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	coyote

	 

	a person who smuggles immigrants across an international border, typically for a high fee

	 

	 

	Who is Mercer? 

	 

	Coyote. Soul Smuggler.

	 

	A body-hopping, phantasmal anti-hero.

	 

	A disenfranchised spirit doomed to inherit the earth, cursed by both Heaven and Hell. 

	 

	An enemy of God, but no friend of the devil.

	 

	He'll take just about anybody over to the afterlife—as long as they have the money to support his pricey Eurasian whiskey habit. It's the only thing that helps him to forget who he was, what he was.

	 

	Mercer, patron saint of the suicidal.

	 

	No absolution will ever be found for him.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	The Coyote

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Nights were the worst. Untreated memories he thought he'd repressed millennia ago came gushing upward like raw sewage, leaving any rest for the wicked far beyond his grasp.

	I'll sleep when I'm dead. But that was a joke. For Mercer, there was no death. Only afterlife.

	His plug vibrated, jerking him from his silent standoff with a water stain growing on the far wall of his room. He clapped a hand to the subdermal implant behind his ear and closed both eyes. The LINK's virtual entry portal consumed his vision with a dense, white fog.

	"Incoming call," the operator's disembodied face greeted him with a perfect set of pearly whites. She wore an outdated headset and waited for his voice command.

	"Receive," he muttered, squeezing his forehead. Before him on the coffee table, a half-finished tumbler of Eurasian whiskey sat sweating. "Audio only." The fewer who knew his current face, the better.

	"You the soul smuggler?" came a gruff voice. "The coyote?"

	"Maybe."

	"I hear you're the man to see for a crossover."

	Mercer wasn't exactly a man. But he let it slide. "Depends on the money."

	"How does two thousand credits sound?"

	Mercer chuckled. "Insulting." He reached back for his plug. "Signing off."

	"Hang on now, don't be so hasty. You name your price, and we'll see if we can reach some sort of agreement here. I've got a girl who really wants to meet you."

	Mercer shook his head. "I work directly with my clients."

	"Consider this a charity case."

	"Not on my end."

	A gruff chortle. "I'll pay you what you're worth, don't you worry."

	These fleshbags and their dickering. "How do you fit in?"

	"I'm her sponsor."

	"Five thousand." Mercer wouldn't take any less.

	"Done."

	That was quick. Mercer frowned. "And you take care of the body." He usually included disposal in his fee, but it was late, and he didn't want to keep his whiskey waiting.

	"Of course. I'm sending you her photo now."

	From the fog emerged an image of a blonde young woman, barely legal from the looks of her. A little underweight, but with a pretty face and bright eyes you'd want to have sparkle at you and nobody else. She had a whole lifetime ahead of her.

	"Where should she...?"

	"Have her meet me on the corner of Broadway and 5th," Mercer said.  "Alone."

	"A real hellhole, that area." 

	"One thirty. I don't see her, the deal's off." Mercer tapped the LINK plug and his vision of the shabby hotel room returned.

	He sighed, staring down at his drink. He wouldn't abandon it for long.

	 

	 

	She glowed white in the headlights, already more of a ghost than human. He eased onto the brake as he approached and voice-commanded the passenger window to slide down. She bent at the waist, peering inside.

	"Need a lift?" Mercer always liked the sound of that. Fitting, he thought.

	"Are you the coyote?"

	 "Hop in."

	She did—rigid, sitting up straight and folding her hands in her lap. Her bare legs prickled with gooseflesh.

	"Where to?" He gunned the engine and left the curb. The slick, empty streets gleamed with the settled midnight mist. 

	"Anywhere but here." 

	"No preference?"

	She bit her lip, shook her head. "Heaven, Hell, Nirvana. Is there really any difference?"

	"I wouldn't know." A boldfaced lie. All roads led to the same end; the only thing that mattered was how you got there.

	"Where do most people have you take them—the ones who cross over?"

	The engine purred softly under the vented hood. He could feel the girl's eyes on him.

	"I want to go to Heaven." She nodded to herself as if making a final decision.

	"Got family there?"

	"I hope so." Pensive now, biting that lip again.

	He smirked. Most people hoped the same.

	"Does it hurt? Crossing the border?"

	"Sometimes, but you won't go alone." He'd be there.

	"Right." She seemed to relax a little. "That's your job."

	That's what they paid him for—all his clients over the years. Good ol' Saint Peter would never have let any of them through the Pearly Gates; something about suicide being an unpardonable sin. But for the right price, Mercer would take just about anybody over to the afterlife. He'd already checked his account, and all four figures were there. 

	"Who covered this?" he asked.

	"What?"

	"Somebody paid your way. My services aren't free."

	"I know." She dropped her gaze. "It was my stepfather. He said I could have anything I wanted…even half his empire." She turned away, looking out the window as she absently caressed her abdomen. 

	Mercer sensed the life squirming beneath her belly. He cleared his throat. "Heaven it is."

	Three miles north of Broadway, he turned down an alley and rolled to a stop. Darkness. Silence. He dropped his gloved hands from the steering wheel.

	"I don't even know your name," she said.

	She never would.

	He reached for her then, the black gloves stretching with his fingers, covering her lips, sealing them shut, closing her nostrils. He gazed into her eyes and watched them widen, felt her struggle at first. They usually did, rethinking their choice at the last minute. 

	But it was too late. The price had been paid.

	He squinted as a brilliant spirit emerged from the confines of her flesh, drifting into the Ethereality. Mercer's essence broke free to follow at a distance, making sure she arrived safely at her destination. Saint Peter caught sight of him outside the Pearly Gates and flipped him the bird. Mercer smirked and turned away. 

	His body in the alley inhaled sharply as his spirit returned. He tugged off his gloves and touched the girl's eyelids, closing them. 

	"Enjoy your afterlife, Sweetheart." 

	His plug vibrated. He cursed. Never a shortage of fleshbags wanting to end it all down here. Who would it be this time?

	His tumbler of whiskey would have to wait a little while longer. 

	This coyote had some more work to do.

	 

	 


 

	Soul Smuggler

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Even if the kid had the money, Mercer wouldn't have taken him across. He didn't do kids, not this young—all of eleven years upon the earth. It was a matter of principle.

	"I said I can get it. You deaf? I can get your rotten money!"

	Mercer swatted away the runt's grubby fists. A minor irritation for now. 

	"Beat it, kid. Go on home to your mama." He strode to the end of the alleyway. He never should have taken this shortcut back to the Plaza Hotel. Always these leeches to contend with here. 

	"My ma? She's already crossed over. A week ago. The plague beat her." 

	Mercer could feel the kid's eyes on his back. Without meaning to, he slowed his pace.

	"I can't live without her." The kid stood rooted to the pavement, the tattered remains of an old wool coat dangling from his shoulders. "We've got some money back at home. Please Mister, can't you help me?"

	Sure he could. They were alone, just the two of them; nobody would see. It could be over in less than a minute. Get this kid across the border, chalk it up to his goodwill toward fleshbags in general, both big and small. Then he'd return to his room, toss back a tumbler of the most expensive liquor on the continent—the only stuff able to get him through the night in any semblance of sleep.

	But he didn't make a habit of lending a helping hand without a few thousand credits pressed into the palm. Good works were only for the priests and their kind, and he had a pricey whiskey habit to feed.

	"Who told you I could?" Mercer turned without glancing back.

	"You're a coyote, yeah?" The kid's half-shod feet stumbled forward eagerly but came to a skidding halt at Mercer's upraised hand. "The soul smuggler?"

	Mercer clenched his jaw. His spirit burned, itching to vacate the premises. Nobody was supposed to know who he was—not by appearance, anyway. Reputation, that was different: the best way to ensure repeat business. But he didn't expect to walk down a nameless alley and have some little leech know everything about him.

	"You know my name?"

	"No." The kid shrugged. "He didn't tell me that. Only where I could find you. Told me what you can do."

	Mercer nodded. "Who was this?"

	"Father Thomas."

	Mercer's spirit seethed. He clenched his fists to maintain a firm hold on his body. "How do you know Father Thomas?" One of Saint Peter's minions, and Mercer's fourth-floor neighbor at the Plaza.

	The kid shuffled forward another step. "He gave my ma last rites. Took her straight to Heaven."

	Mercer sneered at that. "And now you want to join her."

	"Yeah." 

	This kid wanted to die, but he knew better than to go for it himself. He knew ol' Peter wouldn't let him through those pretty Pearly Gates if he did.

	But he had to go; he knew too much. And maybe Father Thomas would join him later, the meddler.

	Mercer beckoned. The kid approached, overcoming his trepidation, advancing with almost eager expectation now.

	Without a word, Mercer's gloved hand seized the boy by the throat and lifted him up against the alley wall, pinning him there. He didn't go easily. Eyes popping in surprise, he beat his grimy fists against Mercer's grip and thrashed out with both legs. But all the fuss lasted only an instant. 

	"This is what you wanted," Mercer hissed, his spirit now at peace as he watched the kid's brilliant essence drift outward from the confines of his scrawny body and coalesce to hover above, unsure where to go from there. 

	Mercer released the fleshbag, and it dropped to the pavement like a rubber sack full of blood and bones. 

	"You're on your own, kid. I don't do charity work." He turned away, and he almost made it out of the alley. But before he could step into the sunlight, something made him glance back at the kid's disoriented spirit twitching in all directions like a rabid dog chasing its tail. 

	Mercer remembered all too well what that had been like—his own first disembodied moments in the abysmal Ethereality, lost in the total absence of space and time. For him, there had been no Heaven or Hell to take his eternal soul; he was unwanted by both, unwelcome. That suited him just fine.

	But for this boy, it was different. He had somebody waiting for him: his mother. Maybe he didn't need a smuggler to carry him across and show him the way.

	"Call out her name, kid. She'll guide you home."

	Mercer turned away and stepped out into full sunlight, squinting at the scornful brilliance of it, leaving behind the dark alley and the boy's lifeless body to stare after with a wide look of astonishment forever frozen on his begrimed urchin's face. 

	Above, his spirit no longer trembled in the space between.

	 


 

	The Second Option

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hunchbacked and leering, Father Thomas blocked the narrow hallway with a katana out in plain sight. He scraped the molding along the floor with its tip as he advanced, vibrations resonating up the blade.

	"Gabriel send you?" Mercer backed off, debated returning to his room and locking the door. Like that would do any good against this holy assassin. "Or was it Michael?"

	The priest shook his head, wrinkled neck chafing against the collar. "Saint Peter," he said with some kind of clog deep in his throat's drainage pipes. "He's quite unhappy with you."

	No surprise there. "So the Big Man sent you to lop off my ear?"

	The priest chuckled at that. "Good one."

	"I thought so." Mercer took another step back, keeping adequate distance between them. He glanced over his shoulder. A few more yards remained until the dead end: a window with a six-story drop outside.  

	"The border isn't meant to be crossed by the likes of you. He's made that abundantly clear. You're not welcome, and neither are the degenerates you escort." The priest swung the sword upward into ready position, crouching now as he prepared to attack. "I've heard you can vacate that mortal coil of yours. You might want to consider it before we begin."

	Mercer nodded. "Ever killed one of my kind?"

	"I don't even know what you are."

	"That makes two of us."

	"But I know your true name, the one you abandoned two millennia ago." The priest nodded, cleared his throat. Seriously, it sounded like a septic tank had backed up in there. "Traitor, enemy of the Christ—"

	"Everybody's got a past." Mercer glanced back once more. "You would know that better than most." 

	Father Thomas narrowed his bloodshot eyes. His clenched jaw trembled a moment. "I have been absolved of my sins."

	Mercer shrugged. "I guess there's a sliding scale where that's concerned. For me, Heaven's gates will always be closed. But for a holy man such as yourself, I guess they'll overlook your questionable appetites."

	The priest charged with a strangled shriek, sword brandished high. Mercer reeled, lunged full-tilt for the window at the end of the hall. He threw up his arms, eyes shut as the pane exploded outward, glass shattering to cascade all around in a free fall to the pavement below. Like so many other tenants at the Plaza Hotel—their only way out.

	But good ol' Saint Peter would never let the likes of them through the Pearly Gates. Something about suicide being an unforgivable sin and whatnot. 

	That's where Mercer came in, the Soul Smuggler. He'd take just about anybody over to the afterlife—as long as they had the money to support his pricey Eurasian whiskey habit. It was the only thing that helped him to forget who he was, what he was: a disenfranchised spirit doomed to inherit the earth, cursed by both Heaven and Hell. No friend of the devil, but an enemy of God who had betrayed the Messiah, once upon a time. No absolution would ever be found for him.

	Right now, that half-empty whiskey bottle back in his room was calling his name. That, and the rust-stained pavement of the courtyard rushing up to greet him. Soon he'd be adding his own unique blood spatter to this collaborative Jackson Pollock tribute.

	Should I stay or should I go now? The Clash ranted inside his skull.

	Sure, he could tear himself free of this fleshbag to avoid the impending mess, but that wasn't always as convenient as it sounded. He'd have to spend the rest of the day hovering around ER's (and he hated hospitals) or chasing ambulances for the next poor creature on the verge of giving up its ghost. Then he'd have to pretend to be that person for the sake of the family, and that always got way too awkward for his liking. Far more trouble than it was worth.

	Easier just to ride this bag of blood and bones all the way to the end and see what happened next. He might be able to walk a little, at least stagger out through the hotel lobby and away from that holy assassin's blade. 

	If not, there was always inconvenient Option #2. 

	But he'd grown fond of this body; if asked, he'd have to say it was one of his favorites in the past century. They didn't last long—eighty years, on average—and this one was still in its prime. 

	Kind of a shame to let it go splat. 

	The concrete hit him like a solid wall traveling faster than he'd anticipated, and he felt his ribs crack, his lungs compress, forcing the air out of him. His arms and legs jiggled like a discarded marionette's, then lay still. His head, twisted to the side, made contact with a wet crunch, and he could have sworn his eyes popped free of their sockets.

	Option #2 wasn't looking so bad.

	"The vengeance of the Almighty be upon thee!" the priest called from the broken window above, brandishing his sword in a clenched fist. "The gates of Heaven will forever be closed to your kind!"

	Mercer groaned. Hot blood gurgled up his throat, spilled out onto the pavement. It was thick and strong, and he recognized the taste: death. This bag of flesh wasn't staggering anywhere else. It was time to move on.

	Bold and shrill, the fire alarm clanged; somebody must have seen his free fall and tripped it. Standard procedure anytime jumpers did their thing here at the Plaza. 

	 

	 

	The priest retreated from the shattered window and slipped his katana down a saya strapped across his back. To his neighbors, he was a harmless eccentric, just one of many at the Plaza. They had no concept of his true calling as one in a long line of holy warriors, christened by Saint Peter himself to rid the earth of abominations. He could trace his lineage all the way back to first century Rome, assassins in the Church's Terra Sacra order, tasked with cleansing the earth from all manner of evil. 

	Not your average sinner, mind you. The guy with the Uzi who mows down thirty patrons at a fast food stop? Never their concern. The Terra Sacra sought to purge evil of the supernatural variety, the type never intended to be loosed upon the planet in the first place, abominations whose very existence undermined the holy order of things in both this world and the next. 

	Like Mercer. His meddling with entry into the afterlife had been enough to place his name at the very top of the Terra Sacra's hit list.

	Father Thomas couldn't wipe the taut grin from his face, too pleased with a job well done. Saint Peter would be impressed. There would be commendations, perhaps even an increase in rank. He might finally be allowed to leave this hellhole of a hotel.

	He didn't see Mercer break free of his body and rise upward in a steep trajectory, straight for the broken windowpane and the dim hallway inside. A mortal's eyes could never see such things. 

	But he sure felt them. The heat of Mercer's spirit was enough to melt the self-satisfied smirk right off the priest's face and turn it into a gaping expression of horror.

	"Be gone!" He reached back for his sword's tsuka. "You will not enter this vessel!" A quick sign of the cross, and he'd returned to his fighting stance. 

	 

	 

	Mercer hadn't come for vengeance upon the holy man or to possess his flesh—just to mess with him a little. This guy took himself way too seriously. They all did. These Terra Sacra types couldn't understand him, so they sought to destroy him. The problem was, until they figured out a way to contain his spirit, they'd be fighting the same losing battle their predecessors had for centuries.

	Mercer whirled around the priest in a tornado of ethereal motion, causing him to strike at the air, grimacing bug-eyed and jittery as his slick hair came unglued, cassock flailing about. So undignified. But that's who Father Thomas really was behind the pious façade: a disheveled old man with an insatiable appetite for lonely girls. He provided confession for harlots in his room at the Plaza every night, but as they emerged bruised and limping in the mornings, they left carrying more shame than when they'd arrived. This holy man was a sinner who took his forgiveness, his absolution, as license to sin in greater abundance. The heretic Rasputin would have been pleased.
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