, in fear and panic, and to her credit had us more or less back on track. Things got dicey for a second as we leapt the center divider, and the sudden glare of approaching headlights made a collision seem imminent, but she yanked the wheel to the right, and sent the car sailing back into our lane in a rain of sparks and a squeal of rending metal.

  


  
      And still, our pursuer remained.

  


  
      We were close now, the structure of the hospital looming over the tops of the timeworn Colonials that surrounded it. Anders' flailing had died down, but it was hard to take that as a good thing. Not to mention, I had no fucking idea what I was gonna do about the cop. One thing's for sure – planning's never been my strong suit. Eh – if I was right, and this girl's soul really did hold the fate of the world in the balance, at least I'd know that God has got a sense of humor. I mean, shit, he could've sent her a savior with a clue.

  


  
      In the distance, a backlit sign jutted from a wellmanicured garden, marking the hospital entrance. I pressed the knife to our driver's side. "You don't slow down until we reach the entrance, you hear me? No signal, no warning, nothing." She just nodded, her eyes never leaving the road. A good little trouper, that one. I confess I was relieved – the last thing I needed was more innocent blood on my hands.

  


  
      When the turn came, she didn't hit the brakes, she just yanked the wheel. The car skittered a second, and then the back tires caught, and we rocketed forward. Thank God she'd listened to what I said. If she hadn't, we would have all been dead.

  


  
      The police cruiser slammed into our car with a spray of glass and the sickening crunch of metal on metal. His front end connected with our back-left fender, and we one-eightied. The car rocked hard on its shocks as we slammed into the curb, but it could have been worse. Had we slowed to take the turn, he'd have caught us dead to rights, and we'd have rolled for sure.

  


  
      The cop was out of his car – which had beached itself on the hospital's now-ruined sign – in a flash. His gun was drawn, and he was running toward us, closing the gap between his wreck and ours with lightning speed. Our driver looked stunned, confused, but I wasn't – not anymore. It was clear now why he'd pursued us alone, why he'd never called for backup: this guy was no more a cop than I was. It was Bishop, back to finish what he'd started.

  


  
      The bastard was good – I'd give him that. I'd hoped Pinch's death had at least bought us some time. I'd hoped we'd lost him – that he was strapped to a bed in some old folks' home in Dubai or something, never to be seen again. I'd hoped that maybe, just maybe, we'd catch a little break. Turns out, I'd barely even slowed him down.

  


  
      Shows what hoping will get you.

  


  
      Bishop must've been waiting for us. Listening. He knew we couldn't flee the park without causing a scene, so he camped out in the nearest cop and waited for the calls to come rolling in. If I had to guess, I'd say his meat-suit's partner was standing outside Dunkin Donuts with a handful of coffee and crullers, wondering where the hell his buddy and their cruiser went.

  


  
      I looked our driver in the eye. She looked at me, and then at Bishop, clearly registering the hate and anger that strained the features of his borrowed face. "Listen, lady, we need to move."

  


  
      "What?" she asked. Her voice seemed small and faraway.

  


  
      "That guy's not friendly. There's no time to explain – you're just gonna hafta trust me."

  


  
      "Trust you? How could I, when you hurt that boy…"

  


  
      "I just told you that so you'd do as I said. It was him," I said, gesturing toward the approaching cop. "You hear me, it was him!"

  


  
      Whether it was my words or her own instincts, something got through. She slammed the car into gear, and lurched forward, jerking the wheel toward Bishop as he raised his gun to fire. The movement caught him off-guard, and he squeezed off a few wild shots. Two slammed through the front end of the car, and the engine quit, but we just kept on rolling. The third punched through the windshield, and our driver screamed in pain.

  


  
      I barely took a moment to register her injury – a spray of blood against the driver's side window, a hand clutching the meat of her shoulder – before I leapt out of the moving car and sprinted toward Bishop. He'd fallen backward onto the pavement, dodging the surging Volvo, and I threw myself atop him as he struggled to bring the gun to bear.

  


  
      Cold steel pressed against my cheek. A deafening blast rocked the night. I clenched shut my eyes in anticipation of the expulsion to come. I was sure that this was curtains. Instead, a sudden warmth trickled down my ear, and the world went quiet. My face was stippled with burns from the particulates, but I was otherwise OK.

  


  
      The bastard had missed.

  


  
      Again, Bishop tried to aim the barrel toward me, but the report of the last shot had weakened his tenuous grip. I grabbed his wrist and slammed his hand to the ground. The gun clattered to the pavement, just out of reach. Bishop lay pinned beneath me, and I swung wildly, again and again, connecting with his cheek, his jaw, his nose. My damaged eardrum throbbed in time with the thudding of my heart, with the rhythm of my flailing blows. I forced myself to hold back – just a touch – and remember the innocent within. The last thing I needed was another death on my conscience, and anyway, unconscious would do just fine.

  


  
      At some point, he stopped fighting. I thought it was a ploy. Then I caught his fearful gaze, leveled not at me, but at the Volvo. A feint? Maybe. But I bit, nonetheless. I hazarded a glance, and was glad I did.

  


  
      The car had finally stopped rolling, coming to a rest against the far curb. As I watched, our driver pushed open her door, and doubled over, retching in the gutter.

  


  
      I leapt up off of the pavement, or as near to leapt as my weary bones could manage. Our driver rose, leaning heavily on her open door as she wiped absently at her mouth with the back of her hand. She turned toward the rear door of the car, an oblivious Kate behind it, still struggling to keep pressure on Anders' wound. Lucky for me, the driver was so focused on Kate that she never glanced back.

  


  
      I sprinted toward the Volvo, desperate to stop our driver from reaching Kate. At the last moment, the woman wheeled toward me. I kicked the open driver's side door with all I had. It slammed shut hard on her, bouncing back open as she crumpled to the ground. I lay a moment, winded, willing my battered limbs to move.

  


  
      The knife was a surprise. Not the happy cake-andballoons kind, either. More like the gut-wrenching, excruciating, hope-you-don't-black-out kind. I must've left it in the cab of the car when I'd gone after the cop. Wherever I'd left the knife, driver-lady/Bishop had found it, and was kind enough to return it to me, by which I mean she planted it a good three inches into the meat of my thigh. Blade scraped bone, and for a second, everything went dark.

  


  
      When the lights came back on, the nice driver-lady was standing over me, the knife – blade down – raised high above her head. A wicked smile warped her otherwise kind features. I tried to move. My legs weren't listening. Kate watched helpless through the car window – I willed her to run, but she just sat there, frozen.

  


  
      The blade dropped. Actually, the whole damn woman dropped. Just collapsed atop me like so much rubble. I rolled her off of me. The knife fell from her hand, coming to rest in the grass just beyond the curb.

  


  
      Standing just behind her former perch above me was the cop – his face swollen and bloodied, his sidearm in one hand, a small tuft of blood and hair dotting the barrel from where he'd pistol-whipped the woman. He extended his free hand to help me up. I took it.

  


  
      "That thing," he said, "is it unconscious, too? Or will it just grab hold of someone else?"

  


  
      I could barely hear him over the ringing in my ears. I looked down at the woman. She was out cold. "Yeah," I replied, "it's out, too – but probably not for long."

  


  
      "It was in my head. I mean, I was just sittin' in my cruiser, and next thing I knew, I was puking my guts out, and I wasn't in control. That's fucking nuts, right? I mean, I must be fucking nuts."

  


  
      "No," I said. "You're not nuts."

  


  
      "It wanted to kill you."

  


  
      "It was after the girl. I was in the way."

  


  
      "The girl – she's the one from the news? The one we've been looking for?"

  


  
      "Yeah."

  


  
      "She didn't do it, did she? Kill her family, I mean."

  


  
      "No, I don't believe she did."

  


  
      The cop glanced back toward the hospital. The entrance was a few hundred yards away; it looked like a crowd was gathering. I thought I heard sirens, although that could've been the ringing in my ears. As I stood shakily between the wrecks of the cruiser and the Volvo, our unconscious driver at my feet, it was hard to believe this whole fucking mess had gone down in a matter of seconds.

  


  
      The cop caught my glance, and no doubt he heard the sirens better than I. "They'll be here soon," he said. "The paramedics. The cops. You should go – just take the girl and leave. I'll clean up this mess."

  


  
      "There's a boy in the car. He's hurt."

  


  
      "I know. I… remember, I guess. I'll see to him. What about her?" He nodded toward the woman at our feet.

  


  
      "Long as we're gone when she wakes up, Bishop's got no reason to stick around."

  


  
      "Bishop," the cop repeated. "Is that its name?"

  


  
      "No one's left that knows his name," I replied. "Bishop's close as we can get."

  


  
      "That's not how it thinks of itself," he said.

  


  
      "No?"

  


  
      "No."

  


  
      "What, then? What does Bishop call himself?"

  


  
      "God," he said, his voice catching in his throat. "That thing believes it's God."
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    "Sam, what the hell are you doing?"

  


  
      "Just stand back."
  


  
      I peeled my blood-soaked undershirt from my frame and wrapped it tightly around my bruised and battered fist. The blood seeped between my fingers, cold and slick in the chill night air. I was painfully aware that this blood wasn't mine to shed, and the fact that Bishop had a hand in shedding it did little to assuage my guilt. Of course, if I was right about the girl, any blood shed in the cause of keeping her safe was an acceptable loss. I just couldn't help but wonder if Pinch and Anders would disagree.

  


  
      I swung my arm as hard as I could, connecting with the window of the Taurus and sending a spray of glass scattering through the cabin. I winced in anticipation of an alarm – one of the most horrid inventions of the modern age, as far as I'm concerned – but there was none. I popped open the door from the inside, and snatched the duffel bag from the back seat with my unbound hand. Very slick little smash-and-grab, I thought – smooth and professional.

  


  
      That's when I fell down.

  


  
      We were at the far end of the parking lot from the mess we'd left behind, obscured from view of the first responders by the rambling hodge-podge buildings of the medical center itself. We'd hovered at a distance long enough to watch them intubate Anders and wheel him into the ER, and then we split. They worked quickly on him, swarming like bees on a hive. I took that to be a good sign – it meant they thought they had a chance of saving him. I hoped to God they could – I'd seen enough death for one day, and damned or not, my conscience couldn't take another.

  


  
      Our driver was another story. She came to just as we'd left the scene, and her injuries appeared minor. After what she'd experienced, I was reasonably sure she wouldn't roll on us, but I couldn't swear to it. Besides, our new cop friend had his hands full explaining just what in hell went down, and when they realized his story didn't add up, you'd better believe they were gonna fan out and check the area. I didn't plan to be there when they did.

  


  
      All of which sounded nice, but there was a catch, in the form of a throbbing knife wound in my thigh. Truth is, I could barely support my own weight, and I'd lost enough blood that I was feeling pretty woozy. If I couldn't stanch the flow of blood, the whole fleeing thing was kind of out of the question. Which brought me to the car.

  


  
      Now, I'll admit, hightailing it to the ass-end of the campus on a skewered leg doesn't sound like the brightest of ideas, but I had my reasons. I'm sure I could've found what I was looking for a little more close by, in one of the Beemers, Land Rovers, and Audis that populated the doctors' spaces. Problem was, they were a little too visible for my taste, located close to major entrances as they were, and you can be damn sure they'd have alarms. So I had to settle for something a little more working-class, in a nice, little out-of-the way section of the lot that looked to be reserved for support staff – nurses and the like – with nary a Mercedes in sight.

  


  
      When I collapsed to the pavement, Kate rushed to my side, a cry of alarm escaping her lips.

  


  
      "Damn it, Kate, you've got to keep quiet!"

  


  
      She shot me a look that would have stopped a charging bull. "This from the guy who just busted in a car window. Damn thing sounded like a gunshot. What in the hell are you looking for, anyway?"

  


  
      I nodded toward the bag at my side. "The gym bag," I said. "Open it."

  


  
      She did as I asked. Inside was a set of women's gym clothes – sports bra, T-shirt, shorts, sneakers – as well as a set of street clothes and a towel. I snatched at the latter and missed.

  


  
      Kate frowned and pressed the towel into my hand. I held it tight to my bleeding thigh, clenching my eyes tight against the pain. "Sam, you're not looking so hot."

  


  
      "I'm not feeling so hot," I replied, shivering from cold and blood loss both. "Now hand me that belt."

  


  
      She did, and I wrapped it around the towel, cinching it down until it hurt too much to keep going. There wasn't a hole that small on the belt, so I had to force the tine through the leather to get it to stay, but it'd do the trick.

  


  
      Next, with Kate's help, I slid on the gym shirt. Lime green, and emblazoned with a faded silkscreen for a charity 10K, it was both hideous and two sizes too small for Flynn's muscular frame, but still worlds less conspicuous than the blood-soaked undershirt I'd just removed.

  


  
      "There," I said, "now help me up."

  


  
      "This is nuts – you need to rest."

  


  
      "Look, what went down back there was certain to attract some serious attention, and sooner or later, the cops are gonna talk to somebody who saw us leave. When that happens, they're gonna start looking for us, and we can't be here when they do. If they arrest us, you're as good as dead. I am not going to let that happen."

  


  
      "Then let's take this thing," she said, eyeing the Taurus. "You got that piece of shit van started; you could get this going, too – right?"

  


  
      I shook my head. "I'm in no shape to drive."

  


  
      "Then let me. You could ride shotgun and rest up while I get us out of here."

  


  
      "Do you even drive?"

  


  
      "I've got my learner's permit," she replied, defiant and sheepish in equal measure.

  


  
      Learner's permit. Jesus. "Kate, you saw how bad shit got back there once Bishop caught our scent. I'm not going to run the risk of having you behind the wheel when he catches up to us again. It's just too dangerous," I said, realizing as the words came out of my mouth how unintentionally parental they sounded. "We've just got to find someplace safe and hole up a while until things cool down," I added.

  


  
      She fell silent a moment, and made no move to help me up. "Sam, can I ask you something?"

  


  
      I rested my head on the side of the Taurus, and closed my eyes. "Sure, kid. Ask away."

  


  
      "Back there, when Bishop was coming after us, he jumped from the cop to the woman, right? I mean, just like that," she said, snapping her fingers.

  


  
      "Yeah? And?"

  


  
      "Well, look at you. You look like shit. Why not just leave this guy here and hitch another ride?"

  


  
      "Kate, I can't. He might tell them where we're going, and then we're fucked."

  


  
      "But you don't even know where we're going – how the hell could he? Besides, that cop Bishop ditched back there, he knew the score, and I'm betting with all he's seen, this guy'd be no different. So why, then? Why, when this guy's doing nothing but hold us up?"

  


  
      I sighed. "It's complicated, Kate."

  


  
      "Yeah? Well, we need to get out of here fast, so uncomplicate it quick."

  


  
      If I could have gotten to my feet then, I would have. If I could have lied, or deflected, or thought of anything that might've gotten us out of there without having this discussion, I would have. Truth was, I just didn't have the energy. I was out of fight, and she knew it.

  


  
      Some protector I was.

  


  
      "Kate, when we met… that vessel was not like this one. He was different."

  


  
      "Different? Different how?"

  


  
      "Well, for starters, he was dead."

  


  
      "Dead? I don't understand."

  


  
      "You understand fine. See, most of my kind, they possess the living – after all, they're plentiful enough, and they can get you wherever you need to go. Chasing down a prisoner? Just hop a ride in a guard, or better yet a cellmate. Paranoid lunatic holed up in a bunker? If he's got himself a hostage, you're good to go. The problem is, the living are noisy. They're gonna claw and scratch and fight to regain control; it takes a while and no small amount of effort to get them to quiet down. That eventual subjugation doesn't come without a cost. It chips away at whatever it is that makes us human, and forces us to act as a demon would act – to cast aside our empathy, our humanity, and treat them as nothing but a nameless other to be used and discarded. A means to an end. Every time we take a living vessel, we lose touch of who we are. And with each vessel we discard, we leave a little bit of what makes us who we are behind."

  


  
      "But if you only possess the dead, you get to stay human?"

  


  
      I shook my head. "Kate, you don't understand. There is no getting to stay anything. See, the folks who end up like me, there's always a reason. Maybe in life they stripped someone of the life that was rightfully theirs – by murder or betrayal or whatever – and it ate them up inside. Maybe they made themselves a bargain, and took what wasn't theirs to take. Problem is, there's always a price. See, fate's sort of a zero-sum game: you take what isn't yours to take, and it's gotta come from somewhere else. Which means, you make yourself a bargain, and you're stealing someone else's luck, someone else's fate."

  


  
      "So which were you? Did you strike yourself a deal? Or were your actions to blame?"

  


  
      I laughed – a cold, humorless laugh. "A bit of both, I suppose. Truth to tell, it ain't the act that's important – it's the guilt. The remorse. The way it eats you up inside. That's the one thing most Collectors have in common – at least, at first."

  


  
      "What do you mean, at first?"

  


  
      I paused a moment, unsure as to how to continue. Eventually, though, the words came. "This job – this curse – it feeds on that remorse, forcing you to relive the choices that delivered you to this fate every time you snuff out a life. Every time you tear free a soul, you see every joy, every disappointment, everything that brought that person to where you yourself once were. Every time, some small part of you relives that moment of collection, again and again, in perfect, agonizing detail. With every soul you take, you're reminded of how beautiful life once was, and how you let it slip away. Every time you steal a victim's breath, you remember that first fateful choice you made that brought you to that point, only now, you have no defenses to fall back on. Not ignorance, nor arrogance – no justifications or excuses. It's just you and your actions, stripped bare, and eventually, it's just too much to take."

  


  
      "So what happens then?" she asked. "What happens when a Collector reaches the breaking point?"

  


  
      "They go mad. They begin to enjoy the work. They delight in their role. They bury their humanity so deep, they can't even hear its screams. And eventually, their soul just withers and dies. You wanna know what's worse than being damned? Allowing your soul to be snuffed out, just erased from the record books like it never was. There's no greater punishment in existence, and no greater crime, than being party to your own eradication. It's as if you're admitting that all you've touched, all you've done, everything you've seen, is for nothing. To choose oblivion is to turn your back on God. There is no greater betrayal. And once you do that, all that's left of you is a monster."

  


  
      "Is that what happened to Bishop?"

  


  
      "I guess so. I don't know. If the stories they tell of him are true, he was plenty corrupted in life. In his case, his appointment as Collector may have been more compliment than punishment. Perhaps his patron demon was amused by him, and chose to take him as a pet. But either way, whatever little of him was human when he died is long gone now, warped by centuries of possession and subjugation."

  


  
      "But Sam, you're not like that! If anybody can find a way around it, it's you."

  


  
      "Kate, it doesn't work like that. Whether it takes a dozen years or a thousand, this job isn't going anywhere, and not a Collector in existence has ever avoided their fate. All I'm doing every time I hitch a ride with a corpse is forestalling the inevitable. There's simply nothing I can do to stop it."

  


  
      She replied, "I refuse to believe that."

  


  
      "Do you? You saw what I did to Pinch back there. Do you think a decent person could have done that?"

  


  
      "You said yourself– that wasn't Pinch."

  


  
      "And you said yourself that I was a monster for doing what I'd done. That I was no better than the rest of them."

  


  
      "Sam, I was upset. I didn't understand –"

  


  
      "There's nothing to understand, Kate. No excuses to make. I did what had to be done. But what had to be done was just another mile down the road to where I'm going. That's the bitch about fate – there's just no getting around it."

  


  
      Sirens echoed in the distance. Sounded like half the cops on Staten Island were converging on the hospital. "C'mon," I said to Kate, "it's time to go."

  


  
      She helped me to my feet. My foot, really, since I was keeping my weight on my good leg, for fear of toppling to the pavement all over again. Gingerly, I shifted some weight onto my injured leg. My vision swam, but I didn't black out, and I managed to stay up. I took a step, and then another, one steadying hand never leaving the roof of the Taurus beside me.

  


  
      Kate watched this process with concern, and when I'd gotten as far as the Taurus' roof would take me, she slid in under my armpit and put an arm around my waist. "All right," she said, "if you can't hop yourself another ride, let's see if we can't patch up this one, OK?"

  


  
      I nodded, once, my jaw clenched tight against the pain of walking. Sirens approaching, we fled arm in arm across the parking lot.
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    The house was a shabby old duplex, white with blue trim. A length of narrow pipe, painted white, jutted from the concrete of the lowest porch-step and led upward to the covered porch above. The porch itself was chipped and weathered and littered with cigarette butts and empty beer cans. Two doors, side by side, allowed entry to the house, and they were flanked by two mailboxes, each numbered by hand in black marker. One screen door sat crooked across its frame, its top hinge torn free of the jamb. It swayed lazily in the early morning breeze, creaking all the while.

  


  
      Just above the rooftop hung a sky of navy blue, streaked with the dusky hues of an overripe peach – the beginnings of a beautiful sunrise. Truth be told, I barely noticed. I was mostly focused on the house – well, that and staying conscious – while the knife wound in my leg seemed content to spend its time bleeding through the towel I'd wrapped around it, throbbing like a son of a bitch all the while.

  


  
      We were sitting on the darkened stoop of a pawnshop across the street, its barred windows chock-full of guitars, electronics, and the sundry other crap people'd seen fit to part with for a little quick cash. No gold, though, I noticed – just a patch of black velvet where I supposed it ought to go. I guess they kept that stuff in back. Made sense. Any neighborhood with a pawnshop probably ain't the kind of place you want to leave your jewelry unattended.

  


  
      I'd been resting my head against the pawnshop door, and I suppose I must've dozed off, because my eyes flew open at the sound of Kate's voice. Startled, I jerked upright. The sudden muscle tension sent waves of searing pain down my leg, and up into my gut. A cold sweat broke out across my face, and I thought I was gonna puke. At least it did a number on the cobwebs.

  


  
      "Jesus, Sam, are you all right? I thought I might've lost you there."

  


  
      "I'm fine," I replied. "What'd you say?"

  


  
      "I said we've got movement," Kate replied. "Second floor. Bedroom, it looks like."

  


  
      "Left side or right?"

  


  
      "Left," she said.

  


  
      "Huh. Looks like I owe you a buck."

  


  
      We sat in silence for a while as lights came on and off inside. After maybe fifteen minutes, the lights went out, and the left-hand door clanged open. A heavyset dude in a pair of dusky blue coveralls and a good week's worth of scruff stepped out onto the porch, shuffled down the stairs, and hopped into the rusted-out Chevy pickup that sat in the driveway. It was the pickup that had tipped me off, or rather the Department of Sanitation sticker that adorned its rear window. Good thing I'd spotted it, too – I'd barely managed the six or so blocks from the hospital parking lot on this bum leg of mine, and it was only a matter of time before the cops fanned out looking for us. All of which meant we needed to get the hell off the street, and fast. The way I figured it, a garbage man is the first guy out the door in the morning, which meant we'd just scored ourselves an empty apartment, and the luxury of busting in while the rest of the neighborhood was fast asleep. Hell, it was practically Christmas. All we had to do was wait, and cross our fingers it wasn't our guy's day off.

  


  
      Lucky for us, it wasn't. We watched him pull away, and as soon as his tail lights disappeared around the corner, we made our move. It was a slow, gimpy move, I'll admit – Kate helping me to my feet and supporting my weight as we crossed the street and scaled the porch steps – but it was the best that we could manage under the circumstances. Near as I could tell, there wasn't anyone awake for blocks to see us, anyway.

  


  
      When we reached the door, I grabbed the jamb for support, and took a long, hard look at the lock. Just your garden-variety deal, damn near as old as the house itself, and no deadbolt, which was a relief. Still, I didn't have anything to pick it with, which meant we were gonna have to do this the hard way. I'm not sure which I relished less: the idea of trying to kick this thing in with a bum leg, or the attention the racket of doing so would attract. Still, it's not like we had a lot of options.

  


  
      "Listen, Kate – here's what's gonna happen. I need you to grab hold of my left arm. I'm gonna give the door a swift kick with my good leg, and you've got to support my weight, you got me? It might take a couple kicks, so you've got to keep me up, OK? If I don't get the thing down quick, we're gonna wake half the neighborhood, and somebody's bound to call the cops. C'mon – we go on three."

  


  
      But she just stood there, grinning at me. "What?" I snapped.

  


  
      "You're really all about the hard way, aren't you?" Kate lifted the lid on the mailbox and reached a hand inside. After a moment of fishing, she pulled out a key. "I mean, seriously, were you even going to look?"

  


  
      I mentally scrolled through a couple dozen witty rejoinders before settling on: "Just open the damned door."

  


  
      She did, and once we were inside, she locked it behind us, setting the chain as well. The inside was at least as shabby as the outside. We were standing in a cramped living room, made all the more so by the oppressive green-brown of the carpet, and wood-paneled walls that seemed to press inward from all sides. The stench of spent cigarettes hung in the air. A thrift-store couch and easy chair were arranged around a TV that would've looked old when the Nixon hearings aired.

  


  
      Kate dropped me into the easy chair and disappeared from sight, returning a moment later with an armful of supplies and a chipped glass half full of water. She dropped her payload on the couch, and handed me the glass. "Here," she said, shaking loose a handful of ibuprofen from the bottle she'd scored, "take these." I complied. "This place is a dump, by the way."

  


  
      I said, "I've seen worse."

  


  
      "Yeah? You may wanna check out the bathroom before you go making any claims like that. How long you figure we got here, anyway?"

  


  
      "I dunno – eight hours, maybe nine?"

  


  
      "We'd best get to it, then," she said. "C'mon, we've got to get you out of these pants."

  


  
      I made no move to take them off. Kate just laughed. "Don't go all modest on me now, Sam. We've got to dress that wound, or you won't be going anywhere, and besides, this body isn't even yours."

  


  
      Eventually, I acquiesced, undoing the belt I'd wrapped around my leg, and tossing the bloodied towel on the floor. I nearly dropped the belt as well, but Kate shook her head. "Unh-uh – you're gonna need that in a sec."

  


  
      A few moments' struggle, and my tattered, bloodsoaked pants were just a crumpled mess on the threadbare carpet. The meat-suit, as it happens, was a briefs guy. Can't say at that moment I was psyched with his choice, but Kate was polite enough to pay it no mind.

  


  
      "Looks like that Bishop dude got you pretty good, but the bleeding's slowed at least. God knows where Anders' knife has been, though – I'm gonna have to disinfect the wound if you want this guy to last the week." I nodded. She snatched up a bottle of rubbing alcohol from her pile of supplies, and twisted free the cap. "You might want to bite down on that belt of yours – this is gonna sting a bit."

  


  
      That, as it turns out, was a bit of an understatement. I've been kicking around this world for going on ninety years – most of those damned – and I've gotta say, the ten or so seconds after the alcohol hit and before I blacked out were perhaps the most excruciating moments of my life. Every fucking muscle tensed at once, and I thrashed so hard, I thought this body might just tear itself apart. I clenched my eyes so tight I thought I was gonna pop 'em, and my teeth bit clean through the belt, even doubled over on itself as it was. Leather and blood mingled with the prickling scent of alcohol, and the roar of my pulse in my ears nearly drowned out my own tortured screams. And then, for a while, there was nothing.

  


  
      When I awoke, I was on the couch, my leg bound tight with gauze and duct tape and propped up on a mound of pillows, the wound throbbing dully in time with my pulse. Kate sat on the floor, eating a bowl of cereal by the pale glow of the television. The easy chair was gone; in its place sat a tangled mess of splintered wood and rent fabric, littered with tape and gauze and paper towels, the whole of which was streaked with blood.

  


  
      "Oh, good – you're up. You had me worried for a while, there."

  


  
      "What..." My tongue felt like it was filled with sand. "What happened to the chair?"

  


  
      "You sort of broke it when you started shaking. You're lucky you didn't hurt yourself any further. It wasn't easy dragging your ass to the couch, by the way – but I figured we had to get that leg elevated or it'd just keep on bleeding."

  


  
      "What time is it?"

  


  
      "Almost noon," she replied. "Speaking of, are you hungry? This guy doesn't have much that isn't growing fuzz, but there's cereal, and the milk's still good."

  


  
      "I'm not really very hungry," I replied. As I said it, though, I realized I was lying – my stomach was an empty, gnawing pit, and I couldn't remember the last time I had anything to eat. "On second thought, I think I will take some."

  


  
      Kate headed for the kitchen, returning with a heaping bowl of some God-awful looking pink-and-red marshmellowy concoction, floating atop a sloshing bit of milk. "What the hell is this?" I asked.

  


  
      "Franken Berry!"

  


  
      "I thought you said there was food."

  


  
      "Just eat it, it's good."

  


  
      I took one hesitant bite. I had to admit, it was pretty damn tasty. The second bite was a lot less hesitant. Before long, the bowl was empty, and I was feeling a whole lot better. My leg still ached like crazy, but the pain was of a more manageable sort, and thanks to the food, my head was clearing, and I could feel the strength returning to my abused limbs.

  


  
      For the first time since coming to, the television caught my attention. It was tuned to CNN, and the sound was down so low, I couldn't make out what they were saying. The image, though, was clear enough: a well-dressed woman, mic in hand, standing at the corner of Park and Forty-second, the massive pillars of Grand Central Terminal jutting skyward behind her. The street around her was littered with shards of glass and bits of debris, and behind her was a massive, open-sided tent overflowing with injured men, women, and children, all being tended to by uniformed EMTs. The great arched windows of the main concourse had been shattered, and the columns streaked with soot. Blackened bits of window frame twisted outward from the building like some horrible, creeping vine. Yellow police barriers set a perimeter around the station, and cops manned them at regular intervals, trying in vain to keep the throng of onlookers at bay. Nearest the building, three fire engines and a handful of smaller fire-and-rescue vehicles sat crookedly, half on, half off of the sidewalk. Scraps of singed paper tumbled through the frame like autumn leaves.

  


  
      "What happened there?" I asked.

  


  
      "Some kind of explosion," Kate said. "Terrorists, they think. All the networks are covering it."

  


  
      "Turn it up."

  


  
      "At least they've stopped showing my picture every five minutes, right?"

  


  
      "Kate, turn the TV up."

  


  
      The woman's voice filled the apartment. "… authorities still have no idea what motivated the attack – which has left twenty dead so far, and dozens more injured – but they believe that this man, seen entering the area moments before the blast, may have been involved." The image of the reporter was replaced with a still from a security camera of a trench-coated man of average height and weight, his features obscured as if by some odd, internal light. "Despite his apparent proximity to the detonation site, it appears the man may not have perished in the blast, as several eyewitnesses claim they saw him fleeing the terminal in the ensuing confusion. Authorities declined to comment at this time, pending further review of the security footage, but anyone who recognizes this man is urged to call…"

  


  
      But her words were lost to me. Instead, I was focused on the medical tent at the edge of the screen. A man, clearly dazed, had been stretchered into the tent, and was being examined by a doc at the scene. His tattered left arm draped awkwardly off the side of the stretcher, and his clothes were singed black, but otherwise he appeared intact.

  


  
      As his head lolled toward the camera, I had a flicker of recognition that confirmed what I'd been worried about since the scene first caught my eye.

  


  
      "Christ," I said, "it's already begun."

  


  
      "What, Sam?" Confusion twisted Kate's features into a scowl. "What's begun?"

  


  
      "War."
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    "Get your things," I said. "We're going."

  


  
      "Sam, what the hell are you talking about? Where, exactly, are we going?"

  


  
      "There," I said, nodding toward the TV.

  


  
      "Are you out of your mind? Set aside the fact that you just lost a lot of blood, and shouldn't be going anywhere but to bed – half the cops in the city are there!"

  


  
      "Half the cops, sure, and every looky-loo in town. You really think they're gonna notice two more?"

  


  
      I dragged my ass off of the couch and limped over to the TV set, clicking it off. My leg hurt like a motherfucker, and set my teeth on edge, but the bandages held. It'd get me where I needed to go.

  


  
      "C'mon, Sam, you're in no shape–"

  


  
      "This isn't a debate, Kate. We're going."

  


  
      "But why?"

  


  
      "Because we need answers, and there's someone there who just might be able to give them to us. Besides, it's not like we've got any other leads. It's this or nothing, Kate, and if we do nothing, it's just a matter of time before they catch up with us."

  


  
      She nodded, and snatched her leather jacket up off of the floor. "You know you can't go out looking like that, right? I mean, you're gonna need some clothes."

  


  
      She was right, of course. Thanks to the mess Kate made dressing my wound, my shirt was once more bloodied, and my pants I'd left in tatters on the floor. I hobbled toward the staircase in search of our unwitting host's bedroom. Kate ran to my side, a steadying hand on my elbow, but I shrugged her off. She retreated, just a step or two, and watched with trepidation as I gingerly scaled the stairs.

  


  
      The bedroom wasn't any nicer than the living room, and a quarter the size – just enough room for the musty, unmade bed and a small dresser. A door on one wall opened to a small bath. I peeled my soiled shirt off and headed to the bathroom, splashing some water on my face and drinking from cupped hands, before returning to the bedroom in search of fresh clothes. In the middle drawer of the dresser I found a rumpled flannel shirt, and in the bottom drawer, a pair of baggy, paint-stained jeans. I dressed quickly, cinching the jeans tight with a belt left atop the dresser. I tucked the lone ceramic cat-shard into my shirt pocket, and then it was back down the stairs, toward Manhattan, and toward our fates.
  


  
     
  


  
    I had to admit, she looked fantastic. The nausea that had plagued her in the early weeks of the trial had abated, and the color had returned to her cheeks. No longer just the pricks of red over a backdrop of gray that screamed "lunger" to anyone who saw them – they were now a warm golden hue that highlighted the dusting of freckles across her nose and reminded me why I'd fallen in love with her to begin with. And her appetite had improved as well; I watched with amazement as she plowed her way through a plate of ham and eggs, delivered to her bedside by one of the team of nurses that tended to the thirty-odd patients in the study. I had to hand it to Dumas – whatever they were giving her was working.
  


  
      "Strep-toe-my-sin," she said when I had asked, enunciating each syllable as though she'd memorized them individually. "Not terribly catchy, is it? I mean, you think they'd call it Tubercu-Cure or some such, wouldn't you? But anyway, they seem to think it's working – they say another month of treatment, and I'll be cured, can you believe it? Cured!"

  


  
      "That's fantastic, love," I said, but my thoughts were elsewhere, a fact that wasn't lost on Elizabeth.

  


  
      "They did warn me, though, that there are side effects," she said.

  


  
      "Yeah?" I said, barely hearing her.

  


  
      "They say I may grow a trunk and hooves."

  


  
      "Huh."

  


  
      "Seriously, Sam, where are you today?"

  


  
      "Nowhere – forget it."

  


  
      "It's this new job of yours, isn't it?"

  


  
      "What? No, of course not."

  


  
      I was lying, of course. This past month, Dumas had run me ragged, calling at all hours of the night to tell me he had a package to deliver, a client to entertain, a customs agent who needed a little paying off. Between the insane hours and the knowledge of what I was doing, I couldn't eat, couldn't sleep, and there was no doubt the job was taking its toll on my marriage, as well – I'd been nothing but short-tempered and distant for weeks.

  


  
      "Sure," Elizabeth said. "Fine. When's the last time you had something to eat? I could talk to the nurse, have her grab a plate for you as well."

  


  
      "I'm not hungry."

  


  
      "You've been saying that for weeks. Have you seen a mirror recently? You're skin and bones, Sam. You need to start taking better care of yourself; after all, I've got to have a husband left to come home to, don't I?"

  


  
      "Just leave it be, would you? I said I wasn't hungry."

  


  
      Elizabeth fell silent for a moment, surprised by the sudden venom in my tone. Then she put a hand on my forearm and gave it a squeeze. "You know, I've got half a mind to give this Dumas a call and quit for you right now."

  


  
      "You'll do no such thing," I said, anger once more creeping into my voice.

  


  
      "I know we need the money, Sam, but honestly, no job is worth this. I never see you anymore, and when I do, we always bicker. I just want you to be happy is all. I just want to have my husband back."

  


  
      "You want your husband back? Damn it, Liz, can't you see I'm doing this for you? For us?"

  


  
      "But what's the point, if there's barely an us left to do it for?"

  


  
      "You don't know what you're talking about," I said.

  


  
      "Maybe not," she said, "but I do know you. And I know that whatever's going on, it's eating you alive. Don't try to argue – it's written all over your face. So push me away all you like. I'm your wife – it's my job to worry about you. And right now, it's your job I'm worried about."

  


  
      "Look, I just got to stick with it a little while longer, OK? When you come home, I promise I'll quit, and then maybe we'll start over someplace new."

  


  
      "I wish I understood the hold this job has over you," she said. I said nothing.

  


  
      Just then, a nurse came trotting over from the nurses' station, her flats clattering against the institutional tile floor. "Mr Thornton?" she asked. "I'm so sorry to interrupt your visit, but there's a Mr Dumas on the phone for you. He says it's urgent."

  


  
      Elizabeth shot me a look I chose to ignore. "You should let him wait," she said.

  


  
      "Damn it, Liz, you know I can't."

  


  
      "I don't know any such thing," she said. And then, with a sigh: "Fine. Go. But first, a kiss."

  


  
      She leaned toward me, expectant. I pecked her absently on the forehead and made for the nurses' station.

  


  
      "Hey!" Elizabeth called.

  


  
      "Yeah?"

  


  
      "I love you!"

  


  
      "Yeah. Me too. Listen, Liz, I gotta go – I really shouldn't keep him waiting."

  


  
      I turned and left, then, leaving nothing but silence behind.
  


  
     
  


  
    The trip from the apartment to Grand Central took us damn near three hours. The ferry terminal was a mess – National Guardsmen in full camo manned security checkpoints, frisking every passenger before boarding, and slowing the line to a crawl. What's worse, the city'd suspended all subway service north of Thirtythird, which meant a nine-block hike against a bitter northern wind. By the time we arrived, my leg wound had begun to seep, and a cold, acrid sweat had broken out across my face and chest.
  


  
      The scene itself was one of utter panic. Nothing I'd seen on TV had prepared me for its scope. The streets were flush with people – many fleeing, although most, like us, pushed ever closer to the terminal. News choppers thudded overhead, and over their incessant din I heard a woman shrieking for her child, while behind her, a street preacher atop a milk crate shouted that the end was near. Since we'd left the apartment, a portion of the terminal's roof had collapsed, sealing shut the southern entrance to the station. Rescue workers struggled to clear the debris and reach those still trapped inside, while just outside the perimeter, the city pressed close – watching, waiting. The sheer volume of people had halted traffic for blocks before we'd even reached the barricades, and dozens of car horns sounded again and again in a futile attempt to break the jam.

  


  
      We shoved our way through the crowd, me in the lead, and Kate trailing behind, her left hand gripped tightly in my right. Though the fire had long been out, thick dark smoke still poured out of the ruined windows of the terminal and hung over the crowd like an impending storm. The afternoon light was reduced to a trickle, and the acrid smoke burned my eyes, my nose, my throat. With every face that passed, I felt a flutter of anticipation, and I scanned them all in turn – each time dreading that flicker of recognition that would mean that we'd been made. I kept telling myself that there was no way for Bishop to know where we'd gone, that he was probably half a city away, but it did nothing to stop my heart from thudding in my chest, nor to quell the anxious tremors in my hands.

  


  
      A knee connected with my injured thigh, and I stumbled. Pain radiated outward from the wound in nauseating waves, and my vision went dim. Eventually, I got my feet back under me, and we continued through the crowd, but my leg was once more slick with blood, and my head grew foggier with each mutinous heartbeat.

  


  
      The barriers were a surprise. One moment, the crowd seemed to go on forever, and the next, I was expelled into a sawhorse with enough force that I nearly toppled over it. Kate's hand slipped free of my sweatslick grasp, and I teetered for a moment, doubled over the grimy, yellow thing – my feet no longer touching street, my fingertips just inches from the pavement on the other side. A uniformed hand grabbed a fistful of my shirt, none too gently, and hoisted me upright.

  


  
      "Easy, mac," said the cop. "Where the hell you think you're going?"

  


  
      I confess that in my dazed and injured state, I didn't really have an adequate reply. Turns out, I didn't need one.

  


  
      "My uncle, he's hurt. From the blast, I mean. He was walking past when it happened, and I think he mighta caught some shrapnel or whatever. It won't stop bleeding."

  


  
      I stared at Kate for a moment like she had a second head. Then I broke into a smile when I realized what she was doing. Kate nudged me, her face set in a scowl. I followed suit, replacing my smile with a grimace of pain that wasn't just for show. The cop didn't see any of that, though – he was staring at my blood-soaked jeans.

  


  
      "All right, come on," he said, yanking the barrier aside enough to admit both Kate and me.

  


  
      Between the two of them, they managed to wrestle me to the medical tent, one under each arm, with my bum leg trailing out behind. For a while, I tried to hop along, but by then even my good leg was pretty shaky, and I think I was more hindrance than help. They dropped me onto a stretcher, soot-smudged and flecked with blood, and the cop disappeared into the fray to find a medic.

  


  
      "That was some good thinking back there," I said, once the cop was out of earshot. I couldn't help but notice I was slurring my speech.

  


  
      Kate replied, "Thanks."

  


  
      I tried to swing my legs off of the stretcher, but I wasn't having much luck. "Help me get off of this thing, would you?"

  


  
      "Sam, I'm not sure that's the best idea. I mean, your leg's in lousy shape – you might want to let them take a look at it."

  


  
      "Jesus, Kate, listen to yourself! Do you even realize where we are? The last thing we need right now is attention! Now for God's sake, help me up!"

  


  
      Just then, a woman emerged from the crowd, clad in dirty scrubs, a stethoscope draped around her neck. She carried with her a tray stacked with medical implements – gauze, needles, surgical thread, and the like. She couldn't have been more than thirty, and she was thin as a rail, her mouse-brown hair pulled into a no-nonsense bun above a face that looked as though it hadn't seen sunlight in weeks.

  


  
      "I understand we've got a leg injury? A puncture of some kind?" said the doctor.

  


  
      I tried to protest, but Kate cut me off. "That's right. He got it walking past. I tried to dress it myself, but it won't stop bleeding."

  


  
      "Let's have a look, then, shall we?"

  


  
      I watched as the doctor cut through my second pair of pants in a day, this time following upward along the inseam and peeling back the fabric like a denim banana. Her brow furrowed. "You got this here?"

  


  
      "Yes," both Kate and I replied, doubtless a little more forcefully than was required.

  


  
      "You're sure."

  


  
      "Yes," I repeated, more casually this time. "I was in line for a pretzel when it happened. Next thing I knew, I was flat on my back, a hunk of metal sticking outta my thigh. I know I probably shoulda stuck around, but I was scared. I hobbled home, and my niece here patched me up, only it didn't take."

  


  
      The doctor jabbed a needle into my thigh, and soon the wound went blissfully, disconcertingly numb. "No, I wouldn't expect it would have. Probably the worst thing you could have done was removed the shrapnel on your own – as it stands, you've lost a lot of blood. Speaking of, where is it?"

  


  
      "Where is what?"

  


  
      "The metal fragment," she said, her hands expertly drawing the nylon thread through the meat of my thigh and closing the wound tightly. "The police have requested that any shrapnel be saved and cataloged, so they can better reconstruct what happened."

  


  
      Kate and I shared a glance. No doubt the doctor noticed. It was Kate that answered. "We, ah, left it at home."

  


  
      "That's fine," the doctor replied, though her expression was not as light as her tone implied. "An officer will be by to take your statement, and I'm sure they can send someone along to collect it." The stitching done, she began wrapping my leg in layer upon layer of gauze.

  


  
      "Our statement?" asked Kate.

  


  
      Her wrapping stopped. The doctor sat there, roll of gauze in hand, and met both our gazes in turn. "Yes, your statement. Like it or not, you are both material witnesses to a federal crime – the police are going to want to know where you were when the blast went off, as well as what you saw. If I were you, I'd cooperate, and that means you'd better get your facts straight."

  


  
      "Meaning what?" I asked, feigning offense.

  


  
      "Meaning there's no way that wound was made by a flying hunk of twisted metal. The surrounding flesh is too clean, the borders too discrete."

  


  
      "I don't know what you're talking about."

  


  
      "I'm pretty sure you do." The doctor finished wrapping the wound and taped the gauze in place. "This," she said, "is a knife wound."
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    I said, "Listen, lady, I think you've got this all wrong."

  


  
      The doctor raised her hands, a placating gesture. "I'm not the one you should be talking to," she said. "I'm just here to patch you up – I don't much care what happened. But if you know something about what happened here, they will find out. You two don't look like terrorists to me – make things easier on yourself and cooperate."

  


  
      Kate opened her mouth to protest, but I silenced her with a glance. "You're right," I said. "Of course you're right. About the wound. About everything."

  


  
      The doctor said, "So you were stabbed."

  


  
      Kate looked at me – puzzled, frightened. "Sam, don't–"

  


  
      I shot Kate a silencing look and said, "It's all right, Mary – we have to tell her."

  


  
      "Tell me what?"

  


  
      "About the bomb. See, my brother – her father – he's always talking crazy, like one day, he'll have his revenge – that sort of thing, you know? He's been that way forever, and didn't nobody think he'd ever do anything about it. Only last week, when the city laid him off, he started gettin' twitchy – leavin' at all hours of the night, holing up in the basement for hours on end working on God knows what. I mean, I got worried. We both got worried. I took to snooping around, trying to figure what he was up to. That's when I found the book."

  


  
      "The book?" the doctor asked, rapt.

  


  
      "That's right. Some sort of anarchist's handbook. It was full of crazy crap about napalm and explosives and stuff. Truth is, it scared the shit out of me. So this morning, I followed him to the basement and confronted him – least, that was the plan. When I got there, there was one o' them bombs, I mean right out of the pictures, and when he saw I saw it, he freaked. Stabbed me in the leg, and just left me there. I musta passed out, because by the time this one brought me to, it was too late."

  


  
      "And your brother?"

  


  
      "I can't say for sure, but if I had to guess, I'd say he died in the blast."

  


  
      "And you'd be willing to cooperate with the police on this?"

  


  
      I nodded solemnly. "I guess at first I figured you got to stick up for your family, no matter what, but you're right – we owe it to everybody here to tell the truth."

  


  
      She put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. "Stay here," the doctor said. "I'll be right back." Then she ducked out of the tent, setting off toward the makeshift command center the cops had established on the other side of the street.

  


  
      "Sam, what the hell was that about?" Kate demanded.

  


  
      "I was buying us some time," I said. I swung my legs down off the bed – a little easier, now that the wound was good and numb – and, with a little help from Kate, managed to find my feet. There was a pair of crutches lying across the empty bunk beside me, and I grabbed one of them, wedging it in my left armpit to take the pressure off my injured leg. I took a couple cautious, hobbling steps, and found that with the crutch's help, I got along just fine.

  


  
      "By implicating us in the bombing? No way they let us walk out of here now!"

  


  
      "You saw the way that that doctor was looking at us, Kate – she wasn't letting us out of here regardless. The only difference is, now she thinks that we're cooperating, which means instead of flagging some beat cop down from my bedside, she's gonna give us a little breathing room while she goes and fetches us a bigwig."

  


  
      "Yeah, but when she realizes we're gone, this place is gonna snap shut so tight, no one's gonna get to leave."

  


  
      "You're right," I said. "Which is why you've got to get out of here now, before they realize what's happened. I can ditch this body and follow, once I get what I came for."

  


  
      She shook her head. "No."

  


  
      "Kate, you have to."

  


  
      "I'm not leaving you, Sam – not this time. Last time, it nearly got you killed, and it turned out Pinch wasn't quite so lucky. I won't make that mistake again."

  


  
      "Damn it, Kate, you don't have a choice!"

  


  
      "The hell I don't."

  


  
      I said, "Look – the man I saw on the news, his name is Mu'an. He's a messenger-demon – sort of an emissary between the demon-world and their angelic counterparts. He's also a snitch. An information broker, to hear him tell it, but whatever you call it, the job's the same. I understand he's profited quite heartily in this détente, selling whatever it is he knows to whoever'd like to know it. It seems in war he's not so lucky. Now, there's a chance that Lilith was right, and this was nothing more than a random act of violence, one of a thousand such skirmishes to come. Then again, maybe Mu'an wasn't just a target of convenience. Maybe he knew something – something worth killing to keep quiet."

  


  
      "But the man on the security tape – he was no demon, was he?"

  


  
      "No – he was an angel. But an angel of the lowest order – a foot soldier. He'd just be carrying out orders, which means the call came from somewhere else. Relations being what they are, I suspect a whispered lie in the right ear would be enough to get the job done."

  


  
      Kate asked, "You think this Mu'an was set up by his own kind?"

  


  
      "I don't know. It's a pretty big leap, but right now, it's all I've got. That's why I'm not leaving until I talk to him."

  


  
      "Well, then," she said, a wan smile flickering across her weary features, "I guess we'd better find him fast."

  


  
      Turns out, he wasn't hard to find. Though the medical tent was a crowded, sprawling affair, the patients had been triaged according to the severity of their injuries. The end we'd been deposited in was full of scrapes and cuts and broken bones. At the far end of the tent was a makeshift ICU, a roiling mass of sound and fury as medical personnel struggled to stabilize the worst-hit so they could be loaded into one of the endless parade of ambulances that waited to whisk them away. Mu'an was somewhere in the middle. He lay uncovered atop a stretcher, eyes closed, in a navy suit of worsted wool. His tie they'd cast aside, and his shirt was unbuttoned to the waist, revealing a bloodied undershirt beneath. A coarse white hospital blanket lay tossed off on the ground beside him. His suit and hair – the latter pitch black, and tied into a loose ponytail at the base of his neck – were badly singed and reeked of smoke. His lips were dusky and cracked, his eyebrows gone; his broad cheekbones, normally so deeply tanned, were streaked with a raw, angry red that glistened beneath a thin layer of ointment. One arm was draped across his chest, his shirtsleeve cut away. The little of his arm that was visible around the gauze was blackened like an overcooked ham.

  


  
      I approached his bedside. Mu'an didn't stir. But as I reached out to shake him awake, his eyes flew open, and his hand clamped down on my wrist. It was wrapped in bandages and crackled sickeningly as he tightened his grasp around me. Then he recognized me, and his grip slackened. His head, raised suddenly when I'd disturbed him, collapsed back onto the flimsy hospital pillow.

  


  
      "Well, look at this – the man himself. I confess, I didn't expect I'd see you here." Mu'an's speech had the odd, musical cadence of some long-forgotten language, as though despite his easy fluency, he would not deign to think in a human tongue. He attempted a smile, but all he got for his effort was the slightest of upturns at the corners of his mouth, and the glisten of fresh blood in the cracks of his desiccated lips. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"

  


  
      I said, "I need answers. I think you have them."

  


  
      Mu'an blinked at me a moment, his eyes glistening and unfocused. A cough escaped his lips, spraying his lips and teeth with blood. He dabbed at his mouth with the back of his one good hand and frowned. "And I'm to just supply them, then, is that it? On account of we're such good friends, I suppose." "Something like that."

  


  
      He raised his head again, looked Kate up and down. Though his expression was defiant, the strain the movement placed on him was evident.

  


  
      "Is this the girl? The one all the fuss is about?"

  


  
      "The girl is no concern of yours."

  


  
      "The hell she isn't!" Mu'an spat, his voice scarcely louder than a whisper. "You and her, you put me here. Believe me when I tell you that's not something I'll forget. If you ask me, I should kill you where you stand, and bring her in myself – save us all a world of trouble. You have no idea the wrath that you've unleashed upon us – you and that little monkey bitch of yours."

  


  
      I let my crutch fall away as my fingers found his hair. I yanked back his head, while my other hand drew the cat-shard from my pocket and held it to his exposed throat.

  


  
      "I don't think you're in a position to be making threats, now, do you? Now, I hoped we could do this all friendly-like, but you just wouldn't play nice, now would you? So here's how it's gonna be: you're gonna tell me what it is I want to know, and maybe – just maybe – you cheat death a second time today. You get me?" I said.

  


  
      Mu'an's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed hard, the shard digging into the tender skin of his neck. Ever so slightly, he nodded.

  


  
      "Good. Now, why don't you tell me what happened in there?"

  


  
      "There isn't much to tell," he said. "I was grabbing a cup of coffee at the Market when I spotted them: three, maybe four foot soldiers, cutting through the crowd toward me. I tried to duck out through the concourse – I thought perhaps if I could get out to the street, I could shake them – but they were too fast." He laughed, just a single, barking note. "These fucking meat-sacks, they all think our noble cousins are the good guys, but you know what? Their precious angels are worse than we are. I mean, when they thought I might evade them, they damn near leveled the place, without a thought in the world as to the consequences. Fucking animals, they are."

  


  
      "Why were they after you?"

  


  
      "How should I know? You should have seen it, friend – after all, it was all your doing. I mean, when that bastard let loose, there was just this thundering, heavenly note – and then chaos. I mean, the wrath of fucking God. Can you even imagine what that's like?"

  


  
      "Like a chorus of children," Kate said. Her voice was small and tremulous, and her eyes had a strange, faraway quality to them, as though she was somehow no longer here with us. "Sweet. Innocent. Painful in its beauty. Or so you think, until the real pain comes."

  


  
      "That's right," Mu'an said, eyeing Kate a moment with sudden suspicion before continuing. "But then the light – the heat – it stripped bone from flesh, and the closest to the blast were just… erased. Gone. Had I been a moment slower, I would have been as well. But I managed to take shelter behind a pillar, which worked out well for me, because now I get the pleasure of talking to you lovely people."

  


  
      At the end of the tent from which we'd entered, there was a flurry of activity. Shouting, clanking, the crackle of static. If I had to guess, I'd say our time was running short.

  


  
      "But why? Why are they after you?" I asked.

  


  
      "What's it matter why? The body count's the same. All these lives lost, and all because you wouldn't do your fucking job." I pressed the shard tighter to his neck, dimpling his skin. "OK – all right. Let's not be too hasty. Truth is, I don't know why they chose to target me. In my capacity as courier, I'm often in possession of information of some import, and there are always parties that would be interested in obtaining that information, or ensuring no one else can. It's been some time since anyone has resorted to violence to that end. I rather thought that we were past all that."

  


  
      "So what is it you've been tasked to convey?"

  


  
      "I'm telling you, Collector, I have no idea. It's somewhat of an open secret that the appropriate compensation does wonders to loosen my tongue, which is why some of my clients choose to upgrade to a more secure method of communication. Once the rite of suppression is performed, I haven't the faintest idea what it is I'm carrying – or even who I'm carrying it to. You want to know what I know? I suggest you ask your lady friend."

  


  
      I shot Kate a glance, but she looked as puzzled as I felt.

  


  
      Mu'an laughed. "You're even dumber than you look, you know that? You should know better than to assume I'd condescend to trafficking the secrets of this monkey."

  


  
      Then Mu'an let out a horrible, rasping cough, followed by another, and then another. I released his hair from my grip, and withdrew the shard – but not far. His face reddened, and he doubled over. A thin thread of blood trailed downward from his lower lip, and this time, he made no move to wipe it away. From the corner of my eye, I saw a crash team approaching, worried by his sudden fit, while behind them, a mass of uniformed security personnel were going bed-tobed, looking for us. I turned my head to watch as a patient – just a few beds from the one I'd occupied – raised a shaky hand at whatever he'd been asked and pointed directly toward me. The cop's gaze was close behind, and our eyes locked across the massive, crowded tent.

  


  
      "Well, Collector," said Mu'an, sucking breath after labored breath, "I've told you all I can. Kill me if you must – I only ask you make it quick."

  


  
      "You aren't going to die today, Mu'an – at least, not by my hand. C'mon, Kate, it's time to go." I stuffed the shard into my pocket and grabbed Kate by the wrist, dragging her deeper into the teeming medical tent.

  


  
      "You're just forestalling the inevitable!" called Mu'an, though his huddled form was already lost to the crowd. "She will be taken, and when she is, you'll pay!"

  


  
      As we pressed through the crowd, Kate leaned close. Her voice was nearly swallowed by the din – the patients around us now were the worst-hit, and between the flurry of medical personnel, and the nightmarish arcade cacophony of their monitors, I could barely hear myself think.

  


  
      "You think he's right? That my collection is inevitable?"

  


  
      "Eh, you know demons – they just can't help but indulge in a bit of apocalyptic bluster every now and again." I flashed her a smile. It felt tight and awkward on my face.

  


  
      Kate looked over her shoulder, and I followed suit. A half-dozen of New York's Finest were pushing toward us through the crowd, maybe thirty feet away and closing fast.

  


  
      "You got a plan to get us out of here?" Kate asked.

  


  
      "I'm working on it," I replied. I figured it sounded more encouraging than no.

  


  
      The tent roof sloped steadily downward toward us, and through the crowd I caught a glimpse of open street and pale gray sky. I pushed aside a nurse in blood-spattered scrubs and broke for the edge of the tent. It wasn't till I could feel the kiss of fresh air across my face that I saw him.

  


  
      He was a mountain of a cop, with dark deep-set eyes peering outward from a fleshy face, the features of which were twisted into an angry frown around a mustache the size of a small woodland creature. His barrel chest strained the buttons of his uniform blues as he approached, nightstick in hand. I sized him up as he approached, wondering if I could take him down. I was pretty sure the answer was no. A shame, that – he didn't look like one for talking.

  


  
      I released Kate's hand and stepped clear of the tent, my hands raised in surrender. My crutch clattered to the ground, and I had the sudden, queasy realization that if this didn't work, I couldn't exactly make a run for it. Kate, for her part, had the good sense to stay a few steps behind me, hidden in the bustle of the tent, although if I didn't deal with this guy quick, it wouldn't matter – there were a bunch more just like him bringing up the rear.

  


  
      "Stay where you are!" he shouted, his sandpaper growl slathered with a goodly helping of Bronx.

  


  
      "I'm unarmed!" I replied. His eyes narrowed in suspicion, nearly disappearing between the flesh of his cheeks and meaty brow. If he hadn't planned on frisking me before, he sure as shit was gonna now.

  


  
      Fine by me. The closer I could get to him, the better chance we had.

  


  
      "Put your hands on your head." I complied. The cop holstered his nightstick and approached. "Now turn around." Again, I did as he asked.

  


  
      His hands were the size of hams, and he was none too gentle patting me down. My muscles tensed in anticipation. When he gave my bum leg a good thwack, I made my move. And by made my move, I mean fell down.

  


  
      Well, mostly, at least. Mr Suspicious here made my job easy by not skipping over the pound of gauze I had wrapped around my wound, and who could blame him? After all, the bandage gave me ample room to stash a weapon, and I was plenty shifty. His only mistake was in not knowing it was my hands he had to be afraid of.

  


  
      When his hand connected with the bandaged meat of my thigh, I let out a wail. My leg buckled. That part wasn't just for show, but I'd expected it – in fact, I was counting on it. I twisted as I fell, so that we were chest to chest when he did his cop-ly duty and caught me. Or, rather, we would have been chest to chest, had my hands not been between us.

  


  
      I plunged them both deep into his chest, grabbing hold of his soul with all I had. His eyes went wide, his features slack. The medical tent, the station, the pavement beneath our feet – all of it disappeared, replaced with a swirling morass of grays and blues and the occasional shining points of light, sparkling like stars as they orbited breakneck all around us. This was a good man, I realized – touched by darkness, but not consumed by it. It was then that I resolved not to kill him.

  


  
      Soul in hand, I yanked, and now it was the cop who wailed. His pained cry brought tears to my borrowed eyes, but I had no time for such sympathies. His wails died suddenly as he collapsed, shuddering, to the ground – in shock, no doubt. But my work was not yet finished. I took care to reseat his soul just as I had found it, hoping that when he regained consciousness, all would be right in his world. Somehow, though, I doubted it. I only hoped I hadn't changed him for the worse.

  


  
      When I released my grip on his soul, the world lurched back into focus. I found I was sprawled out on Park Avenue, lying half on and half off of my new cop-friend. Our tussle, which lasted a second at most, had drawn a small audience – two EMTs and a nurse on their way into the medical tent stood frozen in their tracks, staring. All looked puzzled by what had just happened, and at least one of them – a lean, angular Latina EMT – was clearly measuring the odds that I was dangerous against the odds the cop needed her help.

  


  
      I took pity on her and clarified the matter: I popped the snap on the cop's holster and slid free his piece – a sleek black Glock 9mm, lighter than I'd anticipated. Then I hobbled back to the tent and grabbed Kate by the wrist, yanking her out into the street. I couldn't help but notice the cops in the tent were closing fast. In seconds, they'd be upon us.

  


  
      "What are you waiting for?" I brandished the gun at our trio of onlookers. "The man needs help!"

  


  
      Without a word, they sprung into action, racing to the felled cop's side and checking for vitals. Now it was Kate who stood frozen in obvious puzzlement, watching as they loosened his uniform collar and tried in vain to rouse him.

  


  
      "Kate, come on!"

  


  
      But she didn't respond – she just stood there, watching. "Did you…" she asked, the question trailing off to nothing. "I mean, is he–"

  


  
      "He's unconscious," I replied. "With luck, he'll be just fine. You won't though, unless we get moving."

  


  
      That seemed to shake off her preoccupation with the unconscious cop. She followed my lead as I hobbled north-west toward Vanderbilt. My leg was throbbing again, but I ignored it, gritting my teeth against the pain and forcing this meat-suit into a jog. Even Kate, uninjured, struggled to keep up.

  


  
      "Sam, where the hell are we going?"

  


  
      But as we rounded the corner onto Vanderbilt, her eyes went wide. Just fifty yards away sat a medevac chopper, idling in a makeshift pen of police barriers at the intersection of Vanderbilt and Forty-third.

  


  
      "I'm not exactly sure," I replied. "But I know how we're gonna get there."
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    "Sam, you can't be serious." Kate stopped dead in the street, looking first at me, and then at the helicopter that sat idling in the center of the intersection – its upper rotor still, but its engines emitting a high, keening whine.

  


  
      "The way I see it, Kate, we don't have a lot of options."

  


  
      "But we can't just steal a helicopter."

  


  
      "We're not stealing a helicopter – we're hijacking one. And of course we can; I'm one of the bad guys, remember?"

  


  
      "It's not that – it's just, I mean, they're not going to let us get away with it."

  


  
      "Kate, they're not going to let us get away period, if they have their way. This is the only shot we've got."

  


  
      From behind us, shouting. Our pursuers had cleared the tent, and it was clear now they weren't the only ones on our tail: two parties of six or so uniformed men had just finished flanking the tent on either side, and onlookers pressed ever tighter to the police barriers that cordoned off the station as officers on all sides of us abandoned their posts to join the chase. Standing in the empty stretch of street between the tent and the makeshift landing pad, Kate and I had nowhere to hide. As the men approached, guns drawn, I grabbed Kate by the arm and together we ran for the chopper. This time, she didn't argue.

  


  
      The helicopter was facing north-east toward Fortythird, away from us, and the cabin door was open, though we could not see inside. Kate and I approached the door cautiously, creeping toward it along the tail. A glance behind us told me our pursuers weren't so psyched about our exit plan – the whole lot of 'em were sprinting toward us, shouting and waving like madmen in an attempt to alert the flight crew to our presence. Doubtless there were at least that many more approaching from the other side of the chopper, and it was only a matter of time before every cop, National Guardsman, and SWAT unit in the city descended upon our location. The time for caution had passed.

  


  
      I wheeled toward the door, gun at ready. Inside the cabin were two flight nurses, both lean and efficient and rendered genderless by their flight suits and helmets as they busied themselves stowing gear and inventorying supplies. When they saw me, they froze. With a twitch of my gun barrel, I suggested they vacate the vehicle. They caught my drift just fine, and climbed out of the chopper, hands held high.

  


  
      I gestured for them to back away, and reluctantly, they complied. One of them spoke, though the words were lost in the wail of the engine. Then I caught movement out of the corner of my eye, and I realized the words were not for me, but for whoever was on the other end of that helmet mic.

  


  
      The pilot had climbed from his perch behind the controls and was sneaking through the cabin – toward the open cabin door, and toward me. In his hand, he held a flare gun. I spun, leveling my piece at his face, and he stopped short, my barrel a scant inch from the bridge of his nose. The flare gun clattered to the cabin floor, forgotten, and he, too, raised his hands. I liked this one, I decided. He was brave, but not stupid. He was also the only one of the two of us who could fly this fucking thing, so by my count that was two reasons I was glad he hadn't made me pull the trigger.

  


  
      My pilot-friend again made for the cabin door, though slowly this time, as though anticipating my demand that he follow his crew. I shook my head and waved him back inside. Though his eyes were hidden behind the reflective visor of his flight helmet, I saw his features slacken as realization dawned. He climbed back into the pilot's seat, while behind him, Kate and I clambered aboard.

  


  
      "Get this thing in the air!" I shouted, but this time, it was he who shook his head. He tapped the side of his helmet, twice, and gestured toward a headset hanging from the console before him.

  


  
      I slipped on the headset, which looked to me like an old pair of headphones, and adjusted the microphone before repeating my command. "It'll take a minute," came the crackling reply.

  


  
      "It takes any longer, and you and I have got a problem – you get me?" I pressed my gun tight to the base of his neck, and he nodded – a jerky, frightened gesture. "Just fly us out of here, and you have my word you won't be harmed." Again, he nodded, though if I were him, I probably wouldn't have believed me.

  


  
      There was a tap on my shoulder, and I damn near jumped out of my skin. It was Kate, and she looked worried. I lifted one earpiece, and she leaned close, shouting: "Sam, we've got company!"

  


  
      A glance out the open door proved her right: the cops had set up a perimeter around the chopper, just outside the barriers that marked off the landing area. Two men, crouched behind riot shields, crept across the landing area toward us, buffeted by the breeze kicked up by our rotor, which now swung lazily overhead.

  


  
      I nodded toward the flare gun that lay on the floor of the cabin. "See if you can't slow 'em down a bit – and get that door closed!"

  


  
      She nodded, retreating to the back of the cabin. Over the whump, whump of the rotor above, and the chatter of the police in my headset, I didn't even hear the flare go off. But the gray of the afternoon was shattered by a sudden orange-red burst that sent the uniforms surrounding us diving to the pavement, and forced their advance team to scamper backward toward the barriers. The pilot did his damnedest to ignore the spectacle outside, instead focusing his attention on the confusion of dials and switches that comprised the helicopter's control panel. I allowed myself a thin smile as I realized we might actually make it out of there alive.

  


  
      The chopper rocked on its skids as Kate slid shut the cabin door. Then the rock became a lurch as we leapt skyward. We hovered just a few feet above the street, motionless but for the gentle pitch and yaw of the chopper as she was buffeted by the wind.

  


  
      "What now?" asked our pilot.

  


  
      "Just fly."

  


  
      "Where?"

  


  
      "Anywhere." He nodded, and we began to climb.

  


  
      Below us was a flurry of activity as our pursuers swarmed the landing pad. Too late, the order came to take us down – shot after shot rang out, audible even over the racket of the chopper. As we rose, I heard a dull thud, and the helicopter shuddered.

  


  
      "Are we hit?" I asked, a little more panicked than I would have liked.

  


  
      The pilot nodded. "Feels like they dinged our elevator. Long as we don't lose it, we'll stay up all right – but it's gonna be a bumpy ride."

  


  
      We continued upward, the helicopter hitching and shaking like a carnival ride too long past inspection. The pop of gunfire beneath us faded to nothing as we cleared the rooftops, pitching southward in slow, jerky arc that eventually brought our bearing east.

  


  
      "No," I said, again pressing the gun to his neck, "keep us over the city. You think I'm gonna let you take us out to sea and ditch this thing?"

  


  
      He maintained his heading. "If you expect to crash us into a populated area, you'd better pull the trigger – alive, I won't let it happen."

  


  
      "I told you, I've got no intention of killing you – or anyone else for that matter. Just keep us over the city, and soon enough, we all go our separate ways. Or you could keep on heading east and see what happens when I get angry."

  


  
      The pilot hesitated, but only for a moment. Then, without a word, he turned the bird around. He was going easy on the throttle, but whether it was because of the chopper's ever-worsening tremors or to give the authorities on the ground a chance to keep up, I didn't know. Besides, I couldn't exactly tell him to hurry if I had no idea where we were headed, and right now, our speed was the least of my concerns.

  


  
      No, what worried me was the radio.

  


  
      "Hey," I said, gesturing toward my headphones, "these things got a volume knob?" He looked confused for a moment, and then pointed at the console. I fiddled with the knobs he'd indicated, flinching as I inadvertently changed the frequency, and my headset filled with static. Eventually, though, I found what I was looking for, and the police band rang loud and clear in my ears.

  


  
      "… two suspects – one a teenaged girl, possibly a hostage…"

  


  
      "… chopper headed northeast along Park, approximately forty miles per hour…"

  


  
      "… flight nurses were evacuated – only the pilot remains…"

  


  
      I sat lost in the radio transmissions for God knows how long, only snapped back to reality by a tug on my sleeve. It was Kate. Her brow was furrowed with worry, and she tapped at her ear with frustrated urgency as I stared, puzzled, back at her. Finally, she yanked the headset off of my ears, and I heard what it was she wanted me to hear.

  


  
      It was a low, rhythmic whumping, out of sync with the thudding of our own blades. I looked from window to window to find the source of the noise, and soon enough, I spotted it: a news chopper, keeping pace with us maybe fifty yards to our left. Mounted on their nose was a camera, on a sort of swivelling rig that allowed it to pan from side to side. Right now, though, it wasn't panning anywhere – it was pointed right toward us.

  


  
      It looked like our days of staying off the radar were over.

  


  
      All right, I thought. No need to panic. All we needed was a plan, and we'd get out of this just fine.

  


  
      And that's when everything went to shit.

  


  
      There was a screech of rending metal as our damaged elevator tore free of the chopper's tail, and then a horrible racket like a golf ball caught in a box fan as it got chewed up by the tail rotor. The world outside the cabin lurched sideways and began to spin. Our pilot doubled over, and the cabin filled with the acrid reek of sick. As our pilot slumped across the control panel retching, his task forgotten, the chopper dipped precariously. Kate slammed head-first into the cabin ceiling, collapsing in a heap onto the floor. And then a hand, strong as iron, closed around my neck.

  


  
      I struggled against the pilot's grasp, so impossible in its strength, my arms flailing wildly as I struggled for breath. His face split into a grin, and he pulled me close, breathing two words into my ear, somehow audible even over the roar of the chopper: "Hello, Samuel."

  


  
      Fuck. Bishop. Apparently the bastard had nothing better to do than sit around and watch the news.

  


  
      The world around us continued to spin, and I felt curiously light, as though I were barely even there. I thought then that it was just the lack of oxygen, playing tricks on my brain. It hadn't occurred to me that the chopper was going down.

  


  
      I clenched shut my eyes and forced myself to focus. It wasn't easy, what with Bishop squeezing the life out of me while my overwhelming dizziness made my limbs heavy and uncooperative. If I didn't do something fast, I was gonna lose consciousness, and Kate was as good as gone. It was then that I realized I still had the gun.

  


  
      I tried to bring the gun to bear on the pilot/Bishop's face, but he just slapped it away with his free hand, cackling with delight. A second try, the same result. I realized that as long as he had my neck in a vise, I was at a disadvantage. That's when I decided to shoot him in the wrist.

  


  
      I pressed the barrel to his arm and pulled the trigger. The sound was deafening, and my face was spattered with blood and gunshot residue in equal measure. Still, it did the trick – Bishop's hand withdrew, his borrowed face twisted in pain. Thanks to the lurching of the chopper, the shot had been a graze – a diagonal furrow maybe two inches long, halfway up the forearm. In truth, I was grateful – if I'd shot the pilot's wrist clean through, he'd have bled out in no time flat. Least this way, I had a shot at saving him – but that meant I had to knock him out, and quick.

  


  
      Bishop struggled to climb from his seat, his wounded arm clutched to his chest, but he was just as offbalance as I was, and he staggered backward into the chopper's control panel. I braced myself against my seat and kicked him in the face. His head snapped backward, his nose spouting blood. I kicked him again for good measure, and he tumbled to the cabin floor.

  


  
      It was only then that I turned my attention outside. The horizon wobbled wildly, the Manhattan skyline racing by. I kicked Bishop aside, as much out of anger as necessity, and then climbed into the pilot's seat. Before me was a whole mess of stuff I didn't have the first idea how to use. I started with the joystick-looking thingy between my knees, yanking it upward in an attempt to halt our descent – after all, it always worked in the movies.

  


  
      In real life, not so much. The helicopter skittered backward, still plummeting, and the cant of the cabin was so bad that if the door had been open, Kate would've rolled clean out. Sheer instinct made me slam on the left-hand pedal at my feet, but this was a chopper, not a Buick, and the spinning worsened. I tried the other pedal, and our rotation slowed – not much, but it was encouraging nonetheless. Not so encouraging were the rooftops we were fast approaching.

  


  
      The only option left was the emergency brake – at least, that's what it looked like to me. We were maybe twenty feet above the high-rises of Midtown when I closed my eyes and yanked the lever. I waited for our imminent collision, and when it didn't come, I cautiously opened one eye. The bird was still spinning like a top, and she shook like she was six shots into an espresso binge, but I'll be damned if we weren't holding altitude. For the first time since we'd started falling, I had the feeling we might just get out of this alive.

  


  
      That's when Bishop hit me.

  


  
      I later realized that it had been a fire extinguisher. At the time, I thought it was a freight train. Whatever it was, it bounced off the crown of my skull and knocked me out of my seat. The chopper jerked, and once more began to descend. I shook the cobwebs from my head and made for the up-lever. Bishop leapt atop me, hands scrabbling to find purchase around my neck. His hand pressed against my face, and I shook free, biting down hard on the meat of his thumb. Then I dug my nails into the furrowed flesh of his forearm, and he shrieked in pain and rage.

  


  
      I tossed him off of me, and scrambled to the lever. Buildings whooshed past us just inches from our blades as we descended below the skyline, Sixth Avenue sixty yards beneath us. I felt a hand on my leg, pulling me backward – away from the lever. I held fast for a moment, but it slipped from my grasp, and I tumbled backward.

  


  
      Bishop, surprised by the sudden lack of resistance, released my leg and slid backward toward the rear of the cabin. For a moment, he eyed Kate's unconscious form, and then I was on him, grabbing his helmet by the sides and slamming it into the cabin floor, again and again until he moved no more. I hoped that this time, he'd stay down – I'd had quite enough of killing innocent vessels. Their lives were a mighty steep price, no matter the stakes.

  


  
      Of course, if I couldn't stop us from crashing, any debate over killing the pilot was gonna be kind of moot.

  


  
      I scampered back to the pilot's seat while the street rushed upward to meet us. Forty yards, thirty. The chopper spun still, and I watched horrified as, beneath us, Sixth Avenue erupted into chaos: cars were abandoned as their drivers fled, pedestrians trampled one another in a desperate attempt to get away; a cab leapt the curb and launched headlong into a sausage cart. Twenty yards, ten. Behind me, Kate raised her head, her mutter of confusion becoming a frightened wail as she realized we were going down. I gripped the up-lever with all I had and yanked it backward, just moments from impact.

  


  
      The chopper began to rise.

  


  
      The street receded beneath us, but we weren't out of the woods yet. Still we hurtled forward, the helicopter spinning wildly, and no amount of my slamming on the pedals at my feet seemed to change that. Sixth Avenue, so broad and impressive in my youth, was suddenly the eye of a needle – it was all I could do not to slam into the massive buildings that jutted skyward to either side. To make matters worse, thick black smoke billowed from our tail, blanketing the street, while on the control panel, a dozen alarms flashed and chimed. I didn't know exactly what they meant, but I was pretty sure I caught the gist: no matter what I did, we weren't long for the sky.

  


  
      One of our skids caught on a street light, and the helicopter shuddered. I jerked the joystick aside, nearly careening into one of the buildings that whizzed past on my right. The skid clattered, useless, to the street below. A moment later, the street light followed, slamming down atop an abandoned Lincoln Town Car in a flurry of sparks and broken glass.

  


  
      At the far end of the cabin, Bishop or our pilot stirred. Kate didn't wait to find out which of them was driving – she clocked him full-swing with the same fire extinguisher he'd used to hit me. He went down in a tangle of limbs, out this time for sure.

  


  
      The chopper swung wildly now from right to left, and there was only so much I could do to correct. We were maybe twenty feet above the street, but we were barreling along too fast to simply jump – and besides, if we abandoned the bird now, she was gonna wind up rearranging some real estate, not to mention killing dozens. But as the familiar Art Deco façade of the RitzCarlton loomed large over us and I caught a glimpse of the sea of greenery beyond, I had me an idea.

  


  
      We were gonna land in the park.
  


  
      OK, land might've been too generous a term, what with a non-pilot at the stick and one of our skids a few hundred yards behind us, but still, if I could slow her down enough and drop her somewhere soft, maybe we could walk away from this OK. At least, that's what I would have been thinking had my thoughts not been preoccupied by a silent mantra of oh shit oh shit oh shit. With the chopper threatening to shake itself apart, and the joystick unresponsive, that last block and a half was one tough needle to thread.

  


  
      Without warning, we kicked sideways. Behind us, a latticework of scaffolding buckled where our blades had torn through it, and collapsed to the pavement beneath. The helicopter pitched and tumbled like a rowboat in a hurricane, and there was nothing left for me to do.

  


  
      One way or another, this bird was going down.

  


  27.


  
     

     
  


  
    The chopper shook so badly that my vision blurred and the horizon was rendered indistinct, but still I gripped the joystick between my knees, struggling with all I had to keep the chopper on course. Even in the best of circumstances, there was no way in hell I was gonna land this thing smoothly, but minus one skid, and with the controls unresponsive, I figured my only shot was to drop us in some water. Even then, I didn't know if we'd survive.

  


  
      We rocketed over the intersection of Sixth and Central Park South, and the buildings of Midtown dropped away. The treetops of the park scraped against the underside of the helicopter like the scrabbling of some unholy scavengers, eager to partake of the tasty morsels within. I tried my damnedest to gain a little altitude, but the scrabbling continued. It looked like we were out of up.

  


  
      I considered my options. The reservoir was damn near two miles away – no way were we gonna stay up that long. Besides, the reservoir is huge – even if I brought her down OK, we'd likely drown before we reached the shore. The lake was a better bet – a little closer, a little shallower – but still, I didn't see this bucket getting that far. That left the pond. Plenty close, if a bit shallow for my liking. Would a few feet of water be enough to cushion our impact? I suddenly found myself wishing I'd done a little better in physics as a kid – or, failing that, that I'd taken it more recently than seventy-odd years ago.

  


  
      Oh, well, I thought – only one way to find out.

  


  
      I yanked the joystick to the right. The chopper banked. She lost a little altitude as well, and a maelstrom of leaves and branches raged around us. I caught a glimpse of shimmering water just ahead before the chopper plunged entirely below the tree line, and then I saw nothing but green.

  


  
      There was nothing left to do but pray.

  


  
      We emerged from the canopy like a slug from a barrel, our rotor twisted and unmoving above us, our landing skids both certainly gone. The cabin tilted, and I fell from the pilot's seat, slamming hard into the window beside me. Through it, I saw the water rise to meet us, and then a murky nothing as it engulfed us in a roar of surf and a screech of rending metal. And then my forehead met the windshield, and the world went dark.
  


  
     
  


  
    The gun was a dull, ugly affair, all scuffed and gray and worn. A tiny little revolver with a nasty snub nose and a peeling leather grip, it had the look of a featherweight boxer gone to seed. I hefted it in my hand, marveling at its weight. Then I extended my arm outward, lining the sight up with the clock that sat behind a wire cage just a few feet above the countertop.
  


  
      "Whoa, pal, that iron's hot! Do me favor and maybe don't go ventilating my shop, huh?"

  


  
      I looked at him and set the gun down on the counter. He was a wiry guy of maybe forty, with beady close-set eyes and nervous hands, which at the moment were tapping out a jaunty number on the countertop. He wore a pair of baggy wool trousers, held up by a set of suspenders over a greasestained T-shirt. Except for me and him, the hock shop was empty. I looked him up and down, and wondered was he always this nervous, or was it my sparkling personality that had him on edge. Then again, I guess it coulda been the gun.

  


  
      "You always keep 'em loaded?" I asked.

  


  
      "No, not always. But guys like you, they come in wantin' a piece, I've found it ain't wise to keep 'em waiting."

  


  
      "What do you mean, guys like me?"

  


  
      "You know," he said, looking suddenly uncomfortable, "guys like you. Made guys."

  


  
      So that's what I'd become? A made guy? My friend here said it with such reverence it made me want to puke.

  


  
      "So how much?"

  


  
      "For you? Twenty-five bucks."

  


  
      "That seems a little steep."

  


  
      The drumming on the counter sped up a bit. The guy looked a little green. "Hey, that thing's got no serial, no history. That's a good deal I'm giving you – Scout's honor."

  


  
      I looked him up and down. "You were a Boy Scout?"

  


  
      "Hey, we've all been something we ain't anymore, you know what I mean?"

  


  
      Yeah, I knew what he meant. I tossed some bills down on the counter and stuffed the gun into my pants pocket.

  


  
      "There's thirty here," he said.

  


  
      "Keep it," I replied. I left him grinning like an idiot behind the counter as I left the shop and stepped out into the cool September night.

  


  
      On the street, I hailed a cab, and told the cabbie the corner of Whitehall and Bridge. I was headed to the Alexander Hamilton U.S. Custom House, where I was to exchange the envelope in my pocket for another that I'd deliver to Dumas later tonight. The envelope in my pocket was full of cash. God knows what was in the other one. Documents, I'd guess – the kind of documents that could slap a veneer of legitimacy on whatever illegitimate shit Dumas was bringing in through the harbor. Or maybe they were raffle tickets. Truth be told, I didn't care.

  


  
      This wasn't the first time I'd made the customs run for Dumas, or even the fifth, and every time it was the same. This time of night, the building was pretty quiet. My contact would meet me at the service entrance around back. We'd make the exchange and go our separate ways – no fuss, no mess, no complications.

  


  
      So if everything was roses, why'd I need the heater? Because like I said, every time it was the same. Make the swap, bring the papers to Dumas. Always a spot of his choosing, always far from prying eyes. The only difference was, this time he was gonna get a little lead along with his envelope.

  


  
      I wasn't happy with the thought of it, but I'd gone over it a thousand times, and every time, the outcome was the same. Elizabeth's program ended in just under a week, but she'd been off the drugs for days – the docs just wanted to keep an eye on her, make sure she didn't relapse. Once she was out, Dumas and I were done, at least to my mind. But when I'd broached the topic to him, he just laughed and shook his head. "Hate to have you get her home all healthy, just to have her take a nasty spill," he'd say, eyes dancing with mischief all the while. Always friendly, jovial – like he thought that it was cute. But I meant to get out, and if he didn't mean to let me, then I was gonna have to find another way.

  


  
      The Custom House was an imposing Federal structure, six stories of cold granite overlooking Battery Park, and New York Harbor beyond. I set fire to a cigarette and made my way to the service entrance. Three cigarettes' wait, and the exchange went off without a hitch. My hands trembled with anticipation as I handed over the envelope, but if my contact noticed it, he didn't let on. The envelope he handed me, I folded, and stuffed into my pocket. For maybe the hundredth time, I thought myself a fool for going through with the swap, when I could've just taken the money and used it to help us disappear once the deed was done. But even if I could stomach taking it, the people it belonged to weren't likely to let its disappearance slide, and that'd result in a whole lot of the wrong kind of attention for me. No, it was best for me if they thought the hit and this transaction had nothing to do with one another. If that meant Elizabeth and I fled broke, then that was just how it had to be.

  


  
      The walk across Battery Park seemed to take forever. My nerves were jangling, my knee was killing me, and despite the chill breeze that blew in across the harbor, my hands and neck were slick with sweat. Dumas and I were to meet at the entrance of the old fort. Designed to protect the harbor from the British navy in the War of 1812 but never once seeing battle, it now sat squat and lifeless beneath a starless sky. A little more exposed than I'd have liked to be, but I've since learned these things rarely go as smoothly as I'd like.

  


  
      Dumas was chomping on an unlit cigar when I arrived. "Evening, Sammy," he said, though the words were garbled by the fact that he never removed the cigar from his mouth. "I trust you got something for me?"

  


  
      "Yeah," I said. I thrust my hands into my pockets, producing the envelope from my left and handing it to him. My right hand stayed in my pocket, wrapping tight around the gun grip.

  


  
      "You all right? You don't look so hot."

  


  
      I laughed, cold and bitter. "Truth is, I don't feel so hot," I said. "But I think things are looking up."

  


  
      "Yeah? Why's that?"

  


  
      I wanted to have something cool to say to that. Something bad-ass. Something that let Dumas know that I was done playing the patsy for him. But when I opened my mouth, the words just wouldn't come.

  


  
      Dumas cocked his head, eyeing me with sudden suspicion. "Sammy, what the hell is going on?" Then I pulled the gun, and he knew exactly what was going on.

  


  
      I stepped in close. Grabbed him by the collar, shoved the gun into his gut. One, two, three, and it was done. His body muffled the reports, but still my ears rang. I didn't have long before the bulls arrived. I let go of him, then, watched him slump to the ground, eyes wide and blank and dead. Three blooms of red spread out across his chest. So much blood. I looked down at my hands, and they were spattered with it – that and gunpowder burns. The gun fell, forgotten from my hands. I stood trembling in the chill night air, tears stinging my cheeks. I thought that once the deed was done, I'd feel relief, but I didn't – I just felt sick. Sick and hollowed-out.

  


  
      It felt like an eternity, standing there, looking down at the body at my feet, but really, it couldn't have been more than a few moments. I was shaken from my reverie by the sound of sirens, distant but approaching. I should have thought to take the gun. I should have thought a lot of things. But the truth is, I didn't think anything at all. I just ran.

  


  
      Problem is, some things, you just can't run from.

  


  
     
  


  
    When I came to, my head was throbbing. By the digital readout on the console, I'd been out less than a minute, but it felt more like a week. For a moment, I didn't move, didn't blink – I just lay there, still as death, so spent was I by our mad flight across Manhattan, not to mention our sudden descent. My everything hurt, but the way I figured it, that meant my everything was still attached, so that wasn't all bad news. In the sudden absence of the helicopter's droning wail, the cabin was so quiet I wondered briefly if I'd been struck deaf. Then I heard a low groan from the back of the cabin, and I realized my ears, at least, were fine.

  


  
      The groaning was coming from Kate, who lay prostrate atop our pilot. It seemed he'd cushioned her impact, because she looked pretty much in one piece, if a bit dazed. There was a welt above her right eye from when she'd slammed into the ceiling, and blood ran freely from a scrape on her chin, but when my eyes met hers, she smiled.

  


  
      Our pilot had not fared so well. He was still out, and his leg was bent beneath him in a manner not possible given the usual number of joints and bones. His face was a swollen, bloody mess, and his bullet-grazed forearm had soaked through the fabric of his flight suit. Looking at him, I wanted to feel anger at Bishop for forcing me to hurt that man, or horror at what I'd done; I wanted to feel regret for having put the pilot in this position in the first place. I wanted to feel those things because they would have given me something of my past life to hold on to, something human and decent and kind. Mostly, though, I just felt tired.

  


  
      "Ugh," Kate said, rolling off of the pilot and collapsing against the cabin wall that now served as the floor. "That sucked. Next time you steal a vehicle, make sure it's one you know how to drive, OK?"

  


  
      "I didn't steal it – I hijacked it. There's a difference. And I don't think you 'drive' a helicopter."

  


  
      "I think it's pretty clear you don't."

  


  
      "Funny." I hauled myself up onto my knees. It felt like I was trying to lift a bus. "What about our pilotfriend? He still breathing?"

  


  
      "Yeah," she said. "You think he's still a bad guy?"

  


  
      "I don't know. If he's out, Bishop's out, so there's a chance Bishop's still around. But if I had to guess, I'd say Bishop bailed the last time our guy came to – I would have. The way that leg's bent, though, I don't think we've got to worry about him giving chase either way."

  


  
      "So what now?"

  


  
      "Now we run."

  


  
      I lifted myself up off the chopper window, now buried in the thick, brown-green muck that lined the bottom of the pond. An earthy stench permeated the cabin, and as I rose, I was surprised to find my clothes were damp with muddy pond water. It bubbled upward from the cabin wall beneath us; it oozed from the control panels. I helped Kate to her feet, and looked down at our pilot-friend, the inky water pooling around him.

  


  
      "We've got to take him with us," Kate said. "If we leave him here, he'll drown."

  


  
      "The water's barely three feet deep, Kate, and coming in slow. He'll be all right till someone gets here."

  


  
      "You can't know that."

  


  
      "I don't know that – but it's the best we can do."

  


  
      "No, it's not. You can help me get him out of here. I can't do it on my own."

  


  
      "Kate, that's nuts – we don't have time."

  


  
      "Yeah? Well, I say we do. You plan to sit and watch while I try, the cops approaching all the while? Or would you rather try and drag me off? Carry me or carry him – it's your choice. At least with him, you've got help, and unlike me, he won't be kicking the whole way."

  


  
      The way that leg looked, he might not be kicking ever again, but I wasn't gonna tell her that. What I said instead was: "OK. But we'd better hurry."

  


  
      First, though, we had to find a door. The one we'd boarded through now lay beneath our feet – not to mention a good inch of pond water. I scanned the cabin. If there was an emergency hatch, it sure as hell wasn't obvious. That left Plan C.

  


  
      What was once the left-hand side of the cockpit window was submerged, the water thick with particles churned up in our landing, but the right-hand side was clear, slate sky hanging low above a canopy of leaves.

  


  
      "Cover your eyes," I said. Kate complied.

  


  
      The gun thundered in my hand, painfully loud in the small, quiet space of the cabin. I, too, had covered my eyes against the threat of spraying glass, burying my face in the crook of my elbow. Once the reverberations died down, I allowed myself a peek.

  


  
      The glass had buckled outward, the pane a tangled web of cracks framing a hole the size of a quarter. I climbed atop the now-horizontal seat and braced my good leg against the window, my heel atop the hole, and my back pressed tight against the seatback. Then, with an animal cry, I pushed.

  


  
      The pane snapped free of its frame, not in a thousand tiny pieces as I expected, but all at once. It smacked into the surface of the water with a slap. Cool air kissed my face, and carried with it the sound of distant sirens. Been hearing those too often lately, I thought.

  


  
      "Grab his feet," I said, looping my arms under the pilot's arms and around his chest. "And mind that leg."

  


  
      Together, we wrestled him to the window and tossed him out. He splashed into the water about as gracelessly as the window had, bobbing face-down as we scampered after. The water was bitterly cold. It came up to my waist, and seeped into the knife wound in my thigh, bringing with it a dull, woozy ache that set my head reeling. I pushed past it, dragging the pilot to the shore and collapsing to the grass as Kate emerged dripping beside me. Just a couple dozen yards away, the Fifth Avenue traffic roared and honked, but I barely noticed. I was shivering and exhausted, and all I wanted to do was lay on this bed of grass and sleep. But Kate was having none of it.

  


  
      "Sam, c'mon, we've got to go." She grabbed my by the wrist and yanked. I stayed down. She tried again.

  


  
      "Sam, those sirens are getting closer. And we've got an audience."

  


  
      I raised my head and looked around. Dotting the park were a couple dozen onlookers, watching us with expressions of confusion and surprise. Then, one by one, their faces changed, each becoming a twisted mask of hatred. Black fire raged in their eyes. As one by one they began to approach, I found my feet, putting an arm around Kate and ushering her toward the low stone wall that marked the border of the park.

  


  
      "Sam, what's going on? Who are those guys?"

  


  
      "Demons – foot soldiers, I'd guess. Ever since I first failed to collect you, they've been watching me."

  


  
      "It doesn't look like they're content to watch you now."

  


  
      "No, it doesn't. Mu'an blamed me for the attack at Grand Central – for the war that's brewing now. I'm sure he's not the only one. I suspect they've tired of waiting for me to do my job."

  


  
      "So what happens if they catch us?" Kate asked.

  


  
      "Torture, death, an eternity of torment. You know, the usual."

  


  
      "Let's make sure they don't catch us then, OK?"

  


  
      "That's the plan."

  


  
      We reached the wall, and I helped her up and over. When she reached the other side, she gasped.

  


  
      "Oh, Jesus, Sam – they're gaining."
  


  
      A glance over my shoulder told me she was right. There were maybe a dozen of them, approaching at a brisk walk. I noticed then that they were not alone – the park was dotted with figures in suits and trench coats, fedoras worn low over faces obscured as if by an inner light. Angels. They weren't pursuing us like the demons were; they just hung back. Watching. Waiting. For what, I didn't know – and I wasn't about to stick around to find out.

  


  
      I vaulted over the wall, and hit the sidewalk at a run, dragging Kate along by the wrist. The pain in my leg wasn't so much forgotten as rendered unimportant. The promise of eternal torment does wonders in adjusting one's priorities.

  


  
      We darted into traffic amidst a squeal of brakes and a blast of horns. A dozen shouted curses hurled our way. I paid them no mind. Behind us, the demons had broken into a run, and were one by one hopping the wall, as graceful and powerful as a pride of jungle cats. As traffic resumed behind us, I headed south-west along Fifth. Across the street, our pursuers followed suit. As a delivery truck rumbled past, obscuring us from view, I reversed directions, darting north-east with Kate in tow. She let out a yelp as I jerked her arm, and then got wise to the plan, sprinting beside me with all she had.

  


  
      A roar of anger, guttural and animal, sounded from the other side of the street. The demons had spotted us, and once again followed. The truck had provided meager cover, and our head-start couldn't have been more than half a block. The demons ate into our lead with glee, scrabbling across the hoods and rooftops of the midtown traffic as easily as bricks on a walkway. As we reached the corner of Sixtieth, I felt a surge of adrenaline. Before us was a subway entrance, just two narrow sets of steps leading downward to the darkness below. If only we could catch a ride, I thought, we might just shake these guys. Together, Kate and I descended, our feet barely touching the steps, while behind us, the demons closed the gap.

  


  
      We were greeted by the warm breath of subway exhaust, stale and sickly sweet. As we descended, we passed beneath a mural of birds in flight – once no doubt brightly hued, they'd been beaten a dull graybrown by years and years of grime. They hovered like vultures, circling in anticipation of a meal soon coming. I hoped to God we'd disappoint them.

  


  
      A snarl behind us, a frightened gasp. One of the demons had reached the entrance to the subway stairs. He wore the flesh of a bike messenger, though he no longer moved as if human – he scrabbled along, half walking, half prowling on all fours, his eyes so full of raging darkness that it spilled outward from them, flickering black across the tiles of the stairwell. He pushed aside a woman in a jogging suit – the one who gasped, no doubt – and she tumbled down the stairs, landing in an awkward heap at my feet. Two others joined him at the head of the stairs – a woman in a brown tartan business suit, now streaked with dirt and grime, and an overweight man in a hot-dog vendor's apron, his face sweaty and purple from the unnatural exertion, a set of greasy tongs dangling forgotten from the apron tie around his waist. The bike messenger spoke then – just one word, and in no language that I understood, but I recoiled nonetheless. Those two syllables seemed to rise from the pit of hell itself, rendering every curse, every epithet ever uttered by Man a mere shadow, a trifle, a charming colloquialism.

  


  
      It was then that they came for us.

  


  
      I would say they came like animals, but that's not exactly true. Animals must abide by basic laws of nature and physics, but these things hold no sway over a demon. No, they came at us like death, like damnation, like the devil himself. They clawed and scratched their way down the stairs, crawling and bounding along the floors, ceiling, and walls – as if all three surfaces were the same, as if all three had been put there for the express purpose of conveying them to us. Soon the stairwell was filled with the dust of broken tiles and the spatters of their vessels' blood, the vessels that were so much more fragile than the monsters they disguised. I'd like to say I fought, or schemed, or even ran, but the truth is, in the face of their imminent arrival, I did nothing – just stood there, stock-still, watching. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I surrendered to my fate. I'm not proud of it. I'm not even ashamed. At that moment, there was simply nothing else that I could do.

  


  
      Lucky for me, Kate didn't feel the same. Maybe it's because, deep down, she still had hope to cling to, where I had nothing but regret. Maybe I was just a coward. Maybe it doesn't matter, because when she yanked on my arm, she shook me from my dazed and sorry state. We hopped the turnstiles and sprinted together across the platform, in that moment denying the inevitability of our fates. Whatever had come over me had passed. But that didn't mean we were out of it yet. We were cornered, and they were coming fast.

  


  
      Scratch that – they were here.

  


  
      The platform was crowded with afternoon commuters, serious folk in business suits jostling for position with uniformed wage slaves as they waited for their trains to arrive. At least, that was the scene when we arrived. What happened next was more of a nightmare.

  


  
      As we shoved through the crowd, no goal in mind but to get away from the demons at our heels, we were greeted with muttered curses and the occasional elbow in return, so annoyed were they to be disrupted in their routine. But when the demons reached the platform, that annoyance became fear. A scream rang out, and then another, and soon, the entire crowd jostled to get away, pressing tight to the far end of the platform as if those precious few feet would save them from the monsters that stood before them.

  


  
      It didn't. The three demons, that followed us down the stairs tore into the crowd with savage delight, rending limbs and gouging flesh before tossing them aside like so much litter. I watched in horror as they took to the walls again, climbing toward us with chilling ease. Others charged across the crowded platform, pausing only long enough to toss aside whoever stood in their way. Though they were clad in human clothes, their vessels no longer looked human in the slightest, so warped were they by the demons within. They were impossible, horrible; their shapes refusing to resolve themselves in my borrowed eyes, my borrowed mind.

  


  
      A cry rang out in the center of the crowd, quickly silenced. What replaced it was a low, wet gurgle, and as I wheeled to see what had happened, I saw an older gentleman in a blue blazer holding a girl in a waitress uniform up by her neck. She scratched and kicked at him to no avail, while he cackled with delight, black flames dancing in his eyes. His eyes met mine, and he threw the girl aside, starting toward me through the quickly parting crowd.

  


  
      Beside me, another cry – this one from Kate. I wheeled toward her in time to see the woman beside her writhe as a demon overtook her, spilling sick across the floor as her eyes filled with dark flames. She reached toward Kate, who stumbled backward into me, narrowly avoiding the demon's grasp. My hand went to my shirt pocket, fumbling for the last remaining cat-shard, but it had been pulverized in the crash – that, or my fight with Bishop – and nothing remained of it but dust. Instead I dragged Kate through the crowd, the demon trailing behind.

  


  
      Screams reverberated off the station walls, and the yellowed tile was streaked with blood. One by one the commuters fell, or worse, were possessed as yet more demons joined the fray. One by one the lights went out, smashed by accident or design I didn't know. Soon, though, it would be black as pitch, as death, and there would be no one left alive but me and Kate. If that happened, we were as good as damned, and this world was damned as well. The problem was, I couldn't see any way around it.

  


  
      My foot came down on something soft and round beneath me – a leg, limp and unmoving – and I pitched forward, dragging Kate with me as I fell. I braced myself for the impact against the concrete, for the sudden grasp of the demon just behind us, but neither came. Instead we just kept falling, eventually slamming to rest some six feet beneath the level of the platform. Something hard and uncomfortable jabbed into my ribs – a subway rail, I realized. Above, the slaughter raged, but down here, all was quiet, with nothing but the occasional discarded body to keep us company.

  


  
      I climbed gingerly to my feet, and extended a hand to Kate. She took it, and I lifted her wobbily upward. She was filthy, and a little dinged up, but she looked mostly OK. I looked around. Two sets of tunnels extended outward to our left and to our right – a commuter rail nearest the platform, and beyond it the express. We stood atop the tracks of the first of them, closest to the platform, the tunnel's overhead lamps a string of Christmas lights, disappearing into the gloom on either side of us. For the first time since the demons had arrived on the platform, I allowed myself a ray of hope. If we could reach the tunnels unnoticed, we might just get out of there alive.

  


  
      But as the demon on the platform spoke, I knew that we'd have no such luck. It was the messenger again, or what was left of him, now that the creature inside had had his way. Again, it said only one word, but this one I understood just fine.

  


  
      "Collector."

  


  
      My eyes met the demon's, but this time, I did not freeze. I wrapped my arms around Kate and pulled her close. Her jaw was set in fierce determination, but she was shaking like a leaf, and her heart fluttered in her chest.

  


  
      The demon eyed the two of us and smiled. "Give us the girl, Collector, and you and I have no quarrel."

  


  
      "Go fuck yourself," I said.

  


  
      "Actually," the demon said, "I had a certain someone else in mind." It licked its lips, and a chill worked its way along my spine.

  


  
      "You don't know what you're doing," I said. A cool breeze buffeted my face, and I realized the chill I'd felt was not from the creature's words alone.

  


  
      "I rather think I do. The two of you have brought war upon us. I intend to set things right – to restore the natural balance. They shall sing my praises in heaven and hell both. And all for the pleasure of devouring this lovely little morsel."

  


  
      "The girl is an innocent," I said. My eyes were filled with the grit of dust suddenly disturbed. I blinked it back, tried not to react. "These skirmishes you've seen are gonna seem like a holiday compared to the world of shit that'll rain down on you if you devour her soul."

  


  
      "Do you dare attempt to deceive a deceiver? I know what the girl has done. Nothing you say can change her fate. The only hide you can save today is your own."

  


  
      "Actually," I said, as the rush of air became a roar, and the glare of headlights kissed my face, "I think I'm gonna have to disagree with you, there."

  


  
      I threw Kate backward with all I had, lunging after her as the train roared past the place where we'd just stood. It screeched to a halt at the platform, blocking the demon's path, and the walls shook with a wail of fury so pure that there was nothing Kate and I could do but cling to each other, trembling, as we lay sprawled across the second set of tracks, its darkened tunnels stretching off to either side around us.

  


  
      But as the echoes of the demon's cry faded into nothingness, we found our feet, and sprinted hand in hand into the darkness.

  


  28.


  
     

     
  


  
    Keep running, I thought. Don't stop. Don't think. Just keep running.

  


  
      The air in the tunnel was cold and dank, the tracks uneven beneath our feet. Above us, sickly yellow lights pushed back the darkness at regular intervals, and cast long shadows of the tangle of pipes across the filthy concrete walls. The space between the rails was narrow, forcing us to run single file – Kate in front, with me scant inches behind, my thigh twingeing with every step despite the doctor's numbing agent. The lights of the next station were lost in the gentle curve of the tunnel. It could be fifty yards from where we stood; it could be five hundred. I told myself it didn't matter where it was – we just had to keep running. But of course it mattered. That train wasn't going to block their way forever. They'd find their way around it, or through it if need be. And when they did, they'd be coming for us. If we didn't reach the next platform before they broke through, we'd be trapped in this concrete tube with a horde of pissedoff demons. If that happened, I didn't like our odds.

  


  
      Kate let out a yelp, and tumbled to the ground. Something squeaked angrily in the darkness. A pair of beady rodent eyes looked up from where she'd just stood, and then disappeared into the gloom. I dropped to a knee, panting, beside her.

  


  
      "You all right?" I asked. Though I spoke at just above a whisper, my voice echoed through the tunnel, advertising our position to anyone – or anything – that cared to listen. I could only hope the constant clatter of distant trains was enough to drown out my words before they reached the ears of our pursuers.

  


  
      "I stepped on something," Kate replied. "Something alive." She twisted one arm out away from her, examining her elbow. A scrape the size of a silver dollar glistened black under the dim overhead lights.

  


  
      "Rat," I said. "He's gone now, though." I nodded to her right, where, beneath a thin protective canopy, the third rail stretched the length of the track, just inches from where she lay. It looked so harmless, so unremarkable, that you couldn't help but doubt the countless admonitions you hear growing up in the city not to touch it. But still, there it sat – a challenge, a dare, a trap for the unwary. As Kate spotted it, she recoiled.

  


  
      "That thing's got enough juice in it to animate a train," I said. "I suspect it's got the opposite effect on a person. Be careful getting up."

  


  
      I extended a hand, and she took it. With a little more trouble than I'd expected, I hauled her to her feet, doubling over afterward and sucking air as waves of nausea radiated outward from the stab wound in my leg and turned my insides into knots.

  


  
      "Jesus, Sam, are you OK?"

  


  
      "Yeah," I said, straightening. "Just popped a stitch is all. C'mon, we gotta get moving."

  


  
      She looked doubtful. I couldn't blame her – I didn't much believe me myself. But staying here wasn't really an option. So instead she slung an arm around my waist, and we set out down the tunnel, straddling the dead left-hand rail of the track, staying as far away from the third rail as we could manage.

  


  
      We'd only gone ten paces when we heard it: a shriek of rending metal, a crash of shattered glass. A horrid slavering filled the tunnel, and one by one behind us, the overhead lights flickered and died. The darkness marched forward, step by step, as light after light gave up the ghost, and what remained was more than a mere absence of light: the darkness was pulsing, malevolent, alive. There was no mistaking what that darkness contained; it was the black fire of pure torment, of a being forever occluded from the nourishing light of grace, and in the face of it, all hope of escape withered and died.

  


  
      They were here.

  


  
      Without a word, Kate and I released each other from our awkward embrace, and took off down the tunnel at a dead sprint. Blind panic coursed through my borrowed frame. It made me strong. It made me fast. It didn't make me fast enough.

  


  
      There were three of them, the bike messenger in the lead, followed by two others. In all my time walking this Earth, I'd never seen a demon so thoroughly warp its host as these three had theirs – nothing human of them remained. The clothes of the bike messenger hung in tatters around his now-massive frame. He galloped just ahead of the darkness on all fours, his flesh as black as the fire that raged in his eyes, as black as the Depths from which he had sprung. In the naming of things, humans have never been so wrong as when they called the brown-skinned "black" – for brown skin is full of warmth, of life, and this creature, black as pitch, was anything but. Its skin glistened and rippled as muscles pushed beyond the breaking point heaved and flexed like the haunches of a prized steed. Gristly streaks of red where the skin had split in deference to the form it now contained marred every swollen joint and twisted limb. Bloodied fingers, more claw now than digit, tore at the ground, propelling the beast forward, while the joints of its hind legs now bent backward, folding under the creature in an awkward, inhuman motion, and then extending in leap after bounding leap. I'm amazed I managed to keep my feet, so transfixed was I with the view over my shoulder. But keep my feet I did, and as I tore my eyes from the horrible visage behind me, I saw something that caused my heart to leap: a glimmer of light maybe a hundred yards ahead, the next station on the line. If we could just make it, just shake these beasts for long enough to disappear into the crowd…

  


  
      But it may as well have been a hundred miles. Hot breath prickled at my neck as the liquid darkness engulfed us, and by instinct I pitched forward, snagging Kate on the way down and dragging her to the ground. The one-time bike messenger sailed overhead, one clawed hand swiping diagonally across where I had just stood. But the demon just passed through empty space, and the creature tumbled to the ground, rolling twice before finding its feet. It stood hunched in the center of the tracks, facing us, its chest heaving with every labored breath. A corona of light, pointed like the rays of a star, splayed out around the beast as its massive form eclipsed the light of the station beyond. The creature made a terrible chuffing sound. I suppressed a shiver as I realized that it was laughing.

  


  
      "You have fought well, Collector," the demon said. "You have done yourself proud. But you have also caused us a great deal of trouble. I'm afraid you shall receive no mercy this day. Your death will be a slow and painful one."

  


  
      Again I heard that awful chuffing sound, this time from behind. I wheeled to find the other two creatures standing guard just behind us, somehow clearly visible despite the darkness that enveloped us, blanketing the walls and rendering indistinct the ground beneath our feet. Both stood on all fours, their sudden heft supported by arms that now rippled with thick ropes of muscle. One lazily stretched a set of leathery wings, which made a sound like rustling leaves in the darkness. The other's flesh had split the length of its back, revealing two rows of bony protuberances – black as its skin and slick with its vessel's blood – that ran the length of its spine before terminating in a ridge of small horns at the bridge of its nose.

  


  
      "And you, my dear," the once-bike-messenger said, addressing Kate. "So young, so petite, and yet so very, very dangerous. I've no doubt you'll find your new accommodations… satisfying. But don't fret; I'm certain that once your Collector is dispatched, we four can find the time for a little entertainment before we consign you to your fate. After all, you are such a pretty little girl…"

  


  
      It was then that the winged one leapt. Maybe it was the rustle of its wingbeat; maybe it was just dumb luck. I guess it doesn't matter what it was that tipped me off, but as the winged demon closed the gap between us, its mouth of misshapen teeth open wide, I drew the gun from my pocket, closed my eyes, and pulled the trigger.

  


  
      The report was deafening, and even through closed lids, the flash of the barrel was painful in its sudden brightness. The winged demon collapsed to the ground, whimpering like a wounded dog, its head a mess of blood and brain and teeth. I fired again. It shuddered and lay still.

  


  
      The remaining demons roared in anger, shaking the ground beneath us. Then, as one, they pounced. The bike messenger was fast, I knew, but the horned demon was the closer of the two. I wheeled toward the latter and shot. I was too late, though, too slow – he slapped my arm away, and the bullet zinged off the concrete wall beside me. I heard a howl of pain, and as I tumbled to the ground, I caught a glimpse of the bike messenger lying across the right-hand rail, one clawed hand pressed tight to its ruined ankle. Blood welled red from beneath its fingers, and I felt a surge of savage delight as I realized my shot had not been wasted after all. Then the horned demon was atop me, one crushing hand around my neck, and I saw nothing but the encroaching darkness.

  


  
      I clawed at the horned demon's arm with my free hand, but its grip was too powerful to break. I swung wildly at his face with my gun hand, and my heart surged as I heard a crunch of bone, a tortured cry. But the beast just slapped the gun away – it clattered useless to the ground, just out of reach. Suddenly, there were two hands on my neck, and the world began to recede.

  


  
      My reality shuddered for a moment, and clarity returned. I realized it wasn't the world that had shuddered – just the demon atop me. Kate had kicked the thing across the face, and was kicking it still. The horned demon raised its hands to avoid the blows, but she just kept on kicking. Blood sprayed from the creature's mouth, sizzling as it spattered against the third rail. The scent of pennies filled the air.

  


  
      The demon grabbed her foot and twisted. Kate went down, hard. It was on her in a flash.

  


  
      The horned demon straddled her chest and buried one clawed hand in her hair, yanking back her head and regarding her carefully. Hatred burned in pitchblack eyes within the ruined meat of its face. A tongue, red-black and forked, extended from the demon's mouth and dragged across Kate's cheek, as one clawed digit traced a line across her neck – playful, taunting. The beast applied a little pressure, and the tender flesh of her throat furrowed, red blood welling in its wake. Kate shook with evident fear, and clenched shut her eyes as she steeled herself for the inevitable. The creature threw his head back and laughed – a full, throaty, baleful laugh that shook the tunnel around us, and sent showers of dust cascading from the rusted pipes above.

  


  
      The bastard never even saw me coming.

  


  
      I threw myself at him with everything I had. Considering what he was planning to do to Kate, my everything was a lot. I hit him in a full-on Superman horizontal, wrapping my arms tight around the demon's as the top of my head slammed into its cheekbone. Something in its cheek snapped like tinder, and the fucker went down. Momentum's a bitch, though, and I went down with him. We landed in a heap of bloodied limbs in the center of the tracks – me on top, with the demon kicking and scratching as it struggled to get free.

  


  
      I pinned its arms above its head, with no thought but to stop it from gouging. Yellow-gray teeth scraped the flesh of my cheek as it snapped its jaw at me. By instinct, I recoiled. The creature seized the moment, shifting its weight and rolling me over. Cold steel dug into my back as it forced me down onto the rail, and again, its hands closed around my neck. I struggled against its grasp, but only for a moment. Then I slackened, and went still.

  


  
      The creature's grip lessened – just a touch. It was all the opening I needed. I threw myself upward like a sit-up from hell, slapping away its hands and shoving the creature backward with all the strength I could muster. It tumbled backward, extending a hand to steady itself as it fell.

  


  
      I could've danced a fucking jig.

  


  
      Its hand connected with the third rail with a satisfying fwap. The creature convulsed as the voltage racked its body and every muscle tried to clench at once. Thick oily smoke snaked skyward, and pooled beneath the tunnel lights. A stench of salt and meat, sickly sweet, filled my nose, and I knew in that moment I'd never again attend a pig roast, no matter how long I walked this Earth.

  


  
      Something happened to its eyes that I'd rather not describe, and then the beast was still. The liquid darkness of the tunnel faded somewhat, its walls and ceiling now no longer obscured from view. And there was something else, as well: a subtle swirling, a shifting of the smoke, which continued to pour off the body but now no longer pooled, instead drifting perceptibly toward the distant light of the station.

  


  
      "Kate," I said, as I watched the smoke drift past, "we gotta go."

  


  
      She followed my gaze, and then glanced back the way we'd come, worry clouding her delicate features. "Yeah," she replied, "I think you're right."

  


  
      I snatched the gun up from the ground and extended Kate a hand. She took it, and we trotted side by side down the tunnel, leaving the husks of the two demons in our wake. But then we paused, spotting the third, the former bike messenger, propped against the tunnel wall ahead, its head thrown back in obvious pain, its brow damp with sweat. It sat, eyes closed, with one knee tight to its chest, and its other leg extended, the latter terminating in a bloody, glistening stump. A few feet away lay a mangled foot, connected only to the leg by a trail of blood. The gunshot, so far as I had seen, hadn't taken off the foot. As I watched the stump pulse and split like some nightmare egg, loosing fresh claws that kneaded the chill, damp air gingerly as if testing it, I realized the demon had removed the ruined appendage itself.

  


  
      The creature pushed backward with its good leg, and its back slid haltingly up the wall. It stood there a moment, its weight supported by its undamaged foot, the new one scratching tentatively at the concrete floor below, and then it took one lurching step forward, its eyes opening at last.

  


  
      "I cannot let you pass," said the demon. Once more, the dark enveloped us, radiating outward from the demon, but that darkness was fragile, somehow, barely there – like tissue paper. The creature took another lurching step, wincing as it did. It stood in the center of the tunnel now, the smoke from its fallen comrade now streaming overhead. A sudden breeze ruffled its tattered clothes.

  


  
      "You're in no shape for this," I said, not unkindly. "Just let us go."

  


  
      "I fear we've come too far for that."
  


  
      "I don't believe that's true. You got a name?"
  


  
      "I am but a foot soldier. We have no use for names."
  


  
      From far behind us shone the rheumy glare of a subway car's lights. Kate shot me a worried look. I ignored her.

  


  
      "You were an angel once – before the Fall. You had a name then, didn't you?"

  


  
      Another shuffling step, another wince. Behind us, the train pressed ever closer.

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "Then tell me, angel, what is your name?" I asked.

  


  
      The creature swallowed hard. Its eyes closed in pain and concentration, and when it opened them again, I saw that the black flames they contained had dwindled to a flicker. "Veloch," it said.

  


  
      "Veloch, I need you to listen to me. This girl is an innocent; her soul is unmarred. She's been set up – by who, I don't know. Whoever it is, they clearly want a war. If you take her, a war's exactly what they'll get. You and I both know what we've seen so far is nothing compared to what would happen if the Adversary were to lay claim to a pure soul."

  


  
      The demon took another limping step forward. "Even if what you say is true, I have my orders. What is it you want from me?" Its voice was hoarse and weak, his words nearly lost to the rumble of the coming train.

  


  
      "I want you to trust me," I said. "I want you to trust me because I need your help."

  


  
      The creature snorted. "You want me to trust you? Why would I, when your kind, unlike mine, is not bound by your word?" It took another step forward. It stood only paces away now, wrapped in a shroud of guttering darkness that did little to repel the lights of the approaching train. Kate stood panicked and sweating beside me, looking continually from the demon to the train and back again. She clearly realized, as I did, there was no way we could beat the train to the station, no matter how fast we ran, and the thought seemed to imbue her with a kind of twitchy desperation that radiated off of her just as surely as the demon radiated darkness. Still, I remained calm. Maybe I'd resigned myself to the fact that we might not get out of this tunnel alive. Maybe I just didn't care. Or maybe I'd just found a little faith.

  


  
      "I'm not asking you to trust my kind," I said, tucking the gun into my jeans and stepping toward Veloch, arms raised. "I'm asking you to trust me." I grabbed it by the wrist and pressed its hand tight to my breastbone. Behind me, Kate quailed, and a thin cry escaped her lips, while further back, the train inexorably approached.

  


  
      The creature flexed its hand, and thick claws pierced my chest, but still I didn't flinch. Its borrowed eyes searched my face for any sign of duplicity, its own features twisted with suspicion. And then, suddenly, Veloch released me, the suspicion draining from its face.

  


  
      "You speak the truth, so far as you believe. I shall help you in your quest."

  


  
      "Thank you," I said.
  


  
      "If I find that I have trusted you in error, I assure you, you will pay – and the girl as well."

  


  
      "Of course."

  


  
      "Tell me, Collector, what made you so sure that I would choose this path? After all, my fate is sealed – redemption, for me, is forever out of reach."

  


  
      "Maybe. Maybe not. But it's not too late to try. Besides, if you sealed your fate, you did so by choosing to rebel – by choosing freedom over the bonds of servitude. It was a choice that, by all rights, wasn't yours to make, but you made it nonetheless. I guess I had to hope you'd make another."

  


  
      "Uh, guys?" Kate said, voice tight with tension. "If we're all on the same side now, could we maybe move this somewhere else?"

  


  
      "The girl is right – you must go. You and I are wellmet, Collector."

  


  
      I grabbed Kate by the arm and dragged her toward the station. The lights of the train were nearly upon us. But when Kate saw Veloch standing fast, she stopped.

  


  
      "Wait," Kate said. "You're not coming?"

  


  
      "No, child – not today. Perhaps someday we will meet again. I hope for your sake we do not. Now, go!"

  


  
      At that last, Veloch roared, and Kate was shaken into action. We sprinted toward the station, while behind us, the train hurtled ever closer.

  


  
      The tunnel shook with the force of the train, now just thirty yards behind us. Veloch's roar only seemed to build, swallowing the noise of the train whole until nothing remained but the demon's cry.

  


  
      Twenty yards, ten.

  


  
      I sprinted with all I had, Kate keeping pace by my side. Though I dared not look back, the shadow of Veloch that the subway's lights cast through the tunnel seemed, impossibly, to grow, until only the faintest trickle of illumination slid past.

  


  
      Far too late, a screech of brakes.

  


  
      In the moment of impact, I glanced back. Though the force of it shook the tunnel like an earthquake, and the sheer volume of the crash rendered me momentarily deaf, it's what I saw over my shoulder that will stick with me always: Veloch, eyes closed, arms clutched to his chest, a beatific smile gracing his warped and twisted features. The demon was near as tall now as the train itself, which crumpled around Veloch like a hatchback around a maple. For a moment, the demon didn't move, didn't flinch – it just stood stock-still while, impossibly, the train cleaved to either side of it, raining sparks as it ground along the tunnel walls, the metal yielding to Veloch's flesh as if it were stone. Then the life drained out of Veloch's face, and its massive body fell beneath the train, which, now unimpeded, surged forward once more.

  


  
       The train bore down on us again, this time as a shrieking, flaming mass of twisted metal. The lights of the station loomed large, just a dozen yards ahead of us. But the train was coming fast, and hard as we were sprinting, it was all I could do to keep my feet.

  


  
      Kate reached the station first, hauling herself up onto the platform and rolling clear of the tunnel entrance. I was not so lucky. Blood streamed from the wound in my leg, and I was growing weaker by the second. The heat of the flames licked at my back, and I knew the train was close. What's worse, even if I reached the station in time, as battered as I was, there was no way I was gonna be able to haul my ass up onto the platform. As the train squealed ever closer, I realized this vessel would be swallowed beneath it just as Veloch's had been.

  


  
      But then, a hand. It reached down toward the tracks from the platform, just at the entrance of the tunnel. As the heat of the flaming wreck singed my neck and back, eating holes through the flannel of my shirt, I leapt, grabbing Kate's proffered wrist as she clamped down on mine.

  


  
      And as I swung weightless toward the platform, forty tons of twisted metal bearing down behind me, I closed my eyes and prayed.
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    I tumbled onto the platform, the flaming wreck of the train clipping my ankle as it sailed past and sending me skittering across the tiles. I came to rest in a dingy yellow corner littered with gum and filth and smelling faintly of piss, and as I lay there, taking stock to see if I'd brought all my limbs with me, I thought it might just be the most beautiful place I'd ever seen.

  


  
      Kate lay on her back just a few feet away, her chest heaving with exertion, her face beet-red and drenched in sweat. As her eyes briefly met mine, though, I saw they were wild with life, as I'm sure mine were as well. What a sight we must've been, although there was no one there to see us; out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of the last stragglers from the platform fleeing streetside up the stairs. I guess nobody wanted to stay to watch the train wreck. Thinking back to the station we'd just come from, I suspected the people in this one had no idea how lucky they just were.

  


  
      "You OK?" Kate asked. I rolled onto my side, watching her as she rested her head against the station floor and lay staring at the ceiling, chest heaving with breath after gasping breath. She looked as exhausted as I felt.

  


  
      "Yeah. You?"

  


  
      "Yeah. But what about Veloch? Is he dead?"

  


  
      I shook my head, and then realized that, facing the ceiling as she now was, there's no way she could have caught that. "No," I said. "Just his vessel."

  


  
      "Is that why they didn't go all buggy and stuff like Merihem did? Because we didn't really kill them?"

  


  
      "Yeah. Most higher order demons, like Merihem or Beleth, have the ability to walk among us unseen – to trick our eyes and minds into seeing them as human. They'll possess someone if it suits their purposes, but it's hardly a necessity. The foot soldiers don't have that kind of power. If they want to hide their demon natures, they're forced to take a human vessel. Of course, a human vessel is nowhere near as powerful as an actual demon, but the upside is, it makes the demon less vulnerable to attack – if they get bounced from their vessel, they just retreat to their physical selves. Merihem didn't have that luxury, and now he's gone for keeps – hence the big, messy exit."

  


  
      Kate fell silent for a moment while she caught her breath. "So those people they – what's the word – inhabited?"

  


  
      "Possessed."

  


  
      "Right. Possessed. Those people they possessed – we killed them, though, right?"

  


  
      "Sort of," I said. "I mean, it's complicated. See, when a demon takes a host, it's not like when I do. I was human once, so human is how I see myself. If I remake a vessel in my image, I'm just rearranging their thoughts, the occasional mannerism – and even then, it takes time. When a demon possesses someone, they have a tendency to warp that person in their image. To some extent, they can't help it, although many use it to their advantage, as our friends back there did – they bring with them their strength, their speed, their everything, until not much of the host being remains. Those guys back there warped those bodies faster than I'd ever seen. Even if we had the time for an exorcism – which we didn't – I doubt they would have survived."

  


  
      "So what does that mean about me? How'd the demon that killed my family change me?"

  


  
      I sat up and looked at her, unsure of how to respond. After a moment's reflection, I decided to tell Kate the truth. "I don't know."

  


  
      She seemed to turn my answer over in her mind as if inspecting it, and then she nodded. "So where are their physical selves? Where do they go, when you expel them from their vessels?"

  


  
      "I have no idea. Hell's a big place."

  


  
      "I thought you said that this was hell."

  


  
      "For me, it is. For others, as well. But hell's not just this island, this city, this planet; it's everywhere, just a hair's breadth away from the 'reality' you see. You ask me, that gives them plenty of latitude to hide."

  


  
      "Can they come back?"

  


  
      I nodded. "All we did was slow 'em down."
  


  
      "Well, then," Kate said, climbing to her feet and extending a helping hand to me, "what do you say to not being here when they do?"

  


  
     
  


  
    We emerged from the station at the corner of Lexington and Sixtieth. Overhead, the gray sky deepened toward black as evening settled over the city. Sirens wailed in the distance – in response to the train wreck, no doubt. The midtown traffic must've slowed them up, though, because so far, they were nowhere to be seen. My thoughts turned to the hulking mass of twisted metal that sat burning beneath our feet, and the people doubtless trapped within it. I pushed those thoughts aside. There was nothing I could do for them. And if I failed to keep Kate safe, there was nothing I could do for anybody.

  


  
      "Come on, we've gotta get moving." I took Kate by the arm, and led her away from the station. But just a few steps later, I stopped cold.

  


  
      The squat storefront of Mulgheney's sat huddled before me, spilling neon red across the sidewalk like the last sixty years had never happened. Actually, that wasn't quite true: you could see those years in the film of grime that coated the storefront windows, in the dulling of its chromed marquee; a few feet above the door, an ancient air conditioner – not yet present when I'd last laid eyes on the place – dripped rust down the transom below. But all of that was swept away by the wave of remembrance that washed over me. The reek of the place, all cigarettes and whiskey and cheap cologne. The heady mix of lust and greed, of sin, that I'd mistaken for good cheer, for the promise of a better life for me and Elizabeth both.

  


  
      No. Looking back, that wasn't true. I hadn't mistaken it for anything. Even then, I'd known better. Somewhere, deep down, I'd known exactly what it was that I'd so blithely bargained away. After all, I know better than anyone that's the way these bargains work. If the mark doesn't understand the stakes, then the deal is null and void.

  


  
      So yeah, I'd known. I'd known it all along. And if I had the chance to do it all again, I'd probably play it the same. Guess I'm not one for learning my lesson.

  


  
      As I stood there, staring at the place, a shiver coursed down my spine. A bead of sweat trickled down my side. Kate peered at me with concern. "You OK?" she asked.

  


  
      "Just a shiver," I told her. She put an arm around my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Then, the sound of sirens growing ever louder, we set off down the street.

  


  
     
  


  
    "Sam, what are you doing here?"

  


  
      I looked at Elizabeth, clad in darkness, rubbing the sleep from her eyes with balled fists. But for the occasional snore from her fellow patients – each separated from one another by curtains that extended outward from the walls – the ward was quiet, and the nurses' station was empty and unlit. The only illumination came from the window at the end of the long shared room: city lights reflected cold and brittle off the walls, the linens, the floors. But even in the dark, her expression wasn't hard to read. Liz was frightened. Frightened and suspicious.

  


  
      "I don't know. I – I just had to see you. To make sure you were OK."

  


  
      "It must be three in the morning!" she whispered. "People here are trying to sleep!"

  


  
      "I know," I said. "I'm sorry." Actually, it was closer to four. I'd been walking the streets of the city since Battery Park, since Dumas, trying to wrap my head around what I'd done, but it was no use. I'd never taken a life before – hadn't thought myself capable – and it was just too much for me to deal with on my own. I didn't know at the time that I was coming here, at least not consciously. But while my thoughts went round and round, my feet had other plans. So here I stood. Broken. Trembling. Wanting nothing more than for her to tell me everything would be OK.

  


  
      But Liz was having none of that. She clicked on her bedside lamp, looked me up and down. My eyes were red and swollen, and my cheeks stung from the salt of drying tears. My clothes were peppered with blood. Gunpowder burns had seared the flesh of my right hand, although the damage was hard to see, because try though I might, I couldn't stop my hands from shaking. She said, "Jesus, Sam, what happened to you?"

  


  
      "Nothing – it's not important."

  


  
      "The hell it's not! I haven't heard from you in days, and now you show up in the dead of night, looking like some kind of crazy person. And what is that all over your shirt? It's blood, isn't it? Oh, God, what kind of work are you doing for that man, anyway?"

  


  
      "Believe me, you don't have to worry about Dumas anymore," I said.

  


  
      Elizabeth's eyes went wide. She recoiled, her hands to her stomach, retreating to the far end of the bed. "You didn't. Tell me you didn't."

  


  
      "You don't understand – this guy was as rotten as they come."

  


  
      "Tell me you didn't," she repeated, tears welling in her eyes.

  


  
      "I had no choice, Liz."

  


  
      "Just please tell me that you didn't," she said, pleading now, tears pouring down her cheeks.

  


  
      "I did what I had to do," I said. "I did it for us."

  


  
      Elizabeth buried her face in her hands, her body racked with sobs. In the darkness, patients stirred around us, their sleep disrupted.

  


  
      "I'm sorry, Liz, but there was just no other way. It's over now, though, and we can start fresh, you and me – maybe head back to California, or get that little place in Maine you're always talking about. But we gotta go now, if we're going. It's like we always said, love: it's just me and you, and to hell with everything else. C'mon, baby, what do you say?" I rested a hand atop her shoulder – a comforting gesture, I told myself, and I was only half-lying. The comfort was real. I just had the who it was comforting part backwards.

  


  
      "Don't touch me," she spat, shaking off my hand. Her eyes were fixed on a spot somewhere in the middle of the bed, as though she couldn't even look at me.

  


  
      "Liz, please."

  


  
      "I want you to leave," she said.

  


  
      "What?"

  


  
      "I SAID LEAVE!"

  


  
      At that last, the lights came on. I heard the grumble of patients in nearby beds, angry at the sudden disturbance. I heard a clatter of footfalls from down the hall, and the officious tones of hospital security ringing off the walls. And last, I heard the thudding of my heart, which threatened to burst inside my chest. I looked at Liz, my face a silent plea, but she was having none of it. So, security drawing closer, I fled.

  


  
      I headed away from the nurses' station and hit the stairwell at a run, tears streaming down my cheeks. Four stories' worth of stairs passed unnoticed beneath my feet, and I spilled out into the biting cold night. I was in a narrow alley, the street beyond hidden behind a heaping mound of trash. Pavement bit the tender flesh of my hands and knees as I collapsed, retching, to the ground, my body racked with sob after painful sob. I didn't know if they were coming for me. At that point, I didn't care. I thought I'd reached the bottom, then. The worst that it could get.

  


  
      I had no idea how wrong I was.

  


  
      "Shit, Sam, I always figured you were kinda gutless, but this? Crying like a little bitch in the street?"

  


  
      At the sound of his voice, my stomach clenched, but there was nothing left to purge. I didn't want to look at him. I knew I couldn't not. Almost without volition, I lifted my head.

  


  
      Walter Dumas stood beside me, smiling. Black fire raged in his eyes. He was wearing the same suit I'd seen him in this evening, now filthy and blood-soaked. Three jagged holes, redbrown with drying blood and scorched around the edges, graced his shirt in the center of his chest. Beneath them, his skin was knotted and discolored, like a horrible injury decades old. As I stared at him, disbelievingly, Dumas tugged a bloodspattered kerchief from his pocket, and extended it to me. When I didn't take it, he just shrugged and returned it to his pocket.

  


  
      "So what's the matter, Sammy-boy – lady troubles? Eh, them dames are all the same. Always squeamish when the killing starts."

  


  
      My head was reeling. This couldn't be happening. "You… I mean, I…"

  


  
      "Killed me, yeah. Well, tried to, at least. Made a pretty good go of it, too, if you don't mind my saying. Most folks just snap and make for the nearest blunt object, but you had yourself a plan – you even bought yourself a gun and everything. Gotta say, I'm proud o' you, son. Or, rather, I was, till I saw this pathetic little display."

  


  
      "You… you wanted me to kill you?" I asked.

  


  
      "Hell, yes, I did" he replied, "that's why your pal Johnnie dragged me into this affair! After all, you can't consummate a contract without blood. It's a common misconception in deals of this kind that the blood you sign with has got to be your own. Truth is, blood taken with malicious intent is always far more binding. I gotta tell you, I was beginnin' to think you'd never seal the deal – I been runnin' you ragged for months now, and you just kept on takin' it."

  


  
      "'Deals of this kind'? Deals of what kind?"

  


  
      "You mean you still haven't figured it out? I guess you always were a little dense. We own your soul now, boy. Or, rather, the Boss Man does, though credit goes to Merihem – 'scuse me, Johnnie, for puttin' the whole thing together. How's fire and brimstone for all eternity sound, kiddo? Cause that's where you're headed."

  


  
      "You can't be serious."

  


  
      Dumas said, "OK, you got me on the fire and brimstone. I mean honestly, I don't know who came up with that shit, but it sure as hell wasn't us. You kids and your books. It's downright cute, really. About the owning your ass, though, I'm afraid I'm quite serious."

  


  
      "So what, then? You're just gonna whisk me off to hell, now?"

  


  
      "Aw, come on, Sam, where's the fun in that? Nah, we'd rather let you sweat a bit. Don't you worry, though – your day is coming soon enough."

  


  
      "I don't believe you," I said.

  


  
      "You know what? I think you do."

  


  
      There was no point arguing, I realized. Dumas was right. I did believe. "What do you mean, my day is coming?"

  


  
      "Oh, you'll find out soon enough. You wanna know the funniest part?"

  


  
      "What's that?"

  


  
      "If you had only guessed at what I am, you wouldn't be in this predicament."

  


  
      "How's that?"

  


  
      "Ain't no sin to kill a demon. But as far as you knew, it wasn't a demon you were killin'. In this-here game of ours, intent is everything, and your intentions were just as black as can be. Tell me that ain't the bit that's gonna keep you up at night." Dumas laughed. "Anyways, this has been fun and all, but I got places I need to be. See you 'round, Sam."

  


  
      And just like that, I was alone.

  


  
     
  


  
    "Do you think they saw us?"

  


  
      I glanced back through the glass door through which we'd ducked. It was plastered with multicolored sheets of paper – ads for roommates, dog-walking services, and the like, all obscuring my view of the street beyond. "I don't know."

  


  
      We were standing in the vestibule of a Vietnamese noodle joint, just a tiny patch of threadbare floor mat stacked high with free weeklies and wedged between two doors. The interior door was propped open, giving me a view of the restaurant's spartan dining room and teasing my empty stomach with the aroma of ginger and lime and simmering meats. What few patrons there were made no attempts to hide their puzzled stares, and I couldn't blame them. What a pair we must make: Kate, scraped and filthy beneath her bluestreaked hair and studded choker, looking for all the world like a punk-rock zombie. Me, pallor ashen from loss of blood, much of which had dried red-brown into my tattered clothes. I, too, looked like a dead man walking, which was funny, cause for a change, I wasn't.

  


  
      "So what do we do?" Kate asked.

  


  
      It was a fair question. We'd barely made it a couple of blocks from the station before we'd spotted them: a pair of demons, combing the street, the black fire that burned in their eyes belying the impassive expressions that graced their otherwise human faces. I had no doubt that there were more of them – dozens, maybe hundreds by now – fanning outward from the spot we'd last been seen, determined to put a stop to this war, to this girl, once and for all. I wasn't about to let that happen, but that meant we needed a plan. From the looks on the diners' faces, we sure couldn't stay there.

  


  
      I looked into Kate's eyes, so trusting and innocent despite all they'd seen, and I wished I had something to tell her. Truth was, I was out. Out of gas, out of ideas. I had no fucking clue where to go, or what we'd do when we got there. I'd fucked this job up from the get-go, and now, the whole city was on our tail – humans and demons alike. We'd be lucky if we lasted the night.

  


  
      But of course I didn't say any of that. No, what I said was this: "We've got to get off the streets, and quick. Find a place to hole up while things calm down. If we stay off the radar for a while, there's no way for Bishop or the demons to get a bead on us. That means first we've got to get out of here. It's probably a matter of minutes before someone here calls the cops, if they haven't already. Right now, I'm thinking kitchen."

  


  
      Kate nodded, and we ducked out of the vestibule, darting through the dining room and pushing open the kitchen's swinging double doors. The kitchen was hot and narrow and cramped, with two apron-clad cooks barely visible behind stainless steel counters stacked high with pots and pans and bins piled high with fresh-cut veggies. They shouted at us in their mother tongue, but we were gone as quickly as we'd come, banging open the heavy metal door that led to the alley behind the place. It slammed shut behind us, and I leaned against it while I got my bearings.

  


  
      But for a mangy cat asleep atop a dumpster, the alley was empty. The way my heart was pounding, I guess I was surprised. I half-expected the place to be crawling with demons, eager to tear us limb from limb. Guess the damned aren't much for optimism.

  


  
      I slid the Glock from my waistband and popped out the clip. Empty. I pulled back the slide and checked the chamber, a wave of relief washing over me as I realized there was one round left. We weren't gonna have the option of shooting our way out, if it ever came to that, but at least I could stack the odds a bit, make that one shot count. I dredged the powdered remains of the catshard from my pocket and funneled them as best I could into the barrel of the gun. I had no idea if the damn thing would fire, full of dust like that, much less whether these last sad scraps of cat-shard still had enough juju left to kill a demon, but faint hope was better than no hope at all. I tore a scrap of fabric from my shirt and stuffed it into the barrel to keep the powder in, and then I tucked the gun back into my jeans.

  


  
      Kate, who had watched the process without a word, gave a slight nod, and then spoke. "All right, now where to?"

  


  
      "Got me, kid. Seems to me, these are more your stomping grounds than mine. You got any suggestions, I'd be happy to hear 'em."

  


  
      "Well, there's one place I can think of," she said.

  


  
      "Yeah? Where?"

  


  
      "Home."

  


  30.


  
     

     
  


  
    "You sure you're ready to do this?"

  


  
      Kate stood looking upward at the building across the street, her hands worrying at the hem of her shirt. "Yeah," she said, the faintest quaver casting doubt on her assertion. "Yeah, I'm sure."

  


  
      I remember now, having peered into her eyes for any evidence of doubt, and finding none. Of course, now I know it wasn't her I should've worried about. Turns out, I'm the one who wasn't ready.

  


  
      We stood hand in hand at the crosswalk, waiting for the signal to change, and when it did, we set out across Park Avenue. Kate's building was a stunning pre-war co-op, draped in an elegant limestone façade. Arched transoms framed windows near as tall as I was, and each floor was delineated by an elaborate garland-andwreath cornice. A limestone balustrade sat atop the building like a crown.

  


  
      As we approached the massive Gothic arch that denoted the main entrance of the building, Kate stopped short, casting glances to either side.

  


  
      "Something's not right here," she said.
  


  
      That seemed, to me, an understatement – standing on this block, by this building, covered as I was in blood and filth, I felt like a kid out of class without a hall pass. But I'm guessing that wasn't the something she was talking about. "All right, I'll bite – what's wrong?"

  


  
      "No Murray."

  


  
      "No Murray?"

  


  
      "Murray's our doorman."

  


  
      "Your doorman," I echoed.

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "And he's not here."

  


  
      "Yes."

  


  
      "If he were here, you think he'd be inclined to let us in?"

  


  
      "Of course not. There's a service entrance around back, leads downstairs to the boiler room. It gets hot down there, so most days, the super leaves the door propped open. That's how I figured we'd get in."

  


  
      "I'm still not seeing the problem here. The doorman pops out to grab a bite, and instead of slinking around in the hot basement, we get to walk in through the front door. Seems win-win to me."

  


  
      "Sure, except Murray never leaves his post."

  


  
      "Maybe somebody upstairs needed something? Some luggage carried or whatever?"

  


  
      She shook her head. "They've all got staff for that."

  


  
      "What about the bathroom?"

  


  
      "The man's a freaking camel."

  


  
      "So no Murray is bad."
  


  
      "Yeah," Kate said, "no Murray is bad."
  


  
      "Then we run," I said. "Find somewhere else to go to ground while we come up with a plan."

  


  
      "I'm tired of running, Sam. Tired of hiding. Besides, what's the use? If they're waiting in there for us, they knew that we would come here before we did. If that's true, then where the hell are we gonna go?"

  


  
      "So what, then – we just waltz in there and surrender?"

  


  
      "No. We go in there and face them."

  


  
      "Kate, that's suicide."

  


  
      "Is it? Sam, I just saw you throw yourself at the mercy of a demon. A demon who could've killed us both, but instead decided to save us. As far as I'm concerned, that means all bets are off. I'm not asking you to die for me. I'm just asking you to have a little faith."

  


  
      I stared her down. She didn't blink. Finally, I dropped my gaze and nodded.

  


  
      "OK, then," I said, slipping a hand under my shirt and wrapping it tight around the gun grip. "Let's do this thing."

  


  
     
  


  
    The elevator was quiet.

  


  
      There was no attendant, no faint strains of insipid music, just the soft clatter of machinery high above, and the ragged sound of our breathing. The elevator car was paneled with mirrors, trimmed in mahogany and brass and polished to a perfect shine. As we rode upward, I blinked at the stranger that stood before me, watching as he blinked in kind. I wondered if the man whose body I'd borrowed was peering outward too. I wondered if he still recognized the man in the reflection.

  


  
      The elevator slowed to a stop, a bell chiming to announce our arrival. It may as well have been a cannon report. I pressed myself against the mirrored wall – the gun in one hand, and Kate held fast to the wall beside me with the other. As the doors slid open, I held my breath. A bead of sweat traced its way along my spine.

  


  
      Kate's apartment was the penthouse, a lush twostory affair with a view of the park. The elevator opened directly into the apartment's vast marble entryway, provided you knew the code. Kate, of course, did.

  


  
      The entryway was dark, with only the faint illumination of the elevator light splashing across the marble tiles to guide our way. There was no police tape, no seal to break; evidently, the private elevator was deterrent enough. Of course, it also meant we didn't know if we were the first to enter or the fiftieth. I put the thought out of my mind and stepped out of the elevator.

  


  
      The clack of my shoes against marble echoed through the entryway. I froze, straining to hear a response in the darkness, but there was none. I looked around. To my right was a massive staircase that curved upward to the second floor. A crystal chandelier dangled in the center of the room, its chain disappearing into the gloom above. Beneath the chandelier sat a round antique table. The vase that once rested atop it now lay shattered on the floor amidst a muddle of flowers, now withered and dead. A bloody handprint, matte brown against the high gloss of the tabletop, now sat where the vase had once stood. As I approached, I noticed the fingers of the hand were impossibly long, extending outward toward the elevator, as though whoever had made them had been clawing their way toward the exit, only to be dragged backward toward their horrible end. By the size of the print, I'm guessing it was the mother. I glanced back at Kate, her own delicate fingers wrapped around the elevator jamb to prevent the door from closing, and I thought – not for the first time – we were crazy to have come.

  


  
      I whispered for Kate to follow. Another clatter of footfalls as she darted to my side. Behind her, the elevator door slid shut, plunging us into darkness. Kate made for the light switch, but I stilled her with a touch. We stood that way for what seemed like forever – listening, waiting.

  


  
      Eventually, our eyes adjusted, and shapes appeared in the darkness. The faint glow of the eggshell walls, broken here and there by squares of black: by daylight, art, no doubt, and originals at that. Ribbons of manmade starlight, extending from floor to ceiling: the city lights, peeking through half-drawn curtains. The bulk of furniture: a high-backed chair, a low-slung chaise, more felt than seen in the darkness.

  


  
      Kate gestured toward one of the hallways that extended outward from the entryway. We crept its length in silence, Kate clinging to my side.

  


  
      At the end of the hallway was the largest kitchen I've ever seen, all granite and stainless and cherry, the surfaces gleaming blue by the light of the microwave display. It wasn't until I saw the place that I realized how hungry I was, how long it had been since I'd last eaten. I could've spent all night in there, chopping, roasting, sautéing – the place was a cook's dream. Then Kate turned on the lights, and that dream became a nightmare.

  


  
      It was my fault – she'd asked me with a glance, and I'd acquiesced, my reluctance evaporating at the thought of something hot to eat. But when the lights came on, I lost my appetite.

  


  
      The place was a fucking mess – cupboards emptied, drawers upturned, their contents scattered across the floor. A set of stools were tossed haphazardly into the center of the room, their cushions slashed, their batting stained brown-red.

  


  
      In fact, the whole place was covered with blood: the floors, the counters, the walls. Even the tray ceiling above, a tasteful buttercream trimmed in purest white, was spattered with flecks of blood.

  


  
      I looked to Kate, expecting to see her recoiling in horror, but she wasn't. Instead, she stood stock-still, her eyes glazed and faraway, her face slack and emotionless.

  


  
      "This is where I killed them," she said.

  


  
      "No."

  


  
      "But it is," she said. Kate gestured toward the piano across the room, a baby grand. A bowl of cereal was perched atop it, half-empty and moldering. "Connor was sitting over there in his cowboy pajamas, banging away on the piano. He was supposed to be eating his breakfast, but as always, he had other plans. Dad was in his study, calling Tokyo, and he kept shouting at Connor to keep it down. And Patricia – Mom – was in the kitchen, making lunches for the both of us. She knew she didn't have to – our school provides lunch daily for everybody – but she always insisted. 'There's no food in their food,' she'd say. 'It's all fat and sugar and preservatives.' And that's when it happened."

  


  
      "Kate–" I said, but she just ignored me.

  


  
      "Connor was the first. I picked him up like he was nothing, and I tossed him across the room. When the piano stopped, Mom looked up. When she'd seen what I'd done, she started screaming, and Dad came rushing in. That's when I found the knife."

  


  
      "Kate," I pleaded, "don't do this."

  


  
      "Dad tried to stop me, of course, but I just shrugged him off. Connor was crying, I remember, and screaming for his mother. Then all of a sudden he wasn't crying anymore."

  


  
      She nodded toward the far wall, where a streak of brown led downward to a floor crusted thick with dried blood. "There was so much blood," Kate said, "in my hands, my hair, my mouth. And so much screaming. My mother, my father – me, too, maybe, although that may have only been in my head. When Dad tried to stop me, it was bad. What I did to him made Connor's death seem merciful.

  


  
      "But it was Mom that got the worst. I tied her to a chair, and fetched some rubbing alcohol from the bathroom. A tiny cut, a splash of alcohol, over and over again. Do you have any idea how excruciating that is?" Kate glanced down at the stab wound on my leg, seeping red-black through my ruined jeans, and smiled: thin, humorless. "But of course you do. Although at least you had the benefit of blacking out. I allowed her no such luxury."

  


  
      She clenched shut her eyes, fighting back tears. When Kate opened them again, that faraway look was gone, replaced with one of sadness and regret. "Mom screamed for hours, you know. Screamed until her throat bled, until she forgot her own name. Screamed in fury and in agony, and eventually, she even screamed for mercy. But in the end, it didn't matter. I just kept cutting and dousing, cutting and dousing, until finally the police arrived. Only then, when she was of no more use to me, did I end her pain."

  


  
      "That wasn't you, Kate. None of what you're saying was you."

  


  
      "What does that matter? What does it matter when the three of them are dead, and all I'm left with is the memory of their blood on my hands?"

  


  
      I pulled her close, and held her tight. Kate resisted at first, but then the tears came, and she buried her head in my chest, sobbing for what seemed like hours. There was nothing I could say, so I just let her cry.

  


  
      Finally, her sobs diminished; she dried her eyes on my shirt and let me go.

  


  
      "It was a mistake, coming here," I said.

  


  
      "No," Kate replied, "this was something that I had to do."

  


  
      "Still, we shouldn't stay for long. It's not healthy. It's not safe. I think we should try to get some sleep, and then head out in the morning. We can grab some clothes, some food, maybe a little money, and then we'll see about getting out of the city."

  


  
      Kate nodded, folding her arms across her chest and suppressing a shiver. "Yeah," she said. "Maybe getting out of here is not the worst idea."
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    The problem was, I couldn't sleep.

  


  
      I mean, the bed was plenty comfortable, and probably cost more than the average car, and the pajamas I'd borrowed were cool and clean against my skin, but I just couldn't stop my thoughts from racing. Maybe it was this place keeping me awake, with its echoes of the recent dead reverberating through its halls. Maybe it was the fact that, despite what I'd said to Kate, I hadn't a single fucking clue what we were gonna do next. Maybe it was the lack of food, or the phase of the moon, or any of a thousand mundane things that hold sleep just out of reach, but I doubt it. No, I think that maybe, just maybe, I couldn't sleep because I had a sense that something wasn't right.

  


  
      I wish I could claim I'd listened to that feeling, that I'd posted myself at Kate's door and kept watch throughout the night. I didn't, though. We'd set up camp in a couple of guest rooms on the second floor – Kate, of course, could've slept in her own bed, but she'd opted not to, and who could blame her? I'd given the apartment a once-over before we retired to our rooms, but rather than allaying my fears, it only served to amplify them. The place was too big, too labyrinthine, with too many closets, nooks, and hidey-holes in which a would-be assailant could hide. Even with Kate by my side, I probably couldn't have checked them all, and after the scene in the kitchen, I didn't want to put her through all that again; so like an idiot, I'd gone it alone. To keep my worries at bay, I'd resolved to stay alert, to keep my ear to the ground – and I would have, had exhaustion not gotten the better of me.

  


  
      But it did. And not just your garden-variety weariness, either; this was an exhaustion born of running balls-out for going on a week without a moment's peace, not to mention a decent meal. So as I watched the hours go ticking by, lying sleepless in my bed, I made a dumb-ass move. As the clock struck 3am, I dragged my ass out of bed and walked right past Kate's guest room to the bathroom down the hall. Just off the master bedroom, this bathroom was clearly an oasis for Kate's mom – all soft and floral and littered with make-up, a ginormous jetted tub wedged into the corner beneath a bubbled skylight. Like any self-respecting Upper East Side socialite, her medicine cabinet was a veritable pharmacy. I shook a couple sleeping pills from their amber bottle and washed them down with water from the tap. Then I stumbled back to my bed, not even bothering to pull back the covers before collapsing onto it.

  


  
      I guess the pills did the trick, because that's the last thing I remember – at least until I jerked awake, panicked and sweating. Something had roused me from my slumber, but my brain was fuzzy, dulled from sleep and pills, and I couldn't focus. What was it that I'd heard?

  


  
      Nothing, said my pillow. Just forget it and come back to sleep. But that pillow was a liar. I'd heard something – I knew I had. If I could just focus…

  


  
      There. Again. A frightened whimper. A muffled thud. The fog lifted – not much, but a little – and I sat upright in bed, sliding the gun out from beneath the pillow as my feet found the floor. The scrap of fabric I'd used to hold in the powdered remains of the catshard protruded comically from the gun barrel, like a kerchief from a magician's sleeve, as though mocking me for putting my faith in so ridiculous a weapon. But it was too late to worry about that now. I crept over to my open bedroom door and peered out into the hall, but it was dark, and there was nothing to see.

  


  
      I approached Kate's bedroom, gun held ready. The lights were off, the curtains drawn, but by the faint illumination of the alarm clock, I could tell the bed was empty. I padded barefoot down the hall to the staircase. At the top, I stopped, straining to hear what might be going on below. There, faintly – the whisper of something heavy being dragged across the floor. Something like a body.

  


  
      The time for waiting had passed. I bounded down the stairs, two at a time, making for the source of the noise. The problem was, the whole damn place was marble and hardwood, and sounds bounced off the walls like an echo chamber. I ducked into three empty rooms before I was forced to admit I had no idea where the sound had come from. It was then that I heard the voice.

  


  
      "Hello, Samuel."

  


  
      It echoed through the darkened apartment as if from everywhere, or from nowhere at all. The voice itself was unfamiliar, but there was no mistaking that smug tone, that knowing sneer.

  


  
      "Bishop," I said.

  


  
      His laughter reverberated off the penthouse walls. "Of course, that's not my name of choice, but for now it should suffice."

  


  
      I listened closely to his words, not caring a damn what they meant. No, all I cared about was where he was. The problem was, I still had no idea. If I wanted to find out, I was gonna have to keep him talking.

  


  
      "Where's the girl, Bishop?"

  


  
      "The child is fine," he replied, "for now."

  


  
      I ducked into the living room, where brocaded high-backed chairs and a silken chaise gleamed dully by the city lights that trickled through the half-drawn curtains. But Bishop and Kate were nowhere to be seen. I leaned heavily against the mantel, trying to shake the cobwebs from my drug- and sleep-addled brain. If I couldn't focus, Kate was good as dead.

  


  
      Once I gathered my wits, I tried again. "Let her go!" I called. I always wondered why people in the movies always said that; it's not like it ever works. Turns out, it doesn't matter. You say it because it buys you time. You say it because that's all there is to say.

  


  
      "I don't think so," he replied, oblivious to my game, or perhaps not caring. "I rather like her where she is."

  


  
      Another open door, this one to a darkened office. But they weren't there. I wondered how long it would be before Bishop tired of this game and ended her. I prayed I wouldn't find out.

  


  
      I returned to the foyer, and called out to him again. "How did you know where to find us?"

  


  
      "It was simple, really. The violent are so predictable, you see – so eager to return to their killing grounds. They always return eventually, desperate to reclaim that thrill, that joy, that ecstatic rush that only comes from taking a life. Tell me, dear, how did it feel when you bled your brother dry? When you snapped your father's bones in two? How did it feel when your mother begged for mercy as you tortured her? She did beg, didn't she? They all do, eventually. Even the biggest and bravest among us cower before the altar of suffering."

  


  
      Kate whimpered, but didn't speak. It sounded like Bishop had her gagged. But suddenly, I realized where they were. I should've known from the start. He'd brought her back to where it had all begun. He'd brought her back to make Kate face what she had done. He'd brought her to the kitchen.

  


  
      I snuck toward the kitchen hall, my bare feet noiseless against the hardwood floor. Before I began my approach, I ducked my head into a bathroom and shouted, "Don't you talk to her, you son of a bitch!" It was better, after all, if I was something less than expected.

  


  
      "Son of a bitch? Oh, no, Samuel – you could not be more wrong. It was God himself that plucked me from this mortal coil, so pleased was he at my cleansing of the unrighteous."

  


  
      I paid his words no mind, creeping down the hall toward the kitchen with my finger on the trigger.

  


  
      Unbidden, Bishop continued. "Those boys were destined for a life of sin, and had I not intervened, their souls would roast still in the fires of hell. But I did intervene, purifying them and sending them into the arms of their loving God. Of course, they were young and poor and had so little to give, so they paid their tithe in blood. I assure you, He understood, which is why He made me his chosen son, his emissary in this realm."

  


  
      At the threshold of the kitchen, I stopped, willing my heart to slow. My borrowed flesh was full of twitchy energy, muscle memory eager to put a bullet in Bishop's brain. Or perhaps it was something more? I'd never felt such willingness in a meat-suit before. I wondered if maybe after all he'd seen riding shotgun with me, Flynn was on my side.

  


  
      The support was welcome, even if it might've been imagined. Whether willingly or not, we wheeled together around the corner, my gun hand drawing a bead on Bishop's smiling face, illuminated softly by the dim light that shone from up above the kitchen range.

  


  
      But he was already a step ahead of me, crouching behind Kate to ensure I didn't have a clean shot. Her hands and feet were bound with duct tape, which wound as well around the limbs of a dining-room chair, affixing her in place. A strip of tape stretched across her mouth. Bishop held Kate by her hair – her head tilted awkwardly backward, her eyes pleading and terrified. A kitchen knife glinted cruelly at her throat.

  


  
      "Ah-ah-ahhh!" he said, yanking back her head and pressing blade against flesh. "I wouldn't do that if I were you – someone might just get hurt!"

  


  
      I took him in now, this familiar creature in an unfamiliar vessel. This one was a large-framed man, thick and meaty, like an athlete gone to seed. A few sad wisps of graying hair swept from one ear to the other in a foolish attempt to hide his baldness. He wore pants of bluish-gray, and an elaborate shirt to match – a doorman's uniform, no doubt. The shirt's double row of brass buttons were undone, his undershirted gut protruding from within. Mischief danced in his eyes, and his face was twisted into a manic grin.

  


  
      "What are you going to do, Bishop – slit her throat? That's not the job, and you know it."

  


  
      "It wouldn't be the first time I've taken a soul from a corpse," he said.

  


  
      "I'll kill you before you ever get the chance. You have to know that. You've failed, Bishop. Just let the girl go, and you'll be spared."

  


  
      "You expect me to be frightened of that popgun? You know as well as I that it won't kill me; like Lazarus, I shall rise again, and when I do, you'll pay. You and your little whore both."

  


  
      "I wouldn't count on it," I said, training the sight of my rag-stuffed gun barrel at the bridge of his broad, crooked nose. "I'm pretty sure Beleth is never coming back."

  


  
      "DON'T YOU SAY HIS NAME! Only the righteous may know the true name of the Lord!" Bishop cried.

  


  
      "And what would you know about righteous?" I shot back.

  


  
      "I was His chosen son! For centuries, I was the hand of God, smiting the wicked and ensuring His will be done! How dare you question me, when it is I who must step in after what you've done! It is a mantle I do not wear lightly, being God in His stead, but you've left me no choice. That is why we're here. That is why it's come to this."

  


  
      "So that's what this is about?" I asked. "I kill your god, and now you want to make me pay?"

  


  
      His eyes danced with anger and spite, and something else as well. Madness, I realized. The madness of a zealot.

  


  
      "There is no payment great enough to repair what you have done. You've robbed the world of its Heavenly Father. I should have sensed the stink of wickedness upon you all those years ago when I first took your soul; I should have realized my attempts to cleanse the stain of sin from you were for naught. But I didn't, and it cost our Lord His life. That will forever be my burden to bear. But this girl, this harlot, this vile creature – she means something to you, does she not? Perhaps you see your wickedness reflected back at you. Perhaps you were seduced by her comely features, or tempted by her feminine wiles. I care not what it was that drew you to her; all I care is that you care for her – that this girl, this sinner, this foul creature holds meaning for you, as the Heavenly Father does for me. You see, I cannot extract payment enough from you to change what you have done, but I can force you to suffer. I can force you to watch as I tear her soul from her body. I can cause you to suffer as I myself have suffered, for I am a vengeful God, and all must learn that it is dangerous to cross me."

  


  
      "You're no God at all, you fucking freak. You're a scavenger at best – or even less, you're just a cog in a machine. Your only task is to collect the souls of the damned, and even in that you're deluded. This girl's an innocent, Bishop. She didn't do it. That's why I've been protecting her. That's why I can't let you collect her."

  


  
      "I'm deluded? Listen to yourself! You're not making any sense! Why would you be sent, if this girl was not to be taken? Why would the Lord himself have dispatched me to collect her?"

  


  
      "Because she's been set up," I said.

  


  
      "By whom? Who but she had motive to do what she has done? Who would stand to gain by the collection of an innocent soul? Who could possibly wish for war to erupt between the ranks of the righteous and the wicked?"

  


  
      And just like that, I had it. It was obvious, really. I couldn't believe I hadn't seen it before.

  


  
      The answer to Bishop's question fell softly from my lips, just one word, so quiet even I could barely hear it. Just one word, but with that one word, everything changed.

  


  
      "So'enel."
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    There was no thunderclap, no flash of lightning – no trumpet's blare to announce his presence. One moment, there was nothing to my left but empty space, and the next, the angel was there. In my jail cell, he'd worn a suit of charcoal gray, but now he wore nothing at all, his tall, slender body suffused with light and impossibly bright after the dimness of the room. As before, his features were indistinct, and almost painful in their beauty, but this time, I refused to look away.

  


  
      "Collector," So'enel said, his rich baritone both confident and soothing, compassionate and strong.

  


  
      "Seraph," I replied.

  


  
      The angel looked around, taking in the scene before him: Kate, duct-taped to the chair, her gaze averted; Bishop, cowering behind her, the knife lying forgotten at his feet; and me, my silly rag-stuffed gun still trained at the spot over Kate's shoulder where, until recently, Bishop had stood. Then So'enel returned his gaze to me, his bright eyes of neither blue nor brown nor green penetrating into the furthest reaches of my tattered soul. "Tell me, Collector, why is it that you've brought me here?"

  


  
      "Because I've done it," I said, willing the quaver out of my voice, the tremor from my limbs. "I figured out who it was that set up the girl."

  


  
      The angel shook his head. "I see you're still persisting in this fiction of yours. It is understandable, I'll grant you, to refuse to believe one so young, so seemingly sweet, could be capable of such a terrible act, but as you recall, I looked into the matter myself. I assure you, the child is guilty."

  


  
      "Yeah, so you said. Here's the thing, though – I'm positive she's not."

  


  
      The angel smiled: blinding, beautiful. "Are you accusing me of lying, Collector?"

  


  
      I ignored his question. "Before, in my cell, you told me my name was from the Hebrew for 'heard by God'."

  


  
      "So I did, and so it is."

  


  
      "Tell me, what does So'enel mean?"

  


  
      "I fear I fail to see the relevance of the question."

  


  
      "Oh, I think you see the relevance just fine. It means that you're a warrior, does it not?"

  


  
      "A warrior for God, yes."

  


  
      "Right," I said. "Not much to do these past millennia, though, huh? I mean, what with the détente and all."

  


  
      "I'm sorry; I must be misunderstanding you. Are you suggesting that I am somehow involved in orchestrating an elaborate ruse to frame a poor innocent little girl?"

  


  
      "I'm not suggesting that you orchestrated a thing. No, what I'm suggesting is it was you who possessed this girl. That it was you who killed her family. That it was you who tortured her mother until the police arrived, just to ensure there'd be no mistake in determining who was responsible. And that it was you who made sure she was marked for collection, covering your tracks so well that both sides are convinced she's guilty."

  


  
      "That is preposterous," the angel said. "I am an angel of the highest order; a servant of God. I've no interest in being insulted by a lowly Collector."

  


  
      "My apologies," I said. "I mean, it's not like any other angels have ever gone off the reservation. So tell me, this God of yours, you think he was just gonna let this slide? I mean, you damn an innocent soul to hell and start yourself a war, just for a little something to do? Sounds a lot like free will to me, my friend, and that's strictly verboten in angel-land, is it not?"

  


  
      "What you're saying is heresy. You know not of what you speak."

  


  
      "Maybe I do, and maybe I don't. But it seems to me it's a fine line between an angel and a demon; just a hint of jealousy, or of doubt, and you're off to the races. Are you telling me you couldn't have possessed the girl – that you don't have that kind of power? Of course you're not. If a demon can take a human host, it stands to reason an angel can, too. And here's the thing: Kate here told me that when she killed her family, she did it with a sense of calm, of peace, the likes of which she'd never felt before. She told me she did it with a song in her heart. Does that sound like any demonic possession you've ever heard of?"

  


  
      The angel shook his head. "Don't you see what she has done to you? She's blinded you to her true nature! She's convinced you of this impossible scheme to blind you to the fact that she's responsible for these horrible acts!"

  


  
      As he spoke, the angel approached, his action lending urgency to his words. I backed away from So'enel, and trained the gun at his chest.

  


  
      "That weapon will not harm me," he said gently. "You sure about that? You may wanna ask Beleth." I found myself wondering if it's a bluff if you don't know for sure you're bluffing.

  


  
      The angel raised his hands in acquiescence, a bemused smile settling across his beautiful face.

  


  
      "What's so funny?" I asked.

  


  
      "Nothing whatsoever, I assure you. It is just that I underestimated you, Collector – you're far more compassionate a creature than am I. After all, it must be difficult to defend the life of the girl who so brutally slaughtered your own granddaughter."

  


  
      The blood drained from my face. I felt suddenly dizzy and weak, and my gun hand dropped to my side, the Glock pointed uselessly toward the floor. "What did you just say?"

  


  
      So'enel replied, "Don't tell me you didn't know! I mean, the resemblance to your Elizabeth is astonishing! In the mother, and the boy as well; why, he would have been your great-grandson, would he not?"

  


  
      Though the summer of '44 had been sweltering, October brought with it a brutal cold front, blanketing the city in the kind of chill that settles in your bones and makes you think you'll never feel the kiss of warmth again.

  


  
      "But… she couldn't be." I said. "That's impossible."

  


  
      It had been a month since that night, since Dumas, and I'd spent that time living on the streets. No, not living – trying desperately to drink myself to death, wishing every night as I lay down in the gutters and the alleyways that I would simply drift away with the next hard frost, never to wake again. The way I saw it, without Elizabeth beside me I was dead already. Sometimes, though, it takes a while for the meat to get the message.

  


  
      "Is it?" the angel asked. "But you'd been following her, those months after she bid you adieu. You must have seen."

  


  
      Liz had left the apartment in New Brighton, shacked up with a young doc from her program. I spent most nights camped out in a park across the street from his place, so desperate was I to be near her.

  


  
      "No," I said, not in answer, but out of sheer denial.

  


  
      I wanted to tell her I'd been wrong. I wanted to tell her I was sorry. I must've tried a dozen times, but her eyes would pass right over me, in the way that people's do when confronted with those who have fallen through the cracks, and every time, my voice would fail.

  


  
      "You must have seen your child growing within her."

  


  
      Every time but one. It was early evening, and Liz was walking briskly down the street, a bag of groceries in her hand. Her face was downcast, her brow furrowed in worry, and in that moment, I wondered if she was thinking of me. As she passed, I called to her – just her name, just once.

  


  
      I said, "You're lying."

  


  
      She turned around then, the bag falling forgotten to the sidewalk. I saw Liz peering into the crowd, searching for my face, but with my ratty hair and my twisted scraggle of a beard, she didn't see me looking back at her. But I saw. I saw too much. I saw the weight she carried in her cheeks – just a touch, rounding out her face and glowing pink in the chill fall air. I saw her swollen belly, protruding from beneath her woolen jacket.

  


  
      "Did you tell yourself it wasn't yours?" said So'enel. "I assure you that it was."

  


  
      And in that moment, I understood.

  


  
      "Shut up."

  


  
      Why she had pushed me away. Why she'd been forced to let me go.

  


  
      "And that child grew into a woman, who had a child of her own."

  


  
      She'd been protecting her child.

  


  
      "I said shut up."

  


  
      Protecting our child.

  


  
      But he didn't shut up. "A child that grew up strong and sweet and brave and beautiful, so like your fair Elizabeth."

  


  
      She'd been protecting it from me.

  


  
      "Shut up shut up shut up!"

  


  
      It was then, as I stood staring at the woman that I loved and the daughter I'd never know, that Bishop struck.

  


  
      "A child that this one killed, without mercy, and without remorse."

  


  
      The pain was excruciating as Bishop gouged my soul out of my chest, cackling gleefully all the while. In truth, I didn't mind. I knew then that I deserved it. For the person I'd become. For the choice I'd forced Elizabeth to make. And as the world around me disappeared, replaced by the swirling gray-black of my soul, I thought I heard her call out – just one heartbreaking syllable, her voice tremulous and full of hope: "Sam?"

  


  
      My entire body shook in rage and pain and sudden doubt. I looked from the seraph to Kate, who once more fought against her restraints. She was trying in vain to speak, but the gag prevented it, deadening her words into a frantic series of grunts. Her eyes, wide with shock and terror, found mine, and even without her words to guide me, I knew that she was beseeching me not to listen.

  


  
      "It seems the girl has something she'd like to say," the angel said. "Well, then, by all means, let her speak." He gestured, and the duct tape unwound from Kate's mouth as if of its own accord. "But first, my dear, a question. Your half-brother: what was his name?"

  


  
      Kate forgot her fear for a moment, so thrown was she by the question. "C-c-connor," she said. "Connor MacNeil."

  


  
      "Yes," said So'enel, not unkindly, "but what was his middle name?"

  


  
      At that last, Kate's eyes went wide with shock and horror. When she spoke, it was flat, uninflected, barely audible. To me, though, it was a fucking knife in the gut.

  


  
      "Samuel," she said. A single tear tracked downward across her trembling cheek. Then, as if from somewhere far away: "Patricia said it was in honor of her grandfather. But Sam, I never thought–"

  


  
      "Enough of this," the angel said. "You see, Collector, I've steered you true. You know what it is you have to do."

  


  
      I felt sick. Tears poured down my face, and my breath came in ragged, hitching gasps.

  


  
      "Collector," So'enel said, and then he stopped short, correcting himself. "Samuel. This violation of your blood cannot be allowed to stand – the girl must pay."

  


  
      "No!" I said, clenching shut my eyes as though to shut out the world – as though to shut out the angel's words.

  


  
      "Samuel, you have to realize you were sent here for a reason. God isn't through with you yet, my child, and perhaps redemption is not so far off as you would think. It's time for you to do your duty. It's time for you to do what's right."

  


  
      As the angel spoke, a calm settled over me, quieting the trembling in my limbs, the fire in my heart.

  


  
      "You're right," I said, smiling at So'enel through my tears. "Of course I know you're right."

  


  
      And then I aimed my gun and fired.
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    I suspect there aren't many who've had occasion to see an angel die. I'm pretty sure that's for the best. When the bullet struck, he staggered backward, his face a rictus of shock and sudden pain. His inner light dimmed a moment, and then surged outward, engulfing us all in its radiance. Ceramic dust from the cat-shard, which had filled the room when the gun discharged, sparkled like stars in the sudden glare. The very building beneath us trembled, and I felt as though the flesh was being stripped from my bones, though perhaps it was my soul that ached, as the cleansing light of grace illuminated every moment of doubt and anger, of sin. A cry escaped my lips, agony and ecstasy in equal measure. From somewhere in the blinding light, Bishop let out a piteous wail, his own corrupted soul no doubt in flames. Only Kate failed to cry out, and it was in that moment that, by luck or providence, I realized my choice had been the right one.

  


  
      Then, suddenly, the light collapsed upon itself, and unsupported by its presence, I fell to the floor, weeping like a child. In the angel's place, there writhed a single segmented insectile creature, black as sin, its back on the floor, its legs kicking frantically to right itself. It shrieked in agony, and then lay still, collapsing inward on itself as if a thousand years had passed in just one heartbeat, reducing the creature to no more than an ashen husk. I thought back to the demons Kate and I had so recently dispatched, full themselves of such creatures, and I wondered how long it had taken Beleth and Merihem once they fell to be consumed by the creatures, filled from within until there was nothing left of the beings of grace and light they once were. Then I thought of Veloch's act of mercy, and decided perhaps not all of them were so far gone.

  


  
      I can't tell you how long I lay there crying, only that the first faint rays of morning light glimmered off the rooftops of Manhattan by the time I finally managed to rise. A glance around the room told me Bishop still lay trembling in the corner. I staggered over to where he lay and rolled him over, grabbing handfuls of his shirt and pulling him toward me until we were nose to nose.

  


  
      "You're finished, here, you hear me? You'll not come for her again," I said.

  


  
      But Bishop said nothing – he just stared wide-eyed at me, his face red and wet with tears. A stream of snot poured from his nose, and as I held him, he tried to pull away from me like a frightened animal.

  


  
      I slapped him, hard. He yelped in pain and fear, but I thought I saw the slightest hint of clarity returned to his borrowed eyes.

  


  
      "I said you're done here."
  


  
      His head bobbed up and down – suddenly obsequious, eager to please. Eager, perhaps, to avoid another slapping. Not that I cared either way. Bishop was broken, beaten down by what he'd seen. So long as he remained that way, he'd pose no threat to Kate or me or anybody.

  


  
      "I suggest you leave this body at once. He's an innocent in this, and I'd hate to have to kill him."

  


  
      Again he nodded, and then his body went slack in my hands. Improbably, his abandoned vessel started snoring, and so I lowered him to the floor, leaving him to sleep. No doubt the man had earned it.

  


  
      Kate, of course, was still fastened to the kitchen chair. I knelt at her side and tore through her restraints; the skin beneath was red and abraded. When she was free, Kate threw her arms around me and held me tight, tears streaming from her cheeks. "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't know."

  


  
      I held her close, her head pressed tight to the crook of my neck, her tears soaking through the fabric of my pajama shirt. "It wasn't you, Kate. And you couldn't have known."

  


  
      "Is it over?" she asked.

  


  
      "Yeah, kid. I think it is."
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    The hall of the hospital was bright and clean and bustled with activity, its staff too busy with their evening rounds to pay me any mind. Not that there was anything out of the ordinary for them to see if they did. I'd learned my lesson the last go round, and this time, I'd snagged a napping orderly from another floor – familiar enough to anyone who passed to not warrant a second glance, but with luck unknown enough to the staff on this floor to avoid any pesky conversations. That was the theory, at least, and so far, it had worked; I'd gotten to where I was going without bothering a soul, unless you counted my orderly-suit, and there was a chance I'd have him back before he ever woke up.

  


  
      I stood leaning just inside the doorway for a while, listening to the soothing rhythm of the heart monitor in the room within. Anders lay sleeping on the room's sole occupied bed, his face slack with peaceful sleep. From what little I could understand of his chart, he was gonna be just fine, and that made the whole body-swap worthwhile. I'd left my last meat-suit tied to a radiator in Kate's apartment, and I assured him I'd give the cops a ring as soon as my errand was done. It's tough to say for sure, but I think he understood. The man was a warrior, after all, and if it were one of his who'd fallen, I'm sure he would've done the same.

  


  
      "Hello, Collector."

  


  
      When I heard her voice, I jumped. I hadn't heard her coming, but then with Lilith, you never do.

  


  
      She strolled past me into the room, tracing the line of my goateed jaw with one delicate finger. My meatsuit thrilled at her touch, her playful smile, her intoxicating scent. She was barefoot, of course, and clad in the barest suggestion of a cotton dress. It clung tight to her supple curves and halted scant inches beneath her luscious hips. The fabric was so thin one couldn't help but catch a hint of silken skin beneath.

  


  
      "Evening, Lily."

  


  
      She frowned – a beautiful, pouting, playful frown. "I've asked you not to call me that," she said.

  


  
      "So you have."

  


  
      "Nice to see you've chosen a live one once more – your second in as many vessels. Dare I hope this is the beginning of a trend?"

  


  
      "Not likely."

  


  
      "A shame, that – they do suit you so. Perhaps to honor the occasion, then, you and I should avail ourselves of that empty bed, and make this little errand of yours worth this meat-suit's time."

  


  
      "Thanks, but no thanks," I replied. Lilith just shrugged.

  


  
      "You did a good thing back there," she said. "Clearing that girl. I was wrong about her – we all were. I suppose I owe you an apology."

  


  
      "You don't owe me anything."

  


  
      "You'll be happy to know that she's been taken care of: new name, new face, new life. Easier than bringing back her family, I suppose, and with an entire city looking for her, I guess it's best she disappear."

  


  
      "I assume it wasn't you who made the arrangements."

  


  
      "No," Lilith said, smiling, "when the white hats realized it was one of their own who set her up, they were quick to volunteer. Nothing like an angry Maker to whip them into action, I suppose."

  


  
      "So you don't know where they put her, then?"

  


  
      "No, why?"

  


  
      "I'd just hate to see you hunt her down, is all."

  


  
      She shot me an odd look, then – puzzled, guarded. "Now why on Earth would I do that?"

  


  
      "Oh, come now, Lily – don't play coy."

  


  
      "Really, Collector, I haven't the faintest idea what you're talking about."

  


  
      "Of course you don't. Only here's the thing: I spoke to Mu'an."

  


  
      "Yes? And?"

  


  
      "And there was something he said that I couldn't make any sense of at the time. See, he'd told me he was carrying a message, but that he couldn't tell me what it was, on account of he'd been bound by a rite of suppression."

  


  
      "That makes sense," she said. "I mean, So'enel couldn't have marked the girl for collection on his own – he had to have some help. And it was angels, you recall, who destroyed Grand Central in an attempt to silence Mu'an. Maybe they're who he was there to meet, only once he'd served his purpose, he was nothing but a liability to them."

  


  
      I shook my head. "I don't know – it doesn't track. See, when I asked him who it was he was playing courier for, he told me to ask my lady friend."

  


  
      "Maybe he figured the MacNeil girl would know – I mean, it was the fact of her possession they were covering up."

  


  
      "Sure, but Mu'an didn't know anything about the message he was carrying, and besides, we both know it wasn't Kate he was talking about."

  


  
      "I don't understand. What exactly are you saying?" Lilith said.

  


  
      "I'm saying he was talking about you."

  


  
      "That's ridiculous."

  


  
      "Is it? You've always taken quite an interest in me, Lily – there's no denying that. I always figured you enjoyed the game: tempting the poor tortured Collector and watching him squirm. Only maybe it was more than that."

  


  
      "You flatter yourself, Collector. My interest in you is strictly professional."

  


  
      "Is it? So it's a coincidence, then, that I'm dispatched to collect a girl it turns out is responsible for the murder of my own flesh and blood?"

  


  
      "You think it's not?" she asked.

  


  
      "Damn right I think it's not. In all my time as a Collector, I've never been sent on a job I would have taken any joy in, and why would I be? After all, this gig is punishment for a life misspent. But if this job had been legit, it would've been a gift. Except it wasn't legit, was it? And the fact that I had a personal stake in it made for a nice little ace in the hole – if I got out of line, all So'enel had to do was play the family card, and I'd do my job like a good little soldier, with a smile on my face and a song in my heart."

  


  
      "So So'enel set you up as well – is that any surprise, given what he did to the girl?"

  


  
      "I suppose not. But what is a surprise is that he would have chosen me to do the job, not knowing me personally, and therefore having no idea how I'd react. No, I think he had help picking me – picking her. And I think that help was you."

  


  
      "I assure you, Collector, you're mistaken."

  


  
      "Am I? Then tell me – where were you when I went off the reservation? You said yourself – when we met in the park – you ought to report me for what I'd done. Why didn't you? You ask me, you didn't say anything because you were sure I'd eventually collect the girl, and you didn't want to be tied too closely to the job when I did. After all, if they suspected it was you who was responsible for the war that would have certainly ensued, you'd have both sides gunning for you."

  


  
      "Assuming for a moment you're right," Lilith said, "what could I possibly stand to gain by inciting a heavenly war?"

  


  
      "Revenge, for a start. I mean, the story says you were cast out of the Garden of Eden for refusing to be subservient to Adam. My guess is, if anybody's got a reason to start a war against God, it's you."

  


  
      "Those are bedtime stories, Collector, nothing more. You of all people should know that."

  


  
      "I do know that, but I also know that most of them contain a kernel of truth as well. Tell me, how long did it take you to tempt So'enel to your cause? Years? Centuries? Millennia? And how long, now that he's failed, before you try again?"

  


  
      "You can't expect me to answer that."

  


  
      I smiled and shook my head. "I suppose not."

  


  
      "Nor can you prove a single word of what you just said."

  


  
      "No, I guess I can't."

  


  
      "So where does that leave us, then?"

  


  
      I thought a moment. "Right back where we started, I suppose."

  


  
      "Yes," she said carefully, "I suppose it does."

  


  
      She strolled over to me, rising on tiptoes and kissing me softly on the cheek.

  


  
      "You should take some time here with your friend," she said. "This work of ours can wait. After all you've seen, you deserve some rest – and believe me, you're going to need it. I have a feeling there's a storm brewing."

  


  
      I said nothing: I just stood there watching as she strolled toward the open door. As she reached the threshold, she called to me, not looking back.

  


  
      "See you 'round, Collector." Her voice hung in the air for what seemed like forever, long after she'd disappeared from sight.

  


  
      Yeah, I thought. I bet you will.
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    Rain tore through the canopy of leaves, soaking my clothes until they hung wet and heavy on my limbs but doing little to dispel the fetid stench of decay that pervaded every inch of this godforsaken place.

  


  
      Just keep moving, I told myself. It's not far now.

  


  
      Mud sucked at my shoes as I pressed onward, swinging my machete at the knot of vegetation that barred my way. The roar of the rain against the leaves was deafening, swallowing the noises of the jungle until they were little more than a distant radio signal, halfheard beneath the waves of static. Heavy sheets of falling water obscured my vision, reducing my entire world to three square feet of vines and trees and rotting leaves. I swear, that dank jungle stink was enough to make me gag. Then again, that could've been the corpse that I was wearing.

  


  
      See, I'm what they call a Collector. I collect the souls of the damned, and ensure they find their way to hell. Believe me when I tell you, it ain't the most glamorous of jobs, but it's not like I really have a choice. Back in '44, I was collected myself, after a bad bit of business with a demon and a dying wife. I didn't know it at the time, of course, but this gig of mine was my end of the bargain. Most folks think of hell as some far-off pit of fire and brimstone, but the truth is it's all around them, a hair's breadth from the world that they can see – always pressing, testing, threatening to break through. That hell is where I spend my days, collecting soul after corrupted soul, all in service of a debt I can never repay.

  


  
      Which brings me to Colombia, and to the dead guy I was wearing.

  


  
      One of the bitches about being a Collector is that even though you're stuck doing the devil's bidding for all eternity, your body's still six feet under, doing the ol' dust to dust routine. But a Collector can't exist outside a body, which leaves possession as our only option. Most Collectors choose to possess the living – after all, they're plentiful enough, and they come with all kinds of perks, like credit cards and cozy beds. You ask me, though, the living are more trouble than they're worth. They're always crying and pleading and yammering on – or even worse, trying to wrestle control of their bodies back – and the last thing I need when I'm on a job is a backseat driver mucking everything up for me. That's why I stick to the recently dead.

  


  
      Take this guy, for example. I found him on a tip from my handler, Lilith, who handed me a clipping from a local paper when she gave me my assignment. "Honestly," she'd said, her beautiful face set in a frown, "I don't understand your morbid desire to inhabit the dead, when the living are so much more convenient and, ah, pleasant-smelling."

  


  
      "A living meat-suit doesn't sit right with me. It's kind of like driving a stolen car."

  


  
      "You're aware you're being sent there to kill someone, are you not?"

  


  
      "Yeah, only the folks I'm sent to kill need killing." I waved the article at her. "The hell's this thing say, anyway? I barely speak enough Spanish to find the restroom."

  


  
      "Says he's a fisherman. Died of natural causes – and just yesterday, at that. He's as fresh as can be," she added, smiling sweetly.

  


  
      Fresh. Right. Just goes to show you, you should never trust a creature of the night.

  


  
      Turned out, Lilith's idea of natural causes included drowning. This guy'd spent six hours in the drink before they'd found him, washed ashore in a tangle of kelp a good three miles from where he'd gone overboard. I'd cleaned up as best I could in the mortuary sink, but no amount of scrubbing could erase the reek of low tide that clung to his hair, his skin, his coarse thicket of stubble. Still, if Lilith thought this guy would be enough to make me cave and snatch myself a living vessel, she was sorely mistaken. I'm nothing if not stubborn.

  


  
      But the hassle with the meat-suit was nothing compared to the job itself. His name was Pablo Varela. A major player in the local drug trade. Varela's brutality was a matter of public record. In the two decades he'd been involved in the trafficking of coca, he'd only once been brought to trial. That had been seven years back, and the Colombian government turned the trial into quite the spectacle – TV, radio, the whole nine. Their way, I guess, of demonstrating their newfound dedication to the War on Drugs. Varela declined counsel, and mounted no defense. After eight weeks of damning testimony from the prosecution, it took the jury only minutes to acquit. Some say Varela got to them – that he threatened their lives and the lives of their families if they failed to set him free. Others claim he didn't have to, that his reputation alone was enough to guarantee his release. Whatever it was, the jury made the right choice. Save for them, everyone who set foot in the courtroom over the course of his trial was murdered – every lawyer, every witness, everyone. Some, like the bailiff and the court reporter, got off easy: two bullets to the back of the head. The judge and chief prosecutor weren't so lucky. They were strung up by their entrails in the city square – their throats slit, their tongues yanked through the gash in the Colombian style. One week later, the courthouse burned to the ground.

  


  
      Now a guy like Varela, I don't much mind dispatching. Problem was, the man was paranoid. As soon as he caught wind that I was looking for him, he sent a couple of his goons around to take care of me. That didn't go so well for them, so he sent a couple more. I'm afraid they didn't fare much better. That's when I slipped up. See, I'm not much for killing anyone I don't have to. You could call it mercy, I suppose, or whatever passes for a conscience among the denizens of hell. I call it stupidity, because the bastard that I spared spilled his story to Varela, who grabbed a handful of his most trusted men – not to mention enough firepower to topple your average government – and disappeared into the jungle. Not a bad play, I'll admit. Hell, the first day or so, I even thought it was kinda cute. But as the hours wore on, and the rain continued unabated, the whole affair sort of lost its shine.

  


  
      Now it'd been four days since I left Cartagena – four grueling days of tracking Varela and his men through blistering heat and near-constant downpours, without so much a moment to eat or sleep or even catch my breath. Varela's men were well-trained and familiar with the terrain, but they were also laden with gear and would no doubt stop to rest, so I was certain I could catch them. Still, October is Colombia's rainy season, and during that rainy season, there's not a wetter place on Earth. All I wanted was to turn around – to find some nice, secluded spot on the beach and watch the waves roll in off the Caribbean through the bottom of a bottle of beer. Which is exactly what I intended to do, just as soon as Varela was dead.

  


  
      Woody ropes of liana hung low over the forest floor – clawing, scratching, winding themselves around my weary limbs as though they might at any moment retreat with me into the canopy, the rare unwary traveler too delicious a morsel to pass up. It was ridiculous to think, I know, but even the plant-life in the Amazon has a vaguely predatory air – from the strangler figs that choke the life from the mighty kapok trees, to the thick mat of green moss that blankets every surface, always probing, searching, feeding. By the light of day, the jungle wasn't so bad. But as the last gray traces of sun dwindled in the western sky and the brush around me came alive with the rustling of unseen beasts, panic set in. My heart fluttered. My spine crawled. The bitter tang of adrenaline prickled on my tongue. My lips moved in silent prayer – a useless habit – and I quickened my pace, pressing onward through the darkness.

  


  
      I never even saw the embankment coming.

  


  
      One moment, I was slashing through the underbrush, the jungle pressing in against me, and the next, there was just a queasy, terrifying nothing. It was like scaling a flight of stairs in the dark only to realize there's one fewer than you remembered, except in this case, my lead foot never hit ground.

  


  
      I pitched forward. My arms pinwheeled, and my blade clattered to the forest floor, forgotten. I fell for what seemed like forever. Then I slammed into the side of the embankment so hard it knocked the wind out of me, and snapped my jaw shut on my tongue. My mouth filled with blood. My lungs seared as they begged for breath that wouldn't come.

  


  
      And still, I wasn't done falling.
  


  
      I tumbled down the steep, muddy slope, clawing frantically at every fern and rain-slick root, but it wasn't any use. I tried to dig in my heels, but one of them caught on something hard, and instead of stopping I hinged forward, somersaulting. End over end I bounced, every inch of my borrowed frame erupting in white-hot pain.

  


  
      Then, suddenly, all was dark and still and quiet. I was lying face-down in two feet of muddy water, its vegetal stink invading my nose, my mouth, my very pores. Arms shaking, I pushed myself upward, gasping as my face cleared the surface of the muck.

  


  
      I was at the edge of a broad, shallow stream, which blurbled a delicate melody as it passed along its rocky bed. Behind me, the embankment jutted skyward maybe thirty feet, more cliff-face than hill. From the dense bramble of exposed roots and the relative lack of greenery, my guess was it was the result of a mudslide, and a recent one at that. Not that it mattered much to me either way. I mean, a fall's a fall – and besides, I was way more interested in the fire.

  


  
      It couldn't have been more than fifty yards downstream, nestled in a rocky crook on the far bank of the riverbed. The fire itself was lined with river rocks, and a makeshift spit of branches stretched across it, upon which roasted a goodly hunk of meat. Whoever'd chosen the spot knew what they were doing – the canopy was heavy there, providing shelter from the rain, and the stream supplied ample drinking water; the natural depression of the land hid the fire from view of anyone passing by above. Were it not for my fall, I would've walked right on past and never been the wiser. I allowed myself a smile as I pondered my sudden turn of fortune.

  


  
      Though it had been days since I'd last eaten, and the aroma of cooking meat had set my mouth watering, I forced myself to hold my ground, counting to one hundred as I listened for any indication that Varela's men had seen me. I heard nothing but the growling of my stomach, and there was no sentry in sight. Given what I knew of Varela, the lack of perimeter guards was surprising, but maybe he believed the jungle to be protection enough from me. He had no idea how wrong he was.

  


  
      I approached the stream at a crouch, suddenly grateful for the deepening twilight and the thin layer of mud that together served to obscure my approach. Water leeched into my boots as I crossed to the far bank, mindful all the while for any whisper of movement that might indicate snake. With Varela finally within my grasp, the last thing I needed was to tangle with a deadly coral, or have this meat-suit squeezed to death by an anaconda. I might not be too fond of this job of mine, but I'd still rather be predator than prey.

  


  
      Twenty yards out, I knew that something was wrong. There was no idle chatter, no rustle of fabric – no sound at all from Varela's camp, save for a low, persistent buzzing, like a dentist's distant drill. From behind a massive kapok trunk, I hazarded a glance. Several men, their backs to me, were silhouetted by the fire, but all were still as death. I watched them for a moment, wondering if this was perhaps some kind of trap – a dummy camp set up to lure me in. Then I realized where the buzzing was coming from, and I knew this was no trap.

  


  
      I stepped clear of my hiding place and wandered into the camp. The buzzing here was deafening, and up close its source was clear. The entire place was swarming with insects – millions of them – all fighting for their share of the feast laid out before them. The corpses of Varela's men teemed with them – from tiny flies and gnats to massive, iridescent beetles the likes of which I'd never seen, all attracted by the scent of spilled blood and dead flesh, still too faint for my meatsuit's nose to recognize. I counted seven men around the fire. Five of them were riddled with bullet-holes, and abandoned among them was a Kalashnikov assault rifle, its action open, its clip spent. Each of the dead men carried a Kalashnikov of their own, strapped across their backs as if they had been at ease when they'd been attacked.

  


  
      By the look of the other two, I'd say those first five got off light.

  


  
      The first of them lay face-down a few feet from the fire. His rifle lay beneath him, as if he had been holding it at ready when he was attacked. No doubt this was the sentry I'd been listening for. It looked to me like he'd come running to help his buddies when the shooting started. An admirable reaction, to be sure, but apparently not the smartest play. I rolled him over with the toe of my boot. His neck flopped like a wet noodle, and his head lolled to one side. A crushing blow from a rectangular something-or-other had caved in his nose and made tartare of his face – all meat and teeth and glistening bone. A glance at the abandoned Kalashnikov confirmed the gunstock was to blame; it was caked with blood and bits of flesh. Whether the blow had been enough to snap his neck, or his assailant had done it afterward for good measure, I couldn't say.

  


  
      "What the fuck happened here?" I asked of no one in particular. For a moment, I thought I might just get an answer – the sentry's ruined lips parted and emitted a faint, rustling whisper. Then a cockroach the size of my fist crawled out of his mouth, antennae twitching in the still night air. I eyed it for a moment, but if it knew what went down, it sure as hell wasn't talking.

  


  
      The last of the bodies lay spread-eagled on the forest floor. His hands and feet were staked to the ground with knives no doubt scavenged from the belts of his dead companions. His shirt lay open at his sides, exposing his mutilated chest, now crawling with all manner of bugs. Unlike the sentry, his face had been spared, though I suspect that was more for my benefit than for his. His eyes were clouded and glassy, and his features were twisted into a rictus of pain, but still, there was no mistaking that face.

  


  
      Varela.

  


  
      I crouched beside him and lay a hand atop his bloodied chest. Insects scampered across the back of my hand and crawled up my sleeve. I ignored them, instead closing my eyes and extending my consciousness – probing, searching. But it was no use. There was nothing left to find.

  


  
      Varela's soul was gone.

  


  
      My meat-suit's heart thudded in its chest as the realization hit. Now, I don't know how the white-hats play it, but the souls of the damned don't just up and leave on their own. That means whoever attacked these men wasn't human – as far as I knew, there wasn't a man alive who had the means to steal a soul. That meant Collector.

  


  
      Problem is, we Collectors ain't exactly the Three Musketeers. All for one and one for all sounds all well and good, but hell doesn't work that way. Varela's soul was my responsibility – no exceptions, no excuses – which meant if I wasn't the one to bring him in, then I had failed in my mission. And believe me when I tell you, my employers don't take kindly to failure.

  


  
      I took a calming breath, and willed my racing heart to slow. The last thing I needed now was to freak. I forced myself to look over the scene, certain there was something I had missed.

  


  
      Turns out, I was right.

  


  
      It's embarrassing, really, because in retrospect, it was so damn obvious. But when I'd first approached the camp, I had no reason to assume Collector. I just figured one of Varela's competitors had beaten me to the punch, in which case Varela's massive chest-wound made sense – I mean, he had to die of something. But when you take a soul, the body dies. So, then: why the bloodied chest?

  


  
      I retreated to the fire, toppling the spit and sending the hunk of now-charred meat into the flames. For the first time, I realized how recently this must've all gone down – the meat, though burned, had yet to cook off the spit, and though the air was hot and thick with moisture, the bodies weren't bloated, and showed no signs of rigor. Whoever'd done this had beaten me by a matter of minutes. Of course, that knowledge didn't help me much – a few minutes was plenty of time for any Collector worth his salt to disappear. I pushed aside all thought of pursuit, instead focusing on my immediate task. I shoved one of the support branches from the spit into the embers until it caught. Then I returned to Varela's body, torch in hand.

  


  
      The flame danced in the sudden breeze as I swung the branch at the writhing mass of bugs that blanketed Varela's chest. Reluctantly, they parted, frightened by the fire but unwilling to relinquish their blood meal. As they shifted, I caught a glimpse of something odd – letters, three inches high, carved into the dead man's flesh.

  


  
      I lost my patience with the flame and dropped to my knees, scattering the remaining insects with a sweep of my arm. Beneath them was a message, ragged and crusted brown with drying blood:

  


  
     
  


  
      SAM –

  


  
      WE NEED TO TALK.

      YOU KNOW WHERE.

      -D

  


  
     
  


  
    That bastard, I thought. I should've known.
  


  
      I must've spent a half an hour sitting there, marveling at the presumption, the sheer arrogance that pervaded every grisly slice. Eventually, though, I rose and left the camp behind, plunging once more into the jungle – this time heading south.

  


  
      Toward Bogotá.

  


  
      Toward Danny.
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