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For He had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. For it had seized him many times; and he was bound with chains and shackles and kept under guard. And yet he would break his bonds and be driven by the demon into the desert. 


And Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” And he answered, “Legion,” for many demons had entered him.
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Prologue







The centurions captured the boy in a raid on his family’s home somewhere in Gaul—even he didn’t know the exact location, maps being not particularly common in his part of the world, or reading for that matter. He’d been ten at the time of the attack, perhaps eleven (calendars were also scarce): too young to fight, which was the only thing that saved his life during the initial raid, but still lissome, and the conquering soldiers thought he might fetch a good price in the slave markets back home. Either in the Coliseum, if he toughened up during the thousand-mile march to the Eternal City, or, if they were lucky, as a sexual servant in one of the decadent wealthy houses that had multiplied like the pox with the empire’s ever-expanding power. Along with their gods and their architecture, many noblemen in the new Rome had embraced the ancient Greek custom of regarding women as cattle: necessary for breeding, but not much else. It was a boy to whom one brought one’s most ardent—and adroit—lovemaking. It was said Nero himself enjoyed slitting a boy’s throat as he sodomized him, so that his death throes would cause his anus to contract around the royal member, and bring the emperor that much more pleasure.


But six months of forced marching took their toll on the boy’s physique. By the time the colonnade reached Rome, a slave trader flipped up the tatters of his tunic and pronounced his ass too stringy to appeal to anyone, let alone the emperor. Into the ring he went. If he was too stringy to be a prostitute, he was too small to be trained as a gladiator. His only role was to run around screaming until he was cut down. To a boy who had never seen more than a hundred people gathered in one place, the roar of the crowd was disorienting and terrifying. Add to that a host of lions and tigers, water buffalo and elands, a pair of rhinoceroses, half a dozen cobras, and one enraged elephant, and all he could do was dodge, jump, run, fall, roll—and scream. Fifty armed men slashed and stabbed at each other, while another hundred—barbarians and Christians and other undesirables—were added to the mix, primarily for the sake of volume.


People died to his left and right, gored by horns, slashed by jaws, disemboweled by claws, swords, staves. But even as the boy did his best to escape the hundred deaths that stalked him, a part of his attention was consumed by the canopied emperor’s box. For six long months the Roman soldiers had filled his mind with gruesome stories of what their depraved ruler was going to do to him. The great Caesar was insatiable. He consumed aphrodisiacs from the deserts of India and jungles of Africa to keep him potent, and was even rumored to refuse to spill his seed so that he didn’t have to wait the minute or hour it might take him to recover his virility. Perhaps the strongest proof of the centurions’ stories was the fact that none of the soldiers bothered him, since the emperor was said to pay a premium for virgins. And even now, while wholesale slaughter took place in the arena below him, he was being attended to. A succession of boys, girls, and women took their turns rubbing his feet and shoulders, fanning him, bringing him food and drink, or simply fellating him. Beautiful women placed their breasts in his mouth one at a time, so that his view of the ring wasn’t spoiled. His mother and sister—both of whom were said to have shared his bed—flanked him, and occasionally received the attentions of one of his slaves after he or she had serviced the most powerful man in the known world.


The sandy floor of the ring became gooey with blood. Whether it was because he was fast or small or just very, very lucky, the boy continued to elude sword, tooth, claw. There were fewer than a dozen men left, fewer than half a dozen. A tigress, bleeding from a long gash in her flank, nibbled at the copper skin of a Scythian, while other beasts, still in battle frenzy, pawed and sniffed at the bodies to see if any were merely faking death.


One of the rhinoceroses had been killed, and the boy hoisted himself atop the mountainous corpse, hugged the leathery hide like a monkey clinging to its mother’s back. His eyes were screwed shut, but he had the strangest feeling someone was looking at him. He slitted his lids, and there he was. The emperor. Undisputed ruler of Mare Nostrum and all the lands that broke upon it. He was shaded beneath his striped awning on the far side of the ring, yet his eyes seemed to bore into the boy’s—glowing eyes, filled with a liquid, luminous intelligence that seemed not of this earth.


The boy couldn’t move, couldn’t look away. When a lion sniffed at his foot he didn’t even flinch.


One of the emperor’s hands rested on his scepter and the other rested on the head of whoever serviced him—boy or girl, it was impossible to tell. And then the emperor did the strangest thing. He smiled. Smiled, and nodded, and closed his eyes. White-knuckled fingers pressed on the head of the body kneeling before him.


The boy closed his eyes too as the lion’s teeth sank into his ankle and, with a flick of its powerful neck, threw him a dozen feet across the ring. But even as it leapt after him the boy felt a strange sense of peace fill him, of strength and speed and power. It was as if molten iron were being poured into his veins and leaching through his skin, rendering him invulnerable yet still mobile. Pain vanished. So did fear. The boy rolled out of the cat’s way and found his fingers closing around the hilt of a sword, flipped it like a kitchen knife and hurled it directly into the lion’s throat. The beast vomited blood and bile and dropped in a convulsing heap to the ground.


The crowd’s roar was so loud that even the animals stopped. They looked up to see if a storm were coming, an earthquake. But then they turned back to the ring. To the lone figure still standing. Not just standing, but taunting them. Goading the animals and goading the crowd too. Show me what you’ve got, he seemed to say. Give it to me. Give it all to me.


The animals circled warily. Humans didn’t fight this way. Not when they were alone. They cowered or ran or hid in trees. But this one screamed at them, ran after them. Weapons littered the floor of the ring, swords, lances, maces, and the boy jumped from one to the next, handled each as if he’d been trained in the art of war by Alexander himself. His actions were deliberate and fearless—and completely inexplicable to the person doing them, who seemed a spectator to himself, as distant from his own flesh as the throngs in the stone benches all around him. One by one the beasts fell, the lions, the tigers, the buffalo and elands. The boy’s arms were gory to the shoulders with blood and bone and offal.


It was pure chance that did him in: he stepped backwards onto a trampled cobra, which had just enough bite left to sink its fangs into his ankle. In an instant his leg went numb, although the poison’s flow seemed to stop in his thigh, not reaching the vital muscles of diaphragm and heart. He was still standing but was unable to run or dodge. His breath was labored, spots danced before his eyes. Still, he taunted the animals. Come on!


The rhino answered the challenge. The charging ungulate slammed into the boy’s body and its great horn—longer and fatter than the boy’s arm—pierced his abdomen. The boy gouged out the animal’s eyes with his bare hands and continued to jab at the pulpy sockets until the beast shook its head so violently that the boy’s body was ripped in half, torso flying in one direction, legs in the other. Even then he didn’t lose consciousness. Even then he fought on, dragging himself with his fingers toward a dagger glinting in the bloody sand. The boy had the disjunctive experience of watching a pair of hyenas rip his legs one from the other even as his fingers closed over the dagger’s hilt, but before he could tighten his grip it bounced from his fingers. The boy rolled himself over, just in time to see the charging elephant rear up on its hind legs, and then a foot the size of one of the columns that held up the Temple of Jupiter came down on his head.




For months afterward, audience members swore that he continued to fight right up to the last moment—that he crossed his arms over his head as if he could sustain the weight of an elephant with his bare hands. The emperor, asked to award the fearless barbarian posthumous freedom, remarked enigmatically, “We are both free now.” But the slain boy came to him in a dream that night, told him that death’s freedom was something no one, not even an emperor, could command with certainty. As it happened, Nero would die by his own hand less than a year after the boy did, and Rome itself fell three centuries later. Emperor and empire achieved immortality in the minds of future generations, however, acquiring dominion over an area a hundred times larger than that of Caesar’s realm.


As it happened, so did the boy.
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Land of the Living




“If one does not understand how the body that he wears came to be, he will perish with it.”


—The Gnostic Gospels
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The woman at the bar of the Hotel Acropole leaned on her elbows and scanned the dim room. At not quite six feet in battered, American-style cowboy boots, Ileana Magdalen (that’s what the name on her passport said anyway) was taller than just about everyone else in the dingy establishment. There were no other women in the bar, although countless numbers passed the open French windows in their head scarves and flowing robes, more than a few concealed from head to toe by brightly colored burqas. Ileana looked down at her sweat-stained tank top. Her nipples protruded through the wet ribbed cotton, and she had to fight the urge to cross her arms over her chest. Fuck it, she thought. It’s too goddamn hot for a bra. And besides, if she had to put one more ounce of clothing on, she was going to kill the wrong man.


Ceiling fans swatted the hot air. Outside, slender Africans and lighter-skinned Arabs milled along the sweltering streets of Omdurman, a working-class neighborhood in Sudan’s sprawling capital city, Khartoum. The predominant language was Arabic, but Ileana caught snatches of Chinese, Hindi, Russian, staccato dialects she didn’t recognize. But the most persistent noise was the whine of traffic: horns, brakes, screeching tires, revving engines. Backfires that sounded a little too much like gunshots for comfort. Oil had made Africa’s largest country a thriving nation by regional standards. Unfortunately, a significant chunk of its newfound wealth had been spent massacring its non-Islamic citizens. Ileana had seen the devastation firsthand. She’d just completed a two-week tour of the western province of Darfur with Francois Dumas, a French epidemiologist with the World Health Organization, after which she and Dumas had driven six hundred miles in an ancient Land Rover whose sprung shocks amplified every ridge, bump, and pothole—minehole, Dumas joked, and Ileana didn’t bother to point out that the oblong craters looked like they were caused by mortar fire rather than land mines, whose blast radius tends to be perfectly circular.


The journey across the Sahel had left them parched, and they came down to the bar to wash the dust out of their throats. Ileana arrived a few minutes after Dumas, found the Frenchman looking skeptically around the seedy room. But after a brief exchange in broken English (along with the “gift” of a few American dollars) Ileana convinced the Acropole’s barman to produce a bottle enigmatically labeled Cocker Spaniard. “Kentuckessee whiskey,” the barman said. “Number one brand.” Despite the fact that Ileana paid for it, he handed the bottle to Dumas.


“I’m impressed.” Dumas squinted at the label, which looked as if it had been written by hand. “I think.”


Ileana popped the cork and poured them each a drink.


“Save the compliments till you’ve tasted it.” She held up her glass. “Death is in my sight today.” She tossed her drink back and closed her eyes, shuddered pleasantly as the gasoline-colored liquor stung its way down her esophagus. She ran her tongue over her tingling lips to savor every last drop of the burn.


When she opened her eyes, Dumas was staring at her with more than scientific curiosity.


“‘Death is in my sight’?”


“Something a friend taught me.” Ileana’s tone discouraged further questioning.


Dumas nodded, held his drink up.


“To friends,” he said, casting another glance at his companion. “Old and new.”




The epidemiologist downed his drink. When he could speak again, he cursed: in French, English, and a language Ileana didn’t recognize. Spaniard? she thought with an inner laugh. Kentuckessean?


The scientist excused himself to go the washroom. “I hope it is safer than the alcohol,” he panted, mopping his brow with his handkerchief.


Ileana glanced around as her companion tottered off. The rundown room certainly seemed an unlikely place for a pair of international aid workers to end up. The sawdust on the floor was stained with spilled drinks, the air clogged with sweet-smelling shisha smoke wafting from an enormous hookah on a corner table. After the devastation of Darfur, Ileana would have preferred to sip a chilled lychee martini on a palm-shaded verandah with the majestic Nile in the background. But the Legion’s last known twenty for her target was here, and the front desk had confirmed that a guest by the name of Antonio Soma had checked in several days earlier. The clerk declined to mention the room number aloud, so Ileana folded a blank piece of paper into an envelope, scrawled Soma’s name on it, and watched as the clerk slipped it into a cubbyhole. 206.


In truth, Ileana hated knowing the name. Wished all she had was that number. Names made it harder. More personal. More human. Some members of the Legion hid behind words like “ichthys,” “mandorla,” or “vesica pisces,” archaic terminology that attempted to draw a philological distinction between target and host, but Ileana had no time for compartmentalized thinking. Her quarry was formidable enough as it was. She didn’t need to distract herself with mind games and rationalizations.


But still. She hated knowing the name.


Unfortunately, her mobile phone wasn’t receiving pictures, so “Antonio Soma” was all she had to go on. Her contact had described him as “on the tall side,” slightly built, with dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin. Not exactly novel features in an Arabic capital. But there were other things more telling than hair or eye color, or names for that matter. That had been Alec’s first lesson, all those years ago.


Some two dozen men were scattered around the bar. Ileana ignored the groups, confining her attention to the single men. Her target would not want to make friends. She judged each sidelong glance for an appetite that betrayed a more than carnal hunger. She made no effort to conceal herself. There was an invisibility in being watched: no one would suspect the most conspicuous person in the room of engaging in subterfuge. She smoothed her dark blond hair into a ponytail, fished a rubber band from a pocket. Her bare arms moved dexterously, the skin so taut it revealed the action of the muscles beneath. Deltoid, triceps, and biceps flexed and stretched, augmenting the action of the rotator cuff in one of those miracles of human anatomy that go unnoticed on less refined specimens. Few would have guessed she was over thirty, and not just because of her lithe body. Her face was as smooth as a teenager’s. Some would’ve said it was because she rarely smiled—no smile, no smile lines—and only a blind man could have denied it was a beautiful face, with its Slavic cheekbones and almond-shaped gray eyes. But it was a cold beauty, aloof, untouchable. Not that many men hadn’t tried—and at least one succeeded, if the watch on her left wrist was any evidence. The band was an intricately woven platinum braid, the face broad, thick, unadorned. A man’s watch. Ileana had been rubbing it unconsciously for the past several minutes. She caught herself now, smiled at the watch wistfully, gave the knob a couple of turns.


When she looked up she saw Dumas returning from the washroom. The scientist’s presence caused a chain reaction throughout the room as, one after another, the men looked away from her. She suppressed a frown. Dumas was genial, but she’d hoped to ditch him so she could concentrate on her hunt. But apparently her companion was not to be deterred. The tuft of dark hair that showed in the gap between the top two buttons of his requisite UN-issue khaki shirt made Ileana’s chest tighten. Was Dumas actually going to make a pass at her? But all the Frenchman did was pick up his glass with a theatrical air of trepidation.


“This stuff is absolute poison.”


Ileana didn’t take her eyes from the room. “Probably made from rotten yams and siphoned gasoline.”




Dumas swirled the liquor in his glass. As Ileana watched his fingers, she remembered how delicately he’d probed patient after patient in the refugee camps. A true healer’s hands, nimble and nurturing, attuned to the flesh beneath the fingertips. She tried to think of the last time she’d felt a man’s hands on her body, then tried even harder to forget. She reached nervously for her watch, then jerked her hand back to her side. This is no time to get distracted, she chastised herself, let alone sentimental. Focus.


Her contact had said Soma was clean-shaven. That could change in a week, of course—hell, the target’s sex could change in a week—but even so, she ruled out all the men with long beards, which took care of three-quarters of the room. In fact, there was only one patron about whom she had any lingering suspicions, a young man, little more than a boy really, who wore his wispy mustache with the pride of someone only recently able to grow facial hair. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen or twenty. His dusty gray business suit was too small for his long legs, but he wore it as he did his mustache, with an air of adolescent panache. More to the point, he seemed to be checking Ileana out. She couldn’t be sure because of the pair of knock-off Ray-Bans that covered his eyes, despite the dimness of the smoky room.


Beside her, Dumas sighed heavily. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice glass of Pernod.”


Ileana ignored her companion. She stared into the reflective black lenses and made a silent offer.


“A chair at a cafe in Montparnasse. Paris, you know, in the springtime…”


The boy bit. He took his glasses off and glanced at her once, then quickly looked away. But the glance was all Ileana needed. The adolescent shyness, the nervousness of a john. The poor boy seemed to think the brazen Western woman in her revealing (if not exactly feminine) attire was for sale.


Ileana nearly jumped at the sound of her own sigh of relief. Calm down, she told herself, or you’ll be useless when Soma really does show. Easing onto her stool, she turned and gave her attention to Dumas.




“Paris.” She forced a laugh. “You would settle for the Seine when you have the Nile—the three Niles—at your disposal?”


“It’s true, the Seine is a trickle from a rusty tap compared to the Father of All Rivers. But the liquor—” Dumas held up his glass “—makes up for the lack of scenery.”


“I would have thought your work had inured you to the need for such creature comforts.”


Dumas laughed mirthlessly. “I do not think anyone ever becomes inured, as you say, to such…things.” His English was good, but Ileana had to admit it was hard to come up with synonyms for what they’d seen in Darfur. “Such…”


“Atrocities?”


Dumas’s expression wasn’t so much unsympathetic as resigned. “The brutality of war is old news, no? Especially this kind of ethnic war?”


“I’m Croatian,” Ileana murmured. “I know.”


“Ah!” Dumas didn’t heed the warning in her voice. “I have been wondering about your accent for the past two weeks.” He smiled a little too eagerly. “I did two years in Bosnia and Herzegovina with Médecins Sans Frontières. Doctors Without Borders. Ninety-three and ’94. Believe me, I understand.”


Ileana nodded, but doubted that even someone who’d pulled bullets from flesh and sewn up limbs ravaged by shrapnel could understand what she’d endured. She poured two more shots. Alcohol offered its own kind of understanding, and she touched Dumas’s glass with hers and swilled the fiery liquid as though it were a toast to the fallen.


Dumas shuddered as the whiskey went down. “Are you sure you’re not Russian?” he said when he could talk again. “You drink like a professional.”


“Self-discipline.” Ileana smiled. “Self…possession,” she added, but so low the last word was inaudible.
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Caitlin Reese’s parents had been planning their twenty-fifth anniversary for the past six months. They’d booked a suite at the Waldorf-Astoria for the weekend—where, unbeknownst to their daughter, they were entertaining a fifty-seven-year-old Russian and his nineteen-year-old girlfriend, who referred to themselves in certain online forums as “The Master and Margarita”—leaving Caitlin to throw the blow-out party of the year. Almost everyone in the senior class at Dearborn Academy was crowded into the Reeses’ prim, two-story Shaker and neatly manicured backyard. There were kids playing quarters and spin the bottle, boys passed out on couches, a claque of girls gathered around the keg and snickering each time someone worked the pump too vigorously and ended up with a cup full of head. The usual couples were pressed into corners or trashing the flowerbeds or wrapped in the pile of jackets on Caitlin’s parents’ California king, although the clear award for Most Original Place to Do It had to go to Stan “the Mandible” Sabory and Lipless Leslie Barton, who had folded themselves into Caitlin’s little sister’s Preschool Playhouse and rocked it so hard that it fell over—a fact that, judging from the continued rocking, neither of them noticed.


Jasper Van Arsdale tried to slip into the party surreptitiously, but his best friend found him almost immediately (at the bar, duh). By way of greeting, Q. wrapped Jasper in a headlock and pulled him through the sliding glass doors into the backyard. They stumbled past the steaming pool and the vibrating Playhouse toward a neglected-looking swing set. Before Jasper could say anything, his friend pulled out a bottle of—Scotch? yeah, Scotch—and held it out to Jasper. Q.’s hand quivered, though Jasper didn’t think it was from drunkenness. Preternaturally calm Mohammed Qusay Jr., insulated from the banal troubles of adolescence by a bottomless reservoir of wealth, good looks, and charm, actually seemed nervous—worried even—though it didn’t make up for the fact that he’d been acting like a complete asshole lately.


“You know,” Jasper said, waving the bottle away, “you’ve been kind of a jerk the last couple-a days.”


“Jesus Christ, honey, I’m not asking for sex. I’m just offering you a drink.”


For the past week, Q. had shown up drunk to school, picked fights with jocks, grabbed random girls’ asses, and graffitied just about every locker and stall door he passed—in Farsi no less, although fuck if he’d tell anyone what he’d written. On Thursday he actually brought a flask to school, pulled out a book of matches in third period and tried to light his burps on fire. Mrs. Rinaldi, the geriatric (and generally oblivious) human sexuality instructor, had been forced to take notice. By rights she should have sent Q. to the principal’s office, but that would have meant certain expulsion. Rather than hang him out to dry, Mrs. Rinaldi merely gave Q. detention. Anybody in his right mind would have counted his blessings, but apparently Q. wasn’t in his right mind. Instead he stole a Bunsen burner from chem lab. Hapless Buckwheat Johansen had been the peer monitor that afternoon, and as soon as Mrs. Rinaldi waddled off to her Neon, Q. unscrewed the burner’s lid and poured its contents all over Buckwheat’s shirt, then stood over him smoking one of his dad’s Montecristos. Q. had threatened Buckwheat with an even worse fate if the boy told on him, but the story had made its way through the student body with the speed of a flash fire.


“Oh come on,” Q. said. “Have a fucking drink. We’re celebrating.”




“Celebrating what? The fact that Buckwheat got away with nothing more than an alcohol rash?”


“Sure,” Q. shrugged, “if you think that’s worth celebrating.” He took a drink. “And the conclusion of four years of high school mendacity.” He took another drink. “And”—speaking over Jasper’s opened mouth—“an end to the insanity. For I have seen the light and am about to return to my old, placid, rule-abiding self.”


“About to? When might that be?”


“Soon. Very soon. But not in the middle of a party, retard.”


Jasper glanced at the bottle. It had been a long week, full of finals and devoid of college acceptance letters, not to mention sex.


“I don’t really like Scotch.”


“This is not just Scotch. This is an Islay single malt of the rarest appellation, filched directly from Mohammed Qusay Sr.’s panic room.”


“Aren’t Muslims supposed to eschew alcohol?”


Q. waved the notion away. “The vagaries of religion are beyond me, but I’m pretty sure the Quran provides dispensation for quality beverages. And this, my friend, is quality with a capital Q. If I do say so myself.” Q.’s teeth flashed in the light glinting off the pool. “It cost the Sheik six hundred bucks.”


“I’m a redneck, remember? I’m sure I couldn’t tell it from Wild Turkey.”


“Well, in that case.” Q. reached into his bag and pulled out two plastic soda bottles. “Wanna Fanta? Or do you prefer a more healthful Gatorade?”


“My friend, you are profane.”


The cocktail tasted sort of like cough syrup—or syrup that made you cough. It was sweet and sharp at once, so fiery as it burned its way down Jasper’s throat that he could feel it moving into him like a demonic possession.


“Well, I think that deserves a ‘shit.’” He took one more sip. “Shit.” He picked up the bottle, squinted at the label. “It’s pronounced ‘I-la’? I always thought it was ‘I-slay.’”


“I slay, you slay, we all slay. Who the fuck cares how you say it, as long as it does the trick?” As Q. drained his cup and tossed it into the rhododendrons, Jasper noticed a flash on his friend’s wrist.


“Yo, what’s with the bling?”


Q. held out his arm to Jasper. “A pregraduation present from the Sheik. Patek Philippe. Sweet, huh?”


The wide gold band hung casually on Q.’s wrist, yet had an air of importance about it. Gravitas. Money. Jasper looked at Q.’s face.


“How much?”


“You don’t wanna know.”


“How much?”


“Twenty-nine.”


Jasper’s eyes bulged. “Hundred?”


“Thousand.”


Jasper tried to whistle but couldn’t. “Jesus Christ. Is it a watch or a religious icon? I feel like I should pray to it.”


“Time is expensive, my friend. Time. Is. Expensive.” Q. tapped the Patek’s thick face. “Speaking of time. Tell me something, Jazz-man. What would you do if you knew you were out of it? If, say, you only had twenty-four hours to live?”


I’d tell you never to call me Jazz-man again, Jasper thought. I’d pawn your watch and fly to Vegas. But something about the earnest tone in his friend’s voice kept him from joking. For whatever reason, a memory of his most recent fight with his dad flashed in his mind, and, somewhat sheepishly, he said, “I dunno. I guess I’d tell my dad I love him.”


Q. blinked. Let his eyes stay closed. Pretended to fall off the swing. Really did fall off the swing. His lanky form lay stretched in the grassless furrow that Caitlin Reese’s Mary Janes had worn over the course of countless afternoons. Without bothering to open his eyes, he said, “Oh—my—God.”


“Fuck you. What would you do?”


Q. smirked, opened one eye. “I’d steal my old man’s Porsche and get Sila to blow me in the front seat, then drive it into a cliff at a hundred miles an hour.”


Jasper forced a laugh. “You’d let Sila out first, though, right?”




Q. shrugged. “Yeah, sure. And you? Come on, my man. Twenty-four hours. With whom would you spend your last day on earth?”


Jasper didn’t answer immediately, but his thoughts weren’t hard to read.


“Michaela, huh?”


“Maybe she’ll finally take pity on me. When she finds out I’m dying.”


“Uh uh. No pity fucks. You can’t tell her you’re gonna die.”


“Whatever. Our one-year anniversary’s in a couple of weeks—”


“You don’t have a couple of weeks!” Q.’s hand on Jasper’s ankle almost made him jump out of the swing. “You have to act now.” Q.’s skin was hot, his grip tight as a bear trap. But just as suddenly as he’d grabbed Jasper he let go. He stood up and hurled the half-empty bottle at the stockade fence. Three hundred dollars’ worth of Scotch made a sickle-shaped shadow on the slats. “Twenty-four hours. No more, and—” Q. actually looked at his $29,000 watch “—no less.”


Q.’s face seemed feral, his teeth shiny, sharp, hungry. Jasper could imagine what he must have looked like when he stood over Buckwheat Johansen with that cigar. And the way he’d looked at his watch? As if Jasper really had twenty-four hours to live? How creepy was that?


“Q., what the fuck? Tell me you aren’t about to go Columbine on me.”


“Don’t make this about me. Answer the goddamn question.”


Jasper stared at him blankly, then chugged the rest of his drink. “Whatever, dude. I see the asshole days aren’t over yet.”


He started to walk inside, then stopped. Michaela stood in the doorway, staring at the boys with an uneasy expression. There was a clock over her head: 8:47. Its little pendulum swayed back and forth with hypnotic rhythm, and it was a moment before Jasper could look away. He started to walk toward the house, when Q. blocked his way.


“What the fuck, Q.?” Jasper drew himself up to his full height. He and Q. had had plenty of scuffles during the course of their ten-year friendship, but they’d never actually thrown down. Q. was taller but Jasper was thicker, more of a weightlifter than his track-running friend. He stepped so close to Q. that their chests were nearly touching. Jasper could feel the heat coming off Q.’s body, smell the cloying mixture of Fanta and Scotch on his breath. “This is getting old. Now get out of my way.”


Q. looked at Jasper sizing him up. “Gonna kick some A-rab ass, Jazz-man? Gonna finally give the ol’ towelhead what he’s got coming?”


Jasper glanced at the door, saw Michaela still staring at him. Maybe it was the light behind her, outlining her body: her delicate neck, the thinness of her waist above the swell of hips, the hollow between her thighs. God, Jasper thought, she’s so beautiful. So fucking beautiful. He suddenly asked himself why in the hell he needed someone to talk him into sleeping with his girlfriend.


Q. saw where he was looking. “Play your cards right and you won’t have to live till your anniversary. Wait, I mean. You won’t have to wait till your anniversary. Think of it as a test of character.”


Even as Q. spoke, Michaela melted into the party. In the moment of silence between Usher’s “Yeah” and some extra-crunky Ying Yang Twins, Jasper heard the faint sound of moans coming from the Playhouse across the lawn.


“How’s this for a test of character? Grow the fuck up.”


His friend no longer blocked his path, but Jasper shoved him anyway, jogged into the house. He’d show Q. what he was made of. Show them both what he was made of—Q. and Michaela. Fuck if he wouldn’t show them.


If he’d looked back he might’ve seen his friend smile. A curious, wistful, patient smile that looked about nineteen hundred years older than the face of the teenager on which it appeared.


Then again, if Jasper had looked back, his friend probably wouldn’t have smiled. He would have just looked at his watch.


Twenty-four hours.


And counting.
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I should have written something on the note, Ileana thought to herself. I shouldn’t have given the clerk a blank note, which would only make her target suspicious. An elementary mistake. Alec would never have done something so stupid.


It had been more than an hour since they’d arrived. Still no sign of Soma. She thought about retrieving the note, but Dumas’s hand fell heavily on her knee. Cocker Spaniard may have tasted like shit, but it got the job done: the Frenchman’s conversation had acquired the volubility of the intoxicated, and more than once over the past hour he’d found it necessary to put his hand on her leg.


Ileana sighed, crossed her leg so it was out of Dumas’s reach. The note would have to wait. She tried to concentrate on what her companion was saying.


“It is like 1918 out there. Or worse. The plague. With bureaucrats blocking every attempt at aid, and the international community devoting all its attention to the war on terror, there is little we can do besides bury the victims.”


Ileana nodded. The last stop on their tour had been a refugee camp where rampant dysentery left corpses so dried out and blackened they looked like pieces of charred timber, and a virulent strain of flu snuffed out life after life with the kind of ruthless efficiency one associated with the guillotine.




“It seemed to me especially tragic,” she said now, “the way the diseases seemed to target the children.”


Dumas peered at her. “But this is the way it always happens. I’m surprised you do not know.”


Ileana rubbed her watch nervously. Yet another thing Alec had been better at than she was. Maintaining cover.


“As I said before, my organization formed less than a year ago. This is the first real catastrophe we’ve dealt with.”


“Ah yes, your ‘anonymous American billionaire.’ I had forgotten. It is so hard to believe you could be inexperienced at anything.” Dumas gave her a meaningful smile. “Influenza almost always affects the young the worst. Older people have stronger resistance. Their immune systems are fully developed, perhaps they have had flu one or two times before. The children are virgins, as it were. They have no such defenses.”


“Virgins,” Ileana echoed, then added quickly, “And the other…symptoms?”


“Mon Dieu, yes. The other symptoms, as you say. It is enough to make one crave even this poison. Well,” the Frenchman shrugged, “the other symptoms are not so unusual, either, I suppose. We were both in Yugoslavia, no?”


“I don’t just mean the rapes.” Ileana’s voice was brittle as glass. “The sexual activity was more widespread than that. Almost as if there was an epidemic of lust, despite the horrific circumstances.”


Her question seemed to touch a chord.


“Despite? Or because?” The Frenchman touched the taut flesh of Ileana’s upper arm. “I became a doctor because of my fascination with the human body. Its strength, its frailty. Its mystery. But my years with Médecins Sans Frontières and WHO have made me more and more fascinated by the mind that dwells within that body. How is it that this seemingly mechanical accumulation of a hundred trillion cells produces something as intangible as consciousness? As, if I may take a small leap, the soul?”


Ileana smiled a bit uncomfortably. “I’m afraid I don’t quite follow.”




“A thousand pardons, mademoiselle. It has been so long since I have had a like-minded conversational partner, and such a lovely one at that.” Dumas blushed. He fumbled in his pocket, pulled out paper and a pouch of tobacco. “What I meant to say,” he continued, nimbly rolling a cigarette on his thigh, “is that this is not the first time I have seen such behavior. Indeed, I have encountered it so often that I’ve done a bit of research. The Bible tells us that the hedonistic perversity of Sodom and Gomorrah only increased as God’s wrath destroyed the city, and Homer writes that the Greek armies were able to storm Troy because the inhabitants of the city were engaged in orgiastic celebration, despite the pyres still burning outside the city walls.”
 

He finished the cigarette. Ileana produced a lighter, sparked it.


“Take Boccaccio’s Decameron,” the Frenchman continued, his words acquiring a professorial air. “The predecessor of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, in which a group of people hiding from the Yersinia pestis bacterium—the Black Death—hole up and tell each other tales to while away the time. Many of their stories are quite ribald, licentious even.”


“Dirty,” Ileana cut to the chase.


“Indeed,” Dumas’s hands plucked at his pant legs. “Dirty. Cochon. Historians believe these tales are a reflection of actual behavior that Boccaccio was forced to couch at a narrative remove, so as not to offend conventional pieties. But there is in fact a documented case of a large monastery in the south of France. When the plague swept through, it killed some three-quarters of the monks. Later, a nun found the survivors engaged in what could only be described as a bacchanalia. Their attentions were focused not just on each other, but on their servants, their livestock, even the decaying bodies of their dead brethren. The nun herself claimed to have been violated by no fewer than seven of the anchorites before she could make her escape, and, though her attackers disavowed any memory of their actions, or claimed that ‘the spirits of the dead’ had taken control of them, the Holy See concluded they had in fact been agents of Satan and burned them at the stake.” Dumas paused, smiled grimly. “They burned the nun as well, of course. Just in case.”




Ileana had to fight to keep her face impassive. In fact she knew this story. Knew the nun’s name, and the monks’. Knew exactly how close Dumas was to the truth. How close, and how far.


“And the refugees? You think perhaps they were just trying to fuck the pain away? Pardon my French.”


Dumas found the joke entirely too funny, and his laugh rang out in the bar.


“Since the beginning of time, sex and death have been inextricably linked in the mind of man. Indeed, in France we still refer to orgasm as le petit mort. The little death.”


Ileana looked at the tuft of chest hair. A wave of nausea churned her stomach. “We’re not talking about a seduction that takes place over a fine Bordeaux. We’re talking about bruised, battered, diseased refugees copulating next to corpses. That is not exactly le petit mort.”


“No no no, you misunderstand me. Certainly I do not think there is anything romantic or erotic in what is going on in Darfur. But the universality of the symptoms suggests we must broaden our focus. I was in Iran after the 2003 earthquake, in Indonesia after the 2004 tsunami, in New Orleans after the 2005 hurricane. I have been in Bosnia, Rwanda, Afghanistan. In all of these places, in the midst of unimaginable devastation, I have seen a version of this epidemic of lust, as you called it. I have come to believe that death on such a scale fractures the societal restrictions that normally curtail man’s desires. The beast within is loosed. And the beast wants to, to…”


“Fuck?”


“Oui.” Dumas pulled at his open collar. “To fuck.”


Again, Ileana marveled at how close to the truth the epidemiologist was.


“So you think it’s just psychological? The id asserting itself in the breakdown of superego control?”


“Sex and death are the polarities of physical and psychological existence,” Dumas answered. “The natural reaction to such horror is, in some way, a turn to life, although not necessarily in a loving or even positive way. Neither ovum nor spermatozoon knows from morality, after all.”




“You mentioned the soul earlier. Do you honestly believe we do nothing more than enact the dictates of the animal—the physical—mind? Is there nothing of the infinite in this kind of behavior? Of God, or his adversaries? Listen,” she said over Dumas’s opened mouth. “The monks you mentioned earlier spoke of demonic possessions. Many of the refugees talked the same way. As if an alien consciousness had forced them to commit such strange acts. The Zaghawa have a word. Ogbanje. It refers to an evil spirit who returns to the womb each time it dies, possessing an unborn child so it can inflict a new cycle of misery. And Arabs speak of afrit and ghul, male and female djinn who inhabit humans and force them to commit acts they would never do otherwise. And the medieval Christian belief that witches were in fact hosts of Satanic agents led them to execute hundreds of thousands, possibly millions, of suspects over the course of three centuries. Can you really accept that so many similarities across such disparate cultures and religious traditions are purely chance?”


Dumas’s lips pursed as he put his glass down and regarded the woman beside him frankly. “Ogbanje? Afrit? Ghul? Demons? Apparently you were gathering more than statistical data in your interviews.” He laughed nervously. “I am suddenly reminded of your inexperience. You are not the first novice to run after a spiritual explanation for atrocities such as those being committed in Darfur. But I am a scientist. An empiricist. Where some people see God’s hand, I see only the slavish devotion to one tradition, one institution, rather than another. Fractured human psyches reverting to more primal expressions. And yet…” For the first time the look Dumas gave her was less lustful than sad, as though he wanted to agree with her, but couldn’t. “Though I do not believe in ‘the soul’ as such, I cannot deny that there seems to be more to this body than a finite number of cells.”


“Consciousness,” Ileana reminded Dumas of the word he’d used earlier.


The Frenchman nodded. “We know consciousness is an electrical phenomenon. A measurable current moving within the environment of a single brain, a single body. We can prod that body with drugs, poke the brain with needles, and, within certain parameters, predict what the effect of our stimuli will be. And yet we have never been able to duplicate a single human thought or emotion. We can break the body down into organs, break the organs into cells and cells into their component parts. We can even break apart molecules and atoms, but we cannot locate the moment at which the inorganic becomes organic, the instant that a collection of cells acquires the ability to think and feel. I must admit that when I look at a ditch filled with thousands of corpses, I sometimes find myself taking comfort in the hope that consciousness comes from somewhere outside the body, and that it returns to that place after the flesh that housed it has been so brutally destroyed. But it is just that. A hope. A comfort. It is only a matter of time before science solves even this mystery, and the miracle of the soul is reduced to a series of ones and zeros equally at home in a motherboard as in mother nature.”


Dumas looked at Ileana self-consciously after this speech. In fact she was a bit surprised by what he’d said. There were gatherers in the Legion who said much the same thing, although their conclusions were based on rather different data from what Dumas had at his disposal.


She reached for the bottle, but just as she was about to pour another round a young man entered the bar. He was tall with dark skin, but something about his manner and dress—louche, studiedly careless—suggested the European rather than the Arabic. Italian perhaps, maybe Spanish. He paused in the open doorway and surveyed the room, looking at each and every person in turn, but also, and quite ostentatiously, allowing himself to be looked at.


Dumas saw where she was looking. “Do you know him?”


“I’m not sure.” She didn’t turn away from the newcomer, whose eyes had already found hers. “Do you?”


The connection was instant. Almost electric. The man smiled, then turned and walked back out of the bar.


“I have encountered him here and there. He writes for the yellow press, going from famine to war to earthquake the way certain types of lawyers run along behind ambulances. His name is Antonio So—”




But Ileana had already slid from her barstool. Dumas could only watch in confusion as she left.


“The maids have been telling stories of that one.”


Dumas looked up to see that the barman had reappeared.


“He is a wild one. A real demon. Your friend does not know what she is getting into.”


Dumas took one last look at Ileana as she left the room. Her hands were crossed behind her back, and one of her fingers had slipped under the band of the man’s watch she wore, rubbing the skin beneath.


“Somehow,” he said, turning back to the barman, “somehow I think she knows exactly what she is getting into. Oh well,” he sighed, “at least she left me the bottle.”


And, shaking his head in amused regret—a true Frenchman, he was honest enough to know when a woman was out of his league, although it never hurt to try—he poured himself one last drink.
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The sound of water dripping into the spaghetti pot woke Jasper the following morning. The drops pinged on the base of the empty pot with a crisp metallic sound, meaning the water had only now managed to work its way through the loose shingles of the roof and the large patch of mildewed plaster that hung over the teenager’s room like some crumbly French cheese. From long experience Jasper knew that meant the rain had started about an hour ago: April showers blah blah blah.


He opened his eyes briefly. Painfully: how many cups of Caitlin Reese’s bathtub punch had he been stupid enough to chug last night? Gray light the color of old gym socks illuminated a tattered carpet of clothing: T-shirts and boxers and T-shirts and jeans and T-shirts and sneakers and still more T-shirts. The clouds made it impossible to tell the time. Six in the morning? One in the afternoon? Jasper’s throbbing head didn’t care. He pulled a pillow over eyes and ears and tried to go back to sleep.


Ping!


Ping!


Ping!


The trickle of water pricked at Jasper’s headache like an electric charge. But then the pain disappeared beneath a memory that washed over him like a pot of boiling water. A dark closet, the smell of mothballs, shoes that could use a shot of Dr. Scholl’s. Fingernails scraping his back, a pair of voluptuously soft breasts. Moist breath in his ear: “Fuck me!” A tug at his zipper. Then: darkness, warmth, confusion; pleasure, need, release. It all sounded great, save for one troubling detail: Jasper was pretty sure the girl hadn’t been Michaela. Oh God, he thought. What the hell did I do last night?


Just then, his dad’s voice cut through Jasper’s hangover like a bandsaw. “Rise and shine, buddy boy,” John Van Arsdale called in his best imitation of country geniality. “Weekend’s getting away from us, we got work to do.”


A groan escaped the pillow as Jasper remembered that his dad wanted him to turn the garden over today. Like most things on the Van Arsdale farm, the rototiller was broken—had been for, oh, seven or eight years—which meant Jasper would have to work the quarter-acre plot with a pitchfork.


Ping!


Ping!


Ping!


Quarter acre; pitchfork; rain. All that, plus a hangover. It was shaping up to be a stellar day.


“Ahem. Jap?”


Jasper pulled the pillow from his face and saw his dad in the open doorway. John Van Arsdale wore an old flannel shirt and threadbare overalls, one strap left undone in a gesture that was probably meant to be jaunty, boyish even, but was undermined by the salt-and-pepper stubble grizzling a face that was entirely too creased for its forty-three years.


Jasper, on the other hand, was completely naked, and he yanked the blanket over himself.


“Dad! You can’t just barge in here like that!”


John Van Arsdale didn’t try to hide his grin. “Door was open, Jap.”


A steaming cup of coffee tilted precariously in his dad’s right hand. As Jasper smoothed the blanket over himself, he wondered if the stale smell of alcohol came from the cup or his dad’s skin—or his own. God, he must’ve been trashed last night. He never slept naked, let alone left his door open.


“How many times do I have to tell you that Jap is just not cool?” he said now, hiding his embarrassment behind condescension just as he’d hidden his morning wood beneath the blanket. “It’s racist and anti-Semitic and, given the fact that I am neither Japanese nor Jewish—nor, for that matter, female—particularly inappropriate.”


John Van Arsdale’s jaw muscles tightened as he stared at his annoyingly articulate son. “Your ma called you Jap,” he said finally, and turned from the room.


Jasper threw his pillow at the empty doorway.


“Cheap shot!”


Cheap maybe, but effective. Jasper’s mother had died when he was barely out of diapers. He couldn’t remember her face, let alone what she’d called him, and at the lowest points in the teenager’s tempestuous relationship with his dad—which is to say, about once a day—the elder Van Arsdale was not above throwing that fact in his son’s face. John Van Arsdale acted as though Jasper’s intelligence and eloquence were an indictment of his own failure to raise himself in the world, and all too often Jasper played into his dad’s inferiority complex by talking down to him like some smarmy district attorney grilling a country bumpkin on the witness stand. Why couldn’t he have said “Fuck you” like a normal teenager?


But in another minute the boy’s anger had faded to its customary level, and he fished a pair of boxers out of the general disarray on his floor, did thirteen quick pushups (he had a thing for prime numbers), then hopped in the shower. As he washed, he searched his body for clues to what had gone down at last night’s party: hickies, love bites, bruises, maybe a phone number Magic Markered onto his palm or the shaft of his penis. But, physically at least, there was no evidence anything had happened. The most distinct memory Jasper had was of something warm and round and full in each hand. Whoever she was, she’d had good tits. Michaela had good tits. Please, Jasper thought, please let it have been Michaela.




A good half hour after his dad woke him, the teenager shuffled into the kitchen dressed in a pair of green nylon mesh shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt that had seen cleaner days. A tattered Dearborn sweatshirt hung on a chair where he’d tossed it after practice yesterday, splotches of mud on the chest, a jaundiced stain prominently ringing the collar. As Jasper pulled the fragrant garment over his uncombed mop of brown hair he promised himself that he really would do laundry this weekend, or at least get Michaela to do it for him. Assuming she was still talking to him.


Mincing across the cold linoleum on his bare feet, he made his way to the counter. He poured himself a cup of coffee, then offered the pot to his dad. The pot wobbled in his hand, and a few drops of coffee added themselves to the panoply of stains on the linoleum, but neither man noticed. Jasper was staring at his dad and his dad was staring at his paper. For a long moment the only sound in the room was the hum of the refrigerator.


Jasper caved first.


“Top you off?”


Van Arsdale didn’t look up.


“Why, thank you, son.”


Jasper poured his dad’s coffee, then made himself a bowl of cereal and sat down at the table. A tall glass containing a single purple daylily sat in the center of the table—a slightly incongruous detail in what was obviously a bachelor pad, and a rough one at that. It made more sense, however, when you realized the elder Van Arsdale bred Hemerocallis varietals and sold them to the second-homers who made the two-and-a-half-hour trek up from New York City on the weekends. Jasper knew he was supposed to comment on the flower, which was not only the first of the season, but one of John Van Arsdale’s own creations besides. Hemerocallis “Amelia V.A.”


Jasper stared resolutely at the purple, gold-fringed petals as his dad’s chair scraped back from the table. The rubber soles of Van Arsdale’s Bean boots squeaked on the linoleum, and then there was a clunk as his dad set his cup of coffee on the counter. He opened a cabinet, pulled down a bottle, poured a finger of applejack into his Folger’s. Faint clinks as he stirred the liquor into his coffee as though it were milk.


Jasper waited. A sip. A sigh. Then:


“Cold out today. Wet. Need a little something to warm me up.”


“There we go.” Jasper stood up so suddenly his chair tipped backwards and the flower wobbled in its glass. The glass didn’t fall but the chair did, and Jasper kicked it out of his way.


“What the—” Van Arsdale almost spilled his coffee, but didn’t. “What the hell’re you shouting about?” He put one hand on the counter, shielding the unlabeled bottle filled with ruddy brown liquid.


“‘Cold out today.’ God, you don’t even try anymore.”


“Jap?”


“Don’t call me that!”


Jasper kicked the back door open and grabbed the pair of mud-encrusted running shoes on the top step. The wet grass was cold and slick beneath his bare feet, and he slipped more than once as he made his way down the hill. But he didn’t stop to put on his shoes.


He waited for the screen door to slam behind him. It didn’t.


Fuck you, Dad, he thought. I’m not turning around.


“I’ll be in the field if you need me,” his dad called after him finally. “I picked up some cold cuts for lunch. They’re in the fridge.”


As opposed to the linen closet, or the washing machine. No, Jasper added to himself. Those were good places to keep bottles of liquor, not lunch meat.


“Cakes said she saw a suit at the Thrift might fit you,” Van Arsdale spoke into his son’s silence. “For your graduation. Said she put it on hold if you want to try it on.”


Great. The perfect cap to a perfect fucking morning: Cakes. His dad was dating a forty-seven-year-old peroxide blonde who called herself Cakes—who was now, apparently, picking out secondhand suits for him to wear to his own graduation. Cakes, for God’s sake.


As he stepped into the dusty air of the barn, the screen door finally slammed. In his kennel Gunther barked once, and then there was just the rain, throbbing on the zinc roof. Jasper dropped his shoes on the ground next to one of several wooden barrels:


 


Van Arsdale Home-Brewed Apple Brandy


Distilled from His Own Orchards


 


There was a slug in the right shoe, and it exploded around Jasper’s toes when he shoved his foot in. Jasper would think of that slug just before he died—the coldness of its innards, the antennas feebly twitching—but that was still a long time in the future. It was barely nine o’clock in the morning, and, if Q.’s $29,000 watch had been right, he still had ten more hours to live in his mother-born body.
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Ileana checked her pulse as she walked after her target. It was her first hunt in more than a year. More importantly, it was her first hunt on her own, and she was going to play it by the book. Every time she complained that the Legion was taking too long to come up with a new partner for her, she was told someone was “looking into it.” It was “a slow process.” There was “a dearth of suitable candidates” but one would be selected as soon as “humanly possible.” Ileana suspected the truth was that the Legion was losing interest in the hunt. It was prohibitively expensive, for one thing, not to mention risky—and not just for the hunters, as the circumstances of Alec’s death testified.


She drew a circle in her mind now, of the kind witches were said to use to contain demons when they summoned them. A thick ring of powdered gypsum made iridescent by a tincture of silver dust (not plain blackboard chalk, as so many movies depicted it). Within its protective boundary she allowed certain memories to take shape. Memories of that terrible day in 1992, of the incomprehensible feeling of being a stranger—a prisoner—in her own flesh, a helpless observer of the depraved, degrading acts her flesh performed. The things her hands reached for, the objects she put in her mouth. On the worst days, the days when her own continued existence seemed too oppressive to contemplate, she forced herself to think of all the reasons she had to go on living. In the years before Alec died she’d always managed to come up with three or four, sometimes even half a dozen, but since he’d been killed she found herself falling back on just one: revenge. But now, as she checked her pulse against the second hand of the watch he’d given her, she put aside ideas like hand, like mouth, let go of words like revenge and reason. She forced herself to reach past the limits of bone and blood, of muscle, tendon and ligament. Any athlete could train those parts of the body. The real key was endocrinology. The glands, the hormones they secreted. Before Francois Dumas had poured himself another shot of Cocker Spaniard, Ileana’s liver and kidneys had neutralized the alcohol she’d consumed, even as her pineal and pituitary and thyroid glands replaced it with a finely calibrated chemical cocktail no mixologist could’ve dreamed of, let alone concocted. Epinephrine to boost her heart rate and insulin to stimulate the metabolism of glucose, endorphins to increase her resistance to pain and serotonin to keep her focused.


If you could somehow distill the microliters of fluid she produced in the few seconds before she entered the hotel lobby, they wouldn’t have filled a teaspoon. Yet by the time she entered the room Ileana had become as taut as a wire, knew she could outrun an Olympic sprinter, outbox a heavyweight. For the next several minutes at least, she was a match for any human being in the world, save perhaps Antonio Soma. Her only real advantage was that the Mogran didn’t know that.


Mogran was another word she tried to avoid, at least while she was hunting. She thought of him only as a demon—a demon whose circle of protection just happened to be a human being named Antonio Soma.


 


When she emerged into the lobby, however, her quarry was already gone. Damn it, she cursed. She swung by the desk and shot a glance into Soma’s cubbyhole. The note was still there. That, at least, was good news.


She went up to her room and took a moment to collect herself. It was every bit as important to power down, as it were, as to prepare for a fight. To neutralize the chemicals that had been released lest they leave her nervous system so highly strung that it crashed. There was a liter bottle of water on the dresser—a local brand, Source of the Nile—and she opened it, drained half at a gulp. Sinking on the bed, she closed her eyes and reviewed what she knew about this particular demon.


It had first surfaced in Singapore. It was a hard place for a white face like Ileana’s to disappear, but the demon had been in the grip of the frenzy, and she knew it wouldn’t be paying much attention to the local scenery, archaeological or human. But it had been difficult to pin down for precisely the same reason. It must’ve jumped twenty times in half as many days, leaving behind a trail of bruises and broken bones, STDs and traumatized psyches—some merely battered and confused, others permanently unbalanced. It had only killed once though. Twice if you counted the man who was executed—hanged, in public—for a crime he professed no memory of, right until the noose was slipped around his neck.


After that she lost it. She used the downtime to interview some of its victims—those that could still talk anyway. Most had no idea what had happened to them, and, as a consequence, no real understanding of what they were telling her. Possession had been a jolt to their mental processes so extreme it registered as little more than amnesia or nightmares. But a few remembered what they had done, the inexplicable violence and even more incomprehensible fucking, and one or two told her about extraordinary acts of strength and agility, perceptions that seemed beyond human ken. One or two even spoke of memories that couldn’t have been theirs. It was these last she focused on, using everything from feminine wiles to hypnosis to POW interrogation tactics to glean whatever residue of its own identity the demon had left in its victims’ minds. She cross-referenced the snippets of information she extracted with the Legion’s database until finally one name emerged.


Malachi.


When Ileana first reviewed the data, she was amazed he hadn’t been eliminated already. He was sloppy, almost tauntingly so. Left traces of himself everywhere. As far as she could tell, the only things that saved him were the speed of his frenzies and the length of his lulls—he could go through fifty bodies in two months, then hole up in one poor soul for half a century. But that was getting ahead of the story.


In the beginning, he’d been nothing more than the son of a seventeenth-century cobbler in Old Salem, Massachusetts. At the ripe old age of nine, the boy had been caught in flagrante delicto with his own mother. Believing only witchcraft could cause such aberrant behavior, mother and son had been tried by the traditional method: they were sewn into a sack and tossed in Steney’s Pond. According to legend, if the suspect drowned, it was taken as proof of innocence, and he or she was given a proper burial in the cemetery at the base of Gallows Hill. But if after three minutes the accused was still alive, then demonic aid was clearly present; the witch would be pulled from the water, and promptly burned at the stake. In Malachi’s case, he and his mother both drowned. The mother, whose name had been lost to history, remained dead. But the son…the son came back.


Perhaps because of the horrific nature of his death, the beginning of the demon’s reign looked more like revenge than the typical random frenzy: the Legion suspected him of being behind more than a dozen cases of supposed witchcraft in and around Salem—fourteen people executed for pranks Malachi had pulled while in possession of their bodies, before he suddenly abandoned his hometown and melted into the larger world. Every seventy-five to a hundred years the trail would get hot again. There was persuasive evidence he’d spent time in France during the Revolution, in America during the Civil War, in Germany during the Holocaust. He liked judges, generals, camp directors—people who held the power of life and death over masses of individuals, rather than just one or two. For that reason it was impossible to pin down his body count, but even by the standards of the Mogran he was a vile specimen.


By comparison, his recent behavior was low-key, almost lethargic. After leaving Singapore, he’d reemerged in Sydney, then Cape Town, Lagos, Fez. Fez is where he’d taken Soma. The fact that he was still in Soma’s body in Darfur was a good sign. Suggested the frenzy was winding down. Ileana had moved in quickly. For two weeks Malachi stayed one step ahead of her, but for whatever reason he hadn’t jumped, and now, finally, she had her chance.


She opened her eyes, slipped a finger under Alec’s watch. Her pulse was a steady thirty-five beats per minute, her senses as sharp as if she’d awakened from a full night’s sleep. In a moment she’d changed from fatigues and tank top to wraparound skirt and spaghetti-strap top. The skirt reached past her knees, but it had a long seam that would allow for easy kicking should it come to that; the top was yellow, and had a tiny silk flower sewn between her breasts. Something to draw the demon’s eyes, keep them from hers. She put the boots back on though. They were a bit clunky perhaps, but the right had a sheath stitched inside it that held a five-inch stone blade. The knife was Aztecan, had once been used to cut beating hearts out of living victims. If all went well, she’d put it to its ancient use in a matter of minutes.


She slipped her finger beneath Alec’s watch one last time. Not to check her pulse but to stroke the scar that transversed her wrist beneath its wide band. It was Alec who dragged her back to life after her own demon had shed her flesh like a butterfly abandoning its cocoon, and Alec’s memory that kept her going still. A wave of longing washed over her, of loss and love followed by hatred. She would make the Mogran pay. Malachi and every other one she could sink her blade into, until they were gone.


All of them. Gone.


Only then would she lose the taint her own demon had left beneath her skin fifteen years ago. Only then would she know peace.
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The rain let up as the sun rose. Bands of steam hung in the hot, windless air. In short order Jasper shed both sweatshirt and T-shirt, but perspiration still rolled down his skin. But, though the teenager would’ve never admitted it (at least not to his dad), there was something pleasurable in his task, despite the repetitiveness and muscle ache. For Jasper, moving—action—playing—work—was a joy, whether it was climbing trees or playing baseball or that modern dance class he’d taken on a dare from Q. Even turning over a quarter acre of wet soil with a pitchfork. His body never failed to surprise him with the things it could do. Had never let him down either, as both the shelf full of trophies in the living room and the smoothly turned furrows of earth attested.


Jasper worked patiently on the garden, distributed each heavy load evenly between shoulders and biceps, hamstrings and thighs. By lunchtime he’d fallen into a stabbing, hip-thrusting rhythm that had more than a touch of the sexual to it. God, he was horny. He was seventeen years old for fuck’s sake. Was it any wonder he’d ended up in that closet last night? And why wouldn’t Michaela put out? It’s not like he just wanted to use her or something. He loved her. Had already made a pact to go to the same college with her, share an apartment, desired nothing more than to make her breakfast and serve it to her in bed every day for the rest of their lives. Meanwhile, Q. and Sila had been doing it just about everywhere for the past year. On her bed. On his bed. On her parents’ bed. On his parents’ bed. Hell, they’d even done it on Jasper’s dad’s bed, while he and Michaela sat downstairs and tried to watch a DVD. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. Of course, even less right was the idea that he might’ve finally had sex with her and been too drunk to remember. Or—the ultimate disaster—the idea that he’d had sex with someone else, and forgotten about it too.


The garden was only half finished, but Jasper figured it was well past noon, and he’d put off talking to his girlfriend long enough. He needed to find out what had happened last night. He stabbed the pitchfork in the earth and headed down to the river to make sure he wasn’t disturbed—his dad had checked on his progress twice already—but well before he reached the water, a voice floated to his ears.


“’Ere we go!”


There was the pop of a carbonated beverage and, a moment later, a long “Aahh!” The voice was male, loud, off-key; the “aahh” sounded more like a mating cat than lip-smacking satisfaction.


Jasper would know that voice anywhere. It could only be Mason “Jarhead” West, a twenty-something gas jockey who worked at the Stewart’s on Route 9H, where he sold beer to high school kids in exchange for invites to their parties. For such a big man, he was surprisingly genial—docile when sober, positively puppylike when drunk, which was most of the time. He wasn’t “short-bus stupid,” as Q. had once put it, but it did seem to take an effort for him to close his mouth. The impression wasn’t helped by the fact that he was also partially deaf, and had the hard-of-hearing’s habit of tonelessly shouting everything he said.


Jasper peeked out from behind a clump of mountain laurel. Jarhead had one foot on top of a Styrofoam cooler, his love handles spilling from the ragged remains of a Hudson High football jersey.


“You gotta thread it through the body, Danny. Damn fish’ll just nibble it off if you do it that way.”


Jasper noticed the second person now, a tall skinny boy—no, a tall skinny girl with dark hair cut in a retro ’80s wedge that angled in front of her right eye like a pirate’s patch. She was hunched over something, a fishhook apparently, and her tight gray T-shirt had rolled over her waist, exposing a couple inches of pale taut tummy. When she glanced up Jasper saw that she was way too hot for Jarhead. Must be his sister, he thought. Or a dyke.


“Fuck you, Jarhead,” this girl—Danny—was saying. “Where’d you get these worms anyway? They keep breaking.”


“What?” Jarhead threw his head back, drained a good third of his can.


“I said,” Danny shouted, “the worms keep breaking.”


“Breaking?”


“Breaking, ripping, whatever. They tear in half when I stick the hook in.”


“That’s why I said you gotta thread ’em through the body. What are you, deaf?” Jarhead’s donkey laugh echoed over the water.


“Whatever.” Danny looked up again, and from his hiding place Jasper saw that her face was almost as angular as her haircut: long chin, sharp cheek and jawbones. Too severe for him, but still, he knew she was the kind of girl some guys cream over. Nice tits too, especially for such a thin chick. “Keep it down, would you?” Danny said now. “You’ll scare away the fish. And gimme a beer already, for Christ’s sake.”


Jasper waited until Jarhead bent over, his pants riding dangerously low and exposing two half moons of pale ass cheek. He cupped his hands over his mouth and boomed in his best megaphone voice: “Attention poacher! You are in violation of local ordinance OU812! In compliance with state law YRUGay, I am hereby placing your hairy ass under arrest!”


Jarhead stood up so quickly he knocked over the cooler and sprawled in a spray of ice water and silver cans of beer. Danny jerked up, and, judging from her high-pitched yelp, caught her finger on the hook she’d been holding. Jasper stumbled out from behind the bush, laughing hysterically.


“Oh, I got you bitches. I fucking got you good!”


“Who—Jasper?” Jarhead said, eyes narrowing, jaw hanging lower than ever. “Man, you fucking scared the shit out of me!”




“You know this idiot?” Danny stuck her bleeding finger in her mouth, then spat it out again. “Aw, fuck. Worm guts. Fucking gross.”


Jarhead joined Jasper in a fresh round of laugher. “This is Jasper, man. Jasper, this is Danny. She works down at Stewart’s with me. Hey, how ’bout that party at Caitlin Reese’s last night? The bitches was off the hook!”


Danny rolled her eyes. “Jarhead, don’t talk black.”


“Don’t talk back?”


“Don’t talk black.” Danny wiped blood and fish guts on her jeans. “It’s uncool when white guys talk black. Cute stunt,” she added, walking over to Jasper and sticking out her hand.


Even in sandals she was about a half inch taller than Jasper. Her shirt had rolled even higher on her wasp-thin waist, showing off a sliver of navel ring. Jasper found himself tempted to grab it rather than her hand.


“Sorry ’bout that,” he said, blushing a little. “Didn’t realize there was a lady present.”


“There are ladies around?” Danny let out a long, practiced burp. “I had no idea.”


“Shit, man!” Jarhead said now. “Who was that shortie you dragged into the closet last night? I bet she was a helluva ride.”


At the mention of the girl in the closet, Jasper pulled his eyes from Danny’s and stood up straighter.


“Don’t talk shit about my girlfriend, Jarhead.”


“Girlfriend?” Jarhead’s shout could’ve been heard on the other side of the river. “Don’t tell me that was Michaela. I ain’t that stupid. Not unless you turned Michaela into some hot ass Indian chick. Woo-hoo!”


Jasper felt all the blood drain from his head, even as Jarhead laughed and tossed him a beer. It banged painfully off his kneecap, which sent Jarhead into a fresh fit of braying laughter. But Jasper hardly heard him.


Indian? Really? Indian?


There were exactly two Indian girls at Dearborn, and only one of them was in the senior class. Only one of them had been at the party last night.


Sila Patel.


Q.’s girlfriend.


Jasper and Danny bent over at the same time to pick up his beer and came dangerously close to bumping heads. Danny grabbed the silver can and held it while Jasper opened it. White foam bubbled out over both of their hands and Jasper felt his cheeks go bright red.


“Girlfriend, huh?” Danny smirked. “What a lucky, lucky lady.”
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