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      Grave.

      
      And not as in serious. As in headstone and freshly disturbed earth, as in a body down under, as in ashes to ashes, dust to
         dust.
      

      
      Matthias was naked on a grave. In the middle of a cemetery that stretched out as far as he could see.

      
      First thing he thought of was the back tats he’d made his men get, the ones of the Grim Reaper standing in a field of marble
         and granite slabs.
      

      
      Fucking ironic, really—and maybe he was going to get sliced and diced by a scythe at any second.

      
      Try saying that three times fast.

      
      Blinking to clear what little vision he had, he gathered his limbs closer to his torso to preserve warmth, and waited for
         the scene to shift back to his reality. When nothing changed, he wondered where the wall that he’d been trapped in for an
         eternity had gone.
      

      
      Had he finally gotten free of the cloying, crowded torture pit?

      
      
      Was he out of Hell?

      
      With a groan, he tried to push himself up, but it was hard enough to just lift his head. Then again, finding out firsthand
         that those religious nuts had been right about a lot of things kind of made a guy want to take a nap: In fact, sinners did
         go down under, and not to Australia, and once you were there, the suffering made all the stuff you’d bitched about aboveground
         look like Universal Studios on a free pass.
      

      
      There was a Devil.

      
      And her living room sucked.

      
      Although the Holy Rollers hadn’t gotten everything straight. Turned out Satan didn’t have horns, or a tail; no pitchfork or
         cloven hooves, either. She was a bitch and a half, however, and she did wear red a lot. Then again, brunettes looked good
         in that color—at least, that’s what she told herself.
      

      
      With his left eye, the one that worked, he blinked again, bracing himself for a return to the dense, hot blackness, with the
         screams of the damned ringing in his ears, and his own pain ripping up his throat and exploding out his cracked lips. …
      

      
      Nope. Still on a grave. In a cemetery.

      
      Buck-ass naked.

      
      Taking it all in, he got an eyeball full of white marble tombs, and family plots marked with angels, and ghostly statues of
         the Virgin Mary—although the low-to-the-ground headstones were far more common, as if the runts of the litter had taken over
         the place. Pine trees and maples threw shadows across scruffy spring grass and wrought-iron benches. Streetlamps glowed peach
         at their tops like candles on a birthday cake, and the winding lanes might have been romantic in another place.
      

      
      Here they weren’t. Not in this context of death—

      
      From out of nowhere, scenes from his life passed by his eyes, making him wonder if he wasn’t enjoying a second shot at dying. Or a third, as was the case.
      

      
      There was no happy-happy in the retrospective. No loving wife or beautiful children, no white picket anything. Just dead bodies,
         dozens of them, hundreds of them, all ones he had killed, or had ordered killed.
      

      
      He had done evil, true evil, during his lifetime.

      
      Forcing himself to sit up off the loose dirt, his body was a jigsaw that didn’t fit right, its bits and pieces jammed into
         sockets and joints that were sloppy in some places, too tight in others. But that’s what happened when you Humpty Dumpty’d
         yourself, and the medical profession and your limited healing powers were all you had to put things back together.
      

      
      Shifting his eye over to the face of the grave marker, he frowned.

      
      James Heron.

      
      Jesus Christ, James Heron …

      
      Ignoring the fact that his hand was shaking, he traced the deeply engraved letters, his fingertips sinking into what had been
         carved into the polished gray granite.
      

      
      A ragged breath left his chest, as if the pain he suddenly felt behind his ribs had bullied the oxygen out of his lungs.

      
      He’d had no idea that there was an eternal reward, that your deeds were in fact counted and weighed, that there was a judgment
         that came on the heels of your heart’s final beat. That wasn’t what the pain was about, however. It was the knowledge that
         even if he’d known what waited for him, he wouldn’t have been able to do anything differently.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” he said, wondering exactly who he was talking to. “I’m so fucking sorry. …”

      
      No answer.

      
      He looked up at the sky. “I’m sorry!”

      
      
      Still no reply, and that was okay. His regrets were jamming up his head so there wasn’t a lot of room for third-party input
         anyway.
      

      
      As he struggled to get up on his feet, his lower body buckled and sagged and he had to rely on the headstone for balance.
         God, he was a mess, his thighs pockmarked with scars, his belly riddled with keloids, one calf nearly stripped off the bone.
         The doctors had worked relative miracles with their bolts and rods, but compared to what he had been born like, he was a broken
         toy repaired with duct tape and Super Glue.
      

      
      Then again, suicide was supposed to work. And Jim Heron was the reason he’d survived for another two years. Then death had
         found him and claimed him, and proved that the earth just borrowed souls. What was on the other side were the true owners.
      

      
      Out of habit, he looked around for his cane, but then concentrated on what he was more likely to find: shadows coming for
         him, either those oily creatures from down below, or the human variety.
      

      
      Either way he was fucked: As the former head of XOps, he had more enemies than a third-world dictator, and all of them had
         guns or guns for hire. And as a reject from the devil’s playground, it went without saying that he hadn’t gotten out of jail
         for free.
      

      
      Sooner or later, someone was going to come after him, and even though he had nothing to live for, ego alone demanded that
         he put up a fight.
      

      
      Or at least make a halfway decent target out of himself.

      
      He started off with a limp, and continued on with the grace of a scarecrow, his body jerking in a series of spasms that culminated
         in a messy gait that hurt like hell. To conserve warmth, he tried to wrap his arms around himself, but that didn’t last. He
         needed them to compensate for the lurching.
      

      
      With his zombie shuffle and his scrambled, what-the-fuck head, he walked on, crossing the scratchy grass, passing the graves,
         feeling the brush of the chilly, damp air across his skin. He had no idea how he’d gotten out. Where he was headed. What day, month, or year it was.
      

      
      Clothes. Shelter. Food. Weaponry.

      
      Once he had secured the basics, he would worry about the rest of it. Assuming something didn’t take him out first—after all,
         a wounded predator became prey fast. It was the law of the wild.
      

      
      When he came up to a boxy stone building with wrought-iron fringe, he assumed it was just another tomb. But the Pine Grove
         Cemetery name across its pediment, and the shiny Master Lock on the front door suggested it was a grounds crew facility.
      

      
      Fortunately, someone had left one of the windows open a crack in the back.

      
      Naturally, the thing stuck like glue to its position.

      
      Picking up a fallen branch, he wedged it in the crack, and heaved until the wood bowed and his arms clenched up tight.

      
      The window budged and let out a high-pitched screech.

      
      Matthias froze.

      
      Panic, unfamiliar but hard learned, had him twisting around and searching the shadows. He knew that sound. It was the noise
         the demon’s minions made when they came for you—
      

      
      Nada.

      
      Just graves and gaslights that, no matter how much his adrenal gland suggested otherwise, didn’t turn into anything else.

      
      Cursing, he threw himself back into the effort, using the branch as a winch until he had enough space to squeeze through.
         Getting his sorry ass up off the ground was a production, but once he had his shoulders inside, he let gravity do the rest
         of the work. The concrete floor he landed on felt as if it had refrigerator coils in it, and he had to take a TO, his breath
         dragging down his throat, his gut going into a twist as pain sizzled in too many places to count—
      

      
      Overhead, fluorescent lights flickered in the ceiling, and then glowed steady and sure, blinding him.

      
      
      Goddamn motion sensors. The upside was that as soon as his eye adjusted, he had a clear shot at all kinds of mowers, weeders,
         and wheelbarrows. The downside? He was a diamond in a jewelry case, ready for the grabbing.
      

      
      Over on the wall, hanging from pegs like the skins of dead animals, sets of waterproof overalls were a wardrobe waiting to
         happen, and he threw a bottom and a top on. The things were built to hang loose, but on him they flapped like boat sails.
      

      
      Better. Better with the clothes, even though they smelled like fertilizer, and chafing was going to fast become an issue.
         A baseball hat on the counter had the Boston Red Sox logo on it, and he pulled the thing on to conserve body heat; then he
         looked around for anything he could use as a cane. The long-handled spades were going to weigh too much to be efficient, and
         it wasn’t like any of the rakes were going to help.
      

      
      Screw it. His immediate mission critical was getting away from all the overhead light raining on his gimpy little parade.

      
      He exited the way he’d come in, forcing himself through the open window again and landing hard on the ground. No time to bitch
         and complain at the impact; he had to get moving.
      

      
      Before he’d died and gone to Hell, as it were, he’d been the pursuer. Shit, his whole life he’d been the hunter, the one who
         stalked and cornered and destroyed. Now, as he returned to the darkness of the graves, all the intangibles of the night were
         dangerous until proven otherwise.
      

      
      He hoped he was back in Caldwell.

      
      If he was, all he had to do was stay under the radar and gun for New York City, where he had a stash of supplies.

      
      Yeah, he prayed this was Caldwell. Forty-five minutes south on the highway was all it would take, and he’d already broken
         and entered. Hot-wiring an older-generation car was a skill he could also resurrect.
      

      
      
      A lifetime later, or at least it seemed that way, he came up to the wrought-iron fence that rimmed all the RIP acreage. The
         thing was ten feet high, and top-hatted with spikes that in an earlier life had probably been daggers.
      

      
      Facing off at the bars that kept him on the side of the dead, he gripped them with his hands and felt the cold of the metal
         grab back. Looking upward, he focused on the heavens. The stars overhead actually twinkled.
      

      
      Funny, he’d always thought that was just a saying.

      
      Inhaling, he drew clean, fresh air into his lungs, and realized he’d grown used to the stench in Hell. In the beginning, it
         had been what he’d hated most, that nauseating, rotten-egg stink in the sinuses that invaded the back of his throat and traveled
         down to poison his gut: More than a bad smell, it had been an infection that had entered his nose and taken over from there,
         turning everything that he was into territory it owned.
      

      
      But he had become inured to it.

      
      Over time, and in the midst of suffering, he had acclimatized to the horror, the despair, the pain.

      
      His bad eye, the one he couldn’t see out of, watered up.

      
      He was never going to make it up there to the stars.

      
      And this respite was probably just a way to heighten the torture. After all, there was nothing like a period of relief to
         revitalize a nightmare: When you returned to the shithole, the contrast sharpened everything up, wiping clean the acclimatization,
         the illusory Ctrl-Alt-Del resetting things to the initial shock he’d felt.
      

      
      They would be coming again for him. It was, after all, exactly what he’d earned.

      
      But for however long he had, he was going to fight the inevitable—not with hope of evasion, not for the possibility of a reprieve,
         but simply as an autonomic function of his hard wiring.
      

      
      He fought for the same reason he’d done evil.

      
      
      It was just what he did.

      
      Pulling himself up off the ground, he wedged the better of his two feet into the bars and shoved his weight higher. Again.
         Again. The top seemed miles away, and its distance just made him focus more tightly on his goal.
      

      
      After a lifetime, his palm locked on one of the spikes and then he linked his arm around the vicious point.

      
      Blood was drawn a moment later as he swung his leg up and over the fence’s head and shoulders, one of those sharp-and-pointies
         biting into his calf and taking a hunk out of it.
      

      
      There was no going back, though. He’d committed himself, and one way or the other gravity was going to win and take him down
         to earth—so better it be on the outside than the inside.
      

      
      As he went into a free fall, he focused on the stars. Even reached a hand up to them.

      
      The fact that they just got farther and farther away seemed apt.
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      Mels Carmichael was alone in the newsroom. Again.

      
      Nine o’clock at night and the Caldwell Courier Journal’s maze of cubicles was all office equipment, no people, tomorrow’s issue put to bed from a reporting standpoint, the printers
         now doing their work on the far side of the great wall behind her.
      

      
      As she leaned back in her chair, the hinges let out a squeak, and she turned the thing into an instrument, playing a happy
         little ditty she’d composed after too many nights like this. The title was “Going Nowhere Fast,” and she whistled the soprano
         part.
      

      
      “Still here, Carmichael?”

      
      Mels straightened up and crossed her arms over her chest. “Hey, Dick.”

      
      As her boss oiled his way into what little space she had, his overcoat was draped across his arm, and his tie was loose at
         his fleshy neck from yet another postgame wrap-up at Charlie’s.
      

      
      “Working late again?” His eyes went to the buttons down the front of her shirt, like he was hoping the whiskey he’d sucked back had given him telekinetic powers. “I gotta tell you, you’re
         too pretty for this. Don’t you have a boyfriend?”
      

      
      “You know me, all about the job.”

      
      “Well … I could give you something to work on.”

      
      Mels stared up at him, nice and steady. “Thanks, but I’m busy right now. Doing research on the prevalence of sexual harassment
         in previously male-dominated industries such as the airlines, sports … newspapers.”
      

      
      Dick frowned as if his ears hadn’t heard what they’d been hoping for. Which was nuts. Her response to this act had been the
         same since day one.
      

      
      Well over two years of shutting him down. God, had it been that long already?

      
      “It’s illuminating.” She reached forward and gave her mouse a push, clearing the screen saver. “Lots of statistics. Could
         be my first national story. Gender issues in postfeminist America are a hot topic—course, I could just put it on my blog.
         Maybe you’d give me a quote for it?”
      

      
      Dick shifted his raincoat around. “I didn’t assign that to you.”

      
      “I’m a self-starter.”

      
      His head lifted as if he were looking for someone else to harass. “I only read what I assign.”

      
      “You might find it valuable.”

      
      The guy went to loosen his tie like he needed some air, but surprise! It was already open. “You’re wasting your time, Carmichael.
         I’ll see you tomorrow.”
      

      
      As he walked off, he pulled on that Walter Cronkite raincoat of his, the one with the seventies lapels, and the belt that
         hung loose from loops like part of his intestine was not where it should be. He’d probably had the thing since the decade
         of Watergate, the work of Woodward and Bernstein inspiring his twenty-year-old self to his own paper chase … that had culminated at the top
         of a medium city’s masthead.
      

      
      Not a bad job at all. Just not a bureau chief for The New York Times or The Wall Street Journal.
      

      
      That seemed to bother him.

      
      So, yeah, it didn’t take a genius to ascribe his inappropriateness to the ennui of a balding former coxswain, the bitterness
         from a lifetime of not-quite-there intersecting with the almost-out-of-time of a man about to hump sixty.
      

      
      Then again, maybe he was just a prick.

      
      What she was clear on was that with a jawline more ham sandwich than Jon Hamm, the man had no objective reason to believe
         the answer to any woman’s problems was in his pants.
      

      
      As the double doors clamped shut behind him, she took a deep breath and entertained a fantasy that a Caldwell Transit Authority
         bus ran tire tracks up the back of that anachronistic coat. Thanks to budget cuts, though, the CTA didn’t run the Trade Street
         route after nine o’clock at night, and it was now … yup, seventeen minutes after the hour.
      

      
      Staring at her computer screen, she knew she probably should go home.

      
      Her self-starter article wasn’t actually on leering bosses who made female subordinates think fondly of public transportation
         as a murder weapon. It was on missing persons. The hundreds of missing persons in the city of Caldwell.
      

      
      Caldie, home of the twin bridges, was leading the nation in disappearances. Over the previous year, the city of some two million
         had had three times the number of reported cases in Manhattan’s five boroughs, and Chicago—combined. And the total for the
         last decade topped the entire Eastern seaboard’s figures. Stranger still, the sheer numbers weren’t the only issue: People weren’t just disappearing temporarily. These folks never came back and were
         never found. No bodies, no traces, and no relocation to other jurisdictions.
      

      
      Like they had been sucked into another world.

      
      After all her research, she had the sense that the horrific mass slaughter at a farmhouse the month before had something to
         do with the glut in get-gones …
      

      
      All those young men lined up in rows, torn apart.

      
      Preliminary data suggested that many of those identified had been reported missing at one point or another in their lives.
         A lot of them were juvie cases or had drug records. But none of that mattered to their families—nor should it.
      

      
      You didn’t have to be a saint in order to be a victim.

      
      The gruesome scene out in Caldwell’s rural edges had made the national news, with every station sending their best men into
         town, from Brian Williams to Anderson Cooper. The papers had done the same. And yet even with all the attention, and the pressure
         from politicians, and the exclamations from rightfully distraught communities, the real story had yet to emerge: The CPD was
         trying to tie the deaths to someone, anyone, but they’d come up with nothing—even though they were working on the case day
         and night.
      

      
      There had to be an answer. There was always an answer.

      
      And she was determined to find out the whys—for the victims’ sakes, and their families’.

      
      It was also time to distinguish herself. She’d come here at the age of twenty-seven, transferring out of Manhattan because
         it was expensive to live in NYC, and she hadn’t been getting anywhere fast enough at the New York Post. The plan had been to transplant for about six months, get some savings under her belt by living with her mother, and focus
         on the big boys: The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, maybe even a network reporting job at CNN.
      

      
      
      Not how things had worked out.

      
      Refocusing on her screen, she traced the columns she knew by heart, searching for the pattern she wasn’t seeing … ready to
         find the key that unlocked the door not just to the story, but her own life.
      

      
      Time was passing her by, and God knew she wasn’t immortal. …

      
      When Mels left the newsroom around nine thirty, those lines of data reappeared every time she blinked, like a video game she’d
         played for too long.
      

      
      Her car, Josephine, was a twelve-year-old silver Honda Civic with nearly two hundred thousand miles on it—and Fi-Fi was used
         to waiting at night in the cold for her. Getting in, she started the sewing machine engine and took off, leaving a dead-end
         job. To go to her mother’s house. At the age of thirty.
      

      
      What a player. And she thought she was magically going to wake up tomorrow morning and be all Diane Sawyer without the hair
         spray?
      

      
      Taking Trade Street out of downtown, she left the office buildings behind, went past the clubs, and then hit the lock-your-doors
         stretch of abandoned walk-ups. On the far side of all those boarded-up windows, things got better when she entered the outskirts
         of residential world, home of the raised ranch and streets named after trees—
      

      
      “Shiiiiiiit!”

      
      Ripping the wheel to the right, she tried to avoid the man who lurched into the road, but it was too late. She nailed him
         square on, bouncing him up off the pavement with her front bumper so that he rolled over the hood and plowed right into the
         windshield, the safety glass shattering in a brilliant burst of light.
      

      
      Turned out that was just the first of three impacts.

      
      Airborne meant only one thing, and she had a terrifying impression of him hitting the pavement hard. And then she had her
         own problems. Trajectory carried her off course, her car popping the curb, the brakes slowing her momentum, but not fast enough—and
         then not at all as her sedan was briefly airborne itself.
      

      
      The oak tree spotlit in her headlights caused her brain to do a split-second calculation: She was going to hit the goddamn
         thing, and it was going to hurt.
      

      
      The collision was part crunch, part thud, a dull sound that she didn’t pay a lot of attention to—she was too busy catching
         the air bag solidly in the face, her lack of a seat belt coming back to bite her on the ass. Or the puss, as the case was.
      

      
      Snapping forward and ricocheting back, powder from the SRS got into her eyes, nose, and lungs, stinging and making her choke.
         Then everything went quiet.
      

      
      In the aftermath, all she could do was stay where she’d ended up, much like poor, old Fi-Fi. Curled over the deflating air
         bag, she coughed weakly—
      

      
      Someone was whistling. …

      
      No, it was the engine, releasing steam from something that should have been sealed.

      
      She turned her head carefully and looked out the driver’s-side window. The man was down in the middle of the street, lying
         so still, too still.
      

      
      “Oh … God—”

      
      The car radio flared to life, scratchy at first, then gaining electrical traction from whatever short had occurred. A song
         … what was it?
      

      
      From out of nowhere, light flared in the center of the road, illuminating the pile of rags that she knew to be a human being.
         Blinking, she wondered if this was the moment where she learned the answers about the afterlife.
      

      
      Not exactly the scoop she’d been looking for, but she’d take it—

      
      
      It wasn’t some kind of holy arrival. Just headlights—

      
      The sedan screeched to a halt and two people jumped out from the front, the man going to the victim, the woman jogging over
         to her. Mels’s Good Samaritan had to fight to wrench open the door, but after a couple of pulls, fresh air replaced the sharp,
         plasticky smell of the air bags.
      

      
      “Are you okay?”

      
      The woman was in her forties and looked rich, her hair done up in a thing on her head, her gold earrings flashing, her sleek,
         coordinated clothes not matching an accident scene in the slightest.
      

      
      She held up an iPhone. “I’ve called nine-one-one—no, no, don’t move. You could have a neck injury.”

      
      Mels yielded to the subtle pressure on her shoulder, staying draped over the steering wheel. “Is he okay? I didn’t see him
         at all—came from out of nowhere.”
      

      
      At least, that was what she’d meant to say. What her ears heard were mumbles that made no sense.

      
      Screw a neck injury; she was worried about her brain.

      
      “My husband’s a doctor,” the woman said. “He knows what to do with the man. You just worry about yourself—”

      
      “Didn’t see him. Didn’t see him.” Oh, good, that came out more clearly. “Coming home from work. Didn’t …”

      
      “Of course you didn’t.” The woman knelt down. Yeah, she looked like a doctor’s wife—had the expensive smell of one, too. “You
         just stay still. The paramedics are coming—”
      

      
      “Is he even alive?” Tears rushed to Mels’s eyes, replacing one sting with another. “Oh, my God, did I kill him?”

      
      As she began to shake, she realized what song was playing. “Blinded by the Light …”
      

      
      “Why is my radio still working?” she mumbled through tears.

      
      “I’m sorry?” the woman said. “What radio?”

      
      
      “Can’t you hear it?”

      
      The reassuring pat that followed was somehow alarming. “You just breathe easy, and stay with me.”

      
      “My radio is playing. …”
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      “Is it hot in here? I mean, do you think it’s hot in here?”

      
      As the demon crossed and recrossed her mile-long, Gisele Bündchen legs, she pulled at the low neckline of her dress.

      
      “No, Devina, I don’t.” The therapist across the way was just like the cozy couch she was sitting on, heavily padded and comfortable-looking.
         Even her face was a chintz throw pillow, the features all stuffed in tight and slipcovered with concern and compassion. “But
         I can crack a window if it would make you feel more comfortable?”
      

      
      Devina shook her head and shoved her hand back into her Prada bag. In addition to her wallet, some spearmint gum, a bottle
         of smartwater, and a bar of Green & Black’s Organic dark, there was a shitload of YSL Rouge pur Couture lipstick. At least … there should have been.
      

      
      As she dug around, she tried to make casual, like maybe she was double-checking that she hadn’t lost her keys.

      
      In reality, she was counting to make sure there were still thirteen tubes of that lipstick: Starting from the left in the bottom of the bag, she moved each one to the right. Thirteen was the
         correct number. One, two, three—
      

      
      “Devina?”

      
      —four, five, six—

      
      “Devina.”

      
      As she lost count, she closed her eyes and fought the temptation to strangle the interrupter—

      
      Her therapist cleared her throat. Coughed. Made a choking noise.

      
      Devina popped her lids and found the woman with her hands around her own neck, looking like she’d swallowed a Happy Meal in
         a bad way. The pain and the confusion were good to see, a little hit off the pipe that had Devina curling her toes for more.
      

      
      But the fun couldn’t go any further. If this therapist bit it, what was she going to do? They were making progress, and finding
         another one she clicked with could take time she didn’t have.
      

      
      With a curse, the demon called back her mental dogs, relinquishing the invisible hold she hadn’t been aware she’d thrown out.

      
      The therapist took a deep, relieved breath and looked around. “I … ah, I think I will open that window.”

      
      As the woman did the honors, she was unaware that her shrink skills had just saved her life. The two of them had been meeting
         five times a week for the past couple of months, talking for fifty minutes at the cost of one hundred seventy-five dollars
         each time. Thanks to the sessions of emoting and crap, Devina’s OCD symptoms were getting slightly easier to bear—and considering
         how things were going in the war with that angel Jim Heron, counseling was so going to be needed for this next round.
      

      
      She couldn’t believe she was losing.

      
      In the final contest for supremacy over the earth, that angel had won twice, and she just once. There were only four more souls to battle over. If she lost two more? There was going to be
         nothing left of her or all her collections: Everything would disappear, those precious objects that she had gathered over
         the millennia, each an invaluable memento of her work, gone, gone, gone. And that wasn’t the worst part. Her children, those
         glorious, tortured souls trapped in her wall, would be subsumed by the good, the beatific, the untainted.
      

      
      The mere thought of it was enough to make her sick.

      
      And on top of that bad news? She’d just been penalized by the Maker.

      
      The therapist resettled on her cushions, back from the fresh-air hunt. “So, Devina, tell me what’s on your mind.”

      
      “I … ah …” As anxiety rose, she lifted up her bag, inspected the bottom for holes, found none. “It’s been hard. …”

      
      None of the lipsticks could have fallen out, she told herself. And she’d checked the number before she had left her lair.
         Thirteen, a perfect thirteen. So logically, they were all there. Had to be.
      

      
      But … oh, God, maybe she had put the bag down sideways, and one had escaped because she forgot to zip it closed—

      
      “Devina,” the therapist said, “you seem really upset. Can you please tell me what’s going on?”

      
      Talk, she told herself. It was the only way out of this. Even though counting and ordering and checking and rechecking felt
         like the solution, she’d spent aeons on this earth getting nowhere doing that. And this new way was working. Kind of.
      

      
      “That new coworker I told you about.” She wrapped her arms around her bag, holding everything in it close to the body she
         assumed when she walked among the monkeys. “He’s a liar. A total liar. He double-crossed me—and I was the one who got accused of foul play.”
      

      
      Ever since she had started therapy, she had couched the war with that fallen angel Heron in terms a human of the early twenty-first century could understand: She and her nemesis were
         coworkers at a consulting firm, vying for the Vice Presidency. Each soul they battled over was a client. The Maker was their
         CEO, and they had only a limited number of attempts to impress Him. Whatever, whatever, whatever. The metaphor wasn’t perfect,
         but it was better than her doing a full reveal and having the woman either lose her own mind or think Devina was not just
         compulsive but certifiable.
      

      
      “Can you be more specific?”

      
      “The CEO sent both of us out to talk to a prospective client. In the end, the man gave us his business and wanted to work
         with me. Everything was fine. I’m happy, the client was …” Well, not happy, no. Matthias had not been happy at all, which
         was just another reason she’d been satisfied with the victory: The more suffering, the merrier. “The client was being taken
         care of, and it was all settled, the contract for service signed, the matter closed. And then I get dragged into a bullshit
         meeting and told that we both have to reapproach the man.”
      

      
      “You and your coworker, you mean.”

      
      “Yes.” She threw up her hands. “I mean, come on. It’s done. The business is secured—it’s over. And now we’re stuck with a
         redo? What the hell is that about? And then the CEO says to me, ‘Well, you’ll still retain your commission for the contract.’
         Like that makes it all okay?”
      

      
      “Better than your losing it.”

      
      Devina shook her head. The woman just didn’t understand. Once something was hers, letting it go, or having it taken away from
         her, was like a part of her true body being removed: Matthias had been ripped out of her wall and placed once again upon the
         earth.
      

      
      Frankly, the power of the Maker was about the only thing that frightened her.

      
      Aside from the compulsions.

      
      
      Unable to stand the anxiety, she cranked open her bag again and started counting—

      
      “Devina, you work well with the client, right.”

      
      She paused. “Yes.”

      
      “And you have a relationship with him or her.”

      
      “Him. I do.”

      
      “So you’re in a stronger position than your coworker, right?” The therapist made a gesture with her hands, a physical representation
         of “no problem.”
      

      
      “I hadn’t thought of that.” She’d been too pissed off.

      
      “You should. Although I will say, there is something I’m a little confused about. Why did the CEO feel the need to intercede?
         Especially if the client is not only under contract with the company, but satisfied?”
      

      
      “He didn’t approve of some of the … methods … used to secure the business.”

      
      “Yours?”

      
      As Devina hesitated, the woman’s eyes made a quick dip downward in the décolleté direction.

      
      “Mine, yes,” the demon said. “But come on, I got the client, and no one can fault my work ethic—I’m on the job all the time.
         Literally. I have no life except for my work.”
      

      
      “Do you approve of the tactics you used?”

      
      “Absolutely. I got the client—that’s all that matters.”

      
      The silence that followed suggested the therapist didn’t agree with the whole ends-justify-the-means thing. But whatever,
         that was her problem—and probably the reason why she was shaped like a sofa and spent her days listening to people bitch about
         their lives.
      

      
      Instead of ruling the underworld and looking hot as fuck in Louboutins—

      
      As the anxiety spiked again, Devina started a re-count, shifting the lipsticks one after another from left to right. One,
         two, three—
      

      
      
      “Devina, what are you doing.”

      
      For a split second she nearly attacked for real. But logic and a reality check kicked in: The compulsions were on the verge
         of taking her over. And you couldn’t be effective against an enemy like Jim Heron if you were trapped in a closed circuit
         of numbering or touching objects that you knew perfectly well hadn’t been lost, moved, or fingered by someone else.
      

      
      “Lipstick. I’m just making sure I have my lipstick.”

      
      “Okay, well, I want you to stop.”

      
      Devina looked up with true despair. “I … can’t.”

      
      “Yes, you can. Remember, it’s not about the things. It’s about managing your fear in a way that is more effective and permanent
         than giving into the compulsions. You know that the split second of relief you get at the end of a ritual never, ever lasts—and
         it doesn’t get to the root problem. The fact of the matter is, the more you comply with the compulsions, the stronger a hold
         they have on you. The only way to get better is to learn to bear the anxiety and reframe those impulses as something you
         have power over—not the other way around.” The therapist leaned in, all earnest cruel-to-be-kind. “I want you to throw one
         of them out.”
      

      
      “What.”
      

      
      “Throw one of the lipsticks out.” The therapist eased to the side and picked up a wastepaper basket the color of Caucasian
         skin. “Right now.”
      

      
      “No! God, are you crazy?” Panic threatened on the periphery of her body, her palms breaking out in a sweat, her ears beginning
         to ring, her feet going numb. Soon enough, the tide would close in, her stomach doing flip-flops, her breath getting short,
         her heart flickering in her chest. She’d been through it for an eternity. “I can’t possibly—”
      

      
      “You can, and what’s more, you have to. Pick your least-favorite shade out of them, and put it in the bin.”

      
      
      “There is no least-favorite color—they’re all the same red. 1 Le Rouge.”
      

      
      “Then any of them will do.”

      
      “I can’t. …” Tears threatened. “I can’t—”

      
      “Little steps, Devina. This is the linchpin of cognitive behavioral therapy. We have to stretch you past your comfort zone,
         expose you to the fear, and then get you through it so you learn that you can come out on the other side in one piece. Do
         that enough times and you begin to loosen OCD’s grip on your thoughts and decision-making. For example, what do you think
         is going to happen if you throw one of them out?”
      

      
      “I’m going to have a panic attack. Especially when I get home and it’s not with me.”

      
      “And then what.”

      
      “I’ll buy another to replace it, but it won’t be the one that I threw away so it’s not going to help. I’ll just get more compulsive—”

      
      “But you haven’t died.”

      
      Of course not, she was immortal. Provided she could win against Jim Heron. “No, but—”

      
      “And the world hasn’t ended.”

      
      Well, not under the lipstick scenario, no. “But it feels like it.”

      
      “Emotions come and go. They are not forever.” The woman jiggled the little bin. “Come on, Devina. Let’s try it. If it’s too
         much for you to handle, you can take the lipstick back. But we need to start focusing on this.”
      

      
      Sure enough, an anxiety attack bloomed on her, but ironically, fear was what got her through it: fear that she was going to
         get hobbled by this problem she couldn’t control; fear that Jim was going to win not because he was the superior player in
         the Maker’s game, but because she cracked under the pressure; fear that she was never going to be able to change. …
      

      
      Devina shoved her hand into the bag and grabbed the first lipstick that hit her palm. Then she ditched it. Just let the thing go into the wastepaper basket.
      

      
      The dull sound as it hit the Kleenex balls of previous clients was like the jaws of Hell shutting on her.

      
      “Good job,” the therapist said. As if Devina were a five-year-old who’d done the alphabet right. “How do you feel?”

      
      “Like I’m going to throw up.” Eyeing the bin, the only thing that kept her from vomiting was the fact that she’d have to lose
         it on the lipstick.
      

      
      “Can you rate your anxiety on a scale of one to ten?”

      
      When Devina threw out a ten, the therapist went on a roll about breathing through the panic, blah blah blah—

      
      The woman leaned in again, like she knew she wasn’t getting through. “It is not about the lipstick, Devina. And the anxiety
         you feel now is not going to last forever. We won’t push you too hard, and you’ll be amazed at the progress. The human mind
         can be rewired, new pathways of experience forged. Exposure therapy works—it is just as powerful as the compulsions. You need
         to believe this, Devina.”
      

      
      With a shaking hand, the demon wiped the sweat from her brow. Then, gathering herself inside her fitted overalls of human
         flesh, she nodded.
      

      
      The couchlike woman was right. What Devina had been doing up to this point was not working. She was getting worse, and the
         stakes were only getting higher.
      

      
      After all, not only was she losing … she was also in love with the enemy.

      
      Not that she liked to remind herself of it.

      
      “You don’t have to believe that this is going to work, Devina. You just have to believe in the results. This is hard, but
         you can do it. I have faith in you.”
      

      
      Devina locked onto the human’s eyes and envied the therapist’s conviction. Hell, with that kind of confidence, you were either delusional … or standing on the concrete floor of experience
         and training.
      

      
      There had been a time when Devina had been that sure of herself.

      
      She needed that to come back.

      
      Jim Heron had proven to be so much more than a worthy opponent and a good fuck. And she couldn’t let him keep this upper-hand
         thing going. Losing wasn’t an option, and as soon as this session was over, she had to return to work with a clear head uncluttered
         by any bullshit.
      

      
      Closing her eyes, she leaned back into the soft chair, put her hands on the padded arms, and dug her nails into the velvety
         fabric.
      

      
      “How are you feeling?” the therapist asked.

      
      “Like one way or another I’m going to beat this.”
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      “Just tell me if he’s alive.”

      
      As Mels spoke up, the ER nurse at her bedside gave that one a total pass. Sticking out a pen, the woman said, “If you’ll sign
         these discharge papers, I’ll give you your prescriptions—”
      

      
      Screw the Bic routine. “I need to know if the man lived.”

      
      “I can’t divulge anyone’s condition. HIPAA. Sign this so you can be discharged.”

      
      Subtext: Get off my back, wouldja. I got work to do.
      

      
      Cursing quietly, Mels scribbled on the line, took the two slips of paper and the copy that was hers, and then Nurse Ratched
         went on to terrorize the next patient.
      

      
      What a night. The good news was at least the police had called it an accident, recognizing that she hadn’t been negligent
         or under the influence. But there were still problems …
      

      
      Glancing down at her ticket to leave, she scanned the notes. Mild concussion. Neck strain. Follow up with her primary care
         in a week, or earlier if double vision, nausea, dizziness, worsening headache presented.
      

      
      Her car was probably totaled.

      
      There was no way that man was alive.

      
      With a groan, she sat up from the pillows, and her bandaged head registered the vertical shift with a ballerina spin. As she
         gave things time to settle, she eyed her clothes on the orange plastic chair across the way. She’d gotten to keep her camisole,
         bra and her slacks on during her examinations. Blouse, jacket, and coat were just waiting to be put back into service.
      

      
      She hadn’t called her mother.

      
      The family had already been through one automobile accident—and in that case, the person who hadn’t lived through things had
         been her father.
      

      
      So, yeah, she’d just texted and said she was going out with friends and would be home late. The last thing she needed was
         her mother upset and insisting on picking her up, especially given what she wanted to do now.
      

      
      Mels took the whole getting-dressed effort slowly, although the foot drag wasn’t just about being a good little patient. Evidently
         her shot at being a crash-test dummy wasn’t the kind of thing you could brush off. She felt ancient and decrepit—and oddly
         terrified.
      

      
      To have killed someone was … unfathomable.

      
      Shoving the paperwork into her pocketbook, she pushed aside the pea green curtain and faced off at a crapload of managed chaos:
         People in scrubs and white coats were ping-ponging around, jumping into rooms, jumping out of them, giving orders, taking
         them.
      

      
      Considering she’d already been in one collision tonight, she was careful not to get in anyone’s way as she headed for the
         exit.
      

      
      Which she didn’t use.

      
      The waiting room out in front was filled with various versions of the halt and lame, including one guy with a black eye and
         a badly bandaged hand that was bleeding. Looking up at her, he nodded, like they were bonding over the fact that she’d gotten into
         a bar fight, too.
      

      
      Yeah, you shoulda seen what that oak tree looked like after I was done with him. Word.
      

      
      At the front desk, she propped herself at the counter and waited to get noticed. When a man came over, she smiled like nothing
         was a big deal. “Can you tell me what room the John Doe from that car accident is in?”
      

      
      “Hey, I know you. You’re a reporter.”

      
      “Yeah.” She dug into her bag, got out her laminated press pass, and flashed the thing like it was an FBI badge. “Can you help
         me?”
      

      
      “Sure.” He started tapping on the keyboard. “He’s been moved to an inpatient room. Six sixty-six. Take the elevators over
         there, and follow the signs.”
      

      
      “Thanks.” She knocked on the counter: He was still breathing, at least. “I appreciate it.”

      
      “You know, you don’t look so hot,” the nurse said, making a circle around one of his eyes.

      
      “Rough night.”

      
      “Clearly.”

      
      The ride up to the sixth floor was an exercise in data processing that her brain flunked badly. Unsteady to begin with, the
         ascent gave her middle ear a workout that left her hanging on the rail that went around at hip level. Good idea to put one
         there; then again, they’d probably had a lot of woozy people on this thing. And the fact that the panels were matte gray metal
         was another bene. She hadn’t seen what she looked like, but given her reception down in Reception, the air bag she’d tried
         to eat hadn’t done her complexion any good.
      

      
      The ding was Disney-cheerful, but the doors opened slowly, as if they were exhausted.

      
      
      Doing as she’d been told, she followed the signs and found the right place, entering a long, broad hall that was marked by
         countless oversized doors. Things were quieter up here, although no one looked over from the nursing station as she approached.
         Just as well—she didn’t want to run the risk of someone asking questions, not liking the answers, and shutting her down.
      

      
      The room was nearly at the end of the corridor, and she half-expected there to be a cop sitting outside of it. There was nothing
         and nobody. Just another door with a buff-colored number plate on its jamb, and a laminated face that approximated pine.
      

      
      Pushing on the toggle, she leaned inside. In the dim light, she could see the foot of the bed, a window on the far wall, and
         a TV mounted by the ceiling. Beeping sounds and the smell of Lysol proved it wasn’t a hotel room—not that she needed help
         on that one.
      

      
      She cleared her throat. “Hello?”

      
      When there was no reply, she stepped in and left the door slightly ajar. Walking past the bathroom, she stopped when she got
         a full view of the patient.
      

      
      Bringing her hands up, she covered her mouth as her jaw dropped. “Oh … dear God.”

      [image: image]

      
      Up above the utility garage, in the cramped studio apartment he’d been renting, Jim Heron couldn’t sleep.

      
      Everyone else around him was out like a light: Dog was at the foot of the cramped twin bed, paws twitching as he dreamed of
         bunnies or gophers … or maybe black shadows that had teeth. Adrian was propped up around the corner, his back against the
         crawl space, big body tense even though his breathing was even. And Eddie? Well, the guy was dead, so it wasn’t like he was
         up pacing the floor.
      

      
      
      Desperate for a cigarette, Jim got out of bed on the wrong side to avoid disturbing Dog, and grabbed his pack of Marlboros.
         Before he left, he went over and checked on Adrian.
      

      
      Yup. Asleep sitting up.

      
      With a crystal dagger in his hand, in case someone came after his boy.

      
      Poor damn bastard. Eddie’s loss had been a crippler for the team … but particularly for the pierced and tatted wild card who
         had been on vigil ever since it had happened.
      

      
      Why did a strong man showing grief in a tough way seem so much sadder than any kind of histrionic weeping and wailing?

      
      And P.S., it was fucking weird to have partners.

      
      Back when Jim had been an assassin in XOps, he’d been a strict solo operator. Now, so much had changed, from his boss to his
         job description to his weapons of choice—and Eddie Blackhawk had been the one to show him the way, teaching him what he needed
         to know, calming him and Adrian down when they were throwing punches at each other, being the voice of reason in situations
         where there seemed to be no logic whatsoever … like when you were standing over your own corpse. Or fighting a demon who had
         a penchant for Prada and a thing for men who didn’t like her. Or bearing on your shoulders the future of all the good souls
         and the bad ones that ever had been or would be.
      

      
      Kind of made a guy want to flip burgers for a living.

      
      With a curse, he went over to the couch, snagged a leather coat, and draped it over Adrian’s lower legs. The other angel grunted
         and shifted on the floor, but stayed under the coat. Good thing—the goal was to keep the guy warm, not talk to him.
      

      
      Jim didn’t feel like talking to anybody.

      
      No newsflash there, at least.

      
      Stepping out onto the top landing of the stairs, the cold air clawed into the bare skin of his chest. Before he had a roommate
         and a dog, he’d always slept in the nude. Now he wore sweats. Helped with the fact that in April, Caldwell was still pretty
         chilly at night.
      

      
      Not that he did much sleeping.

      
      The fresh pack of Marlboros was still wrapped in cellophane, and he smacked it on the heel of his hand as he shut the door
         quietly. One of the advantages of being both immortal and corporeal was that you didn’t have to worry about cancer, but nicotine
         still had an effect on your nervous system.
      

      
      You also didn’t have to pat your pockets for a lighter.

      
      Ripping the flip top open, he took out a coffin nail, put it between his lips, and brought up his hand. As his forefinger
         glowed on command, he thought of Eddie again—and felt like murdering Devina, as usual.
      

      
      At least overall, the good guys were still ahead two to one in the war. If he could just squeak out two more wins, he’d have
         done it: snatched the Earth out of the jaws of damnation, kept his mother safe in the Manse of Souls … and gotten his Sissy
         out of Hell.
      

      
      Not that she was his.

      
      Exhaling, he wasn’t one hundred on that last one, but that had to be the way it worked, right? If the angels won, and Devina
         didn’t exist anymore, he had to be able to go down and get that poor, innocent girl free of that prison. Hell would be his
         to do with what he chose.
      

      
      Right?

      
      On that note, he wondered who the next soul in play was.

      
      Thinking about his new boss, he heard the Englishman’s voice in his head, Nigel’s smooth, haughty tones echoing around, getting
         on his nerves: You will recognize him as an old friend and an old foe who you have seen of late. The path could not be more obvious if it
            were spotlit.
      

      
      “Thanks,” he muttered, the smoke leaving his lips along with his breath. “Big help there, pal.”

      
      
      How the hell was it fair that his enemy knew the target and he did not?

      
      Fucked. Up.

      
      Last round, he’d tricked Devina into giving him the intel, and she wasn’t going to fall for anything like that again—say what
         you would about that demon, she was not a dumb blonde on so many levels. And that meant that here he was again, stuck in neutral,
         as the opposition no doubt got a head start.
      

      
      Which was precisely the problem he’d had in the battle over his former boss’s soul. The whole time, he’d assumed the one on
         deck was someone else’s, but it had turned out to be Matthias’s all the way.
      

      
      Too little, too late, and the SOB had made the wrong choice.

      
      Win: Devina.

      
      At this rate, the game was set up to be unfair—as long as Devina continued to interact directly with the souls. According
         to the rules, Jim was the only one who should be doing that, but in practice, she was as much a part of the ground action
         as he was. Naturally, Nigel, chief Boy Scout in charge, was convinced she was going to get shanked for this kind of coloring
         outside the lines—and maybe she would. But who knew the when of that?
      

      
      In the meantime, Jim had no choice but to stay sharp and hope he didn’t fuck up again.

      
      He had to win. For his mother … and for Sissy.

      
      As he took another drag and let it out, he watched the milky white smoke curl up into the cold air and rise until it disappeared.
         Between one blink and the next, he saw Sissy Barten, that beautiful young girl, hanging upside down in a white porcelain tub,
         her bright red blood staining her light blond hair, her skin marked with symbols he’d never seen before, but that Eddie had
         understood all too well—
      

      
      A subtle scratching interrupted his train of thought, and he reached behind and opened the studio’s door. Dog limped out,
         his shaggy hair all discombobulated—although that was the stuff’s SOP, not because he’d fallen asleep in a weird position.
      

      
      “Hey, big man,” Jim said softly as he reclosed things. “You need to go out?”

      
      The poor old thing had a hard time with the stairs, so Jim usually carried him down to the ground. As he bent down to oblige,
         though, Dog just lowered his butt onto the landing—which was his way of saying he wanted to be picked up and held.
      

      
      “Roger that.”

      
      The animal, who Jim knew damn well was so much more than just a random stray, weighed next to nothing in his arm, and was
         warm as a Bunsen burner.
      

      
      “I told her to think of you,” Jim said as he held his cigarette downwind of the dog—just in case he was wrong about the something-else.
         “I told Sissy to picture you chewing on my socks. I want her to imagine you playing in the bright green grass when things
         get …”
      

      
      He couldn’t finish the thought aloud.

      
      In his lifetime, he’d done ugly things, hideous things, to ugly, hideous people—which meant he had been long hardened to his
         emotions—
      

      
      Well, actually, that had happened when he was still a teenager, hadn’t it. On that day when everything had changed forever.

      
      On the day his mother had been murdered.

      
      Whatever. Water under the bridge.

      
      The fact of the matter was, the idea of Sissy in the demon’s Well of Souls was enough to make even a battle-hardened soldier
         like him lose his mind.
      

      
      “I told her … to think of you, when she felt like she couldn’t hold on any longer.”

      
      Dog’s stumpy tail wagged back and forth, like Jim had done the right thing.

      
      
      Yeah, hopefully she was using Dog down there to sustain her.

      
      Shit knew there was nothing else.

      
      “I gotta find the next soul,” Jim muttered before taking another hit of the cigarette. “Gotta find out who’s on deck next.
         We gotta win this, Dog.”
      

      
      As that cold, wet nose gave him a nuzzle, he was careful to exhale over his shoulder.

      
      The fact that Nigel maintained he knew the soul at bat told him absolutely nothing. He’d known a shitload of people during
         his life.
      

      
      He could only pray it was someone he could bring around.
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      Matthias knew the moment he was no longer alone: The light around him intensified, which meant a door had been opened, and
         that didn’t happen for no reason.
      

      
      His right hand curled in on a reflex, as if there should have been a gun against his palm. But that was all he could do. His
         body was immobile from pain, sure as if he were chained to whatever he was lying on—a bed. He was in a bed … and the ambient
         beeping told him what kind. A hospital. He was still in the hospital.
      

      
      Was he never going to get over—

      
      His thought processes ground to a halt at that point.

      
      Nothing but a black hole.

      
      No idea what had gotten him here. No clue why his body hurt so much. No … Jesus, he knew his first name was Matthias and that
         was it.
      

      
      Panic opened his eyes fully—

      
      There was a horrified woman standing at his bedside, her hands up to her face, her expression one of shock. One of her eyes was bruised and there was a bandage on her forehead. Darkish
         hair was pulled back. Pretty eyes. Tall … she was tall—
      

      
      Beautiful eyes, actually.

      
      “I’m so sorry,” she said hoarsely.

      
      Huh? “About …” His voice was rough, his throat raw. And one of his eyes wasn’t working right—

      
      No, the thing wasn’t working at all. He had lost half of his vision a while ago. That was right, back when he was …

      
      He frowned as his thoughts fell off that cliff again.

      
      “I hit you with my car. I’m so sorry—I didn’t see you coming. It was so dark out, and you came into the road before I could
         stop.”
      

      
      He tried to reach out a hand, a compulsion to calm her overriding his pain and confusion. “Not your fault. No … no tears.
         Come …”
      

      
      On some level, he couldn’t believe anyone would cry over him, now or ever. He was not the type of man who inspired that kind
         of reaction.
      

      
      Not him, no. Why that was true, though, he didn’t know. …

      
      The woman came a little closer, and he watched with his one eye as she extended her soft, warm hand … and slid it against
         his palm.
      

      
      The contact made him feel warm all over, like he’d been submerged in a bath.

      
      Funny, he hadn’t been aware of being cold until she touched him.

      
      “I’m squeezing,” he said in his broken voice. “In case you can’t tell.”

      
      She was tactful and didn’t comment on the fact that she clearly hadn’t had a clue he was putting any effort into the contact.
         But he was. And as their eyes held, for some reason he wanted to point out that he hadn’t always been broken. Once, not long
         ago, he had been able to stand proud, run far, lift much. Now he was a mattress with a heartbeat.
      

      
      Not because she’d hit him with her car, though. No, he’d been broken for a while.

      
      Maybe his memory was coming back?

      
      “I’m so sorry,” she said again.

      
      “Is that how you …” He motioned up to his own face, but the gesture just made her focus on him—and her wince suggested it
         was tough for her to look at how ugly he was. “You were hurt, too.”
      

      
      “Oh, I’m fine. Have the police come and talked to you yet?”

      
      “Just woke up. Don’t know.”

      
      She took her hand from his and rummaged around in a bag the size of a small duffel. “Here. This is my card. They spoke with
         me while I was getting treated, and I told them I accept all responsibility.”
      

      
      She turned the thing to face him, except his vision refused to focus.

      
      And he didn’t want to look anywhere but into her eyes.

      
      “What’s your name?”

      
      “Mels Carmichael. Well, Melissa.” She touched her own chest. “I go by Mels.”

      
      As she put the card on the little rolling table, he frowned, even though it made his head pound. “How were you hurt?”

      
      “Call me if you need anything? I don’t have a lot of money, but I—”

      
      “You weren’t wearing a seat belt, were you.”

      
      The woman looked around like maybe she’d gotten that from the police earlier. “Ah …”

      
      “You should wear a seat belt—”

      
      The door burst open, and the nurse who strode in was all business, making like she owned the place.

      
      “I’m right here,” she announced, as she marched over to the machinery behind the bed. “I heard the alarm.”

      
      
      His immediate impression was of a lot of breasts. Tiny little waist. Long brunette hair thick as a duvet, shiny as a china
         plate.
      

      
      And yet she made his skin crawl. To the point where he tried to sit up, so he could get the hell away from—

      
      “Shh … it’s okay.” As the nurse smiled, she all but shoved Mels Carmichael away. “I’m here to help.”

      
      Black eyes. Black eyes that reminded him of something else, somewhere else—a prison where you were choked by darkness, incapable
         of getting free—
      

      
      The nurse leaned down, bringing them closer together. “I’m going to take care of you.”

      
      “No,” he said strongly. “No, you will not. …”

      
      “Oh, yes, I will.”

      
      Warnings shifted around the edges of his consciousness, things he couldn’t quite capture sending up alarms like smoke trails
         before bombs exploded. He got nowhere with any specifics. His memories were like camouflaged bunkers in a landscape viewed
         with night goggles; he knew his enemy had set up fortifications, but damned if he could visualize them in any detail.
      

      
      “If you don’t mind,” his nurse said to Mels, “I need to take care of my patient.”

      
      “Oh, yeah. Of course. I’ll just … yeah, I’ll go.” Mels leaned around the other woman to glance at him. “I guess … I’ll talk
         to you later.”
      

      
      Matthias had to look around the nurse as well, his stomach muscles clenching as he shifted his weight—

      
      The nurse blocked the view. “Close the door behind you, will you. That’d be great. Thanks.”

      
      And then they were alone.

      
      The nurse smiled at him and leaned her hip on the edge of the bed. “How about we clean you up.”

      
      
      Not a question. And, man, he suddenly felt naked—and not in a good way.

      
      “I’m not dirty,” he said.

      
      “Yes, you are.” She put her hand on his forearm, right where the IV lines went into his vein. “You are filthy.”

      
      From out of nowhere, strength began to funnel into him, the energy burrowing in and inflating his flesh with health, sure
         as if he had had good nights of sleep and days filled with rest and plenty of food.
      

      
      It was coming from her, he realized. Except … how was that possible?

      
      “What are you doing to me?”

      
      “Nothing.” The nurse smiled. “Do you feel different?”

      
      Staring into her eyes, the dense, cloying black seemed as irresistible as it was repulsive—and he didn’t know how long they
         stood there like that, linked by her hand, that one-way exchange like a miracle drug.
      

      
      “I know you,” he thought out loud.

      
      “Funny when you feel that way about a stranger.”

      
      The power entering him felt evil, and very familiar. “I don’t want—”

      
      “Don’t want what, Matthias? Don’t want to feel better, be stronger, live forever?” She eased down even closer. “Are you telling
         me you don’t want to be a man again?”
      

      
      His lips started to move, but nothing came out, a sluggishness coming over him as she retracted her touch. Hazy and confused,
         he tried to rouse himself, but it was as if, in the aftermath, he’d been drugged.
      

      
      “I’m going to wash you now,” she said, her lids lowering, her smile speaking of blow jobs, instead of bedpans.

      
      As she went over to the equivalent of a bar sink, Matthias inhaled, his ribs expanding without pain, his exhale even and smooth. All the aching had gone away, giving him a sense that it had
         been years since he’d inhabited his body without difficulty. Centuries?
      

      
      “What date is it?” he mumbled as she ran water into a basin.

      
      The nurse glanced over her shoulder. “That’s right. You have amnesia.”

      
      A moment later she reapproached the bed, bringing the rolling table with her. As she pulled the sheets down to his hips and
         loosened the ties on his johnny, he lifted his heavy head and stared at himself. The top half wasn’t so bad, just a scar here
         and there. Lower half was a mess.
      

      
      The washcloth was soft and warm.

      
      As the nurse stroked his chest, her skin was so smooth and glowing, it was like it had been airbrushed, and her hair was impossibly
         thick and luscious. She even had lips like a piece of fruit, glossy, with the promise of sweetness.
      

      
      I don’t want her, he thought.

      
      But he couldn’t seem to move.

      
      “You need to put some weight on,” she commented, drawing the washcloth over his pecs. “Too thin.”

      
      That stretch of terry went ever lower, lingering across his abdominals, more lover than health care provider. And with sudden
         clarity, he knew there had been a time when she would have been impressed—those women he’d contracted with for sexual exercise
         had always been struck by his body back in the day—
      

      
      Wait, was this really happening?

      
      When she went to push the covers down further, he stopped her. “No, don’t.”

      
      “Yes, definitely.”

      
      With her eyes locked on his, she removed his hand from her wrist and wrenched everything off. The violence in the act made
         him stir somewhere deep—why, he didn’t know.
      

      
      
      “Did I strike a chord,” she said, even though she knew she had. Somehow … she knew he’d liked things dangerous. “Did I. Matthias.”

      
      “Maybe.” His voice was stronger all of a sudden. Deeper. …

      
      “How about now?”

      
      She touched him on that place that defined his gender, the cloth rasping over his cock.

      
      As she licked her lips like she was enticed, he had to laugh out loud. For whatever inexplicable reason she was breaking all
         kinds of protocol, she was about to get a whole lot of going-nowhere—and that was going to solve the problem of his not wanting
         this: It didn’t matter if she got herself good and naked and did jumping jacks on top of him; that flaccid stretch of flesh
         wasn’t going to stand up and notice.
      

      
      Even with the amnesia, he knew that like he knew he couldn’t see out of one eye. It was fact; not a recollection.

      
      “My memory isn’t the only thing I’ve lost,” he said dryly.

      
      “Really.”

      
      When she stroked where she shouldn’t, he jumped. But then, impotence didn’t mean you had no feeling. Just meant you couldn’t
         do anything about—
      

      
      That river of power tunneled into him again, this time stronger. And with a moan, he arched back, automatically rolling his
         hips up to the source.
      

      
      “That’s right,” she said, her voice warping. “Feel me. I’m in you.”

That long-missed sexual surge rocketed through him; the
         aggression and the need to penetrate something he knew he hadn’t felt for so long. God, the reminder that he was in fact male,
         not some broken, androgynous—
      

      
      Ah, shit, this was good. Fuck … so good.

      
      “Look at me,” she commanded him as she worked his cock. “Look at me.”
      

      
      
      He’d been so distracted by the novelty, he’d forgotten who was doing him, and the sight of her drained the sensation out of
         him, his emotions going impotent even as his body went to town. She was beautiful, but she was … as lush as poison ivy.
      

      
      “Don’t you like this, Matthias?”

      
      No, he did not. He didn’t like this at all. “Not in the slightest.”

      
      “Liar. And we need to finish what we started, you and I. Yes, we do.”
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      Devina entered the Saks Fifth Avenue at The Caldwell Galleria Mall at close to five a.m. Stepping through the glass and into
         a storefront display of mannequins in pastel dresses, she posed with them for a moment, arching her back and feeling her breasts
         stretch the seams of her blouse under her coat.
      

      
      Spring was in full swing, and that was good news for her thighs.

      
      Maybe while she was here, she’d pick up a few things off the racks.

      
      With a shopping tingle sparkling in her veins, she popped around the side of the backsplash and disabled the motion detectors
         with a wave of her hand. For a second, she thought she’d let the video surveillance cameras stay on—just for shits and giggles.
      

      
      Nothing more fun than being watched—even if it was just by a paunchy human sitting behind a security desk at the tail end
         of a night shift he’d probably slept through half of.
      

      
      She was here for a serious reason, however.

      
      Her stilettos made a clipping sound over the polished marble floor, and she liked the echoing noise, walking harder so her
         dominion over the emptiness reached out in every direction. God, she loved the smell in the air: floor polish and perfume
         and cologne … and wealth.
      

      
      
      Passing by the handbag boutiques that were set against the wall, she checked out Prada, Miu Miu, and Chanel. The merch looked
         great even in the dim glow of the security lighting, and she cracked when she got to Gucci. Slipping through the chain-link
         security gate, she nabbed a python bag in dark green, and then kept going.
      

      
      Man, short of sex, high-end department stores were the best high there was: Thousands and thousands of square feet full of
         things, all of which were well-ordered, tagged, and cataloged. And protected.
      

      
      A total OCD-gasm.

      
      So she had to watch herself. She could feel the bonding happening, and if this kept up, she would be in danger of grafting
         a sense of ownership onto all these precious things. And that wasn’t good for anyone. She’d have to kill the humans who came
         in to buy them, and that was exhausting.
      

      
      But it did make her think that she should get her Lenovo on and go digital with her own collections.

      
      Next virgin that she slaughtered to protect her mirror? She was going to have to reanimate them and get them to geek-out her
         things.
      

      
      After all, there were a lot of computer programmers out there who couldn’t figure out how to get their boney asses laid.

      
      Cutting into the center of the first floor, she found the makeup counters clustered together, the Chanel its trademark black
         and glossy, the Lancôme all glass cases … and the Yves Saint Laurent, which had a lot of gold around its stand-up displays.
      

      
      Flickering in behind the counter, she sprang the lock on the cupboard that was down by the floor, and as she lowered herself
         onto her haunches, her palm lit the way, illuminating the tiny labels on the butt ends of the packaging.
      

      
      1 Le Rouge was easy to find, and she took one from the careful arrangement, flipped open the box, and slid out the shiny metal tube.
         Lovely, so lovely, all unscratched, never been touched. She nearly trembled as she twisted and exposed the perfectly formed
         column of lipstick.
      

      
      The smell, flowery and delicate, made her eyes roll back.

      
      The therapist was right: The panic attack hadn’t lasted forever in that office, and as Devina had gone about her work afterward,
         the separation anxiety from that tube she’d tossed had gotten plowed over with her focusing on other things. The anxiety had
         resurfaced, however, when she’d gone back to her private space and sat in front of her mirror, ready to go down to her wall
         and enjoy some private time with her children.
      

      
      Cue the trouble.

      
      Her thoughts had quickly spun out of control, images of all manner of trash compaction and oozing Dumpsters and overcrowded,
         stinking landfills making her want to cry.
      

      
      She could have gone back for the specific tube, but she wanted to honor at least part of the therapist’s religion: It would
         have been very much part of her cycle to become obsessed with getting that one particular lipstick back, and execute that
         plan no matter what got in her way.
      

      
      Except she couldn’t keep going down that road—and so she was here and not at that office, and she had this fresh, pretty new
         tube to replace the one that she had sacrificed in the name of self-improvement.
      

      
      There were five more in her color, all stacked one on top of another in the cutest little tower. Reaching forward, she wanted
         to take them all as backup for her backups, but she stopped herself. Closed the cabinet. Flickered out of range.
      

      
      She was proud of herself as she walked away.

      
      Enough with the break; time to get back to work.

      
      Returning to the window display she’d come in through, she stopped in front of one of the mannequins. The thing had a straight
         blond wig on and had been dressed in a flowery creation Devina wouldn’t have been caught dead in—
      

      
      It was galling to wonder what Jim Heron would think of her in it.

      
      No doubt it was right up his alley, feminine, pretty, not too revealing. Modest.

      
      That fucker. That lying double-crosser.

      
      Naturally, the fact that he’d played her so well in the last round only made him more attractive. …

      
      Devina frowned as the therapist’s voice came back to her. Cognitive behavioral therapy … a rewiring of the brain through experience.

      
      The demon leaned in and fingered the fake hair, the long, straight fake hair that was the color of a canary diamond.

      
      Sissy Barten, Jim’s precious darling, had had hair just like this. Would have loved a dress like this. Would have stood in
         the back and waited for Jim to approach, never forward, ever fucking virginal.
      

      
      It was enough to make her want to kill them both—and with that stupid little girl, that would be an “again” thing as she’d
         already sliced the kid’s throat open over that tub—
      

      
      Devina began to smile. Then laugh.

      
      With a quick jerk, she yanked off the wig, stripping the plastic model bald … and headed out through the glass.
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      It had to be a dream, right?

      
      Adrian had to be dreaming. Except, damn, this felt real, everything from the velvet couch under his ass to the cold beer in his hand
         to the heat in the club visceral and authentic.
      

      
      He was afraid to turn his head. Terrified to discover that he was alone here in this noisy, desperate place filled with hollow
         people who were just like him.
      

      
      If he were alone, Eddie really was dead.

      
      Taking a swig of the longneck, he braced himself, and pivoted—

      
      Adrian slowly lowered the bottle, exhaling all the oxygen out of his lungs. “Hey, buddy,” he whispered.

      
      Eddie’s red eyes swung around. “Ah … hello.” The guy shifted in his seat. “Listen, are you okay?”

      
      “Yeah, just …”

      
      “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      
      
      “I’ve missed you,” Ad said in a low voice. “I didn’t think I would ever see you again.”

      
      “Just because I went to the bathroom?” Eddie smiled. “Usually I do come back.”

      
      Ad reached out a hand, knowing touch would prove which side they were walking on—

      
      Eddie frowned and eased out of range, looking like Ad had grown a horn in the middle of his forehead. “What up with you?”

      
      That face was exactly right, the darkly tanned skin sporting a beard shadow, those reddish eyes open to the world, neither
         suspicious nor naive, that heavy braid down a thick, muscled back.
      

      
      “I don’t”—Ad rubbed his face—“know.”

      
      “You want to leave?”

      
      “God, no.”

      
      “Okay.” Those red eyes shifted back to the crowd. “So are you going to force me to have sex again?”

      
      Ad laughed loudly. “Right. That’s happened. Suuuuure.”

      
      “Throwing women at me—”

      
      “I’ve never thrown—”

      
      “Picking ones you know I’ll like—”

      
      “Well, I have done that—”

      
      “Ruining my virtue.”

      
      As the guy took another swig, Ad got serious. “No one could do that.”

      
      “Yeah, you’re right. Before I was an angel, I was a vestal virgin and it stuck.”

      
      “Which would explain all the hair.”

      
      “Nah, that’s because it makes me look hot.”

      
      Ad laughed again and leaned back, a sudden surge of energy coming over him. The sense that life had returned to normal, that
         tragedy hadn’t occurred, that everything was reset back to the way it should be, was a relief so tremendous he was flying even as he was sitting down. In a rush of optimism, his eyes went to
         the crowd, his fuck filter slipping into place, a rare happiness turning the slutty candidates into beauty queens.
      

      
      “See anything we like?” Eddie said dryly.

      
      “If it weren’t for me, you’d never get laid.”

      
      “You know, I’d like to argue with that.”

      
      “You’re too honest.”

      
      “Damn it.”

      
      Ah, yes, that redhead would do, Ad thought. And she was with a black-haired—

      
      He frowned, stiffening. There was someone on the periphery, over in the far corner in the shadows, watching them.

      
      “It’s time,” Eddie said. “Either we do what we’re going to do, or we have to order another round. Ad? Hello?”

      
      Adrian shook himself. “Yeah … sure.”

      
      His best friend gave him the hairy eyeball again. “What’s wrong with you, man?”

      
      Good question, he thought as he got to his feet. “Just gimme a minute to reel something in.”

      
      “Take your time—and make it quick.”

      
      “Isn’t that a contradiction?”

      
      “Not when it comes to you.”

      
      Easy laughter. And then he was all about the two ladies. As he closed in on the red and black, their giggled responses were
         predictable, and not nearly as satisfying as the orgasms they were all going to have.
      

      
      “My name’s Adrian,” he said, as he came up to them. His slow smile got the females blinking fast, and doing little rearrangements
         of their stances—breasts up, bellies tucked in, legs out more in front so thighs showed.
      

      
      “I like your perfume,” he said, leaning into the neck of the redhead.

      
      
      In actuality, he hadn’t smelled it yet, and he didn’t care what it was—

      
      Breathing in, he froze. That scent. That …

      
      “I’m glad,” she said, her hands roaming around his back and settling on his ass. “I wore it just for someone like you.”

      
      Adrian moved away, his brain hurting. Or maybe that was his chest. “Yeah. Good.”

      
      He glanced over his shoulder. Eddie was over on the couch, sprawled out, but focused intently, as if he were ready for the
         sex.
      

      
      Just like normal.

      
      Ad nodded in the direction of his buddy. “I come with a friend. How ’bout you?”

      
      “She has a BF,” the redhead muttered, like that was a character defect.

      
      “Sorry,” the other woman said.

      
      Like it mattered. “Okay, just you then, provided you can handle two?”

      
      When the chippie nodded like she’d won the lottery, he took her hand, and that perfume of hers followed them, making him wish
         the black haired one had been single and willing, and that Jessica Rabbit with the Goth makeover had been the chick with the
         boyfriend. No going back, though—it was just too much like work to find another recruit, and besides, this was nothing permanent.
         None of them had ever been permanent.
      

      
      Goddamn flowery smell, though. It gave him the creeps.

      
      When he got to the couch and sat down, the redhead made like a throw blanket, covering both his and Eddie’s legs, and, as
         she happened to be facing in the other angel’s direction, Eddie got to work kissing the hell out of her.
      

      
      For a guy with no game, he’d always had a hearty appetite.

      
      As Ad watched, and did some stroking of the hip and breast variety, he thought it was amazing how much power a nightmare could
         have over you. It was like all that imagined shit about Eddie had actually happened: that harpy sweeping in from out of nowhere
         and nailing the angel with a blade, taking the I-M out of immortal. Then the death, in the lobby of that bank that was not far from here. Then the suffering afterward, the sense that the purpose
         had gone out of the world for him …
      

      
      Adrian frowned and wondered why he was talking to himself like it had actually gone down—

      
      The redhead arched and parted her legs, clearly inviting him to play in her sandbox. And as he complied, Eddie took over working
         on her breasts, pulling down the top of her black shredded something-or-other, being more aggressive than usual as he exposed
         a pair that were considerably smaller than they’d looked.
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