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Prologue


      
      The desert, far from Caldwell, NY, or
Boston, MA, or … sanity.

      
      Some two years after the fact, when Jim Heron was no longer in special ops, he would reflect that Isaac Rothe, Matthias the
            Fucker, and he, himself, had all changed their lives the night that bomb went off in the sand.

      
      Of course, at the time, none of them knew what it all meant, or where it was all going. But that was life: Nobody got a guided
            tour to their own theme park. You had to hop on the rides as they presented themselves, never knowing whether you would like
            the one you were in line for … or if the bastard was going to make you throw up your corn dog and your cotton candy all over
            the place.

      
      Maybe that was a good thing, though. As if back then he would have believed he’d end up duking it out with a demon, trying
            to save the world from damnation?

      
      Come on.

      
      But that night, in the dry cold that washed in the second the sun went down over the dunes, he and his boss had walked into
            a minefield … and only one had walked out.

      
      The other? Not so much …

      
      * * *
      

      
      “This is it,” Matthias said as they came up to an abandoned village that was the color of the caramel on a Friendly’s sundae.

      
      They were fifteen miles northwest from where they were staying in a barracks full of army boys. Being that he and his boss
         were XOps, they were outside the stream of defined corps, which worked to their benefit: Soldiers like them carried IDs from
         all branches of the service and used them whenever it suited.
      

      
      The “village” was more like four crumbling stone structures and a bunch of wood-and-tarp huts. As they approached, Jim’s balls
         went tight when his green night-vision goggles picked up movement all over the place. He hated those fucking tarps—they flapped
         in the wind, their shadows darting around like fast-footed people who had guns. And grenades. And all kinds of sharp and shiny.
      

      
      Or in this case, grungy and gritty.

      
      He hated desert assignments; better to kill in civilization. Although a proper urban or even suburban assignment carried more
         exposure, at least you had a shot at knowing what was coming at you. Out here, people had resources he was unfamiliar with
         and that always made him twitchy as fuck.
      

      
      Plus he didn’t trust the man he was with. Yeah, Matthias was the head of the organization with a direct line to God. Yeah,
         Jim had trained with the guy way back when. Yeah, he’d been under him for the last decade.
      

      
      But all of that just made him more certain he didn’t want to be alone with the big man—and yet here they were, at a “village”
         in the fine township of Nowhere-anyone-could-find-a-body-ville.
      

      
      A gust of wind went Nike across the flat landscape, sprinting over the sand, picking up those tiny little particles, and carrying
         all of them right smack into the collar of his digital-fatigues. Beneath his black, lace-up boots, the ground was constantly shifting, as if he were an ant walking
         across the back of a giant and irritating the piss out of the bastard.
      

      
      You began to feel that at any minute, a great palm could come down out of the sky and flatten you.

      
      This trek to the east had been Matthias’s idea. Something that couldn’t be discussed anywhere else. So naturally, Jim had
         worn a Kevlar vest and about forty pounds of weapons. Along with water. MREs.
      

      
      He was a pack animal for real.

      
      “Over here,” Matthias said, ducking into the doorless entry of one of the stone structures.

      
      Jim paused and looked around. Nothing but tarps doing the cabbage patch, as far as he knew.

      
      He got out both his guns before going inside. Bottom line? This was the perfect locale for a forcible inquisition. He had
         no idea what he’d done or what he’d learned to warrant an interrogation, but one thing he was clear on—there was no reason
         to run. If that was the “because” he’d been brought here for, he was going to go in and find another two or three XOps guys
         in there to work him over while Matthias asked the questions. If he bolted? They’d just hunt him down all over the globe,
         even if it took weeks.
      

      
      Could explain why Isaac Rothe had shown up this afternoon with Matthias’s protégé and second in command. That pair were straight-up
         killers, a couple of pit bulls ready to go for anyone’s throat.
      

      
      Yup, this made sense and he should have figured it out sooner—although even if he had, there was no escape from a reckoning.
         Nobody got out of XOps alive. Not the operatives, not the fringe-playing intel guys, not the bosses, either. Die with your
         boots on was the way you lived—not that you knew that going in.
      

      
      And the thing was, he had been thinking of ways to get out. Killing people for a living was all he knew how to do, but it was starting to fuck with his head. Maybe Matthias had somehow tweaked to that.
      

      
      Time to the face the music, Jim thought as he stepped through the doorway.

      
      Might as well give ’em a fight—

      
      Just Matthias. No one else.

      
      Jim slowly lowered his guns and scanned the cramped space again. According to his night goggles, there was only the other
         man. With a flick of a switch, he changed to heat-seeking mode. Nothing but Matthias. Still.
      

      
      “What’s going on?” Jim demanded.

      
      Matthias was over in the far corner, about ten feet away. When the man’s hands came up from his sides, Jim flipped his SIGs
         back into firing position … but all his boss did was shake his head and loosen his gun belt. A quick toss and it was in the
         sand.
      

      
      And then he took a step forward, opening his mouth and saying something quietly—

      
      Light. Sound. Blast of energy.

      
      Then … nothing but the soft rain of sand and debris.

      
      Jim came back to consciousness sometime later. The explosion had thrown him against the stone wall, knocking him cold, and
         going by how stiff he was, he could have been out for a while.
      

      
      After a couple minutes of what-the-fuck, he sat up cautiously, wondering if anything was broken—

      
      Across the way, there was a pile of rags where Matthias had once been.

      
      “Jesus Christ …” Jim repositioned his night goggles and retrieved his weapons, then crawled through the sand to his boss.

      
      “Matthias … oh, fucking A …”

      
      The man’s lower leg looked like a root that had been torn up out of the ground, the limb nothing but a ragged stump that was shredded at the end. And there were patches of darkness on his fatigues that had to be blood.
      

      
      Jim checked the pulse at the neck. There was one, but it was faint and uneven.

      
      Unbuckling and shucking his belt, he cranked the leather around Matthias’s upper calf and pulled hard, torniqueting the limb.
         Then he quickly searched for other inj—
      

      
      Shit. When Matthias had been tossed back, he’d fallen onto a wooden spike. The damn thing went right through him, the toothpick
         to his pig in a blanket.
      

      
      Jim pretzeled up and tried to see whether it could stay in place to get Matthias out of here. …

      
      It appeared to be freestanding. Good.

      
      “… Dan … ny … boy …”

      
      Jim frowned and looked at his boss. “What?”

      
      Matthias’s eyes opened like his lids were steel shutters he could barely raise.

      
      “Leave … me.”

      
      “You’re blown to shit—“

      
      “Leave me—”

      
      “Fuck that.” Jim reached for his transistor and prayed that Isaac, not that freak second in command, answered. “Come on …
         come on. …”
      

      
      “What y’all needin’?” The soft Southern drawl coming over his earpiece was good news.

      
      Thank God for Isaac. “Matthias is down. Bomb. Make sure we’re not target practice as we come into camp.”

      
      “How bad?”

      
      “Bad.”

      
      “Where y’all at? I’ll get a Land Rover and pick you up.”

      
      “We’re forty-six degrees n—”

      
      The gun went off across the way, a bullet slicing through the air right next to Jim’s ear—to the point where he assumed he’d
         been hit in the head and the pain had yet to register. As he braced himself on one palm, Matthias let his SIG fall to the
         side … but what do you know, Jim did not fall over thanks to some kind of cranial wound. Warning shot, evidently.
      

      
      His boss’s one working eye shone with unholy light. “Get yourself … out … alive.”

      
      Before Jim could tell Matthias to shut the fuck up, he became aware that something was biting into the hand he’d put out.
         Lifting the thing up, he found … part of the bomb’s detonator.
      

      
      Turning it over and over, at first he didn’t understand what he was looking at.

      
      And then he knew all too well what it was.

      
      Narrowing his eyes on Matthias, he put the fragment in his front pocket and crawled over to his boss.

      
      “You’re not playing me like this,” Jim said grimly. “No fucking way.”

      
      Matthias started to babble just as squawking curses came through the earpiece.

      
      “I’m okay,” Jim said to Isaac. “Misfire. I’m starting back for camp. Make sure we’re not shot as we approach.”

      
      The Southerner’s voice became instantly strong and steady, just like the guy’s killing hand. “Where you at. I’ll just get
         a—”
      

      
      “No. Stay put. Find a medic on the QT and make sure they can keep their mouth shut. And we’re going to need a chopper. He’s
         going to have to be airlifted—discreetly. No one can know about this.”
      

      
      The last thing he needed was Isaac out in the middle of the night looking for them. The guy was the only thing standing between
         Jim and an accusation that he’d murdered the head of the deadliest shadow organization in the U.S. government.
      

      
      He’d never live that one down. Literally.

      
      But at least the hush-hush was not going to be a news-flash. Keeping quiet about shit was the MO in XOps—no one knew exactly
         how many operatives there were or where they went or what they did or whether they went by their own name or an alias.
      

      
      “Do you hear me, Isaac,” he demanded. “Get me what I need. Or he’s a dead man.”
      

      
      “Roger that,” came the reply over the earpiece. “Over and out.”

      
      After confiscating the gun that had been put to use, Jim picked up his boss, settled the dead, dripping weight on his shoulders,
         and started hoofing it.
      

      
      Out of the stone shack. Out into the blustering, frigid night. Across the sand dunes.

      
      His compass kept him on the right track, true north orientating him and leading him on through the darkness. Without the point
         of reference, he would have been utterly lost as the desert was a mirrored landscape, nothing but a reflection of itself in
         all directions.
      

      
      Fucking Matthias.

      
      God damn him.

      
      Then again, assuming the guy lived, he’d just given Jim his ticket out of XOps … so in a way, he owed the guy his life: The
         bomb was one of their own and Matthias had known precisely where to put his foot in the sand. And that only happened if you
         wanted to blow your damned self up.
      

      
      Guess Jim wasn’t the only one who wanted to be free. Surprise, surprise. 

   
      
      
CHAPTER


      
      1

      
      South Boston, present day

      
      “Hey! Wait a—Save that shit for the ring!”
      

      
      Isaac Rothe shoved the advertising flyer across the car hood, ready to slam the damn thing down again if he had to. “What’s
         my picture doing on this?”
      

      
      The fight promoter seemed more interested in the damage to his Mustang, so Isaac reached out and grabbed the guy by the front
         of the jacket. “I said, what’s my face doing on here?”
      

      
      “Relax, will ya—”

      
      Isaac brought the two of them close as sandwich bread and got a whiff of the pot the SOB smoked. “I told you. No pictures
         of me. Ever.”
      

      
      The promoter’s hands lifted in the conversational equiv of a tap-out. “I’m sorry … I’m really … Look, you’re my best fighter—you
         get me the crowds. You’re like the star of my—”
      

      
      Isaac curled his fist tighter to cut off the ego stroking. “No pictures. Or no fighting. We clear?”

      
      The promoter swallowed hard and squeaked, “Yeah. Sorry.”

      
      Isaac released his hold and ignored the wheezing as he crumpled the image of his face into a litter ball. Looking around the
         abandoned warehouse’s parking lot, he cursed himself. Stupid. Fucking stupid of him to have trusted the smarmy bastard.
      

      
      The thing was, names were not all that important. Anybody could type up a Tom, Dick, or Harry on an ID card or a birth certificate
         or a passport. All you needed was the right typeface and a laminating machine that could do holograms. But your mug shot,
         your face, your puss, your piehole … unless you had the funds and the contacts to plastic-surgery your ass, that was the one
         true identifier you had.
      

      
      And his had just gotten a workout at Kinko’s. God only knew how many people had seen it.

      
      Or who had zeroed in on his whereabouts.

      
      “Look, I was just doing you a favor.” The promoter smiled, flashing a gold grille. “The bigger the crowd, the more money you
         make—”
      

      
      Isaac shoved his forefinger up the guy’s stovepipe. “You need to shut the fuck up right now. And remember what I said.”

      
      “Yeah. Okay. Sure.”

      
      There were a number of all-rights, no-problems, and anything-you-likes that followed, but Isaac turned his back on the babble,
         babble.
      

      
      All around, grown men were getting out of cars and shoving at each other like fifteen-year-olds, the bunch of juiced-up, armchair
         quarterbacks ready to peanut-gallery it up: The closest they were going to get to the octagon was standing on the outside
         of the chicken wire looking in.
      

      
      The fact that Isaac was almost done with this underground MMA moneymaker was irrelevant. The people who were looking for him
         didn’t need any help, and that happy little close-up along with the telephone number in the 617 area code was precisely the
         exposure he didn’t need.
      

      
      Last thing he needed was an operative or … God forbid, Matthias’s second in command … showing up here.
      

      
      Besides, it was just too fucking dumb of the promoter. Unregulated bare-knuckle fighting coupled with illegal gambling was
         not something you advertised, and anyway, given the size of the crowds that showed up, the audience clearly had enough mouth.
      

      
      The guy in charge, however, was a greedy moron.

      
      And the question was now, did Isaac fight or not? The flyers had just been made, according to the man who’d shown it to him
         … and as he mentally counted the money he’d salted away, he could sure as hell use the extra thousand or two he’d earn tonight.
      

      
      He glanced around and knew he had to get in the octagon. Shit … once more to pad his wallet and then he was gone.

      
      Just one last time.

      
      Striding over to the warehouse’s rear entrance, he ignored the Holy-shit’s and the pointing and the That’s-him’s. The crowd had been watching him beat the shit out of random guys for the last month, and evidently this made him a hero
         in their eyes.
      

      
      Which was a whacked value system, as far as he was concerned. He was about as far from hero as you could get.

      
      The bouncers at the back door both stepped aside to let him pass and he nodded at them. This was the first fight at this particular
         “facility,” but really, the locations were all the same. In and around Boston, there were plenty of abandoned walk-ups, warehouses,
         and whatevers where fifty guys who wished they were Chuck Liddell could watch half a dozen who were definitely not flap around
         in circles in a makeshift fighting cage. And that uninspiring math added up to why the promoter had repro’d Isaac’s head.
         Unlike the other bare-knucklers, he knew what he was doing.
      

      
      Although considering how much money the U.S. government had put into training him, he’d have to be a total tool not to crack skulls like eggs by now.
      

      
      And weren’t all those skills, as well as so many others, going to help him stay AWOL.

      
      God willing, that was, he thought as he stepped into the building.

      
      Tonight’s poor-man’s MGM Grand was about sixty thousand square feet of cold air anchored by a concrete floor and four walls’
         worth of dirty windows. The “octagon” was set up in the far corner, the eight-sided ring bolted in and surprisingly sturdy.
      

      
      Then again, there were a lot of construction guys who were into this shit.

      
      Isaac went past the pair of thick-necks who were handling the gambling and even they paid him respect, asking if he needed
         anything to drink or eat or whatever. Shaking his head, he went to the corner behind the ring and settled in, his back to
         the juncture of the walls. He was always the last to fight because he was the draw, but there was no telling when he’d be
         up. Most of the “fighters” didn’t last long, but every once in a while you got a pair of stayers who pawed at each other like
         two old grizzlies until even he was ready to yell, Enough, already.
      

      
      There were no refs and things got stopped only when there was a heaving, red faced, walleyed idiot who was flat on his back
         with the winning urban warrior Weeblewobbling next to him on sweaty feet. You could go for anything, liver and family jewels
         included, and dirty tricks were encouraged. The one restriction was that you had to fight with whatever the good Lord gave
         you at birth: You couldn’t bring brass knuckles, chains, knives, sand, or any of that crap inside the wire.
      

      
      When the first match got rolling, Isaac panned the faces in the crowd instead of what was doing in the ring. He was searching
         for the out-of-place, for the eyes that were on him, for the face he knew from the past five years instead of the five weeks since he’d been gone.
      

      
      Man, he knew he shouldn’t have used his real name. When he’d gone for the fake ID, he should have chosen another. Sure, the
         social security wasn’t his own, but the name …
      

      
      It had seemed important, however. A way to piss on the territory he was in, mark this fresh start as his own.

      
      And maybe it had been a little bit of a taunt. A come-and-find-me-if-you-dare.

      
      Now, though, he was kicking himself. Principles and scruples and all that ideology bullshit were not nearly as valuable as
         a viable heartbeat.
      

      
      And he thought the promoter was a schmuck?

      
      About forty-five minutes later, Kinko’s number one customer got up on the chicken wire and cupped his hands to yell over the
         crowd. The promoter was trying to be all Dana White, but Vanna was more like it in Isaac’s opinion.
      

      
      “And now for our main attraction …”

      
      While the mob on the floor went wild, Isaac took off his sweatshirt and hung it on the outside of the octagon. He always fought
         in a muscle shirt, loose track pants, and the requisite bare feet—but then again, that was his whole wardrobe.
      

      
      As he went in through the octagon’s gate, he kept his back to the corner of the warehouse and waited calmly to see what tonight’s
         entrée was going to be.
      

      
      Ah, yes. Another Mr. Tough Guy with delusions of the glandular variety: The instant the opponent ducked in, he started bouncing
         around like he had a pogo stick for a colon, and he capped off his pregame show by ripping his T-shirt in half and punching
         himself in the face.
      

      
      Fucker kept it up and Isaac wasn’t going to have to do anything but blow on him to put his ass on the ground.

      
      At the sound of the air horn, Isaac stepped forward, raising his fists to chest level, but keeping them tight to his torso.
         For a good minute or so, he let his opponent show off and throw air punches that snapped out with all the aim of a blind guy with a garden hose.
      

      
      Piece of cake.

      
      Except as the crowd pressed in, Isaac thought about how many copies a Xerox machine could make in sixty seconds and decided
         to get serious. Snapping out a left jab, he nailed the guy in the sternum, temporarily freezing the heart that beat behind
         that bone. Follow-up was a right hook that caught Pogo under the chin, clapping the man’s teeth together and knocking his
         head back on his spine.
      

      
      Cue the tap-dancing: Mr. Tough Guy went Ginger Rogers and twinkle-toed it backward into the chicken wire. While the roar from
         the kibitzers filled the open space and echoed around, Isaac closed in and worked the poor bastard out so that he was Pogo
         no mo’, nothing but a staggering drunk whose head was spinning too fast to organize his body. And just when it looked as if
         there was a whole lot of dead faint coming on, Isaac backed off and let the man recover his breath.
      

      
      To get an extra grand, he had to make sure they lasted more than three minutes.

      
      Walking around, he counted in his head to five. Then he came back at—

      
      The knife swung in a fat circle and sliced across Isaac’s forehead, catching him just at the hairline. Blood streamed out
         and effectively clouded his vision—the kind of thing he would have called strategic if the guy had had a clue what he was
         doing. Given the way those punches went, however, it was obviously just a lucky strike.
      

      
      As the crowd booed, Isaac flipped into business mode. An idiot with a blade was almost as dangerous as somebody who actually
         knew what he was doing with one, and he wasn’t about to get a nip and tuck from this motherfucker.
      

      
      “How’d that feel?” his opponent hollered. Actually, it came out more like, “Hof thath fill?” given his fat lip.

      
      Last three words the guy said in the ring.

      
      As Isaac spun a kick into the air, his own blood splashed the crowd and the impact blasted the weapon from the guy’s grip.
         Then it was a case of one, two … three punches to the head and all that swagger went down harder than a side of beef at a
         packing plant—
      

      
      Which was precisely when the fine men and women of the Boston Police Department swarmed into the warehouse.

      
      Instant. Chaos.

      
      And, of course, Isaac was locked into the octagon.

      
      Jumping over his dead-fished opponent, he clawed up the six-foot-high side of the ring and vaulted over the top. As he landed
         on both feet, he froze.
      

      
      Everybody was in full scramble except for one man who stood just off to the side, his familiar face and tattooed neck speckled
         with Isaac’s blood.
      

      
      Matthias’s second in command was still tall and built and deadly … and the fucker was smiling like he’d found the golden egg
         on Easter morning.
      

      
      Oh, shit, Isaac thought. Speak of the devil. …

      
      “You’re under arrest.” The cop’s hi-how’re-ya came from behind him, and less than a heartbeat later, he was in cuffs. “Anything
         you say can and will be used against you in a …”
      

      
      Isaac spared the officer a glance and then searched out the other soldier. But XOps’ number two was gone as if he’d never
         been.
      

      
      Son of a bitch. His old boss knew where he was now.

      
      Which meant the fact that a Boston PD unit was all over his ass was the least of his problems.

   
      
      
CHAPTER


      
      2

      
      Caldwell, New York

      
      As Jim Heron stood on the front lawn of the McCready Funeral Home in Caldwell, he could picture the inside sure as if he’d
         already been in the brick two-story: Orientals on the floors, paintings of foggy flower arrangements on the walls, bunches
         of rooms with double doors and lots of floor space.
      

      
      From his limited experience with them, funeral homes were like fast-food restaurants—they all kind of looked the same. Then
         again, he guessed that made sense. Just like there were only so many ways to doctor up a burger, he imagined dead bodies were
         likewise.
      

      
      Shit … he couldn’t believe he was going in to see his own corpse.

      
      Had he really died just two days ago? Was this now his life?

      
      With the way things were going, he felt like some god-forsaken frat boy who’d woken up in a strange bed going, Are these my clothes? Did I have a good time last night?

      
      At least he could answer those: The leather jacket and combat boots he had on were his, and he had not had a good time the night before. He was responsible for battling a demon over the souls of seven people, and although he’d won
         the first contest, he was gearing up for the next one without knowing who the target was. And he was still learning the tricks
         to the angel trade. And, hello, he now had wings.
      

      
      Wings.

      
      Although maybe bitching about that was a lie, as his pair of magical feathered flappers had gotten his ass here from Boston,
         Massachusetts, in lickety-split time.
      

      
      Bottom line? As far as he was concerned, the world he once knew was gone and the new one in its place made his years as an
         assassin in XOps seem like a desk job.
      

      
      “Man, this rocks. I love the creepy shit.”

      
      Jim looked over his shoulder. Adrian, last name Vogel, was precisely the kind of whack job who’d be into a bunch of stiffs
         having a lie-down in refrigerator units: Pierced, leathered, tattooed, Ad was into the dark side—and given what their nemesis
         had done to the angel the night before last, it was a two-way street: The dark side was into him as well.
      

      
      Poor bastard.

      
      Jim rubbed his eyes and glanced at the saner of his two backups. “Thanks for the assist. This won’t take long.”

      
      Eddie Blackhawk nodded. “No problem.”

      
      Standing in the stiff April wind, Eddie was his usual biker-ass self, that thick braid of hair running down the back of his
         leather jacket. With his square jaw, and his tanned skin, and his red eyes, he reminded Jim of an Incan war god—fucker had
         fists the size of most men’s heads, and shoulders you could easily land an airplane on.
      

      
      And what do you know, he wasn’t exactly a Boy Scout, even though he had a heart of gold.

      
      “Okay, let’s do this,” Jim muttered, knowing that the infiltration was outside the scope of his “employment” so they’d better
         shake a leg. But at least his new CO hadn’t had a problem with it: Nigel, the tight-ass English archangel, had given permission for this morbid diversion, but there was
         no reason to take advantage of the leeway.
      

      
      As Jim and his boys dematerialized through the brick walls and took form in … yup, yup, a big open foyer with a chandelier
         and a bunch of dour rugs and enough space for a cocktail party … he looked around, wondering where the hell the bodies were
         kept.
      

      
      And just standing in the place reaffirmed the fact that this was a diversion he simply had to make. He might be in the business
         of saving souls, but right now a man’s life was on the line: Isaac Rothe had bolted from the XOps fold, and Jim was supposed
         to kill him for it.
      

      
      File that under Fuck No.

      
      Except here was the problem: The way Matthias the Fucker worked, if Jim didn’t off the AWOL soldier, someone else was going
         to do it … and then an operative would come for Jim.
      

      
      Little late on that one, boys—he was already dead.

      
      His immediate goal? Fake out his former boss and find Isaac. Then he was going to get that soldier out of the country and
         safe … before returning to his day job of going head-to-head with Devina.
      

      
      He hated the delay because no doubt that demon was already gearing up for their next battle. But stepping out of one life
         and into another was never simple and never cutand-dried. Inevitably, there were tendrils of what had gone before that you
         had to snip and cast off, and that took time.
      

      
      The truth of it was: He owed Rothe. Back in the desert two years ago, when Jim had needed help, the man had been there for
         him, and that was a debt you didn’t walk away from.
      

      
      It was also probably why Matthias had given Jim the assignment. The fucker was well aware of their connection and of what
         had transpired that night on the other side of the globe: At the time, their boss might have been in and out of consciousness, but he’d tracked enough during those dark hours of transport and flight and medical intervention to
         know who was around and what was doing.
      

      
      Right. Focus. Where were the stiffs?

      
      “Downstairs,” he said to his boys as he strode over to an Exit sign.

      
      On the way to the stairwell, the three of them walked past all manner of motion detectors without setting the things off,
         and then they ghosted through a closed door one by one.
      

      
      Bringing Adrian and Eddie on this little excursion was safer, because God knew Devina could be anywhere at any moment—plus
         Jim was still learning all the tricks that came with being a fallen angel, and Eddie was the master at them. Spells, potions,
         magic—that wizard and wand shit was Blackhawk’s forte.
      

      
      He’d clearly gotten his PhD in Abracadabra and didn’t that make the SOB handy.

      
      Down on the cellar level, everything was stark and clean, the cement floor and walls painted gray. The sweet smell of embalming
         fluid drew Jim to the right, and as he strode along, he felt like he’d jumped back in time. Fucking weird. This sneaking-around
         routine was exactly what he’d excelled at for all those years with Matthias—and precisely what he’d been determined to get
         away from.
      

      
      Yeah, well, all the best-laid plans of mice and men, yada, yada, yada …

      
      In his first battle with Devina, he’d required some information—and Matthias the Fucker had been the only place to go for
         it. Naturally, when it came to that bastard, things were strictly quid pro quo, so if you wanted something, you had to give
         something and the “quo” had been killing Isaac. After all, there were no pink slips for the fired or gold Rolexes for the
         retired in XOps—you got a bullet in the head and, if you were lucky, maybe a coffin for your corpse.
      

      
      And yet he was curiously grateful: Being assigned to assassinate the guy was the only way to help him; otherwise there would have been no way to know that Isaac had taken off
         and was now a hunted man: Jim was the only one who’d been let out free and clear.
      

      
      But then his situation had put the “by your short hairs” in Matthias’s “extenuating circumstances.”

      
      He stopped in front of a pair of stainless-steel doors marked STAFF ONLY and looked over his shoulder. “Keep your hands to yourself, Adrian.”
      

      
      God knew the angel seemed willing to fuck anything that moved—which made you wonder if not moving would be a rate-limiting
         step for him.
      

      
      With a curse, Adrian went all holier-than-thou. “I only touch if they ask.”

      
      “What a relief.”

      
      “But you know, reanimation is possible.”

      
      “Not tonight it isn’t. And certainly not in this place.”

      
      “Man, you could suck the fun out of a strip club.”

      
      “Pass.”

      
      Ghosting into the large, clinical room, it was damn obvious why horror movies used morgues for settings. Between the green
         security lighting, the rolling gurneys, and the drains in the floor, the place was the perfect backdrop for a case of the
         heebs.
      

      
      Even though he’d died and gone to heaven and all that crap, his adrenal glands still waved its flag well enough. Then again,
         the twitches were probably less about the other dead guys and more about the fact that he was going to look his own corpse
         in the face.
      

      
      As he headed for the massive refrigerator unit, with its rows of cold flats, he knew exactly what he was doing. When he didn’t
         kill Isaac on schedule, two things were going to happen: Someone else would and somebody would be sent out looking for Jim.
      

      
      And that was the reason they were here. His old boss was going to want to make sure Jim had bought the farm, so to speak: Matthias didn’t believe in death certificates, autopsy reports, or photographs because he knew all too well how
         easy it was to fake that kind of documentation. He also didn’t trust funerals, burial sites, or weeping widows and mothers,
         because he’d substituted too many bodies one for another over the years. Face-to-face verification was the only way to be
         sure in his book.
      

      
      Usually Matthias sent his second in command to do the double-check, but Jim was going to make certain the big man himself
         was the one to do it in this case. The bastard was hard to flush out of hiding, and Jim needed his own face time with the
         guy.
      

      
      The only way to make that happen was to use his own frozen ass as a lure.

      
      And a little of Eddie’s magic.

      
      Checking the nameplates set into the holders on the front of the doors, he found himself between D’Arterio, Agnes, and Rutherford,
         James.
      

      
      Flipping the latch, he opened the three-foot-by-two-foot door … and pulled his dead body out of the refrigerator. There was
         a sheet covering him from head to foot, and his arms had been neatly tucked in by his sides. The air that wafted out of his
         hole was cold and dry and smelled like antifreeze.
      

      
      Man, as many stiffs as he’d seen over his violent and bloody life, this skeeved him out.

      
      “Give me my marching orders,” he said to Eddie grimly.

      
      “Do you have the summoning object?” the angel asked, coming to stand on the other side.

      
      Jim reached into his pocket and took out a small piece of wood that had been carved many, many years before in the tropics
         on the far side of the planet. He and Matthias had not always been at odds and Matthias hadn’t always been the boss.
      

      
      And back when they’d both been grunts on the floor level of XOps, Jim had taught the guy how to whittle.

      
      The miniature horse was done with surprising competence, considering it had been the first and only thing Matthias had carved.
         If memory served, it had taken about two hours—which was why it was being used: Apparently, inanimate objects did more than
         just collect dust. They were sponges for the essence of whoever owned or made or used them, and what lingered in the space
         between the molecules was very useful if you knew what to do with it.
      

      
      Jim held the horse up. “Now what.”

      
      Eddie whipped the sheet off Jim’s gray, mottled face. For a moment, it was hard to concentrate on anything but what he looked
         like forty-eight hours dead. Holy hell, the Grim Reaper was no makeup artist; that was for sure. Even Goths had better complexions.
      

      
      “Hey, don’t be harshing on my peeps,” Adrian cut in. “I’d do one of us way before some SoCal bimbo with plastic melons and
         a spray tan.”
      

      
      “Stop reading my mind, motherfucker. And you’d do the bimbo anyway.”

      
      Adrian grinned and flexed his heavy arms. “Yeah. I would. And her sister.”

      
      Yup, that angel appeared to be over whatever the demon Devina had done to him the night of Jim’s official “death.” Either
         that or all the self-medicating with living, breathing Barbies had exhausted any introspection right out of him.
      

      
      Eddie took a metal file from his pocket and presented it handle first. “Grate some of that carving onto the body. Anywhere
         is fine.”
      

      
      Jim chose the flat pads of his chest, and the scraping sounds were soft in the tiled cavern of the cold room.

      
      Eddie took the tool back. “Where’s your knife?”

      
      Jim took out the hunting blade that had been given to him way back when he’d first joined the armed services. Matthias had
         gotten an identical weapon at the same time—had used it to carve the horse, matter of fact.
      

      
      “Slice your palm and hold the object hard. As you do, picture the person you want to come here clearly in your mind. Remember the sound of his voice. See him in memories that are
         specific. Watch how he moves, the gestures he makes, the clothes he wears, the smell of his cologne if he uses it.”
      

      
      Forcing his head to focus, Jim tried to call up something, anything, about Matthias the Fucker. …

      
      The image that dove into his frontal lobe was stunningly clear: He was back in the desert on that night, with the chemical
         stink of the explosive in his nose and the ringing sound of time-to-get-a-move-on banging in his ears. Matthias had no lower
         leg, his left eye was nearly gone from the socket, and his digital fatigues were covered with pale dirt and bright red blood.
      

      
      “… Dan … ny … boy … my Danny boy …” he was saying.

      
      Jim put the blade to the center of his palm and dragged it through his skin, letting out a hiss as the steel bit deep and
         clean.
      

      
      Eddie’s voice cut through the memory and the icy pain. “Now take your palm and rub it on the wood shavings. Then get out your
         lighter and fire it up. Lifting your hand, blow across it into the flame and onto the body, keeping that picture in your mind.”
      

      
      Jim did as he was told … and was amazed to see a blue glow coalesce on the far side of his Bic, like the thing had magically
         turned into a blowtorch. And the hey-check-its didn’t end there. The flare settled around the body, blanketing it in a shimmer.
      

      
      “You’re done,” Eddie said.

      
      Jim flicked his Bic off and just stared down at himself, wondering what Matthias was going to think.

      
      There had been a time, long ago, when he and the guy had been tight. But as the years had passed, the bastard had gone one
         way, Jim another. And that was before the whole being-dead, fallen-angel thing.
      

      
      But this wasn’t about him and Matthias.

      
      Jim pulled the sheet back into place, covering his own face and wondering how long it was going to take for the spell to call
         Matthias here and for Jim to see the guy again.
      

      
      He slid the table into the refrigerator and shut the door, cutting that phosphorescent blue glow off. “Let’s blow this joint.”

      
      He was quiet on the way out, lost to the bad memories of what he’d done and who he’d killed while in XOps. And what do you
         know. In addition to his adrenal glands, it seemed like his personal demons had also survived his death. In fact, he had a
         feeling his regrets were eternal luggage: The not-so-hot part about being immortal was that there was no endgame to be had,
         no prospect for getting off the ride that you could hold on to when things got rough and overwhelming … and you despised yourself.
      

      
      As he and his comrades reemerged onto the funeral home’s side lawn, it was back to the hunt for Isaac Rothe.

      
      “I’ve got to find that man,” he said grimly. Although it wasn’t likely they’d forgotten what they were doing.

      
      Closing his eyes, he summoned that which would carry him over the miles between Caldwell and where Isaac had been seen last.
         …
      

      
      Jim’s massive wings unfurled on his back, the span of iridescent feathers stretching out and flexing like limbs that had been
         cramped. When his lids lifted, Eddie and Adrian were sporting theirs as well, the two fallen angels magnificent and otherworldly
         in the light of the streetlamps.
      

      
      As a car drove by on the street, it didn’t screech to a halt or get derailed from its lane. The wings, like him and Eddie
         and Adrian, were neither there nor not there, real nor unreal, tangible nor intangible.
      

      
      They just were.

      
      “You ready,” Eddie asked.

      
      Jim glanced back at where his earthly form was now not only frozen stiff but a beacon for a man he’d come to hate.

      
      Even though he’d saved the fucker’s life.

      
      “Yeah, let’s do this.”
      

      
      Up, up, and away, and all that shit: In the blink of an eye, they were flying through the dark heavens and the sparkling stars
         on the strong, steady wings of Angel Airlines, as he called it.
      

      
      Aloft and alive, he resumed his hunt for a hunted man … and headed off for Boston with all proverbial guns blazing.
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      The demon Devina was as close to all-powerful as you could get without being the one who had created the Earth and the heavens:
         She could assume all manner of visages and bodies, becoming anyone at any time in any place. She could imprison souls for
         an eternity. She commanded an army of the undead.
      

      
      And if you crossed her, she could make life a living hell for you. Literally.

      
      But she had one little problem. “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said as she rushed into the cozy red office. “I had a meeting that
         ran longer than I’d thought.”
      

      
      Her therapist smiled from her arm chair. “Not to worry. Would you like a minute to collect yourself?”

      
      Devina was indeed frazzled, and as she sat down, she put her Prada bag to the side. Taking a deep breath, she patted the corporeal
         illusion of brunette hair that the human woman saw, and pushed at the lizard-print leather pants that actually existed.
      

      
      “Work has been hell,” she said, glancing down to double-check that her bag was zipped up. There were bloodstains on the sweatshirt
         inside, and the last thing she needed was to have to explain them. “Absolute hell.”
      

      
      “I was glad you called for the extra night session. After last week, I’ve been thinking about you and what happened. How are
         you doing?”
      

      
      Devina downshifted out of the chaos she’d just come from and focused on herself. Which was not a happy thing. Instantly, tears
         sprang to her eyes. “I’m …”
      

      
      Not okay.

      
      She forced herself to say something. “The movers got everything into my new place, and most of it is still in boxes. I spent
         the afternoon trying to unpack, but there’s so much, and I have to make sure it’s ordered correctly. I need to check that
         my—”
      

      
      “Devina, stop talking about the things.” The therapist made a little note in her black book. “We can get to planning toward
         the end of the session. I want to know how you are. Talk to me about how you feel.”
      

      
      Devina looked across the needlepoint rug and wondered, not for the first time, what the woman would think if she knew she
         was treating a demon. Ever since Devina had been in Caldwell, she’d been coming to see the psychologist—so it was over a year
         now. She kept her true identity hidden under her favorite skin of a sexy, chic, brunette female, but the underneath … especially
         after her first loss to Jim Heron … was a fucking mess.
      

      
      And this human was actually helping her.

      
      Devina snapped a tissue out of the box on the table beside her. “I just … I hate moving. I feel totally out of control. And
         lost. And … scared.”
      

      
      “I know you do.” Warmth positively wafted out of the woman’s pores. “Changing homes is the hardest thing for someone like
         you to do. I’m very proud of you.”
      

      
      “I had no time. No time to do it right.” More tears. Which she hated. But, God, she’d had to rip her collections out of their
         rightful places in a matter of hours, scrambling, throwing things into boxes. “I still haven’t been able to sort through everything and make sure nothing was
         broken or lost.”
      

      
      Oh, God … lost.
      

      
      Panic fanned into her chest and made the heart she had co-opted beat triple-time.

      
      “Devina, look at me.”

      
      She had to force her eyes to focus through the panic attack. “I’m sorry,” she choked out.

      
      “Devina, the anxiety is not about the things. It’s about your place in this world. It’s the space you declare as yours emotionally
         and spiritually. You must remember that you don’t need objects to justify your existence or make yourself feel safe and secure.”
      

      
      Okay, that all sounded well and good, but her things on the earth were what tied her to the souls she owned down below, the
         only link she had to her “children.” Over the centuries, she had amassed personal possessions from every soul she’d taken:
         buttons, cuff links, rings, earrings, thimbles, knitting needles, glasses, keys, pens, watches … the list went on and on.
         She preferred things made of precious metal, but any kind of metal would do: Similar to the way the substance reflected light,
         it also gave off the reverberations of the one who’d owned it, worn it, used it.
      

      
      The radiated imprint of those humans was the only thing that calmed her when she couldn’t get down to her sanctuary for a
         personal visit.
      

      
      God, she hated having to work on earth.

      
      On a shudder, she blotted her tears. “I just can’t stand being so far away from them.”

      
      “You need your job, though. You’ve told me yourself. And your ex-husband is better equipped to handle the dayto-day care of
         your children.”
      

      
      “He is.” She’d had to shoehorn her backstory into some semblance of a human’s situation. There was no ex-husband, needless
         to say, but the parallel worked: Her souls were safe where she left them. It just killed her to be away. There was no place
         she’d rather be than at the bottom of her well, watching the writhing, screaming throng trapped forever in her walls.
      

      
      Playing with them was fun, too.

      
      “So where did you end up?” the therapist asked. “After your boyfriend and you decided to end your relationship, where did
         you go here in town?”
      

      
      Now her anxiety switched to anger. She couldn’t believe she’d lost the first battle with Jim Heron … or that that fucking
         bastard had infiltrated her private space. Thanks to him and those other two angels, she’d had to take everything she had
         and vacate that loft at a dead run.
      

      
      “I have a friend who has a building that’s vacant.” Not a friend actually. Just some guy she’d fucked until he signed all
         the papers. Then she’d killed him, stuffed his body into a hazardous-waste drum, and sealed the thing up good. He was in his
         own basement now, decomposing comfortably.
      

      
      “And the move is completed?”

      
      “Yes, everything’s there. But as I said, I just haven’t arranged it properly.” She had, however, found another virgin, which
         she’d promptly sacrificed and put to good use protecting the mirror that got her to back to Hell. “I’ve put in a security
         system, though.”
      

      
      If anyone breached the blood seal into the room where her most prized possession was, she’d find out in a heartbeat. It was
         how she had known the instant when Jim and his angel buddies had violated her space. How she’d saved her things.
      

      
      Virgins were a pain the ass to find these days, though. With everyone having sex so much, what had once been a piece of cake
         to get was now becoming rarer and rarer. She never killed children; that was just wrong—it would be like someone taking one
         of her souls away from her. But try finding someone over eighteen who hadn’t been in the sack. You could be at it for days.
      

      
      Long live the abstinence movement, was all she could say.

      
      “Wait, building?” the therapist said. “You’re not staying in some building, are you?”
      

      
      “Oh, no. I’m at a hotel for the time being. Work is taking me out of town. Up to Boston, actually.” Because it was time for
         the second battle with her nemesis.
      

      
      And goddamn it, she was going to win this one.

      
      “Devina, this is such good work.” The therapist clapped her hand on her knee and smiled. “You’re living apart from your things.
         You’ve made a breakthrough.”
      

      
      Not really, considering that she could be anywhere in the blink of an eye.

      
      “Now tell me, how’s work? I know last week was rough.”

      
      Devina’s hand found her bag and she stroked the soft leather. “It’s going to get better. I’m going to make it better.”

      
      “Your new coworker. How are things going with him? I know there’d been some initial friction.”

      
      Friction? Yeah, you could say that.

      
      She thought of her and Jim Heron in the parking lot of the Iron Mask, him buried deep inside of her, her riding him hard.
         In spite of the fact that she hated him with a passion, she wouldn’t mind a little more private time with him.
      

      
      Devina straightened her spine. “He’s not going get the vice presidency. I don’t care what I have to do, but I’ve worked too
         long and hard to have some guy barge in and take what’s mine.”
      

      
      Seven souls. Seven chances for good or evil to win. And the first one had gone to the other side. Three more went in favor
         of Jim Heron and she was not only out of a “job,” but the angels took over the Earth and each and every one of her souls were
         redeemed.
      

      
      All her work for nothing: Her collections gone. Her army gone. Herself … gone.

      
      She stared at her therapist. “I will not let him win.”

      
      The woman nodded. “Do you have a plan?”

      
      Devina patted her bag. “I do. I absolutely do.”

      
      * * *
      

      
      After the session, Devina took herself north and east, casting herself into the air as a dark shadow and winging her way through
         the night. She coalesced on Boylston Street, across from the Boston Public Garden, where the weeping willows over the pond
         were just greening up.
      

      
      The demure brick box of the Four Seasons Hotel took up nearly the entire block, between its entrance, porte cochere, and windowed
         restaurants. Although the exterior was quite plain, the interior was all warm wood and elegant brocade, and there were always
         fresh flowers.
      

      
      She could have just flashed up to her room, but what a waste of an outfit: her Escada lizard-print pants and Chanel blouse
         were stunners, to say nothing of her Stella McCartney trench.
      

      
      And what do you know, only her second night here and already the doormen and front-desk staff called out greetings as she
         swept into the lobby, her Louboutins clipping on the marble.
      

      
      Which served to remind her of what she already knew: Of all the suits of illusioned flesh she had ever worn, this one—of a
         brunette woman with legs that didn’t quit and a set of breasts that made human men trip over their own tongues—was the one
         that fit her best. Even though technically she was a sexless “it,” experience had proven that her arsenal of weapons was best
         wielded by a manicured hand.
      

      
      Plus she liked the clothes for women better.

      
      The fucking, too.

      
      Her suite on the top floor had a magnificent view of the garden and the Boston Common, and a lot of grand rooms—as well as
         excellent room service. The bouquet of roses was a nice touch and supplied gratis.
      

      
      Which was what you got when you paid thousands and thousands and thousands of dollars for digs.

      
      She walked through the sitting room and the master bedroom to the marble bath. On the counter between the two sinks, she put down her bag and took out the sweatshirt she’d taken from that MMA octagon. The hoodie was the color of
         fog and a size double-XL. Found at any Wal-Mart or Target, it was one of those anonymous garments that could have been worn
         by any man, something that was easy to find, easy to afford. Nothing special.
      

      
      Except this one was unique. Especially given the bloodstains.

      
      Thank God those cops had shown up when they had. Otherwise, she would have missed the appointment with her therapist altogether.

      
      Quickly shedding her clothes, she tried to leave them in a wrinkly mess … and lasted about a minute and a half. The disorder
         made her head hum and she had to gather them up, stride for the closet, and hang everything where it needed to be. She’d worn
         a bra, so that got put in the bureau. No panties to worry about.
      

      
      She was decidedly calmer as she went back to work at the bathroom counter.

      
      Taking out a pair of golden shears from her makeup case, she cut a circle into the sweatshirt over where the heart of the
         man who wore it would have been. Then she diced up the fabric, the cotton fibers giving way easily and falling to the smooth
         marble in a little pile.
      

      
      She used one side of the scissors to slice into her palm, and her blood ran dirty gray as it dropped onto the nest she’d made.

      
      For a moment, she was transfixed with disappointment. She wished her blood ran red—so much more attractive.

      
      Truth be told, Devina hated the way she really looked. Far better this body. And the others.

      
      Picking up the sweatshirt’s clippings and grinding them into the tainted blood on her palm, she pictured the man who had had
         the fabric against his flesh, seeing his hard face and the brush cut that was growing out and the tattoos on his body.
      

      
      Still milling her hand and keeping an image of Isaac Rothe in her head, Devina walked naked into the bedroom and sat on the
         duvet. On the side table, she opened a squat ebony box and took out a hand-carved chess piece, the depiction of the queen
         not nearly as beautiful as her suit of flesh. She hadn’t seen Jim Heron whittle the grand lady, but he had and she pictured
         him doing so in her mind, imagining him curled around a sharp knife, his sure hands wielding a steel edge to reveal the object
         within the wood. Pressing what he had made into her bleeding palm, along with the fibers from the sweatshirt, she melded them,
         integrated them. Then she leaned over and picked up a candle, which lit at her will. Lying down, she blew across the flame,
         the mingling essences of all three of them flowing over the flame.
      

      
      The purple glow that emanated on the far side covered her, enveloping her in phosphorescence … calling the owners of the things
         together … calling them to her.
      

      
      Jim Heron wasn’t going to know what hit him this time. He might have won the first round, but that wasn’t happening again.
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      When you worked in central processing at the Suffolk County jail in downtown Boston, you saw a lot of shit. And some of it
         was the kind of thing that put you off your coffee and doughnuts.
      

      
      Other kinds … were just frickin’ bizarre.

      
      Billy McCray had been a beat cop in Southie first, serving alongside his brothers and his cousins and his old man. After he’d
         been shot on duty about fifteen years ago, Sergeant had arranged for him to have this desk job—and it had turned out that
         not only did his wheelchair fit just fine under the lip of the counter, he was damn good at pushing paper. He’d started booking
         arrests and taking mug shots, but now he was in charge of everything.
      

      
      Nobody so much as blew his nose in this place but that Billy didn’t tell ’em it was okay to take a Kleenex.

      
      And he loved what he did, even if it got wicked weird sometimes.

      
      Like first thing this morning. Six a.m. He’d booked a white female who’d been wearing a pair of Coke cans as pasties, the
         two aluminum numbers glued at the bottoms to her boobs and sticking straight out. He had a feeling that mug shot was going
         to end up on The Smoking Gun.com and she was probably going to enjoy the exposure: Before he’d taken her picture, he’d offered to get her a shirt or something,
         but nah, she wanted to show off her … well, cans.
      

      
      People. Honestly.

      
      Turned out the rubber cement was easy to get off, but they were serving her drinks in a single paper cup just in case she
         got another bright idea—
      

      
      As the steel door opened down at the end of the hall, Billy sat up a little straighter in his chair.

      
      The woman who came in was a sight to see, all right, but not for the reason most of the freaks here were. She was about ten
         feet tall and had blond hair that was always up in a twist on her head. Wearing a perfectly fitted suit and a long, formal
         coat, he knew without asking that her purse and her briefcase were worth more than he had in his 401(k).
      

      
      To say nothing about that huge gold rope around her neck.

      
      As a couple of guards passed her, they also stretched up their spines and dropped their voices … and immediately looked over
         their shoulders to get a look-see at the back of her.
      

      
      And when she came up to the Plexiglas partition in front of him, he was glad he’d already slid the thing back, because he
         got to smell her perfume.
      

      
      God … it was always the same. The scent of rich and expensive.

      
      “Hi, Billy, how’s Tom doing at the police academy?”

      
      Like a lot of Beacon Hill types, Grier Childe’s intonation made a simple question seem better than something Shakespeare had
         written. But unlike those tight-asses, she wasn’t a snot and her smile was genuine. She always asked about his son and his
         wife and she really looked at him, meeting his eyes like he was so much more than just a desk jockey.
      

      
      “He’s doin’ great.” Billy grinned and crossed his arms over his puffed-up chest. “Graduating in June. Working out of Southie.
         He’s a marksman like his pops—kid could take out a tin can from a mile away.”
      

      
      Unfortunately, that reminded him of Coke Girl, but he pushed the image right out of the way. Much better to enjoy the view
         of Ms. Childe, Esq.
      

      
      “It doesn’t surprise me that Tommy’s an ace.” She signed into the log and braced a hip on the counter. “As you said, he takes
         after you.”
      

      
      Even after two years of this, he still couldn’t believe she stopped to talk to him. Yeah, sure, the DA types and the regular
         public defenders chatted him up, but she came from one of those old-school, white-shoe firms—and usually that meant just the
         facts on where their clients were.
      

      
      “So how’s your Sara doing?” she asked.

      
      As they talked, he typed her name into the system to pull up who she’d been assigned to. About every six months or so, she
         came up on rotation as a public defender. It was, of course, pro bono for her. Her hourly rates were undoubtedly so expensive,
         he was damn sure the clients she got here couldn’t afford more than two words from her, much less a whole hour … or, Christ,
         even a case’s worth of time.
      

      
      When he saw the name that was next to hers, he frowned.

      
      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      
      Well, no, it wasn’t. “Yeah. You’re good.”

      
      Because he was going to make it his business for her to be.

      
      He reached to the side for a stack of files. “Here’s the paperwork on your client. If you go to number one, we’ll bring him
         out to you.”
      

      
      “Thanks, Billy. You’re the best.”

      
      After he buzzed her through the main door into the jail’s receiving and processing unit, she walked off to the room he’d given her—which just happened to be right next to his office. Making a note in the computer, he picked up the phone
         and dialed down to holding.
      

      
      When Shawn C. answered, he said, “Bring up number five-four-eight-nine-seventy, last name Rothe. For our Ms. Childe.”

      
      Little silence. “He’s a big one.”

      
      “Yeah, and listen—could you have a talk with him? Maybe remind him how being polite to his counsel’ll make things easier on
         him.”
      

      
      There was another pause. “And I’ll just wait outside the door when he’s in with her. Tony’ll cover me down here.”

      
      “Good. Yeah, that’s good. Thanks.”

      
      As Billy hung up, he wheeled himself around to face the security monitoring screens. In the lower left one, he watched as
         Ms. Childe sat down at a table, cracked open the file, and looked at the reports in it.
      

      
      He was going to keep his eye on her until she was safely out of there.

      
      The thing was, down at the jail, there were two kinds of people: insiders and outsiders. Outsiders got treated polite and
         all, but insiders … particularly nice, young insiders with beautiful smiles and a lot of class … they got taken care of.
      

      
      And that meant Shawn C., the guard, would be parked out in the hall, looking through the chicken-wire window the entire time
         that that homicidal maniac who’d been arrested for cage fighting was in with their girl.
      

      
      If that motherfucker so much as breathed wrong around her, well … suffice it to say that in Billy’s shop, no one was above
         a little corrective action: All the guards and staff knew about the dark corner in the basement where there were no security
         cameras and no one could hear an asshole scream when payback turned into a bitch.
      

      
      Billy leaned back in his chair and shook his head. Nice girl in there, real nice. Course, given what had happened to her brother … Hard lives had a way of making for nice, didn’t
         they.
      

      
      Grier Childe sat in front of a stainless-steel table on a cold stainless-steel chair that was across from another stainless-steel
         chair. All of the furniture was bolted to the floor and the only other fixtures were the security camera up in the corner
         and an overhead lightbulb that had a cage around it. The walls were concrete block that had been painted so many times it
         was nearly wall paper smooth, and the air smelled like rotgut floor cleaner, the cologne of the last attorney who’d been in
         the room, and old cigarettes.
      

      
      The place couldn’t have been more different from where she usually worked. The Boston offices of Palmer, Lords, Childe, Stinston
         & Dodd looked like a museum of nineteenth-century furniture and artwork. PLCS&D had no armed guards, no metal detectors, and
         nothing was screwed into place so it couldn’t be stolen or thrown at somebody.
      

      
      There the uniforms came from Brooks Brothers and Burberry.

      
      She’d been doing pro bono public defending for about two years, and it had taken her at least twelve months to get in good
         with the front desk and the staff and the guards. But now it was like old-home week whenever she came here, and she honestly
         loved the people.
      

      
      Lot of good folks doing hard jobs in the system.

      
      Opening up the file of her newest client, she reviewed the charges, intake form, and history: Isaac Rothe, age twenty-six,
         apartment down on Tremont Street. Unemployed. No priors. Arrested along with eight others as part of a bust the night before
         on an underground gambling and fighting ring. No warrant needed because the fighters were trespassing on private property.
         According to the police report, her client was in the ring at the time the police infiltrated. Apparently the guy he’d fought was getting treated at Mass General—
      

      
      It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday morning. … Do you know where your life is?

      
      Keeping her head down, Grier squeezed her eyes shut. “Not now, Daniel.”

      
      I’m just saying. As her dead brother’s voice drifted in and out of her head from behind, the disembodied sound made her feel utterly crazy.
         You’re thirty-two years old, and instead of cozying up to some hot boy toy, you’re sitting here in the police station with
            sucky coffee—

      
      “I don’t have any coffee.”

      
      At that moment, the door swung wide and Billy rolled in. “Thought you might like some wake-up.”

      
      Bingo, her brother said.
      

      
      Shut. Up, she thought back at him.
      

      
      “Billy, that’s really kind of you.” She took what the supervisor offered, the warmth of the paper cup bleeding into her palm.

      
      “Well, you know, it’s dishwater. We all hate it.” Billy smiled. “But it’s a tradition.”

      
      “It sure is.” She frowned as he lingered. “Something wrong?”

      
      Billy patted the vacant chair next to him. “Would you mind sitting here for me?”

      
      Grier lowered the cup. “Of course not, but why— ”

      
      “Thanks, dear.”

      
      There was a beat. Clearly, Billy was waiting for her to shift around and was not inclined to explain himself.

      
      Pushing the file across the way, she went to the other seat, her back now to the door.

      
      “That’s a girl.” He gave her a squeeze on the arm and rolled out.

      
      The change in position meant that she could see the filmy apparition of her younger, beloved brother. Daniel was lounging
         in the far corner of the room, feet crossed at the ankles, arms linked at the chest. His blond hair was fresh and clean, and he had on a coral-colored polo shirt and
         madras shorts.
      

      
      He was like an undead model in a Ralph Lauren ad, nothing but all-American, sun-kissed privilege about to take a sail off
         Hyannis Port.
      

      
      Except he wasn’t smiling at her, as he usually did. They want him facing the door so the guard outside can keep an eye on him. And they don’t want you boxed into the room. Easier
            to get you out this way if he goes aggressive.

      
      Forgetting about the security camera, and the fact that to anybody else she was speaking into thin air, she leaned in. “Nobody
         is going to—”
      

      
      You’ve got to quit this. Stop trying to save people and get a life.

      
      “Right back at you. Stop haunting me and get an eternity.”

      
      I would. But you won’t let me go.

      
      On that note, the door behind her opened up and her brother disappeared.

      
      Grier stiffened as she heard the tinkling sound of chains and the shuffling of feet.

      
      And then she saw him.

      
      Holy … Mary … mother … of …

      
      What had been brought out of holding by Shawn C. was about six feet, four inches of solid muscle. Her client was “dressed
         in,” which meant he had his prison garb on, and his hands and feet were shackled together and linked with a steel chain that
         ran up the front of his legs and went around his waist. His hard face had the kind of hollow cheeks that came with zero body
         fat, and his dark hair was cut short like a military man’s. Fading bruises were clustered around his eyes, a bright white
         bandage sat close to his hairline … and there was a red flush around his neck, as if he’d very, very recently been manhandled.
      

      
      Her first thought was … she was glad good old Billy Mc-Cray had made her switch seats. She wasn’t sure how she knew it, but she had the sense that if her client chose to, he could have taken Shawn C. down in the blink of an eye—in spite
         of the cuffs and the fact that the guard was built like a bulldog and had years of experience handling big, volatile men.
      

      
      Her client’s eyes didn’t meet hers, but stayed locked on the floor as the guard shoved him into the tight space between the
         vacant chair and the table.
      

      
      Shawn C. bent down to the man’s ear and whispered something.

      
      Growled something, was more like it.

      
      Then the guard glanced over at Grier and smiled tightly, as if he didn’t like the whole thing but was going to be professional
         about it. “Hey, I’ll be right outside the door. You need anything? You just holler and I’m in here.” In a lower voice, he
         said, “I’m watching you, boy.”
      

      
      Somehow she wasn’t surprised at the precautions. Merely sitting across from her client made her wary. She couldn’t imagine
         moving him around the jailhouse.
      

      
      God, he was big.

      
      “Thanks, Shawn,” she said quietly.

      
      “No problem, Ms. Childe.”

      
      And then she was alone with Mr. Isaac Rothe.

      
      Measuring the tremendous girth of his shoulders, she noted that he wasn’t twitching or fidgeting, which she took as a good
         sign—no meth or coke in his system, hopefully. And he didn’t stare at her inappropriately or check out the front of her suit
         or lick his lips.
      

      
      Actually, he didn’t look at her at all, his eyes remaining on the table in front of him.

      
      “I’m Grier Childe—I’ve been assigned your case.” When he didn’t raise his eyes or nod, she continued. “Anything that you say
         to me is privileged, which means that within the bounds of the law, I will not reveal it to anyone. Further, that security
         camera over there has no audio feed, so no one else can hear what you tell me.”
      

      
      She waited … and still he didn’t reply. He just sat there, breathing evenly, all coiled power with his cuffed hands set on
         the tabletop and his huge body crammed into the chair.
      

      
      On the first meeting, most of the clients she’d had here either slouched and did the sullen routine, or they played all indignant
         and offended, with a lot of exculpatory talk. He did neither. His spine was straight as an arrow, and he was totally alert,
         but he didn’t say a word.
      

      
      She cleared her throat. “The charges against you are serious. The guy you were fighting with was sent to the hospital with
         a brain hemorrhage. Right now you’re up for second-degree assault and attempted murder, but if he dies, that’s murder two
         or manslaughter.”
      

      
      Nothing.

      
      “Mr. Rothe, I’d like to ask you some questions, if I may?”

      
      No reply.

      
      Grier sat back. “Can you even hear me?”

      
      Just as she was wondering whether he had an undisclosed disability, he spoke. “Yes, ma’am.”

      
      His voice was so deep and arresting, she stopped breathing. Those two words were uttered with a softness that was at total
         odds with the size of his body and the harshness of his face. And his accent … vaguely Southern, she decided.
      

      
      “I’m here to help you, Mr. Rothe. You understand that, right?”

      
      “No disrespect, ma’am, but I don’t believe you can.”

      
      Definitely Southern. Beautifully Southern, as a matter of fact.

      
      Shaking her head clear, she said, “Before you dismiss me, I’d suggest you consider two things. Right now, there’s no bail
         set for you, so you’re going to be stuck in here as your case moves forward. And that could be months. Also, anyone who represents
         himself truly does have a fool for a client—that’s not just a saying. I’m not the enemy. I’m here to—”
      

      
      He finally looked at her.

      
      His eyes were the color of frost on window glass, and filled with the shadows of deeds that stained the soul. And as that
         grim, exhausted stare bored through the back of her head, it froze her heart: She knew instantly that he wasn’t just some
         street thug.
      

      
      He was a soldier, she thought. He had to be—her father got the same look in his eyes during quiet nights.

      
      War did that to people.

      
      “Iraq?” she asked quietly. “Or Afghanistan?”

      
      His brows flared a little, but that was the only reply she got.

      
      Grier tapped his file. “Let me get you bail. Let’s just start there, okay? You don’t have to tell me anything about why you
         were arrested or what happened. I just need to know your ties to the community and a little more about where you live. With
         no prior arrests, I think we’ve got a shot at …”
      

      
      She stopped as she realized he’d closed his eyes.

      
      Okay. First time she’d ever had a client take a snooze in the middle of a meeting. Maybe Billy and Shawn C. had less to worry
         about than they thought.
      

      
      “Am I boring you, Mr. Rothe?” she demanded after a moment.
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      “Am I boring you, Mr. Rothe?”
      

      
      Not. Hardly.

      
      His public defender’s voice was a kind of lullaby in Isaac’s ears, her aristocratic inflection and perfect grammar soothing
         him so much he was oddly afraid of her. Originally, he’d closed his eyes because she was simply too beautiful to look at,
         but there had been an added benefit to the lights out. Without the distraction of her perfect face and her smart stare, he
         was able to fully concentrate on her words.
      

      
      The way she spoke was poetic. Even to a guy who wasn’t into the hearts and flowers routine.

      
      “Mr. Rothe.”

      
      Not a question, a demand. Clearly she was getting fed up with his ass.

      
      Cracking his lids, he felt the impact of her nail him in the sternum—and tried to tell himself that she was making such a
         big impression because it had been years since he’d been around a true lady. After all, most of the females he’d fucked or
         worked with had been rough around the edges, just like him. So this precisely coiffed, clearly educated, perfumed exotic across
         the table was some kind of stunning anomaly.
      

      
      God, she’d probably faint if she saw his tattoo.
      

      
      And run screaming if she knew what he’d been doing for a living for the last five years.

      
      “Let me try to get you bail,” she repeated. “And then we’ll see where we are.”
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