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  Beda ne prikhodit odna.


  (Trouble never comes alone.)


  ---Nazar Polzin


  


  Chapter One


  It's not like the movies, where they don't know they're dead. They don't often haunt people or places for revenge, and as far as I know they don't befriend lonely children. Usually. If you could see them, you might not even know them from some of the living. Empty-eyed and looking around at the world like they can't believe it's all still there and going on without them. Or maybe they're seeing it for the first time. This city is full of ghosts. I can see them all. Lucky me.


  They don't flush in the heat of summer, or run for cover in a rainstorm. They don't smile or frown, and they don't have a smell. There's no rush of air when they walk past you. And they're everywhere. After a time, I could tell them by sight, in an instant. I try to help them when I can. But I had a rule. Living trump the dead. Always. And Sofi was still alive. At least for now.


  It wasn't that late, but it had been a hard winter. I watched my breath swirl out of my mouth and dissipate in the air as I walked briskly through it. Even most of the prostitutes and drug dealers had gone in for the night. I'd seen a few hardy girls, shivering in short skirts and thin, fur-collared jackets. They shied away when they saw me coming. If they didn't know me, they usually knew of me. And if they didn't, it didn't take long before they learned I liked to be left alone. The cops had taken most of my guns when they put me on the Registry, but I still had a little Beretta Tomcat I kept close to me. Not my favorite, but it was the only one the police didn't find. No one ever suspected the Bible these days, and they didn't suspect mine, which looked like an old family Bible but was hollowed out in the middle. More than enough room for a gun and a whole lot of bullets.


  I pulled my collar up as it started to drizzle. Drops of water like newly frozen ice ran down my neck. I stopped and looked around. I knew this neighborhood. I used to come here as a girl with my father. I was a long way from my apartment, but that suited me. It was hard to be there without Sofi. It seemed hollow without her. At least she was warm at the hospital. I heard the deep horns of boats on the river.


  Warehouses lined the streets, corrugated tin and drab painted wood as far as I could see. I lowered my head, keeping my eyes on my boots so I didn't have to look into the empty eyes of the rough-looking men that any Normal would swear were not even there.


  The drizzle was turning into something more sinister. Big slushy drops fell from the sky, splashing a rhythm on the tin rooftops. I felt my hair getting heavy and I was shivering. I was pretty sure no cabs would come into this neighborhood, even if I had cash for the fare.


  I felt the cold rain soaking my clothes, and my hair slapped against my face. I was chilled to the bone. It was going to be a hell of a walk home. I started to turn, but a red glow caught my eyes. I looked and saw something absolutely, thoroughly out of place. It was also the most welcome thing I had ever seen.


  In between two rusty abandoned warehouses, as if it had pushed its way in like an extra tooth, was what appeared to be a bar. Flashing red neon across the width of the neat little brick building read Deep Blue Sea.


  "Where the hell did that come from?" I couldn't remember a bar being there from when I was a kid, and it seemed incredibly out of place. I couldn't even imagine how they would drum up enough business around here to even stay open. The only regulars they would get would be types like my father. Criminal types. The kind of men that visited deserted warehouses in the middle of the night. What was a bar doing there?


  I didn't care. I ran across the street, putting my arms over my head to try to shield myself from the freezing torrent.


  If I were less experienced with my ability, I might say that it wasn't a building at all, but the ghost of a building. It looked like something from fifty years ago, the kind of bar frequented by cops and firemen. Or some other previously-upstanding occupation, before all the New Government bullshit. But now it just looked odd. It was from a time that had more than passed, it had practically been forgotten.


  As I got close, the place seemed to shimmer a little, but it could have been the neon in my eyes. I got to the door and it seemed real. Solid and cool to the touch. There were no windows, nor any cars parked in front. A tattered cardboard sign hanging on a rusty nail read OPEN, Come On In! I pushed on the door and it creaked like a wounded animal. It was dimly lit, but seemed to be open, just as advertised. I walked through the door.


  The Deep Blue Sea was, to all appearances, just an old sleazy bar. The scuffed-up floor was littered with cigarette butts and peanut shells, and the dim lighting couldn't hide the suspiciously dark stains on the lone pool table. But it was warm and dry, and for that it might as well have been Heaven. I approached the bar at the back, the scratches, dents and gashes in the wood obvious from halfway across the room, but more garish the closer I got. The stools were once red vinyl and chrome, but the silver had turned to rust, and the padded vinyl was crackly with age and coming apart. I gingerly sat down, sloshing as I did so. I'd have a drink, maybe wait out the rain, and then go home. As far as I could see I was the only patron here.


  The bartender got slowly off her stool at the end of the bar and, moving stiffly, set her burning cigarette in the ashtray. Her spine was bent and she looked like her bones were frail. She tottered over with an irritated sigh and glared at me through thick spectacles.


  "Well?" she rasped.


  I raised my eyebrows. "Well, what?" I said.


  "Well, what do you want?"


  I dug in my pocket. I fished out two soggy dollar bills, two quarters, a dime and three pennies. I dropped the money on the bar. "Can I get a whiskey with this much?" I said.


  The bartender rolled her eyes. "Whatever," she said. "One on the house."


  "Thanks."


  She turned to grab the cheap plastic bottle behind her. "So what is this place?" I said. "I've never noticed it before."


  She turned back around and reached slowly for a small glass. She looked at me again with those raptor eyes. "Can't you read?" she said. "Deep Blue Sea."


  "Yeah," I said. "But has it been here long? I used to come here all the time with my dad when I was little, and I don't remember this place."


  She set the drink in front of me. It was on the rocks. Maybe the cheap stuff went down easier when it was cold. She narrowed her eyes again. "You gotta be kidding me," she said. "Why the hell would your dad bring you to this neighborhood? Was he some kind of gangster or something?" She barked a harsh laugh.


  I looked at her. "Something like that," I said.


  She shrugged. "Sorry. You don't look the type is all. This place has always been around."


  "So it's been here for a long time?"


  "No," she said, clearly annoyed again. "I mean the Deep Blue Sea is always somewhere. Not always in this place, but somewhere." She turned her back to me and hobbled back to her stool. She picked up her burning cigarette and took a deep drag.


  "Some storm," said a deep voice next to me. "Came right out of nowhere." I jumped and turned around. A man was sitting on the stool next to me, complete with a pinstriped suit. He smiled at me, flashing teeth that were too white and too many.


  "Where the hell did you come from?" I said. I was pretty sure I would hear the caterwauling of the hinges if someone came in the door, and as far as I could tell there were no restrooms in the place, which was another oddity for a bar.


  He shrugged, still smiling. "No matter. Don't drink that, let me get you something that won't eat through your stomach."


  "It's fine," I said. "Don't bother."


  "Nonsense," he said, gesturing to Janis. "Don't worry, I'm completely harmless."


  "I'm not," I said. "Harmless, I mean."


  "Which is exactly why I want to speak with you," he said. The smile was gone, replaced by a solemn expression. When he wasn't smiling idiotically, he was kind of handsome. His eyes, I wasn't sure what color they were, but I felt as though they could burn right through me if I let them. I looked down at my cheap whiskey and wrapped my fingers around it. I raised it to take a drink.


  "Come now, Niki," he said in a low voice. "I know you'd prefer a Jameson, wouldn't you? No ice, I believe."


  I paused with the glass of shitty whiskey halfway to my lips. "You know a lot," I said without looking at him. "You stalking me or something? You don't look like a cop." I tipped the drink back, letting it burn all the way down. He was right, it was horrible. Not at all how whiskey was supposed to taste. But I tried hard not to wince and set my glass back on the bar with a thunk.


  "I'm offended, Ms. Slobodian. I think you would know in a second if I worked for the police, especially after the lesson you learned last time. You suspected your last client, didn't you? Pity. Put it out of your mind, though. I represent an organization that trumps all of the people that have been giving you so much trouble."


  I finally looked him over. I saw that his suit was tailored, expensive probably. His shoes shone, the dim lighting glinting vaguely off them. I could have used them to put on lipstick. If the bar seemed out of place in the neighborhood, this guy was practically an alien. "Organization?" I said. "I don't know who you are, buddy, but if you really know so much about me, you'd know that's the wrong thing to say." I put my arms in my jacket.


  "Ah, yes," he said, motioning to the bartender. "Your wayward father. He worked for a different sort of organization, I'm afraid. And I believe he's paying for it now, is he not? Left you and your poor godmother in an awful spot. How is she, by the way? Sofi, I mean. Still in the hospital? Getting worse, I hear."


  I'd shrugged on my coat, and had been about to leave. I stopped to glare at him. "What is this, some kind of threat?" I said. I felt the Beretta in my coat pocket. Usually I kept it on my body, but walking around in the cold with my hands in my pockets, it was much more handy to just keep it in a pocket. I didn't want to use it, but if this guy was threatening my family, I'd do what I had to do. No one threatened Sofi.


  The guy smiled his creepy smile again. "You misunderstand me, Niki. Please let go of that little thing in your pocket. You would only embarrass yourself. I'm what you might call imperturbable." I stared at the guy. I couldn't tell if he was pulling my leg. Maybe it was true. There were weird rumors going around about magic these days. Rumors that weren't entirely muddied with obvious government propaganda. I wasn't sure if I believed in it all, but seeing as I was an Abnormal, and I knew my power was real, it was possible some of the other stuff the politicians preached could have an ounce of truth. I took my hands out of my pockets and showed the guy they were empty.


  "Fine," I said. "Talk. What do you want?"


  "First, let me introduce myself," he said. "Call me Sam."


  "Sam what?" I said shaking his hand reluctantly.


  "Just Sam."


  "Doesn't seem fair," I said. "You know all about me, and all I get is a first name."


  "It's not necessary for our purposes for you to know about me," he said. "It actually might be to your benefit that you don't know more than you need to." A loud clink startled me, and I looked to see Janis walking away, leaving behind a sizable glass of amber liquid. No ice. I picked it up and took a sip. It went down smooth and warm, just the way a whiskey should. It relaxed me a little. I turned back to Sam.


  "Okay," I said. "So you work for some mysterious, powerful organization, you'll only tell me your first name -- and that might not even be your real first name -- and you know all about me and my family. Does that catch us up?"


  "So far," said Sam.


  I took another slow drink, watching Sam all the time. He didn't seem to blink. "So what is this?" I said. "What do you want?"


  "I hear you're looking for work," he said.


  "Oh." I took a breath. "Shit." His smile faded and for the first time he looked at a loss. "You're undercover, aren't you?" I said quietly. I sat back. "No way. I am not falling for that again. I didn't struggle all year to have you jackasses drag me through the courts again." My voice was rising. I couldn't help it. I felt panicky, which was not usual for me. "What else do you want to take from me, anyway? I'm already on the Registry, I can't work, I can't take care of my sick Baba, all because of New Government bullshit and because Hugh Perry has a goddamn stick up his ass." I cupped my hands around my mouth and looked toward the ceiling. "Hear that officers? I, Niki Slobodian, am not working as that would violate Federal Law. Suck it!" I glared at Sam, hopping down from my stool. I slammed the rest of the Jameson and headed for the door.


  "Niki, don't be ridiculous," said Sam, his voice as calm as ever. "I have nothing whatever to do with the police, nor any American government agency. Though they do quite respect me."


  "I'm not stupid," I said as I walked toward the door. "I know a setup when I see it." I walked past the pool table.


  "Niki, I am trying to offer you a job," Sam called, exasperation finally taking over. I turned around. He slid off his stool and smoothed the front of his jacket. He walked toward me.


  "Why?" I said. "So you can get me put away? Matching cells for father and daughter?"


  "Certainly not," he said, annoyed. "I would never do anything so crass."


  "Why should I believe you?" I said. He was standing in front of me now. He was tall and slim with broad shoulders.


  "Don't tell me you don't need the money," he said. "I know about your debts. All those hospital bills add up. How long will they keep treating Sofi after you can't pay any more? I can pay you very well. Better than any case you've worked."


  "I don't know how you know about me, buddy," I said, poking him hard in the chest. "But you stay away from me and my family. My debts are my own. None of your goddamn business." I headed toward the door, gritting my teeth, trying not to think about the fact that he was right.


  "I can get you off the Registry," Sam called.


  I stopped. I turned. "What?"


  "I have the power to get you off the Registry," he said. He wasn't smiling, he'd gone back to solemn. After all, no one joked about the Registry any more. People barely dared to talk about it.


  I tried to laugh, but it came out as a strangled sort of cough. "Now I know you're crazy," I said weakly. "No one gets off the Registry. No one ever has."


  "You'd be surprised."


  I just stood there stupidly, torn between leaving and staying, on the verge of anger and tears. I shook my head. "How?"


  "Please, Niki," Sam said. "Sit with me for ten minutes. If you don't like what I have to say, you can go. Or we can do business. Either way, I'll drive you home. You look exhausted."


  I hesitated. I looked from the door to Sam. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to be off the Registry, to work for money, to pay my bills. "Okay," I said. "Ten minutes."


   


  


  Chapter Two


  I woke before dawn the next morning. I said a little prayer as I flipped the switch on in the kitchen, and breathed out in relief as the light came on. They hadn't cut off the power yet. They would by the end of the day, though. I made the coffee and went into my room to dress while it brewed. Pictures from the night before flashed through my mind. I shook my head. That was some dream. Mysterious guy in a suit, creepy bar, job offer to catch a wayward spirit from Hell.


  When I came back into the kitchen I saw the light blinking on the answering machine. Sofi and I had never quite made it to modern technology. We both agreed that if it still worked why bother. My only allowance had been an old second-hand cell phone that had been necessary for my job. I was on the last month of service. Though I wasn't working, I still carried it around in case the hospital called. I pushed the button on the answering machine and listened.


  "Niki, it's Karen," came a sickly sweet voice. I groaned. Karen was Sofi's niece from Connecticut. "Sweetie, this is only the fourth time I've called. I really do need to be kept in the loop here. Please call me back when you get a chance. I'd hate to have to drive all the way down there."


  "That's a chilling thought," I said out loud to the machine as it beeped. I poured a cup of coffee and sat down at the table. I loved early mornings. Even if I rarely was up this time of day, it was among my favorite things to be up before everyone else. The world seemed so still and quiet. I took a drink of coffee. Could be worse. Could be out of coffee.


  I heard the squeak of the mail slot followed by a heavy thud. I frowned. It was far too early for mail. I walked through the cluttered living room and picked a heavy manila envelope off the floor. I opened the door and stepped out into the hall. Not a sound, not a soul. I stepped back inside and bolted the door. I carried the bundle to the table and examined it. It was bulging with whatever it contained and had packing tape wrapped around it to keep it from falling apart. An envelope was attached outside the several layers of tape. There was no address, just Ms. Slobodian in ornate handwriting. I pulled off the envelope and opened it while walking back to the kitchen, extracting an oddly thick piece of paper with the same frilly handwriting. It read:


  Dearest Niki,


  I so enjoyed our talk last night. Thank you for giving me a chance. You will not regret the service you have agreed to. Enclosed is your fee. I think you will find it is more than sufficient. I have also included a temporary badge that you may use as necessary. I trust you will exercise the utmost discretion in this matter. Also as agreed, I am sending you someone that will no doubt be of great use to you. He is adept in the art of magic and can help you. His name is Robert Gage.


  I look forward to having this small matter cleared up. I have the utmost faith in you. Please do not hesitate to visit me at the Deep Blue Sea when you have finished the job.


  Sincerely,


  Sam.


  Oh, Jesus. I read the letter again, then a third time just to be sure. I staggered on my feet a little, so I sat down quickly at the table. It was real. All of it. Not a dream. I stared at the letter for a long time. I tried to recall all the details of the night before. I shouldn't have had that second tumbler of whiskey, but Sam had insisted.


  Sam. Who the hell was this guy? He had known everything about me, and there was something vaguely otherworldly about him. And his bar, out in the middle of nowhere. I racked my brain for more information.


  There was a seal or a gate, I remembered. An opening into Hell. Someone had cracked it open and the bigwigs in Hell couldn't see who it was or what had gotten out. All they could see was that something had escaped, something dark. I frowned. Not something dark, Sam had called it a Dark. Some kind of spirit that regular people couldn't see. And I specifically remembered Sam saying it liked to murder things.


  "Christ Almighty," I said out loud. "What did I agree to do?" I would just have to go back and turn down the job. I sighed. He'd said he could get me off the Registry. If that was true, maybe there was some other way to get off. But it wasn't worth getting off the Registry if I was dead. Sam seemed reasonable. He'd understand if I didn't want to round up freaky spirits that went around murdering people. I remembered the package and picked it up.


  It felt dense and slightly heavy. It wouldn't matter if I just took a peek. I could just go back to the Deep Blue Sea and return it. I got the scissors from the drawer by the sink and cut the envelope open and poured the contents on the table.


  "Holy shit," I said, staring at it. I dropped the scissors on the floor with a clatter, but didn't pick them up. I couldn't stop staring at the pile on the table.


  It was money. Not just money, cash. A lot of it, all bundled with paper bands that said $5,000. There were ten of them. There was also an odd piece of metal that looked like a badge. It clattered onto the table. I set it aside and touched the money. I smelled it. I spread the piles out to look at them. I took the bands off with shaky hands to count the individual bills. There was fifty thousand dollars there. Even in the good years when I was running my own agency, I never went over forty-five thousand. And that was for the entire year. I caught my breath. I would be able to pull myself out from under this crushing pile of debt with one job. Even if it was dangerous, it would be worth it. I could have my life back. It was a fresh start. Off the Registry and out of debt.


  I picked up the metal badge. It was an odd sort of thing. It looked a bit like a police badge, only circular-shaped with a six-sided star inside it. Around the edges of the circle it read Department of Order and Chaos. Not something you saw every day. I turned the badge in my hand. It was warm to the touch. When I looked away from it, the corner of my eye caught a slight shimmer, as if the badge had light coming out of it. But when I looked at it directly, the effect disappeared, and it was just a piece of silver metal. I set it on the table. I gathered up the money and put a handful into a freezer bag, which I slipped into my purse. I put the rest into a paper bag, which I then put into a garbage bag, tying a tight knot in the top. I grabbed a screwdriver from a drawer by the sink and took a kitchen chair into the living room. I stood up on the chair and unscrewed the face of the receiver vent, coughing at the dust. I carefully pushed the bag back, making sure I couldn't see it from below. Then I put the face back on. Sofi and I had never been robbed, but we had been searched by the police. I have to say, I'd rather be robbed. Criminals are more thoughtful than most cops these days. And to tell the truth, I wasn't entirely sure that what I was going to be doing was strictly legal.


  I clipped the Beretta inside the waistline of my jeans and pulled my shirt down over it. I put on my coat, unsticking a peanut shell from the sleeve, grabbed my purse and walked out the door and down the faded red carpet that lined our hallway. I stepped outside and breathed in the cool air. As I headed down the sidewalk to pay my electric bill I dialed Sofi's number at the hospital.


  "Hello?" she answered after six rings.


  "Sofi, it's Niki. You're not going to believe this."


   


  On my way back to the apartment, I stopped by the landlord's place just inside the main entrance. I paid the bewildered man two months of back rent and three months in advance. He wordlessly wrote me a receipt, looking with disbelief at the pile of cash I'd put in his hands. I smiled at him. He'd always been nice to us, even when everyone else, recognizing me from the papers, yelled or swore at us or gave us the evil eye.


  I shrugged. "Ran into a bit of good luck." I turned to leave.


  "Niki?" he said. I turned to look at him. "I am very glad for you and your grandmother. She is a good woman. I've known her since we came here. I was not looking forward to evicting either of you."


  I nodded. "I know."


  "How is she? Sofi, I mean." His voice was tentative now.


  "Still in the hospital," I said. "She's very weak, but they say she has a good chance of getting better. With time."


  He nodded. "She is a fighter, your grandmother. Give her my good wishes."


  As I walked up the hall to my apartment, I put a hand instinctively on my gun. There was the hulking shape of a man leaning up against the wall by my door. He looked like a clean hobo. His face was unshaven and his hair was shaggy, curling around the nape of his neck in a thoroughly unkempt manner, giving the illusion of a war on his head instead of hair. He wore a faded old army jacket that had large pockets all over the front. He had a tattered brown satchel slung over his shoulder. And he was huge. He was at least as tall as the doorway. He looked up as I came closer.


  "Finally," he said in a deep voice. "You're late."


  "For what?" I said.


  "For me."


  "And who are you?"


  "Bobby Gage. Sam sent me."


  "Oh, right," I said. "He mentioned you. I thought you'd be--"


  "Thought I'd be what?" he growled.


  "Shorter," I said quickly. "I didn't know you'd be so tall."


  He grunted. "So, you gonna invite me in or are you gonna stare at me all day? Smells like goddamn sauerkraut in this hall. Can we go inside?"


  "Oh. Sure." I took out my keys and unlocked the door. Gage walked in and looked around, taking in the messy living room, holding the bag on his shoulder close to his body. It looked like it contained something heavy, but he carried it lightly. He nodded at the room. I was not what you'd call an organized person. Sofi had always taken care of that department. But since she'd been in the hospital I'd made an effort to be tidy. It was not a successful attempt.


  "Homey," said Gage.


  "Sorry about the mess."


  "What mess?" he said, wandering into the kitchen. I followed.


  "You want a cup of coffee?" I said. "It's not fresh, but it's still hot."


  "Yep. Black," he said, helping himself to a chair at the table. He looked like a giant sitting in our little kitchen. Apparently his ability wasn't good manners.


  "So you worked for Sam before?" I said, setting his cup in front of him. I sat down with my own.


  "Sure," he said, taking a sip. "Damn!" he said. "You make a fine cup of coffee."


  "Er, thanks."


  "Don't mention it," he said. "I been working for Sam for a couple years now. He's a good boss, far as bosses go. I was living on the streets when he found me. Not a penny to my name. Come a long way since then." He nodded to the badge on the table. I'd forgotten all about it in my excitement about the money. "See you got paid," he said. "Feels good, don't it?"


  "To get paid?"


  "To get off that goddamn list," he said.


  "The Registry?" I said.


  He nodded. "The money's great and all, but the day I got off the Registry, I felt like I could do anything. I would have killed a man to get off that damn thing. Turns out, I just had to find a couple of demons. Piece of cake. Been working for Sam ever since."


  "Demons?" I said.


  "Yep. I'm pretty handy with the books. You know, Grimoires, spell books. Stuff like that."


  "So you just read the books? That doesn't seem too hard."


  "You wouldn't think so," he said, patting the satchel on his lap. "But there's more to it. The languages are old. Older than the dead languages, older than anything that anyone knows. And they're not teachable. It is what it is. You either have it or you don't. I have it."


  "So you know the language?"


  "Nah. I just know. I look at it and I know."


  "But if someone really set their mind on it, couldn't they figure it out too?"


  He shook his head. "More to it than that, sister. It's in here," he said, putting a fist to his chest, just over his heart. "You could say the words, but nothing would happen. The key to being a Caster is all in being able to understand what you're saying. To feel it deep inside you, like there's a river welling up inside you and if you don't do the magic the water's gonna tear you apart. That's how I feel when I find the right spell. But there is a downside."


  "What's that?"


  "You feel everything you're doing, like you're doing it to yourself. Location spells are easy. It's the darker stuff that can be really painful. If you hurt someone with magic, you feel it just like they do. There are no marks, of course. But you feel it. And you never completely forget that feeling."


  "So what happens if you kill someone with magic?" I said. "Do you die too?"


  "No, you don't die. But it feels like dying." He shifted in his chair, drained his cup of coffee, seemed to have to shrug something off. He got up and got another cup of coffee. "That's why guys like your dad, they're the toughest of the tough. Summoners, you know."


  "You know about Alexei?" I said, suddenly on edge.


  "Famous, ain't he? Everyone knows about him. It's not anyone that can Summon. Fact, he's the only that's done it and lived. We should probably talk to him actually. So what do you do?"


  "What?" I said, snapped out of my thoughts.


  "You know, what's your thing? Your skill that Sam needed."


  "Oh. I can see things. Dead things. Ghosts, spirits, things like that."


  "I can see how that would come in handy in your line of work. Less detecting to do. Just go ask a dead guy."


  "Yeah, it's worked out peachy for me," I said. "Why do we have to talk to Alexei? Don't you know about this stuff? Magic and all."


  "Ain't my usual kind of magic, sister. Deep stuff here. Your dad might be useful. And I don't know if you stopped to consider this, but maybe old Alexei ain't as locked up as you think he is."


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean, someone cracked open a seal, opened a gate in Hell, and let a Dark Spirit out. Don't really know what the Darks do, I've barely heard of them. But what I have heard ain't pretty. Don't you think old Alexei might have at least known of it, if not had his hand in the thing?"


  "I didn't think of that," I said.


  Gage frowned. "Didn't Sam tell you?"


  "Tell me what?"


  "About the last time?" Gage grunted in annoyance. "This happened before. Someone cracked a seal, not experienced enough to have a clue what he was getting into. He let a Dark out. Sam only let him off because he stopped the Dark. Thought he'd learned his lesson."


  "Let me guess," I said. "It was Sasha -- Alexei, I mean."


  "You got it, sister. I imagine he's been practicing."


  "Well, he's probably involved somehow or other," I said. "We should definitely talk to him. But if he's in prison, he probably didn't do the actual deed, right?"


  Gage shrugged. "We won't know if we don't ask him. I'm guessing Sam won't let him off easy this time if he's involved. I hear folks in Hell are pretty pissed off about this." I raised an eyebrow and Gage shrugged again. "I know a guy, okay?"


  "So we're working for Hell," I said. "Does that mean I've sold my soul?"


  "Hell don't need to buy souls," Gage said. "It has more than enough of those without doing anything. Least from what I hear. Don't worry, you're safe. 'Sides, they're the good guys."


  "You sure about that?" I said. "I mean, Satan and demons and all that? Seems pretty evil."


  "You ever met a demon? Most of them are pretty personable. 'Cept the big guys. I would not want to tangle with them. Taste for power." He picked the badge off the table and set it in front of me. "What's that say?"


  "Department of Order and Chaos," I said.


  "Right. That's us. The good guys."


  "Well, it's not like I can give him the money back anyway," I said. I looked at Gage. "So the Registry, am I really off it?"


  "Sam say you were?"


  "Yes."


  "Then you are."


  I stood up and grabbed my coat from the back of the chair where I must have put it the night before. "Let's go. You got a car?"


  "Yeah. Where we going? To the prison?"


  "Not yet. I'm going to get my guns back."


   


  


  Chapter Three


  The cop shop was buzzing. I could see uniforms rushing back and forth behind the high counter, and the phones were ringing away. The harried policewoman sitting at the desk had her head down, writing with a blue Bic on official-looking paperwork. Gage took a seat and pulled an enormous leather-bound book from his satchel. He opened it on his sizable lap. I approached the desk.


  "Be right with you," the woman monotoned without looking up.


  "What's going on?" I said.


  "Official business, ma'am," she said, her voice laced with fatigue and irritation. Her hair had been neatly tied up at one point, but had come loose in the front and hung in her face. Her uniform, at least what I could see, was rumpled. The name stitched on the front of her blues said Fick. She kept twirling her wedding ring with her thumb absentmindedly as she wrote with her right hand.


  "I'm here to pick up something of mine," I said.


  "I'll be right with you," Officer Fick said again.


  I tapped a finger on the desk. "Look, lady. I'm sorry if you're busy, but I'm busy too. I have a job to do just like you. You people have my guns and I want them back. Please."


  She sighed audibly, but still didn't look up. Her pen was moving furiously. "Name?" she said.


  "Slobodian," I said. Fick's pen stopped moving. She finally looked up.


  "You have got to be kidding," she said looking at me. " You are on the Registry, Ms. Slobodian, and you know it. The days of showing up the Department with your voodoo are over. I could have you arrested just for asking, and I suggest you walk out of here before I change my mind. I don't have time for this right now." Fick was jabbing the pen in the air towards me to emphasize her words, as if she wanted to poke out my eyes with it.


  "I think you have that wrong," I said, glaring back at her. "I am no longer on the Registry. So why don't you go ahead and get your ass out of that chair and go get me my guns. Please."


  "That's ridiculous," she said. "No one gets off the Registry."


  "Look it up," I said.


  "Just show her your badge, sis," called Gage from behind me. I looked back to see him nodding at me encouragingly. Unsure, I pulled the piece of metal out of my pocket and held it in front of the woman's face. Fick went round-eyed for a second, looking from the badge to me and back again.


  "Is that real?" she said.


  "Of course it's real," I said, trying on my authoritative voice. I was extremely puzzled by her reaction, to tell the truth. The Department of Order and Chaos was not something I'd ever even heard of. But I had the feeling the badge held some power that didn't rely on the name. Fick stood up and smoothed her hair.


  "I'm sorry, Ms. Slobodian," she said. "I didn't know." Then she rushed off.


  Before I'd had time to wonder what the hell had just happened, she was back, an older gentleman in an ill-fitting suit following behind her. He looked at me and his face screwed up in confusion.


  "Niki?" he said.


  "Hi, Ron," I said. "Fancy meeting you here."


  Police Chief Ron Smithy had been a detective when I first met him. Back then, I'd even helped him on a few cases. In return he gave me information about my own cases when he could. He'd tried to get the charges against me dropped when Perry was out for my blood, but it was no good. I was guilty before the trial even started. I'd always been grateful to Smithy for his efforts, though. He had even accompanied the officers that sacked my apartment to make sure they didn't make too much of a mess. His efforts, though not completely successful, did not go unnoticed by me.


  As he came through a door to the right of the desk to talk to me, I realized how much I missed the old days. Before the Registry, things had been good. Far better than I had realized. Smithy pulled me over to a couple of chairs in the corner.


  "How'd you do it, Niki?" he said, nervously smoothing his mustache. "Perry's been on a rampage about it."


  "About what?" I said.


  "He got a call from the mayor demanding he take you off the list. Said she'd have him fired if he didn't do it."


  "The mayor, huh?" I said.


  "Niki, how'd you do it?"


  "I'll have to tell you another time, Ron," I said. "I'm sorry, but I'm on a case. I just came for my guns."


  "Well, watch your back. Perry's out for your blood."


  "What else is new?" I said.


  "Not like last time, Nik. Last time he was only mad because he thought you embarrassed the Department. Gabe Condry was a big deal. When you got to him first, that made him mad."


  "And he set his undercover dogs on me. No offense."


  "None taken," said Smithy. "But to be fair, you were the one that confided in an undercover officer that you had superpowers."


  "They're not superpowers, Ron," I said.


  "Well, whatever they are, they're illegal. I can't help it and you can't help it. But Niki, this time, Perry, I've never seen him like this. I'm worried."


  "Don't worry about me," I said. "I can take handle Perry."


  "Like you handled him before?" He sighed. "Just watch out, okay?"


  "Promise," I said. I looked down at my hands. "How's Eli?" I said.


  "He's good," said Smithy. His voice was gentler. "But he's not the same, you know? Why don't you talk to him? He's out now, but he should be back in an hour or so."


  "I can't," I said. "I'm really busy today." I smiled at him. "Just came for my guns."


  Smithy nodded, but he looked sad. "Working already, then? Good for you. You always were the best. I won't keep you any longer then." He turned towards the counter. "Officer Fick, please retrieve Ms. Slobodian's property." He turned back to me. "I have to go too. Sort of a crazy night."


  "What's going on?" I said.


  "Judge was killed last night. Politicos are all scrambling around to keep it quiet. Probably shouldn't have told you that," he said with a wink.


  "I won't tell," I said.


  He shrugged and smiled, as if that were a given. "Weird one, though. No forced entry, no violent struggles, she wasn't bound or gagged. She was just killed somehow. We're testing for toxins and whatnot."


  "Why do you think it was a homicide?"


  "Because whoever did it cut out her heart when they were all finished with her."


  "I guess that does make it suspicious."


  Ron stood up. "Good luck, Niki," he said. "If anyone deserves a second chance it's you." He bent down to give me a hug. He smelled of stale cigarettes and bad coffee. "And between you and me," he said into my ear, "the Registry can kiss my ass." He left through the same door, and I saw him stop to let Fick pass, panting under a large box.


   


  "How many guns does one dame need?" said Gage, as he carried the boxes to his car.


  "As many as she wants," I said, opening the door to the backseat. Gage shoved the boxes inside. We climbed into the front, Gage in the driver's seat.


  "Where to, sis?" he said, starting the engine.


  I took a breath. "Prison. Let's go see my dad."


   


  


  Chapter Four


  It's an understatement to say it was strange walking right into a maximum security prison like we owned the place. Gage and I flashed our little pieces of metal at the guard manning the metal detector and he got all nervous like we were the damn Secret Service. I didn't know what sort of magic did something like that, but I could really get used to it. A lot easier than batting my eyelashes and trying to sweet talk. That got old real fast, not to mention it didn't work on most women. And some men, for that matter.


  After a good ten minutes of fumbling keys, stammering when he responded to us, and tripping on his own feet, the guard turned out to be a friendly and informative guide. He even eased up after a while.


  "Name's Craig, if you wanted to know," he said. "Louis Craig. Friends call me Lou." We were walking through the general population, but something was off. It was unnaturally quiet. In my experience when things get quiet, something bad is about to happen. I expected to see prisoners mopping floors, pushing carts, guards pacing back and forth and looking ominous. All the television show stuff. I'd seen my dad here before, on two occasions, but we'd always seen him in the visitor's area. I'd never actually been in the prison itself. I peeked into a cell. A large bald man with tattoos stared pensively out, sitting on his cot. He followed me with his eyes but didn't move. In the next, a Hispanic gentleman was sleeping.


  "Is this normal, Craig?" I said.


  "Lou," corrected Gage.


  "Whatever. It's the middle of the day and it's dead quiet. Is that ordinary for this place?"


  Lou shook his head. "You know, it's hard to say anymore. I don't understand most of what happens round here. Warden's made a lot of changes lately and he's been acting real strange. Lot of funny things happening, you know?"


  "Like what?"


  "Like he fired half the guards for no reason. Some real good guys, too. Just fired them. Then the prisoners got sort of, I don't know, docile, I guess. And a good number have come up missing. Not escaped, just gone."


  "When did the firings happen?"


  Craig shrugged. "Couple weeks ago, I guess. We don't really do anything anymore. Just shuffle the prisoners around, and stand around making things look official. Anyone mentions it to Jeffries, though, they're stuck without a job. This ain't no time to be unemployed, I don't need to tell you two."


  "Tell me about it," I said. "So Jeffries, that's the warden's name?"


  "Yep." Craig buzzed us through a gate, taking us out of general population. We descended a metal set of stairs. "Always been a greasy little bastard, if you'll pardon me for saying so." He looked at me. "This is all confidential, right?"


  "Absolutely," I said.


  Craig relaxed a little more. "Anyway, he's been bragging up a storm lately. Coming into the break room during shift change and boasting about how he's real tight with the mayor. I can't see the mayor ever wanting to hang with a lowlife like Jeffries."


  I raised an eyebrow. That was the second time today someone had mentioned the mayor to me. Smithy said the mayor called Perry. "I think I'd like to speak to this warden," I said. "Know where I can find him?"


  "He's usually in his office," said Craig, "but he won't be in today. Maybe tomorrow. Made some fuss about an important meeting or something."


  "Anything else weird happen in just the last few days?" I said.


  "Yeah, Jeffries cleared out solitary. Said not to ask him why. Most people here are getting real nervous about their jobs, so no one did."


  "Solitary? Why do you suppose he did that?"


  "Well he mostly cleared it out. Only one guy left down there. And he's got his own personal guard. Real punk ass kid named Bailey."


  My stomach clenched slightly. I knew what was coming, but I had to ask anyway. "And who would that be?" I said.


  "Guy you came to see. Alexei Slobodian."


   


  We finally passed through the gate leading to solitary. If the rest of the prison was quiet, it was a damn library down here.


  "This place is giving me the willies," said Gage. "The more I see the less I want to be here."


  Craig snorted. "Try working here. It's like waiting for the scary part of the horror movie all the time."


  "Where's my d--, er, Slobodian?" I said, catching the slip. Craig didn't seem to notice. I didn't think that it would affect Craig's helpfulness if he knew I was related to the most famous Abnormal criminal in history, but in my experience it never helped.


  He motioned. "All the way to the end," he said.


  "Isn't solitary supposed to have big metal doors with little slits in them for food trays?" said Gage, eying the cells that looked like all the other cells in the prison. "This looks pretty social to me."


  "Used to be Death Row," said Craig, "until New Government told us we couldn't execute any more. They just take the really bad ones away on trucks now. Course they're trying to re-institute the death penalty now."


  "Only on Abnormal prisoners," I said. I couldn't help the bitterness dripping from my voice. We walked in silence for a while, which was better for me because there were ghosts down here, and plenty of them. I had gotten past the general creepiness of seeing dead people everywhere I went a long time ago, but here in an abandoned prison wing it was unsettling to see all the ghosts in the cells and walking past me in the corridor without a sound, just staring at me as I walked by. I knew better than to ask if the men could see them. I knew what their answer would be.


  A shadowy figure leaned against the wall up ahead. At first I thought he was another ghost, but Craig nodded at him and Gage was looking at him, so he must have been real. He walked toward us, a distinct limp making his body jerk with every step. He met us away from the last cell. He was wearing sunglasses even though the florescent light was dim and there weren't even any windows in the cells. There was something strange about him. He was standing right next to me, but it was like he wasn't there. Then the next second he'd seem more solid than I was. There was also a sort of buzz coming off of him, something I could feel in the air. Looking at him was like that feeling you get when someone is watching you, only you're doing the watching.


  I looked away from the guard and closed my eyes for a second.


  "You okay, sis?" said Gage.


  "Fine," I said. I tried looking at the guard again, puzzled. Was he just an Abnormal, trying to keep his job? Craig had said they were cracking down and firing just about everyone.


  "Bailey," said Craig. "These people are here to see the prisoner. They're official."


  "Official," said Bailey. His voice was nasally, like a Brit doing a bad impression of an American. "How interesting." Gage showed the kid his badge, but instead of going all lazy-eyed, Bailey just gave sort of a sneer that I assumed was supposed to be a smile. "What can I do for you, sir," he said. He was standing directly in front of Gage, his feet spread, his arms crossed on his chest. It would have looked menacing if Gage hadn't been about twice as tall as him. The two men snickered, but I didn't. There was something wrong about the kid. But if he was an Abnormal just trying to survive, I didn't want to out him in front of his coworker. I forced my mouth to stay closed.


  Gage narrowed his eyes, examining him. Could he see it, too? "Step aside, kid," he said. "We need to speak to the prisoner."


  Bailey looked at me. I had the feeling he was scanning me, though I couldn't see anything through his dark lenses. After a moment a smile spread across his face. "The prodigal daughter," he said.


  "Stand aside, please," I said. To my surprise, he did so. "Mr. Craig, could you wait here?"


  "Sure, sure," said Craig, though he eyed Bailey distastefully. Feelings of sympathy as a fellow Abnormal aside, there was something about Bailey that was terrifying, though I had no idea what it was.


  "Come on, Niki," said Gage, nudging me.


  "Something weird about that kid," I said in a low voice when we were far enough away.


  "Yeah, no one likes a punk," said Gage. "Wonder why a kid like that went into security."


  "No, I mean I think he's an Abnormal or something. Did you feel it?"


  "Something strange about him, that's true enough," he said, frowning. "Almost like he's..."


  "What?" I said.


  "Ah, it's stupid. It can't be true, he's obviously human. But when I first saw him, I could've swore he felt like a demon."


  "Felt?"


  "You know, like you can just tell if someone's rich, or depressed and whatnot? I've known a lot of demons. I can just tell. But they don't look human. 'Cept for the Halfers, but they're rare."


  "Half demons?" I said. "How does that happen?"


  "Do the math, sis," he said. "He's not a Halfer, though. Maybe you're right, maybe he is just an Abby."


  Alexei Slobodian was standing at the cell bars waiting for us. His hair was gray now, he had crinkles at the corners of his eyes, and he was painstakingly thin. His eyes looked hollow and he moved like every motion exhausted him. He smiled when he saw me, like I was an old friend he hadn't seen in a while.


  "Sasha," I said. I never called my father Dad. It had always been Sasha, his nickname. Our family's never been sentimental.


  "Nikita," he said, his voice warm but his gray eyes staying just as cold as they always did. "You are even more beautiful than your mother."


  I narrowed my eyes. This was not going to be easy for me. "I don't want to talk about Mom with you, Sasha.. I'm here on business." I had to grit my teeth. This day was turning out to be a constant exercise in suppression for me. I looked at Gage. He seemed to register that I could do this without him. He backed away and eased his big body onto a nearby folding chair that Bailey must have brought down. It creaked under his weight, but held him.


  I looked back to my father. "Who is this man?" he said. "A boyfriend?"


  "No," I said. "He's my partner."


  He rolled his eyes. "Och, this job of yours. I have heard of it, from Sofi. We are allowed to talk, and she used to write to me, and tell me about you. Why you do not find a man, Nikita? Get married, have children. You are a beautiful woman."


  "Because it's not 1950," I said. "Look, I need to ask you some questions."


  "I thought you were on the Registry, Nikita. How is it you are working?"


  "Does it matter?"


  "A father likes to know his daughter," he said.


  "A father should have stuck around," I said sharply. I stopped myself, made myself smile. "I'm sorry, Sasha. My employer took me off the Registry. Happy?"


  "Employer? Who are you working for? You cannot end up in here, Niki. It is not for a woman."


  "This is a men's penitentiary," I said. "Besides, I don't work for crooks. Don't worry about it, okay?"


  "Okay," he said, putting his hands up in surrender. "I only worry about you. I see you in the papers, during your trial. It was not fair to you."


  "No," I said. "But nothing's fair anymore," I said. "Not even the law."


  He began laughing.. "Especially not the law," he said, and his thin ribcage shook violently as he laughed.


  "Will you answer my questions?" I said.


  "Of course," he said. "Anything." His face was the pure essence of a father's love. Half-smile with his head cocked to the side and hands folded as if in prayer. But his eyes: nothing. No emotion about me whatsoever. I was willing to wager that he'd been practicing that expression for years. Alexei Slobodian didn't experience any feeling unless it was about himself.


  "Are you the only Summoner in the city?"


  The confusion was real enough, as well as the suspicion that followed. He narrowed his eyes. "Why?"


  I shrugged and leaned up against the wall with my shoulder. "You've probably already heard that someone tried to bust into Hell last night," I said.


  "Tried? Don't be coy, Niki," he said. He'd dropped the Daddy dearest act. "That is not what I heard. The way I hear it, they succeeded."


  "And how does one hear things locked away as solitary's only inhabitant?" I said. "I'm curious."


  He looked smug. "I may be locked up, but I am never helpless. What are you really trying to ask me? If it was me? How could it be? I am stuck here thanks to dirty politicians."


  "Well, they had some pretty good reasons," I said.


  "Perhaps," he said. Now he was being coy.


  "Well, have you heard of any other Summoners?"


  "Who are you working for, daughter?" he said.


  "Why?"


  "Because men are never what they seem to be." He was looking at Gage, who was immersed in his big book. "Maybe you do not really know what you are looking for."


  "I can take care of myself," I said. "I always have. I'm a Slobodian, remember?"


  He nodded. "Yes, yes you are," he said, his gaze returning to me. "And this makes me worry more. We are not careful, we Slobodians."


  "Come on, Sasha," I said. "Who else is summoning these days?"


  "Do you know what they let out?" he said.


  "They let out a Dark," I said.


  "A Dark Spirit," he said. "Very dangerous. Murderous. The only thing it loves is killing and pain. They lock them deep in the pits because they like to slip into people's bodies. Does not matter if human or demon."


  "What do you mean 'slip into'?" I said.


  He frowned. "I cannot think of the word. You know like the movie with the little girl with the spinning head?"


  "They possess people?" I said.


  He snapped his fingers. "Yes."


  "Peachy. So these Dark things, they'll start killing?"


  "It is a sure thing," he said.


  "How long before they start?"


  He shrugged. "It is very tiring coming up out of the pits. The Dark will want to rest for many days. A week, maybe."


  "How do you know all this stuff?"


  "I know many things," he said. "You can never really know a person, Nikita. I have many secrets."


  "I don't doubt that."


  "There is time still to walk away from this job," he said.


  "No, Sasha, I can't. I need the money. Sofi's in the hospital again."


  "I know," he said. "She is old, Nikita. You have to let her go. Do not kill yourself for a sick old woman."


  "I suppose I should just leave her behind?" I said. "Like you did with Mom? Like how you left me behind?"


  "Someday you will understand," he said.


  "I'll never understand that," I said. "I don't want to understand."


   


  


  Chapter Five


  The hospital was just a few blocks from the prison, so I asked Gage if we could stop off there for a bit.


  "No problem," he said. "I love cafeteria food." I was pretty sure he was being serious.


  I left Gage at the entrance. He had his satchel and headed to the cafeteria. I took the elevator to Sofi's room on the sixth floor. She looked about the same as the last time. Her hair was falling out in clumps and she had bald patches all over her head. She was startlingly thin, even for her. Her birdlike bones jutted out under her nightgown and she had a sheen of sweat on her face even though the room was freezing. Her eyes were closed and I could see tiny veins bright red on the surface of her eyelids. I sat down next to her in a large padded chair.


  "Baba?" I said softly. Her bony chest rose and fell only slightly. I put my head in my hands.


  "Niki?" she rasped in a voice so soft it was a whisper. "It is about time."


  I smiled and took her small hand in mine. It was so cold. "Sorry to wake you."


  "Pah," she said. "I sleep all the time. I would rather see you. Now, tell me about this job of yours. You could not talk long on the phone."


  "Sorry about that," I said. "I was in a hurry."


  "So now you tell me," she said.


  "Well," I said, "for starters, I got off the Registry."


  Her eyes became saucers. "How? It cannot be done."


  "It can," I said. I gave her the condensed version of the events last night and this morning, leaving out the parts about drinking and working for Hell. "And I went to see Sasha just now."


  "Will wonders never cease?" she said. "How is he?"


  "He looks terrible. I think they're starving him or something. And he still doesn't take responsibility for anything."


  "Well, what did you expect?"


  "I don't know. But I did manage to get some information about my case out of him."


  "That is something," she said. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. She opened them again and looked at me.


  "I'm tiring you out," I said. "I'll go now. You need your sleep."


  She squeezed my hand. "Wait. One thing. I have had a vision. Just after we talked on the phone. I do not know what it means, but I had the strangest feeling that it had to do with you."


  "What is it?" I said. Sofi's visions were notoriously reliable. She had used her gift over the years to support us doing sittings with clients, at least until it got too dangerous to even think about advertising such things. If only I'd been so careful.


  "It is strange," she said slowly. "Two lions fighting, both black. A woman in a blue dress, a business lady with little round glasses. Only she has a shotgun and blood on her dress." She frowned. "I'm sorry, I don't know why, but I felt I needed to tell you."


  "Are you sure it wasn't a dream?" I said. "They say those drugs are pretty powerful."


  "Not a dream," she said, rising above a whisper. She coughed and her whole body shuddered. I got her some water from a nearby stand and let her drink it from a straw. "Not a dream," she whispered, closing her eyes. "Be careful, Niki."


  I set the water back on the stand and turned back to Sofi, but she was asleep.


  I grabbed a cheese sandwich in the cafeteria, then looked for Gage. He was sitting by himself at a big table and had his giant book in front of him. As I approached I saw there was an untouched cup of coffee and an empty plate that used to have something with red sauce on it. He had the same sauce around his mouth. He was flipping through the pages of the book, his face screwed up in concentration. I sat across from him, munching on my tasteless cuisine choice.


  "What are you looking for?" I said. He started, actually jumping about an inch off his chair.


  "Jesus, warn a guy, would you? "


  "Sorry." I looked at the book. There were strange symbols all over the page and they seemed to be moving. I watched as a set of runic-looking cones moved side to side, then seemed to become far away, then got bigger again. Then they morphed into a different set of symbols that looked like stick-drawings of constellations. "So, that's why it's such a big deal to be able to read this stuff."


  "Yep." The page started swirling around like water down the drain, then the symbols practically jumped off the page before shifting into another set of symbols again. This time they formed different sizes of spirals.


  "How do you know what it says?"


  "How do you see dead guys?"


  I shrugged. "I just see them. I look at them and know they're ghosts."


  "I just look at this stuff and know what it means. Something in my brain is different I guess. Yours too probably."


  "They say Abnormals came from people eating preservatives and being exposed to radiation all the time," I said. "Scientists are doing all these studies."


  He looked at me. "You believe that?"


  "No," I said after pausing for a moment. "I don't think they know. Besides, they think we all just popped up one day."


  "You don't think so?"


  "I think we've always been here. Just no one ever let themselves see us before. And all these other things wandering around, the politicians have never mentioned them."


  "Like demons," Gage said.


  "Yeah," I said. "Like them. Though they sure like to talk about Hell a lot."


  "Your friend all right? The one that's sick?"


  "She's fine," I said, but I wasn't so sure. Her vision had disturbed me, as well as her condition, and I was looking forward to getting back to work to get my mind off of it. "So what are you looking for in that--"


  "Grimoire," he said. "I'm not really sure. I heard what your dad said, and I thought maybe an exorcism spell or maybe a Binding would be useful. I'm working blind, though. And if I don't know, the Grimoire won't help me."


  "Help you?"


  "Yeah, sometimes the books help you out a little. That's how I see it. Maybe it's another force, or another kind of magic." He shrugged. "But I got nothing so far."


  "Maybe if we see the place where it all started it'll help," I said. "Start from the beginning."


  "You want to go to the place the seal was broken?" said Gage.


  "You know where it is?"


  "Yep."


  "Peachy."


   


  


  Chapter Six


  The traffic detours started five blocks from the scene, with barricades and blinking lights blocking every street. Gage steered into an alley, then another, and parked next to a dumpster in a garbage-strewn dead end behind some dingy brick buildings. The man knew his alleys, I'd give him that.


  I opened the rear door in Gage's car and dug through the guns in the box, each with a tag tied to it, some of them in plastic bags. I found what I was looking for after a few minutes, and the ammo a minute later.


  There was only one thing of Sasha's that I kept after he was arrested. A gun. It was a Makarov 9mm, a handgun he'd gotten off a Russian ex-soldier, though he never said how and I tried not to think about it. It was Russian-made, and cheap, but Sasha, I was more than sure, had made some adjustments to it. For example, I'd never not hit what I was aiming for. My aim is pretty good, granted, but you have to expect the occasional off-day. I didn't have off-days. Not with my Makarov. It slid into my hand like it had been molded there. I looked it over. Someone had been taking care of it; it had been recently oiled. I looked into the boxes. All the guns were clean and in good shape, even my old shotgun. I'd have to thank Smithy for that, or maybe Eli. I took out the Beretta and zipped it into my jacket pocket. I loaded up the clip of the Makarov and attached it to my belt. I filled my other jacket pocket with the bullets. I felt better.


  We walked the remaining few blocks to get to the place. I now saw the reason for the detour. Yellow police tape stretched across the wide, now-deserted street, guarded by a lone officer drinking coffee out of a styrofoam cup. Behind the police tape I could see small fissures in the surface of the blacktop that seemed to multiply further down the street until, where it intersected with Fourth Street, the ground collapsed into a massive sort of pit, taking with it street signs, a semi truck that must have been parked nearby, and which had gone nose first into the pit, with its rear bumper now at street level, next to an angled pole holding a streetlight.


  We had come from a traffic jam, with honking horns, yelling and cursing, cars sputtering and backfiring, police sirens, and the general sounds of the city. That's why it was so eerie when we stepped into this scene and heard absolutely nothing. Complete silence. I looked at Gage.


  "That's weird, right? It's not just me?"


  "Not just you, sis," he agreed. "It's damn creepy."


  The officer with the coffee noticed us and almost looked relieved for a moment before frowning and heading over.


  "They always like to look tough," said Gage as we watched the cop come toward us.


  "They have to," I said. "They're what people see. A face on the law."


  "You've known a lot of cops, haven't you?" he said. "That suit in the station, you seemed pretty chummy."


  "We were," I said. Gage grunted, I guessed in disapproval. But the cop interrupted any further inquiry, which was a blessing in disguise in my book. I didn't like talking about the past. And I wasn't comfortable enough with Gage to tell him not only was I friends with cops, but I used to be crazy about one.


  "Excuse me, but this area is off limits," said the officer. He had kind blue eyes and a round face that would probably always look younger than he was. Right now he was probably in his twenties, but he looked like a kid to me.


  Gage showed him his badge and the boy smiled in relief. "I am so happy to see you guys. I'm getting totally freaked out being here alone."


  "Why are you here alone?" I said. "Aren't you supposed to have someone with you?"


  "Supposed to," said the kid. "But there's some big homicide going on, they needed all the help they could get. "


  "Because of the judge's murder?" I said. "Even for a public official, that seems pretty over-the-top."


  "Nah, that's old news," he said, not questioning that I knew about the judge. I loved these badges. "Multiple homicide happened a couple hours ago. My partner went in, but I never heard back from him. And someone had to stay here."


  "Lucky you," said Gage. He looked past the kid at the enormous hole in the ground. "You see anything come out of there?" he said. "Any noises or funny feelings?"


  The kid looked at me, frowning. "He's completely serious," I said. "Best just answer the question."


  He took off his hat and smoothed his hair. "I haven't seen anything," he said. "But the mayor was here."


  "The mayor?" I said. "What did she want?"


  "Dunno," he said. "Just sort of looked into the hole and left without saying anything. Kind of weird." He frowned. "Something else weird, too. I got here before the sun came up, around 4:30, and there was this light coming out of the hole, like someone had lanterns down there. Like, really deep down, 'cause it was sort of dim. Like when the sun shines through the curtains."


  "Anything else?" said Gage.


  "Can't think of anything," said the kid.


  Gage and I slipped under the police tape and walked gingerly across the cracked pavement.


  We were at the section of road that was starting to turn in on itself. Bits of the street crumbled down into the hole, hitting the sides and dinging off the metal of the streetlight and semi truck. Gage and I got on our bellies and peeked over the edge. Even on a briskly bright day like today, with a cold sun lighting up the winter landscape, the pit was so deep that I could not even begin to fathom the depth of it. I imagined falling into it would be like Alice, following the white rabbit down the rabbit hole and falling for so long she had time to have tea on the way down. Only falling into this rabbit hole would be incredibly unpleasant. There would be no conveniently-placed magic mushrooms. Definitely no tea. This was the road to Hell. Literally.


  Gage and I scrambled back from the edge, apparently entertaining the same vein of thought. We retreated some distance from the pit, then looked back at it, both lost in thought.


  "Why here?" I said.


  "Why summon here?" said Gage.


  "Yeah. I mean, why not in the middle of the art museum or a swimming pool, or City Hall for that matter? Why this particular spot?"


  "Good Summoners know their stuff. Where the weak spots are, what spells to use, that kind of thing. They have to get creative because it's all working blind. Everything's unknown, or close to it. So whoever did this would have known where to go, the exact location. Whether it was a thin spot between Hell and our world, or if that was the spot that corresponded with the place in Hell they were going for and they were a powerful enough summoner to barrel through. It's another universe, Hell is, but it's not another physical world. It's hard to explain, and we don't have a lot of time on our side."


  "We have a week," I said.


  "Says your dad," said Gage. "Sorry, sis, but I'm not going to take his word as gold. 'Specially since I don't trust him. And you shouldn't either."


  "I agree with you there," I said. "But why would he lie about that?"


  "Was he particularly fond of the truth before?"


  "No."


  "Add to that he might be in on this. What was the deal with his personal guard?"


  "I don't know, I've never seen anything like him," I said. "It was like he was big and small at the same time, and itching to be both. And then the badges didn't work on him."


  "That don't mean nothing," said Gage. "Badges only give people a sense of who we're working for, for what we're doing. Somewhere in their minds, somewhere they can't quite reach, they know exactly who we are, but in their conscious mind they just know that they should cooperate. If someone's bad, they don't care one way or another. Some of them, they get a little sentimental, scared about the afterlife, if you know what I mean. It'll put the fear of God in them. But the really evil bastards don't see any upside to cooperating. " He looked at me. "The psychos, the sociopaths and whatnot, they love chaos. Crave it, even. They don't care what form it takes. And we're just the guys that are trying to put an end to their fun."


  "I really needed to take a class before I started this job," I said.


  "If it makes you feel any better," said Gage, "all this is new to me, too. I've never dealt with a Dark and I've only read about Summoners. You're better at the detecting stuff than I am."


  "I don't know," I said. "I think you might be a natural."


  "Here's lookin' at you, kid," he said.


  "We should head back to the car," I said. I nodded at the young officer as we passed him, but then remembered something he said. I turned to the kid. "What was that about a mass murder?"


  "I said there was a mass murder," said the kid.


  "Did it happen nearby?"


  "Yeah. That's why my partner went. It was so close. Just a few blocks that way," he said, pointing to his right.


  "Got someone in custody?" I said.


  "They took him in," he said. "I heard it on the radio."


  I looked at Gage. "You were right," I said. "It's all happening much sooner than Sasha said. You can't trust a con."


  "Hey, " said the kid, "if you see Officer Singh tell him I been trying to reach him on the radio."


  "Will do," grunted Gage.


   


  


  Chapter Seven


  The old townhouse had once been a nice place. The tiny front garden, though frozen like everything else, looked tidy, the iced-over rose bushes clipped and packed around with fall's decomposing leaves. It was the nicest house on the block, even after they added more lanes in the highway, widening it right up to the front of the once prosperous row of brick dwellings. The roar of cars and trucks and Jake brakes was not so good for the real estate business. One of the neighboring properties had a For Rent sign staked at a jaunty angle in the hard ground with a phone number scrawled in permanent marker at the bottom. Another had frosted weeds crumpled over the faded plastic children's ride-on toys left there.


  I walked past a couple of ghosts, but pretended I didn't see them. I had a job to do, after all. Living trumped the dead. Again with the yellow tape. Gage and I flashed our badges to the officer, and he let us proceed to the house.


  Most of the cops had already gone home. There was a serious-looking woman with black-framed glasses and spiky hair dusting for fingerprints. A man in a puffy coat was taking photographs. But the thing that drew our attention was the blood. There was so much of it. It splattered the living room walls and the pale carpet looked like a Jackson Pollack painting. A pool of it lay just at the bottom of a set of stairs. The thick smell of sticky copper filled my mouth and nose.


  "Good God," said Gage, covering his nose with his jacket.


  "You okay?" I said. "You can go outside if you want."


  "Doesn't it bother you?" he said.


  "The blood? Not really. I've helped the cops on some pretty grisly cases. You get used to it. It's good to be working again."


  Gage's eyes were wide. He stood next to me for a minute while I looked at the scene. I liked to take everything in and just think for a bit. After a little while Gage quietly stepped outside and I heard the sound of gagging. Lightweight.


  I stood in the middle of the room and scanned the scene. There was more than one body's worth of blood, for sure. But something seemed off. It wasn't your usual homicide scene, but I couldn't say immediately what it was. I turned slowly, letting my eyes slide around, taking in the walls, the floor, the side table, the knick knacks, the television, the dining table surrounded neatly by four chairs. I stopped turning. That was it. It was extremely neat. Once you got past the shock of the blood, it was obvious that not a thing was out of place. Not a photograph was knocked over, not a single glass figurine was smashed. And it didn't look like the killer had straightened anything up afterward. It was more like he had been in absolute control, had killed quickly, but then started to play with the blood. The blood told one story of the death and pain inflicted, and the whole scene told another, about the joy of the kill.


  All I knew about Darks was what I learned from Sasha and Gage. But to me this seemed evil. I looked at one of the photographs. A red-haired man had his arms around a sweet-looking woman with pale, curly hair and two small children. They were all smiling. In fact, they looked extremely happy in every single one of these photographs. At the beach, kids pink with sunburn; at the zoo, kids on the back of a statue of a hippo, parents standing by looking at them lovingly; and an older picture, with younger versions of the man and woman in their wedding clothes kissing. I frowned. I'd seen that woman somewhere, but couldn't remember where.


  "The only thing it loves is killing and pain. They lock them deep in the pits because they like to slip into people's bodies." That's what Sasha had said about the Dark. He may have lied about how long it took them to get frisky, but I was willing to bet he wasn't lying about this. The room was practically shouting out that a Dark had been responsible for this. I looked at the wedding picture again. Where had I seen her before?


  I walked outside and joined Gage, who was leaning against his car, looking weary. "Sorry," he said. "Told you I wasn't used to this stuff."


  I shrugged. "It takes time." Something caught my eye. It was the ghost I'd avoided on the way in. A woman holding two bundles to her chest. "Aw, Christ," I said.


  "What?" said Gage.


  I gritted my teeth. "That's how I knew her face," I said. "The wife, she's standing over there."


  Gage looked. "I don't see nobody."


  "Of course you don't," I said. "She's dead."


  "Oh," he said. "Right. You gonna go talk to her?"


  "It would probably be helpful," I said. "I hate this stuff, though."


  I approached her. She had been an attractive woman, and even now her curls hung around her face, and her now-mournful eyes made her look almost alluring in a blonde goth kind of way. She saw me coming and clutched the bundles tighter to her chest.


  "Hey, I'm Niki," I said. "What's your name?"


  "Can you see me?" she said.


  "Obviously."


  "Can anyone else see me?"


  "No. You could say I'm sort of special."


  "Abnormal?" she said, shrinking back a little.


  "You're not really in any position to point fingers, lady," I said.


  She sighed and looked down at herself. "I guess you're right. I'm dead now, aren't I?"


  "Yes."


  She closed her eyes and shook her head. She adjusted the lumps she was holding, sort of cradling them in her arms. "I'm Sadie," she said. "Sadie Chenowith. These are my children."


  "Children?" I said. She showed me the bundles. Two ephemeral children cooing and smiling lay swaddled in two different blankets. They were paler than Sadie, nearly transparent. "Sadie, aren't your children much older than this?" I said.


  She frowned and pulled the babies back to her chest. "What are you talking about?" she said. These are my babies."


  "Fine. It's okay, Sadie, don't get upset. I'm here to help you. What happened to you? You were attacked."


  "I don't want to talk about it," she said. She smiled down at the ghost babies in her arms.


  "Sadie," I said. I was trying to be gentle, but I wasn't exactly a patient person. "Please look at me." She looked up and I could see that she was suffering. There was an emptiness behind her eyes. And I knew. I don't know how I knew but I did. "Sadie, where's your husband?" I said.


  She pursed her lips and shook her head. She looked down at the babies. "I don't think that was my husband," she said. She frowned, drawing her perfectly arched eyebrows together. "And I don't think these are my children. They look like my children, but how can they be babies?"


  "Sometimes," I said, "people keep things with them that gave them comfort. Maybe this is how you like to remember your kids. But you have to understand that they're not really there, Sadie. You're projecting them. I've never ever seen the ghost of a child. And I've been doing this a long time."


  "I know," she said. "I think I knew that." As she said the words, the bundles swirled into the air and disappeared, the smiling faces of the children hovering in front of her for a moment before fading into nothing. Sadie let her arms hang down limply. She closed her eyes. "It couldn't have been him," she said. "It was some kind of monster, I just know it. Not Gary. Not my husband."


  "What happened?" I said softly.


  She bit her lip. She had a pretty, oval face. "Gary came home from work early," she said. Her voice was hollow and slow, as if she were in shock. If a ghost could be in shock. Come to think of it, maybe that's why they hang around after they die. "He wasn't feeling well," she said. She opened her eyes and looked past me as she spoke. "He sat down on the couch to watch the television and I went into the kitchen to make him some tea. The children were playing in their rooms. Gary made a funny noise."


  "What kind of noise?" I said.


  "Like a grunt," she said. "Like when people have heart attacks on television. I ran in to see what happened and Gary was just sitting there with the strangest look on his face. Like something horrible had just happened. I asked him what was wrong, but his eyes went kind of funny and he started laughing. I'd never heard anyone laugh like that. It scared me."


  "You said his eyes went funny," I said. "What do you mean?"


  "It was the scariest thing I've ever seen. They were completely black. Like an insect or a...a..."


  "Monster," I said.


  "Yes. A monster." She bit her lip again. "I couldn't move," she said. "I didn't know what to do. So I just stood there, staring at him. He just kept on laughing, like he was enjoying it. Then he hit me hard across the mouth. I fell over and must have blacked out, because when I looked up he was gone. Then I heard the children screaming." She put her hand over her mouth and I looked at my boots in silence to give her a minute. She continued in a somewhat husky voice. "I ran upstairs but they were already dead. My babies. He had killed them. The blood was everywhere. He was covered in it. He was laughing again, if he had ever stopped. He had a kitchen knife in his hand. He grabbed me and stabbed it into my neck. I just kept thinking, my blood is making such a mess. I fell down and he stabbed me over and over. I was almost gone when he threw me down the stairs."


  He must have used the blood afterward to redecorate the room. But I would never tell this poor woman. She'd suffered enough. "There's something you should know," I said. "You're absolutely right. That wasn't your husband."


  "It wasn't?" she said, hopeful. But doubt flickered in her eyes.


  "This sounds crazy, but you have to believe me," I said. "There's a spirit that's going around possessing people. That wasn't your husband, Sadie. I promise it wasn't."


  "That's not possible," she said. "That only happens in the movies."


  "Remember how you knew I was an Abnormal when we met?" I said. "You were a little scared of me, right?" She nodded. "Well, there are even stranger things in the world. Bad things. Terrifying things. Things that took over your Gary and killed you and your children. It wasn't him. It was a Dark. You have to believe me."


  She stared at me for a long moment. "I believe you," she said. "It's crazy, but it's true. It wasn't him." She smiled suddenly, relief spreading across her face. "It wasn't him," she said, laughing. "Thank you." Her face blurred, then her body. There was a swirl, like a hundred dust devils, and then she was gone, her spirit mixing with the air around her.


  "You're welcome," I said.


  I filled Gage in on Sadie's story on the way to the cop shop.


  "So, guy gets possessed, kills his family, gets unpossessed, and gets arrested for killing his family?" he said.


  "That's the gist of it," I said.


  "Damn. Think he remembers any of it?"


  "We're going to find out," I said. "And maybe the guy knows something about what happened to the Dark after it left him."


  "Guy's probably crazy after all this," said Gage.


  "Possibly."


  "Sometimes," said Gage, "crazy people are perceptive as hell about things."


   


  


  Chapter Eight


  If the cop shop was busy before, it'd gone batshit since then. No one was at the counter when we came in. Officer Fick was nowhere to be seen. The noise was deafening. The murmur of dozens of voices talking at once, phones ringing, and above it all I could distinctly hear the musical sound of Hugh Perry shouting. So I'd have to deal with him today. Peachy.


  I rang the bell at the desk and waited, but no one came.


  "Well," said Gage. "I know how to solve this." He hoisted himself up until he was sitting on the high counter.


  "What are you doing?" I said.


  "Improvising." He swung his long legs around and hopped down on the other side. He walked out of sight and the door that Smithy had come from before opened and Gage's face appeared. "Ta-da," he said.


  I led Gage through the chaos toward the interview rooms, where I figured they'd have Gary Chenowith. A voice stopped me halfway.


  "Niki?"


  I turned, bracing myself. I knew the voice. "Eli," I said. "Hi."


  "What are you doing here?" He glanced at Gage.


  "I need to talk to Gary Chenowith," I said. "It's really important."


  "You shouldn't be here, Nik," he said. His face was blank. I couldn't read his expression at all. "I'm glad you got off the Registry and all, but this is police business."


  "Well the thing is, Eli," I said, taking out my badge, "I have every right to be here. I guess that sort of makes me your boss." His eyebrows went up, but after a moment he nodded in acceptance.


  "And who's this?" he said pointing at Gage.


  "Bobby Gage," I said, "meet Detective Eli Cooper."


  "Charmed," said Gage.


  "It's true, then," Eli said to me. "I heard a rumor about you."


  "Was it a good one?" I said.


  He nodded. "Pretty good. If it's true, you'll want to avoid Perry."


  "It might be a little late for that," I said.


  "Why?" said Eli.


  I pointed behind him. "Because here he comes." Sure enough, Perry was heaving his squat body towards me like a boar charging. There were sweat stains under his arms and he had an expression on his face like he had just smelled something disgusting.


  "Jesus," said Gage. "What's wrong with that guy?"


  "He sort of hates me," I said.


  "Yeah," agreed Eli. "He definitely hates you."


  "Oh," said Gage, as though that explained everything.


  Perry descended on me jabbing a finger in the air in front of my face. "Slobodian, I don't know what you did, but whatever it was I'm going to undo it. I'm going to have you back on the Registry by morning."


  "Damn, Perry," I said, removing his finger. "Breath mints and personal space go a long way." I heard Eli groan. Perry turned practically purple and his round face seemed to swell a bit.


  "You might have the mayor fooled, but everyone knows what you are. You're a dirty, filthy Abnormal, just like your father. You're going to burn in Hell."


  "Doubtful," said Gage. "It's all a matter of connections."


  Perry looked at him like his dog had just opened his mouth and sang an aria. "Who the hell are you?"


  Gage stuck out his hand. I heard Eli groan again. "Bobby Gage," he said. Perry looked at his hand and took a step back.


  I shrugged. "And I've actually never met the mayor. But I love her hair. How do you think she gets it to stay so shiny all the time?"


  "Cooper," he growled. "I want this trash out of my station. Now!"


  "I would love to follow orders," said Eli, "but you see, sir, they sort of outrank me." I thought there was a note of satisfaction in Eli's voice.


  In unison, Gage and I pulled out our badges. I thought Perry was going to spontaneously combust. His eyes popped and his mouth hung open with a little string of spittle resting on his chin. But his face turned the strangest color I'd ever seen. It had patches of red, and blue, and purple.


  "You really should check on your blood pressure," I said. "You don't look well."


  "Sir?" said a mild voice from behind Perry, who whirled around. "Is something wrong?" It was Ron Smithy. He spotted me and a look of resignation came over him. "Oh, I see," he said. "Hi there, Niki."


  "This isn't over, Slobodian," said Perry. He barreled away, shoving Smithy aside and stomping down the hallway. People scattered to get out of his way. I heard a door slam and some muffled yelling a moment later.


  "That went well," I said.


  "Niki, why'd you come back?" said Ron. "I told you Perry was going to be here. Come to think of it, why are you still here? Perry stood down?"


  "Niki here works for the big guns now," said Eli. "Show him your badge, Niki. You know about this, Ron?" I showed Ron my badge, a little embarrassed.


  "She must have forgotten to mention it," said Smithy. "How'd you swing that?"


  "Must have been my sparkling personality," I said. Gage rolled his eyes. "Look, I'd love to stay and exchange witty banter with you boys," I said, "but I have to talk to Gary Chenowith. Are you interrogating him?"


  "Just finished," said Eli. "He signed a confession. Why do you want him?"


  "He might be innocent," I said.


  Smithy laughed. "He's guilty as sin. Confessed at the scene, and again when he got here."


  "Why do you think he's innocent?" said Eli, looking from me to Gage and back again.


  "Why do you think he's guilty?" said Gage. "Confession don't mean nothing. Not for someone that just lost everything."


  "There are other things happening here," I said. "Things that might sound sort of unusual."


  "Go with them, Coop," said Ron.


  Eli didn't move. "Ron, this is crazy," he protested.


  "You're going to have to get over it, Detective," said Ron. "I have the feeling you're probably going to be seeing her around." Ron looked at me. "God help us." He turned around and walked off the same way Perry had gone.


  "So I guess you two know each other," said Gage.


  "That's an understatement," said Eli, looking at me with disapproval.


  "Can we just go?" I said.


  "Fine," said Eli, and stalked towards the interrogation rooms.


   


  Gary Chenowith looked like hell.


  His face had a greenish tint, like he could vomit at any given moment. His pale blue eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. He was handcuffed to the table and already wearing orange. He looked up at us dully when we came in, his haggard face expressionless. I sat down across from him, and Eli sat next to me. Gage stood behind us, leaning against the wall.

  "Hi, Gary," I said. He stared at me coldly. Then he looked at Eli.


  "What's going on, Detective?" he said, his voice soft and hoarse. "Why am I still here?"


  "This is Miss Slobodian and Mr. Gage," he said. "They want to talk to you."


  "I don't want to talk," said Gary. "I confessed. And now I want a cell with a cot that I can sleep on."


  "All due respect, Mr. Chenowith," said Eli, using his cop-voice. "But you're not in a place where you can make demands. You'll answer their questions."


  "You don't look like police officers," said Gary, looking from me to Gage. "What do you want with me?"


  "We're not cops," said Gage, sounding offended. "We're here to help you."


  "I don't want help," said Gary, and he sounded slightly panicked. "I confessed."


  "You mentioned that a few times already," I said. "Maybe you're trying to convince yourself?"


  "I did it," said Gary, his quiet voice going even lower. "I killed my wife Sadie and my two children, Adam and Christine." His voice cracked when he said his daughter's name, but he closed his eyes and composed himself. "I was arrested covered in blood with a knife in my hand," he said. "How much more proof do you need? Detective Cooper seems to think it's enough."


  "Yes," I said, "but Detective Cooper doesn't have all the information, does he, Gary?" I said. "Do you remember doing it?"


  "What does that have to do with it?" said Gary. He was staring at his cuffed hands, palms up.


  "What are you doing, Niki?" asked Eli. I ignored him.


  Gary looked at me again. "What was your name again?" he said.


  "Niki Slobodian," I said.


  "I know you," he said, cocking his head. "I saw you in the papers last year. You're that devil worshiper's daughter."


  "He wasn't a devil worshiper," I said. "Just another Abnormal. Like me. Do you remember why I was in the paper?"


  "No," he said. "They put you on the Registry, though. I remember that plain enough."


  "It's because I can see things other people can't," I said. "People that other people can't see."


  Gary stared at me. He was quiet for a long moment. Finally he spoke in almost a whisper. "What are you getting at?"


  "I saw her, Gary," I said. "I saw Sadie. Before she moved on."


  His eyes narrowed. "Why are you saying this?" he said. His voice was still low, but harder. He clenched his fists in the handcuffs. He looked at Eli. "What is going on? I confessed. Why are you doing this?"


  "I have nothing to do with this," said Eli.


  "She's telling the truth," said Gage, moving to stand behind me. "I seen it. She's the real thing."


  "I suppose you think this is funny," said Gary, his eyes wide and his nostrils flared. "A great big joke. You must think I'm pretty stupid. You can see ghosts. Whoooooo." He waggled his fingers at me. His glare faded and tears filled his eyes. "I want you to go away now," he said.


  "You don't believe me," I said.


  "Of course I don't believe you," he said, his voice thick.


  I took a breath and let it out. "Everywhere I go, I see ghosts, Gary. Everywhere. Death is all around us and most people don't even know it. But I know it. When I was little, my mom died. Her ghost hung around for a couple weeks. Makes it kind of hard for a kid to let go, doesn't it?" Gary stared. Eli stared down at his folded hands. He hadn't known what I could do until he'd heard about the rumors around the station. Just a few weeks later, I was arrested. But we were over by then. I continued, keeping my eyes on Gary. "When I go to the park, I see them. When I'm shopping I see them. I see them everywhere. I can't get away from them. Sometimes I help them, but usually I'm kind of selfish. I walk by, just like everyone else. If I tried to help them all, I wouldn't have time to eat or sleep or live my life. But I helped Sadie. She was worried about you."


  He closed his eyes again and shook his head. "Stop it," he said.


  "She told me you were sitting on the couch and you made a noise, a loud grunt. Do you remember crying out?" I said.


  Gary's voice was barely audible. "Yes."


  "Then what happened? Do you remember?"


  "Pain," he said. He pursed his lips and kept his eyes shut, squeezing them tight, but the tears still came. "I thought it was glass at first, it felt like glass, inside of me, like I swallowed it. Scraping and clawing inside my body." He let out a sob, and lowered his head to his hands to wipe at his face. He opened his eyes and looked at me. I saw the grief on his face, the same as I'd seen it in his wife. "I don't remember anything after that," he said.


  "It wasn't you," I said. "You didn't kill them."


  He shook his head. "Of course I did," he said.


  "Mr. Chenowith, do you believe in Hell?" said Gage. He walked around the table and crouched next to Gary.


  Gary stared at him. "I don't know," he said. "I have never been very religious, not like Sadie." His voice cracked when he said her name but he fought to keep his composure. "The politicians are all telling us it's real," he said. "It must be, or all these magic folk wouldn't be trying to break into it all the time."


  "Well, we think something got out of Hell and hopped a ride in your body," said Gage.


  "What?" said Gary. He looked at Eli, who was gritting his teeth and shooting me death glares.


  "It's true," I said. "Do you remember anything? Anything at all?"


  "I don't know, it's completely blank," said Gary. "This is crazy," he said, but he looked slightly relieved.


  "When you woke up, what happened?" I said.


  "It's not so much I woke up," said Gary, "as I was suddenly just there. I was lying on the ground and there were handcuffs on me. There was a cop there yelling at me, and one was laughing."


  "He was laughing?" I said, leaning forward.


  "Yes," he said. "I was in shock, I think. Come to think of it, maybe he wasn't yelling at me. I think he was yelling at the other cop. Telling him to stop laughing and get a hold of himself. Then more cops came and they took me here."


  "What happened to the laughing cop?" I said.


  "I don't know," said Gary. "I think he went away when the other cops got there."


  "Niki, I would like to speak to you in private," said Eli.


  "Gary," I said. "I really did see Sadie. She doesn't blame you." Gary took a shaky breath. "She knows it wasn't you. Please just know, she really loves you."


  Eli grabbed my arm and pulled me up from my chair. "What are you doing?" I said. He didn't say a word, just pulled me with him through the door, leaving Gage and Gary gawping behind us.


  "What the hell is wrong with you?" I said when we were in the hall. I pulled my arm out of his grasp.


  "What's wrong with you?" he said. "This was a simple case. And now you're mucking it up with all this magic shit. What the hell is going on?"


  "Weren't you listening?" I said.


  "I was listening to a flaming bag of bullshit," he said.


  "Eli, it's not bullshit. This is really happening."


  "So some dark force is at work, possessing innocent people and making them kill? Is that it, Niki?"


  "Yeah," I said. "It is. And there will be more. Maybe a lot more."


  "And how did this evil spirit get out of Hell in the first place?" he said.


  "I don't know," I said honestly. "I think Sasha had something to do with it."


  "Dammit, Niki," he said, hitting his leg with his hand.


  "What?"


  "You're goddamn telling the truth, aren't you?"


  I shrugged. "Yeah."


  He looked toward the ceiling and sighed. He looked back at me. His anger was dissipating, but he was still frowning. "Why do you have to complicate things?"


  "This time it's not my fault," I said.


  "Shit."


  "Am I interrupting?" said Gage from the doorway.


  "No, it's fine," I said.


  "'Cause Chenowith's crying in there, and I don't really do that sort of thing," said Gage.


  Eli nodded. "I'll get someone to come take him somewhere to lie down," he said. He took his cell phone out of his pocket, but it rang in his hand. He put it to his ear. "Cooper," he said. He listened for a minute, then said, "I'll be right there."


  "Gage," I said, "we have to find that police officer."


  "The laughing guy?"


  "Yeah. Sadie said Greg was laughing the same way when he...when she saw him."


  Eli was looking at me, a surprised look on his face. "Too late," he said. "We already found him. He's dead."


  "What happened?" I said.


  He shook his head and rubbed a hand over his cheek. It was a nervous habit of his, I remembered. "Officer Singh. He was out on the Expressway," he said. "He parked his car and stopped traffic and then started shooting. When he ran out of bullets in his Glock, he started with a rifle. Twenty-two dead, more injured."


  "Still think I'm full of shit?" I said. "Wait, did you say Singh?" I said.


  "Yeah, why?"


  "His partner was looking for him."


  "How'd he die?" said Gage.


  "Let's go find out," said Eli. "You two are coming with me."


  "While I value your manly display of dominance," I said, "screw you, Eli. You can come with us if you want, but you're not in charge."


  "I can get us there faster," he said. "I'm a cop, remember?"


  "He's right, sis," said Gage. "We should probably take his car."


  "Fine," I said. "But I am not riding in the back."


  Gage shrugged. "I've ridden in worse places."


   


  


  Chapter Nine


  Gage stretched out in the back seat as we headed to the scene.


  "I'm sorry," said Eli, pulling out of the lot. "I shouldn't have blown up like that. Is your arm okay?"


  "Fine," I said. "It's my fault. We surprised you."


  He paused, as if choosing his words. "I'm really mad at you, Niki," he said.


  "I know," I said. "I'm sorry."


  "It's good to see you, though."


  "Yeah. You too."


  "How's Sofi?"


  "Dying," I said.


  "Jesus," he said. "Sorry."


  "She'd like to see you, Eli. You should visit her. She looks pretty bad, but she's still herself."


  "I always liked her," said Eli. I could feel him glancing at me while he drove. I looked out the window. "How've you been, though, Nik? I mean, how've you really been?"


  I thought about telling him everything: How my life had gone to shit after the trial. How Sofi got sick, and how I wasn't allowed to work, and how we ran out of money. I wanted to tell him about nearly losing the apartment. How the power was shut off and how I had to hock the last of Mom's jewelry. I wanted to tell him how many nights I'd thought about him, and how my chest hurt for the longest time whenever I thought of how I'd tricked him into leaving.


  "It's been a rough year," I said.


  He didn't say anything for a minute, but when he did his voice was quiet. "I know."


   


  The sun was going down when we pulled in, Eli waving to the troopers who moved the barricade for us to drive through. The sky was painted with pinks and oranges, making the scene seem even more grisly in front of such beauty.


  Gage gave a start. "Are we here already?" he said, sitting up.


  "How can you fall asleep that quickly?" I said.


  "You take it where you can, sister. 'Sides, it's gonna be a long night."


  Looking around us, I could see he was right. I got out of the car and heard the sobbing. I saw people crying, kids, women, men. Sitting on the hoods of their cars, in the backs of ambulances, talking to the police. At least fifty people and about half of them were crying. I saw the spirits of the recently-dead hovering on the edges, watching the people they had so recently been alive with, some of them reaching out hands only to have them go right through their husbands or wives, the living none the wiser.


  The police must have herded the survivors away from the actual site, because further down I saw a second cordoned-off area where a man in rolled-up shirtsleeves was wandering around looking at the ground. Eli weaved through the crowd and the cars, faces turning toward him like he was a beacon of hope. Their faces looked haggard and shell-shocked, their eyes as dull and blank as Gary Chenowith's had been. We slipped into the taped-off area and I felt myself relax. Funny that I should feel more at ease among the dead.


  There were dead here. Only two ghosts were still hanging around; the rest had joined their families to watch them grieve in helpless silence. They hadn't moved the cars yet, and some of them still smoked, bullet holes dusting them like confetti. The dead were left where they fell as well, thin plastic sheets covering them from hair to toe. It was hard to get a count with the cars blocking our view of the ground. It was like a morbid maze. We made our way around a white van and stepped around a body. We dodged in between an old yellow Sunbird and a Subaru and found another body, this one leaking blood that had seeped into a crack in the road and ran in a miniature rivulet across the expressway. Finally we got to the man in the shirtsleeves. He nodded at Eli.


  "Hey, Coop, where you been?" he said. He had a cheerful demeanor, but a hangdog sort of face.


  "This is my partner, Mike Shippley. Hey, Shipp, this is Niki Slobodian and her partner Bobby Gage," said Eli. We showed him our badges. His droopy eyes opened wide when he saw them. "


  "Are you the Niki?" said Shippley. He reached out to shake my hand.


  "Afraid so," I said.


  "You broke my boy's heart," he said. "Not going to do it again, are you?" His tone was so friendly it was hard to take the guy seriously.


  "I'm just here on business," I said, avoiding looking at Eli. "I won't trouble you much, just want to have a look around. Maybe talk to a few people. Then we'll be out of your way."


  "Fair enough," said Shippley.


  "Take as long as you want," said Eli.


  "Man, I would not want to be Smithy right now," said Shippley, looking at Eli. "He'd better have some sweet-talking handy for the press after this."


  "Because it was a cop?" I said.


  "Yep," he said. "Want to see him?"


  Shippley led us to the opposite side of the crime scene. There was a police cruiser parked across the road and a man-sized heap lay in front of it, covered by yellow plastic. "Oh, hell," I said. There was a ghost in police uniform sitting next to the body.


  "What's wrong?" said Eli, looking hard at me.


  "Nothing," I said. "It's just my nerves from all the bodies." Eli raised an eyebrow.


  "You?" he said.


  "Can I get you some water or something, ma'am?" said Shippley.


  "I think I just need a minute. Could you two leave Gage and me alone for a minute?"


  "What are you up to?" said Eli.


  "Nothing," I said.


  "What's up, sis?" said Gage, after they walked away, Eli throwing suspicious looks at me over his shoulder. I looked at Gage. He was a little paler than usual, but holding up. Every time he spotted a body, he would look up at the sky. Least he hadn't thrown up.


  "It's the shooter," I said. "His damn ghost is sitting there."


  "That's good, right?" he said. "Might have some information on where to go next."


  "Yeah, I know. I just hate it, you know? It's exhausting talking to the dead."


  "May as well get used to it," he said. "It's what you do."


  "It's illegal to do what I do," I said.


  He shrugged. "What isn't illegal these days? Just go talk to him, sis. We have to get this Dark before more people get killed."


  I looked around and nodded. "Okay. You're right." I approached the cop's spirit. "Hey, you're Officer Singh, right?" I said.


  He looked at me and frowned. "What?" he said.


  "I'm Niki." I sat down on the road next to him.


  "So?"


  "So, how you doing?"


  "How does it look like I'm doing?" he said. "I'm dead."


  "I know. I'm sorry. "


  "Why can you see me?"


  "I'm weird that way," I said.


  "Can you see all of us, or just me?" he said, gesturing to the other two ghosts wandering nearby.


  "Every last one," I said, looking out at all the wanderers on the scene. It was strange there were so many. It seemed there were so many dead wandering around lately. But maybe my ability was just growing stronger.


  "So what now?" he said. "I'm going to Hell, right?"


  "Not necessarily," I said. "Usually when people can finally let go, they get sort of swirly. They just kind of blow away into the wind."


  "That's it?" he said.


  "Sure," I said. "Disappointed?"


  "Kind of. I thought there'd be a bright light or something."


  "There might be," I said. "I've never been on the other end of it."


  "Why hasn't that happened to me?" he said.


  "You haven't let go yet."


  He shrugged. "How can I? I don't know what happened. One minute I'm processing the scene where some guy killed his family, and the next I'm standing here with an empty gun and some lady in a blue dress blasts me with a shotgun."


  "Blue dress?" I said.


  "Yeah. She looked like a librarian or accountant or something. Listen, lady--"


  "Niki," I said.


  "Yeah, Niki," he repeated. "Did I do this?"


  "Technically yes, but it's not your fault. Where did the lady go after she shot you?"


  "I don't know, I was sort of preoccupied," he said irritably. "What do you mean it wasn't my fault? I really did this?"


  I got up. "I'm really sorry," I said. "But I have to go. Long story short, something called a Dark got out of Hell and popped into your body. It's the one that killed these people, not you."


  "So I am going to Hell."


  "I have no idea," I said. "But I'm guessing not for this. Tell them I said you were innocent."


  "You? Why would they listen to you?"


  "Because they pay my bills," I said. "I'm really sorry, Officer. I have to catch this thing. Just focus on forgiving yourself, and you'll figure it out. Good luck."


  I left him looking baffled, but I had to stick to my rule. Living trump the dead.


  "Gage," I said. "Find out where the woman in the blue dress went. She's the one that shot the cop."


  I saw Eli and ran over to him, nearly tripping over a body. "Careful," he said. "This is a crime scene, Slobodian."


  "Sorry," I said. "Do you know where the woman in the blue dress went?" I said. "The one with the shotgun?"


  He nodded towards the cruiser where I saw the cop's ghost stand up. "That way," he said. "Hopped into someone else's car and took off. We're looking for her, but she's sort of in the wind right now. Why? Someone say something? I didn't know you'd talked to anyone yet."


  "Yeah, you know how I got arrested for talking to dead people?"


  "Oh," he said. "Right." He seemed to think about it for a second. "Weird," he said finally.


  "Whatever," I said. "So no one knows where she went?"


  "No, but the car is kind of noticeable," he said. "Older VW Beetle, bright yellow. Shouldn't be too hard to find."


  "My guess is she's not trying very hard to stay hidden," I said. "Official business. I'm going to need your car, Eli."


  He paused, staring hard at me, before he tossed me the keys. "Don't make me regret this," he said.


  As we started down the Expressway, the sunset was already fading and I was sure we would lose her.


  "How'd you know it was the Dark?" said Gage. "Could just be a victim fighting back."


  "Something Sofi said in the hospital," I said. "She had a vision."


  "Psychic, huh? Handy gal to have around."


  "She said there were two black lions fighting or something. And a woman in a blue dress with a shotgun."


  "Seems pretty accurate. But what about the lions?"


  "I think it might be a sign," I said. "You know, like a crest or those lawyer signs sometimes have animals on them."


  "Or a financial institution," said Gage, as he looked out his window.


  "Yeah, I guess so."


  "No, sis," he said, pointing to a building on the other side of the exit. "That financial institution." It was one of those tall, hastily-made skyscraper wannabes. It wasn't quite impressively tall and it was an ugly gray that seemed more of an eyesore than prestigious. But there was a big sign fixed to the side of it. It read H & H Financial, and there was a graphic image of a lion on either side of the letters, each on its haunches, claws in the air.


  "Hold on," I said.


   


  


  Chapter Ten


  I put the police light on the dash, flicked on the siren, and wrenched the wheel. As I slammed on the brakes, the tires squealed, and then thunked as I drove over the cement curb that divided the exit from the Expressway. We lurched down the ramp, the other cars pulling over, more to avoid getting hit than out of respect for the law. After a series of shortcuts through parking lots and over medians, keeping the office building in view at all times, I had us at the glass front entrance. I saw the Bug parked haphazardly, halfway between the curb and the middle of the road. I pulled up onto the sidewalk, hearing metal scrape against concrete. "Sorry, Eli," I said.


  "Niki," Gage said, as we got out of the car. "The Dark is in there right now. We're going to have to take it down, and we have no idea what we're doing."


  "I have my best ideas when I'm in a tight spot," I said, pulling out my Makarov. "Besides, you said you couldn't tell what spell to use until you knew what you were dealing with. Well, I think you're going to know in a minute." I double-checked the Makarov to make sure it was loaded. The clip made a satisfying click.


  "Wait, you can't shoot her," Gage said, pulling out his book. "She's innocent. 'Sides, maybe the Dark would just find another body. Maybe yours."


  "If it's a choice, though," I said, "between her and you or me, I'll choose one of us. Living trump the dead, Gage."


  "What does that mean?" We were easing toward the lobby entrance.


  "It means self-preservation," I said. There was a sudden shattering of glass and something hurled out of the windows high above us and away from the building. It thudded into the street with a sickening crack. I looked over and saw a heap of blue under the streetlight. "There's our innocent," I said. We looked up at a sound between screaming and laughing. It was distinctly male.


  I looked back at the street. Even at a distance I could tell the woman was dead. Her head was turned at an unnatural angle, as was almost every other part of her.


  "Jesus," said Gage, keeping his eyes away from the woman. He looked up at the window she had come out of where we could still hear the laughter receding somewhere in the building. "Kind of makes our jobs a little easier, don't it?" said Gage. "If it wasn't for that laugh we wouldn't have found it. Kind of memorable. Like following the Joker around."


  "Yeah, it's kind of convenient, isn't it?" I said. "Think it's a trick?"


  "I don't think a thing like that could plan anything," said Gage. "Far as I can tell, it's just blindly killing the first things it sees."


  "Yeah," I said, "but why here? It could have gone postal at the scene, but it stopped, got into a car and drove here. Why?"


  "Maybe it didn't want to get caught," said Gage.


  "By who? It just jumps from body to body, right?"


  "I don't know, Niki," said Gage. "I've been going over it in my head, and there ain't nothing in common in all these murders. The first one it made a guy kill his family, let him go and ran away. Then it killed a bunch of people on a highway and drove away. Now it's in an office building."


  "Maybe it was on its way here the whole time," I said. "Maybe something drew it here. Maybe it's been headed here the whole time."


  "Kind of grasping at straws, ain't you?" He was about to say something else, but stopped and shook his head.


  "What is it?" I said.


  "It's just that, what if it feels what its host is feeling? You know, like sadness, grief, what have you? The Dark seems to possess all the skills of the host, driving and running and such. Why wouldn't it also take on the host's emotions?"


  "It's moving so it doesn't have to feel? I don't understand."


  "When someone you love is murdered, it ain't a pretty thing. You want to scream and cry and claw your own eyes out at the same time. So, even if they're not awake, on some level they have to know what's happening. Some part of them knows that it's their body that's causing all this, right?"


  "Maybe," I said.


  "Well, maybe the Dark can feel it. The first scene was personal, right? A family, children. And the host lived. Why didn't the Dark kill Gary Chenowith?"


  "Maybe it was still getting its footing," I said.


  "Or maybe," said Gage, "the Dark was so affected by Gary's emotions that it vamoosed as soon as it could."


  "The crime scenes did become less and less personal," I said. "First a home, then a random stretch of highway, and now a corporate office building."


  "Yeah," said Gage. "'Spose the Dark follows its need to kill, but couldn't stand the feelings it elicited when it got personal. So it quickly kills the host so it's not there to remind. You know, feelings and shit."


  "Damn, Gage," I said. "You're starting to sound like a shrink."


  "I was five credits short of a Psych degree before the War."


  "No shit?" I said. "But, I don't know, Gage. Seems like there's something else going on here." A shotgun fired high above us in the building. "Time to go," I said. "Ready?"


  "Hang on," he said, reaching into one of his bulging pockets and pulling out a large freezer bag full of something. "Take this. It might help."


  "What is it?" I said, taking the bag.


  "It's salt," he said. "Works wonders on demons, not sure why. Might work on all Hellions. In any case, it's a better solution than bullets."


  "I'll take your counsel under advisement," I said. "Got anything else that might work on demons?"


  "Nah. The religious stuff only works if you're a true believer. They're pretty terrified of Lucifer, but unless you have something personal from the guy, they probably won't believe you."


  "Lucifer's real?" I said.


  "Trust me," he said. "I've dealt with some bad Hellions before, none this bad, but pretty depraved. Salt is their Kryptonite. Dunno why, it just is. They hate the stuff. Works better than any spell or curse or anything."


  "Thanks, Bobby," I said. "Good luck in there."


  "Luck's for assholes," he said, propping the book open on his arm as we headed for the door. "I got talent."


   


  It could have been a whole lot worse. It was pretty bad, as it was. The lobby was strewn with the bodies: a maintenance worker, three security guards, two men and a woman in suits. Their spirits looked around in horror, unable to accept the tragedy of what had happened to them. It must have just happened. I knelt down and felt the body of the maintenance worker. It was warm.


  The exuberance of the first killing was gone. There was no sprays of blood across the wall, or any evidence that the Dark had even touched the bodies after it killed them. Just a bunch of corpses littered with holes. I heard a woman's spirit whisper a word over and over again. As we passed close to her, I realized the word was Why? I had no answer for her.


  The elevator told me what I needed to know. The digital number above the doors read "29" and the button for the 29th floor inside had a big bloody fingerprint on it, still sticky. I pushed the number on the panel on the other side so I wouldn't have to touch it. Gage wasn't even aware of his surroundings. He'd been flipping pages in his Grimoire and muttering to himself since we came in. I should have had him do that at the first scene. At least he wouldn't throw up all over everything. He finally looked up at me as we were ascending. There was an uncharacteristic brightness to his eyes. Something was lit up inside him. He smiled, which I'd never seen him do, and nodded.


  "I got it, Niki," he said. "I got it. I think I understand how to do this. The words, they're all coming to me. It's like they've been waiting for me. I can do this, sis."


  "Let's hope we can both do this," I said.


  The doors opened onto a dull-blue carpeted hallway. It was so quiet here that the air felt thick. I stepped out of the elevator, Gage right behind me. I checked the stairs to my right. Nothing.


  "So the salt," I breathed. "You think it'll stop it?" I said.


  "Worth a shot," Gage whispered.


  I took the baggie out of the inside pocket of my jacket. I made of line of the stuff across the hall just in front of the alcove leading to the elevator and the stairs. If the salt really was effective on this thing, it wouldn't be able to get off the floor. Unless of course it threw itself out of a window, which I was somehow pretty sure it would do in a heartbeat. Worth a try, though.


  "Impressive," said Gage. "I didn't think of that. Burns the shit out of demons, but seems like I read somewhere about it being a barrier to other stuff."


  "Read?" I whispered. "They have books about magic philosophy?" Gage shrugged, as if that were too stupid a question to answer.


  I tiptoed down the hall, checking each office. The first three were empty. Just the trappings of corporate culture: Desks, copy paper, uncomfortable chairs. The fourth office was different. A man and a woman, naked from the waist down, lay dead on top of the desk. The woman lay on her back, her face turned toward the door, a look of surprise frozen there. The man was lying face-down, his features buried in her bleach-blonde hair. There had only been one shotgun blast, like the Dark didn't even care anymore if they died. He hadn't tampered with their bodies.


  "Christ," said Gage, turning his face away from the couple. "They were married. They're wearing rings."


  "I doubt they were married to each other," I said. "Married people rarely get it on in their office after everyone's gone home."


  "Little Miss Sunshine," said Gage.


  We stopped at the sound of wailing. It was a sort of hysterical sound, and morphed into laughter, and then screaming. It was muffled, like it was coming from behind a closed door.


  "He's losing it," I said. "You sure you know what to do?"


  "Positive," he said.


  We followed the noise. It felt like fingernails on your spinal cord. It changed from sobbing to laughing to high-pitched screaming and back to laughing again. We got to the last door in the hall. It was closed.


  "Put some salt in front of it," whispered Gage. I did. I held the bag in my left hand, the gun in my right. Gage reached out and turned the knob and the door swung open.


  Gage was muttering something under his breath, some strange words my ears couldn't make out. I edged into the room, Makarov first. There was a body in the middle of the room, a woman's body with the handle of a knife sticking out of her chest. Blood had spread from the wound, seeping through her button-up shirt, glaring red against the white fabric. Her face was looking at the ceiling, and she had been gorgeous, with dark, liquid eyes and full lips. Her dark hair was fanned out behind her and a man was petting it. The sounds we had been following were coming from him. He wore a janitor's uniform, blue with a name tag that said Philip Morales. He looked at me when he finally noticed me, his pitiful face haggard and tear-stained. His eyes screwed up into a glare and he started to growl, but seemed to give up halfway and began wailing again. He looked down at the woman.


  "Why has he done this?" said a voice next to me. I jumped and swung the gun around. It was the spirit of the woman lying on the ground. Her face was not the usual face of grief or loss, but of genuine confusion. She looked at the man keening over her body. As he shook, a crucifix came untucked from his collar. It glinted in the light. "He's never hurt anyone before," said the ghost of the woman. I aimed the gun back at the man.


  "Do you know him?" I said.


  "He's my brother," she said. "Why did he kill me? What's wrong with him?"


  "It's not your brother," I said. "It's a bad thing inside your brother." Gage came in from the doorway at last, still whispering. The book was open in front of him and the words seem to tumble from his lips, and try as I might I couldn't make out the sounds. It was a jumble of noises my brain couldn't decipher. It was a confusing sensation.


  The Dark looked up in its borrowed body. It saw Gage and something between relief and hate dawned on its face. It screamed and crumpled forward. "It hurts," it hissed. "Disgusting." It stood up. "End this."


  "Stop," I said, leveling the gun at him.


  "Do it," it said, taking a step toward me. "If I die in this body I will go back to the pit. The pit is dark and deep. No killing there. But no feelings either. And no Abaddon now."


  "Don't kill him," said the woman's ghost next to me. "That's not him, his eyes are funny. He's got the devil in him."


  Gage was still talking in the weird language. It was like white noise. He was almost unrecognizable. He was a large man, but he seemed enormous now. There was something radiating from him that made him appear larger than anything I had ever seen. His hair was on edge and there was a crackle in the air. The book vibrated.


  "What is he doing?" said the woman.


  "Helping your brother," I said. I turned back to the Dark. "What do you mean 'Abaddon'?"


  "Guards the pits, don't he?" said the Dark. "Gone now. Poof. Into the world." He smiled suddenly. "I need a new ride," he said. "Bet you don't feel it like these others. No sadness, no grief." He spat these last words. "Just pain and anger. Delicious."


  "I'm just a good actress," I said. "Think you could get to me before I shot you?"


  "Think you could shoot me before I got to you?" he said. He took a step toward me. It was an odd, shaky step and reminded me of something. It dragged its other leg behind it like the body was a puppet. I'd seen that walk before. On Bailey, my father's guard.


  "Oh, Jesus," I said. Of course my father was involved. It had his style written all over it. But why would he loose this thing on the world and then deny it? There had to be a bigger reason.


  "Not him, dearie," said Philip Morales, taking another wonky step toward me. "I see her, you know. She's whispering in your ear. She's..." He grabbed his head like he was trying to pull it off, laughing like a maniac. "Why is she still here?" he screamed. He looked up at me and narrowed his eyes. "It's your fault," he said. "You're the reason. This feeling is killing me."


  He took a step and jumped towards me, like a panther pouncing on its prey. His body rose in the leap, jumping impossibly high through the air, and stopped a foot in front of me. He struggled as if held there by an invisible hand. I looked over and saw Gage's hand aimed at the man, energy crackling all around us, and Gage was still talking, his lips moving, but only a scrambled transmission coming out of them. Gage gasped, but kept talking through it, the jumbled words coming through little cries of pain.


  "No," said the Dark through clenched teeth. "I won't let him go. I'll claw at his insides until-- Gah!" He let out a groan and fell to the ground, his eyes rolling up into his head. Or, rather, his body fell to the floor. I looked in amazement at the Dark, the real Dark, hanging suspended in midair. I could finally see it for what it really was.


  It was small. I was shocked at how small the thing was. It writhed in front of me like a wild animal caught in a trap, trying so hard to reach me. It had a snout that was pointed at the top, small eyes, and teeth half the size of its head. It was, indeed, dark and I saw why it was so named. It was also semi-transparent, moving like smoke and even I had to squint to look at it in the meager light.


  "Oh my God," said the ghost. "Is he dead? Can you see if he's dead?"


  "He's not dead," I said.


  "Niki," gasped Gage. "Do you see it?"


  "Yeah," I said. "Don't you?"


  "No," he said, coughing. "Course not. Just pour the salt around it, okay? Can you do that, sis?"


  I was shocked at how weak Gage was. He seemed about to fall over. I remembered what he had said about magic. About how you feel everything you do. What was it like for him to rip this little parasite out of Philip Morales? I couldn't even imagine. I hurriedly poured the last of the salt into a circle around where the Dark hovered, the thing hissing and trying to stretch its clawed arms out to reach me.


  Morales was stirring, and I hooked my arms under his and dragged him away, propping him against a corner. He opened his eyes, looking around wildly. They landed on the dead girl in the middle of the room. Gage barely registered with him. He crawled over to his sister's body. I heard him start to cry, and there was eerily no difference between the sounds the Dark had been making and Philip Morales's noises of grief.


  I turned to Gage, who appeared to be doing something new. I don't know how I could tell, but this spell was different. The feeling of electricity in the air had changed to something that felt darker somehow, and sparks erupted around him that seemed to be the opposite of light. The noises coming from his mouth, though I still couldn't understand them, had taken on a darker tone as well. And not just the tone was darker. As I tried to make out the syllables as I had with the first spell, I had to put my hand to my ears and let out a gasp at the pain the words caused. I felt wetness and my hand came away with a smear of blood. I covered my ears with my palms so I wouldn't hear. I could still hear the screaming, though. Not just of the Dark, but Gage was screaming too, in between breaths, in between saying the words, he would let out strangled cries, and I was amazed he was still on his feet. I wanted to go to him, to hold him up, to help him, but something told me that if I did I would ruin everything. I watched with my hands over my ears as the Dark fell to the ground. There was a deep rumbling underneath our feet. The Dark rammed itself against an invisible barrier all around it, and I realized with some relief that it was the salt that was keeping it there.


  I looked up to see that Morales was saying something to me. He was crying. I took my hands off my ears.


  "Please, you have to help me," he said. "My sister. She can't be dead." I shook my head. I didn't know what else to say. Morales stood up. "Stop pointing that gun and help me," he screamed. His face contorted from tears to anger. "Help me. You have to. Look at her. Look at her." He took a step toward me, reminding me of the Dark when it used his body. Grief sometimes seemed perilously close to derangement to me. He came toward me, his arms out. "If you just look at her, you'll understand." He was almost to the ring of salt, where the Dark he couldn't see was trapped.


  "Wait," I said. "There's something happening here that you don't understand," I said. "Please, don't come any closer." His foot was inches from the circle. I didn't know why the salt was effective, but it seemed pretty clear that if Morales disturbed that circle, something bad was going to happen.


  "Help me," he said, taking another step. His foot was touching the circle. I moved the gun so I was pointing it at him.


  "No!" said the woman's ghost. "What are you doing? I thought you would help him."


  "Back up," I said to Morales. "Don't come any closer to me."


  "I'm not going to hurt you," he said, his voice manic. He had no idea what he was doing. He would not listen to reason. "I just want you to look at her. Maybe you can help her."


  "Do you see the gun?" I said. "Back. Up."


  But Philip Morales didn't back up. He kept right on going, plowing through the circle of salt I had felt so relieved about a moment before. In a flurry that only I could see, the Dark spun around once, maybe in joy or giddiness, or maybe because it was confused and didn't know what to do with itself. It rose into the air, lighting to its feet without a sound. It grinned at me, its sharp teeth gray in its gray face, its gray fingernails clenching and unclenching. It was still for a moment, seeming to reside in a long moment of anticipation. Then it was on me before I could do anything.


  The pain was horrifying. I felt the thickness of it throwing itself down my throat and nostrils, and thought I would vomit. Then I felt its claws or its teeth or both, slashing and scritching its way down inside my body. I screamed and gagged at the same time. I heard the sound of a gun and then everything went dark.


  I don't know how long it went on, but the next thing I heard was the sound of Gage screaming. I opened my eyes and the world swam into view with a sickening crispness. Gage was still screaming, and as I took in my surroundings, I could see why. If he really could feel everything that was doing, every act of magic that he was casting, then Bobby Gage was finding out just exactly how it felt to be sucked down into Hell. The Dark was screaming too, but I felt a sort of grim satisfaction at the noise. I didn't see the ghost of the girl, though I could see her body. There was another one there, too, and I realized with a nauseating feeling of dread that it was Philip Morales. He was dead too, a bullet hole in his forehead.


  I didn't know how Bobby was holding the Dark there. I knew he couldn't see it, yet it was paralyzed where it stood. The floor opened up underneath it, opened not into the 28th floor beneath us, but into darkness so black it was like light turned inside out. It was a darkness that made my eyes ache and my mind feel what must be the edge of madness. The Dark screamed again, like a thing being tortured, and then everything was silent. It was all gone. The Dark, the crack in the floor, the screaming. All of it. All that was left were two dead bodies, a broken circle of salt, and Gage lying on the floor several feet from me, groaning.


  I tried to summon the energy to get up, but it just wasn't there. I pulled myself over to Gage on my hands and knees and fell on top of him, exhausted, my head on his mountain of a chest. He was unconscious, but otherwise unharmed.


  There were footsteps from the hall, and then a familiar silhouette filled the door, a long coat and rumpled, curly hair. "Eli," I said, too exhausted to feel any shame whatsoever at how relieved I sounded.


  "Niki," he said, kneeling down next to me. "What the hell happened here?"


  "How'd you find me?" I said. "Car?"


  He nodded. "GPS. Plus we got about a thousand calls about this place. Are you all right?"


  "Never felt better," I said. "How are you?"


  He laughed, and I felt like it was the best sound I'd ever heard. I must have passed out after that, from sheer exhaustion. The next thing I knew I was waking up in my own bed and someone was making coffee. It smelled like heaven.


   


  


  Chapter Eleven


  I walked across the hall into the bathroom. I felt like death warmed over. My head ached, as did pretty much every muscle in my body, along with what felt like my internal organs. To add to that, the memory of the Dark scratching around inside my body made me want to gag whenever I thought of it. My dreams had been eerie and uneasy, but I couldn't grasp any particular image. All that remained was an itch inside me that made me want to claw at myself, but that might have been from real life rather than the dreams. I pushed back all thoughts of the dead man killed with my gun and shot by my hand. I couldn't think of Philip Morales right now. I would do that later.


  My mouth tasted like something rotten and I brushed my teeth to get rid of the cloying taste. Then I brushed again. When I looked in the mirror my eyes looked almost like someone had blacked them and my skin was sickly pale. I needed water. My mouth was dry and my lips were cracking. I put my mouth down to the tap and drank until I couldn't anymore. I splashed my face and went out to find the coffee.


  I expected Gage, but found Eli. He was sitting at the table reading the paper and drinking a cup of coffee. It was like he'd never left.


  "Morning," I croaked, grabbing a cup.


  "Afternoon, actually," he said. "You look like shit."


  "Thanks, Eli. Appreciate that."


  "If I don't tell you, who will?"


  I sat down and sipped. "Is Bobby here?"


  "Just left. Said something about a guy named Sam."


  "He went to the Deep Blue Sea without me?" I said, sitting up.


  "You've been sleeping for two days, Niki. The guy was going nuts waiting for you to wake up. He was worried as hell about you."


  "Two days? Seriously?"


  "Yeah. Bobby woke up yesterday around noon."


  "Have you been here this whole time?" I said.


  He shrugged and looked back down at the paper. "I might have been in and out." He looked at me. "Well, I couldn't just leave you, Nik," he said. "Goddamn, you scared the hell out of me."


  "Sorry," I said, smiling through a wave of nausea. I swallowed down bile and chased it with coffee.


  "I went to see Sofi," he said, changing the subject.


  "You didn't tell her about any of this, did you?" I said. The scalding hot coffee was burning down my throat, but the pain momentarily made me forget about the itching. That itch just wasn't going away.


  "No," he said. "Course not. I told her you had the flu."


  "I bet she was happy to see you," I said. "She misses you. Talks about you sometimes, you know."


  "Do you?" he said.


  "Talk about you?"


  "Do you miss me? Do you miss us?"


  "Eli, I'm really tired," I said. "I need to drink this coffee."


  "It's just that I heard the damnedest thing," he said. He was being too nonchalant to be serious. He knew something.


  "Did you?" I said flatly. I took a long drink of coffee. Maybe I could burn the taste out of my mouth.


  "See, that guy that you said you cheated on me with, you know, over and over again over the course of our relationship?"


  "What about him?"


  "What was his name? I always forget."


  "Dex," I said. "Dex Lincoln."


  "That's the guy," said Eli. He was looking awfully smug. I braced myself. "I ran into him a couple of months ago."


  "Did you? I didn't know he was still in town." I buried my face in my coffee cup.


  "Oh, so you're not seeing each other any more? That's a shame. You were such a cute couple."


  "What are you getting at, Eli?" I said, setting my cup down. "Just say it."


  "You never slept with him," he said. "He said he hit on you and you punched him in the face. Whole time I talked to him he was worried you were with me. Guy had to get his nose fixed at the ER."


  "Maybe he was lying," I said. But I couldn't meet his eyes. I felt him staring at me, though.


  "Niki, will you look at me?" I did. Right into those gray eyes. That's what had attracted me to Eli in the first place. His eyes. "Why'd you lie, Nik?"


  I took a breath and let it out. "It wasn't what you think," I said.


  "I don't know what to think," he said, leaning back in his chair. He shook his head. "If you didn't want to be together, why didn't you just tell me? Why all the lies?"


  "It's not that," I said. "I told you it's not what you think."


  "Then what?" He stood up and started pacing. "This has been the worst year of my life, Niki. I lost you and ever since it's been a downward spiral of shit. And it hasn't been pretty for you either. So for once, please, just tell me why." He sat down again and looked right into my face. It was like I was hurting him all over again.


  "Can I take some aspirin first?" I said. "Please. I'm sore all over."


  "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, of course." He got up and grabbed a bottle off the top of the fridge and set it in front of me. I swallowed three with my coffee.


  "Eli," I said. "I didn't cheat on you."


  "I think we've covered that," he said. His voice was taut, like he was close to losing it and screaming like a crazy person.


  "I wasn't finished," I said. He gestured for me to continue. "I lied to protect you," I said after a long pause. "From me."


  "What are you talking about?" he said. "We were happy. I thought we were happy. Was that a lie, too?"


  "No," I said. "I was happier than I've ever been when we were together, Eli. I think that's why this year's been so hard. Because I remember what happy was like." I felt a tingling behind my eyes. I didn't want to cry in front of Eli. "But," I said. "I knew you were about to find out. About me, who I was." I shrugged. "What I am. What I've always been. I'm an Abnormal and you're a Normal. You had a good job, you were moving up at the Department. I thought I should break it off before I was arrested. I knew it was coming, I just didn't know when. So I lied to you. It hurt me so much to do it, Eli," I said. "You don't know how hard it was for me to do that."


  Eli rubbed his forehead with his hand. He had his eyes closed and his face was strained. He ran a hand through his hair.


  "I'm sorry, Eli, but time was running out. I had to make a choice."


  Eli suddenly stood up, the chair clattering to the ground. He put his palms on the table and leaned over. "It wasn't your choice to make!" he shouted. He turned and kicked the chair, the noise making me jump.


  "Look, Eli," I said. "I know you're upset. You have every right to be. But things are the way they are. You'd be fired and in the same position I was in a few days ago if we'd stayed together."


  He glared at me, then took a breath, composing himself. He picked up the chair and sat down. I could see that controlling himself was very difficult right now, but he was making every effort. "Niki," he said in a quiet voice, sitting right next to me. "What you did, it was selfish."


  "Selfish?" I said. "It was not selfish. If anything I was selfless. It hurt me too, but I had to do it. Don't you understand that?"


  "Niki," he said again. "I wasn't finished. It was selfless, perhaps, from your point of view. Maybe. Though you really should examine your moral compass." I clenched my jaw, but let him continue. "But, if you had all the information, you might agree with me. You were selfish, and we're both suffering for it."


  "Okay, Eli," I said. "What is this valuable information that you seem to have?"


  "Give me your hands," he said.


  "No," I said.


  "Just give me your damn hands," he said.


  "Just tell me."


  He grabbed my hands, and, after a struggle that involved me spilling lukewarm coffee all over myself, he thrust my fingers onto the top of his head.


  "What are you doing?" I said. "Are you crazy?"


  "Feel it," he said. "Just stop being yourself and listen to me. Feel."


  I stopped struggling and felt the top of his head. My eyes widened, my jaw dropped. "Are those--"


  "Yes," he said, letting go of my wrists. "They're getting bigger every day." But I didn't take my hands away. I explored the top of Eli's head with my fingers delicately. Because out of the top of my ex-boyfriend's head, there sprung two points rising out of his skull. Eli had horns.


  I took my hands away. "What does this mean?" I said.


  "It means that I'm an Abnormal, too," he said. "It means my time in the Department is limited, and if Perry finds out he'll probably put me on trial and put me on the Registry, same as he did you."


  He wasn't looking at me any more. He was looking at his hands. "There's something I didn't tell you," he said. "Something I tried to tell you, but I always stopped." He gave a short dry laugh. "I thought if I told you you'd leave me. Turns out, if I'd told you, you might have stayed."


  "What is it?" I said. I felt sick.


  "You know how I always thought my mom was crazy?"


  "Yeah."


  "Well," he said, "I didn't really think my mom was crazy. But I wanted you to think she was crazy. Just in case she told you."


  "Told me what?"


  "Who my dad was," he said. He finally looked up at me. "My dad was a demon, Nik."


  "Oh," I said weakly.


  "Oh?" Eli said. "That's all you can say?"


  "What do you want me to say, Eli?" I said.


  "Well, say something," he said. "You're Niki Slobodian. You never have nothing to say."


  "I'm sorry," I said. I couldn't stand the itch. It was like a scab healing that itched like hell, but you couldn't scratch. Only it was my insides. I was barely holding it together.


  He nodded. "I'm sorry too, Nik," he said. "I should have told you."


  I stood up. "I have to get dressed."


  He frowned. "Why? Where are you going?"


  "We, Eli," I said. "We are going to the Deep Blue Sea."


  "Right now?"


  "Yep," I said. "I'm supposed to check in after the case is all wrapped up."


  "Niki," he said. He was looking at the paper in front of him, fidgeting with his cup. "It might be best if you stayed in today," he said.


  "Why?" I said. "What's going on?"


  He lifted the paper up hesitantly, flashing the front page at me. "Hugh Perry is dead, Nik. He was murdered last night."


  I took the paper out of his hands. There was a full-color picture of Perry's round face staring smugly back at me. The headline read, "Commissioner Murdered in Home." I skimmed through the article, but it appeared to be about Perry's crowning achievements. Nothing about how he died. I swallowed, shrugged. "Can't say I'm sad to see him go," I said. "He was the biggest jackass I've ever known."


  "Don't you want to know how he died?" Eli said.


  "Seems like you want to tell me."


  "No one knows. Completely healthy except for being dead. Medical Examiner's checking him out. But his heart was carved out of his chest afterward."


  "Like the judge," I said.


  "Like the judge. Ron's put me in charge of the case. I was hoping you'd help me out on this one."


  "Why?" I said. "Because you think Alexei Slobodian was involved?"


  "No," he said. "Because I have no idea what the hell I'm dealing with here. It's your cup of tea. This magic stuff is way over my head. Besides, your dad's locked up, remember?"


  "I don't know, Eli," I said. "I had a history with Perry. The case is way too visible, too political. If my face is out there again with Perry, people are going to start making associations. Perry was murdered by an Abnormal. I'm an Abnormal. People are probably going to think that I did it. "


  "People already think that," he said.


  "Why?" I said. "Because Perry built a career out of demonizing me? That's bullshit. Anyway, aren't you and Gage my alibi?"


  "That doesn't mean anything to these people, and you know it," said Eli. "That judge? It was Evelyn Shandler."


  "Shandler," I said. "She was the one that put Sasha away. Built a whole career on it."


  "Yep," said Eli. "And Perry led the attack on the Abnormals in the court of public opinion. If not for his press conferences and op-eds, they couldn't have made an example of you and your father. But now all the people who punished the Slobodians are getting murdered, and it doesn't look good to the New Government. They believe there must be a conspiracy."


  I thought for a moment. "Won't you get in trouble if I help you?" I said.


  "That's another thing," he said. "Ron got a call from Mayor Delaney this morning." He raised an eyebrow at me. "Do you know her?"


  "No, but her name sure has been coming up a lot lately," I said. "I think she must have a crush on me."


  "She told Ron to do what he had to do to get you in on this investigation. She's prepared to pay whatever you ask if you'll work with me."


  "Why?" I said. "What the hell does Norah Delaney want with me?"


  He shrugged. "No idea. Ron thinks she's scared shitless. All these political types turning up dead. The way Delaney sees it, you're her best chance to prevent her from being the next victim. She was one of the star witnesses to testify against your dad."


  "Let me get this straight," I said. "A few days ago I was an inch from getting evicted, having Sofi sent home from the hospital, getting the power turned off in the middle of the winter, and the Department was looking for a way to toss me into a cell and throw away the key. Now they're all begging me to help them. The mayor is writing me a blank check. What the hell is really going on here, Eli?"


  "Dunno," he said, smiling. "Want to help me find out?"


  "Why do I feel like I'm being manipulated?"


  "Because you probably are," said Eli. "But you know you want to find out why."


  "Bastard," I said. "Fine. But I have to go see Sam first."


  "The guy that hired you?"


  "Yeah," I said. "I'm supposed to check in after the job's done. I have to go to a bar called the Deep Blue Sea. You know it?"


  "No, but I'll drive if you tell me where to go," said Eli.


  "Peachy."


   


  


  Chapter Twelve


  It took us a while to find the Deep Blue Sea. The last time I'd been wandering around on foot in the dark, not paying attention to where I was going. I knew the general area because I'd been there before with Sasha. But we only found it because we spotted Gage's beat-up New Yorker parked right out front.


  "Should I wait here?" said Eli.


  "Shouldn't take long," I said. "Come in and have a drink while you wait."


  Gage was sitting at the bar with a beer in front of him. I sat down next to him.


  "Don't get comfy, sister," he said. "Sam's waiting for you." He nodded to a booth in the far corner of the bar. Sam raised a glass to me.


  "Oh, good. Private meeting with Sam. Sounds delightful."


  Gage shrugged. "Glad you're okay, Niki," he said in a low voice, as if embarrassed. "I was real worried."


  "Thanks, Bobby," I said.


  "Eli," said Gage. "Grab a stool, I'll buy you a beer."


  I walked toward the booth to the sound of Janis coughing out a "Hello, handsome." I slid in across from Sam. I liked the guy, but he made me uneasy, and I was feeling pretty nervous for no apparent reason. I fidgeted with a cardboard coaster on the table.


  "It's perfectly normal, you know," said Sam.


  "What is?" I said, looking up at him.


  "To feel uncomfortable around me. It's human nature. It doesn't offend me."


  "I don't feel uncomfortable around you," I said.


  "It's very kind of you to lie," he said. "But it's really not necessary. I have had a great amount of time to accept my role."


  "What role is that?"


  "You're the detective, Miss Slobodian," Sam said. "I'm sure you'll figure it out eventually. Now, about your job." He took a sip of his drink, something amber-colored with a few ice cubes floating in it. "You've had a rough couple of days," he said. "How are you feeling?"


  "I'm fine, thanks," I said.


  "That's what you tell them." he said, motioning with his thumb towards the bar, "but you're not really fine. No one would be fine after having a Dark inside of them. I'm sorry you had to go through that."


  I shrugged. "I can handle it," I said.


  Sam gave a dry chuckle. He loosened his tie and sat back in his seat. "You may be able to pull that line on Eli Cooper or Robert Gage, but not on me. It's obvious that you're in a great amount of discomfort."


  "You know Eli?" I said.


  "I know everyone," said Sam. "But only a rare few know me."


  "I'm fine," I insisted. "We finished the job. Just came here to tell you that."


  Sam leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. "Let me help you, Niki. I can take the itch away. I wouldn't want you to claw out those pretty eyes of yours."


  I narrowed my eyes. "What are you suggesting?" I said. "Are you hitting on me?"


  "Of course not," he said. "Not that you're not an attractive woman, you see. But we have a professional relationship."


  "What are you going to do?" I said.


  "Just a touch," he said. I noticed he wasn't as impeccably groomed as he was before. His hair was disheveled and his face looked drawn, like he'd been up for days. He put his hand over mine and squeezed lightly. "Close your eyes," he said. I did.


  It was the oddest sensation. My whole body shuddered as the scraping, itching sensation deep in my guts balled up into my chest. I gagged at the feeling, but just as it concentrated in one place, it scattered, gathering again at the spots where Sam's hands rested. I felt like I wanted to tear my flesh open to the bones, the itch was so strong, but just as quickly as I felt it, I felt it dissipating, being sucked right out of my body through Sam's fingers. And finally, after a long moment of realization, I breathed. The taste had left my mouth, the pain and itch had gone. I opened my eyes to see Sam closing his. I wondered if he would be sick because he seemed to blanch for a second. But then he turned his head away and exhaled, a dark cloud dissipating into the air along with his breath. He smiled at me.


  "You could see it, couldn't you?" he said.


  "What was it?"


  "Just a sort of residue left by the thing that was in you," he said.


  "Does everyone feel that way after it's out?"


  "The ones that survive," he said. "It goes away with time. Not pleasant, though."


  "I killed an innocent man," I said. "When the Dark had me." I frowned. "I'm actually not sure it was the Dark, though. I may have pulled the trigger by accident." I shook my head. "I just don't know."


  "Not you, Niki," he said, his voice gentle. "It wasn't your fault. That creature should never have been out of its pit. Besides, there are other things to worry about right now. You can mourn later."


  "What other things?" I said. "The job is over. We took care of the Dark."


  "Indeed. Quite efficiently, too. However, the Dark may have been released as a distraction. So you wouldn't notice what was really walking around in the city. That is why I need you to settle another matter for me."


  "Anything to do with Hugh Perry getting his heart ripped out?" I said.


  "Perhaps," he said. He leaned back, looking at me. "What do you know?"


  "I know that the prosecutor and the police commissioner were both killed the same way," I said. "And I know everyone thinks it reeks of Sasha."


  "Oh," said Sam, "there is no doubt that Alexei Slobodian is involved."


  "He's in prison, Sam," I said. "How could he possibly be involved?" But even as I said it, I felt doubtful.


  "Can you think of a way he could not be involved?" said Sam.


  "No," I said. "Something weird is going on in that prison. Something to do with the warden. And he's got this freaky guard. I don't know what he is, but I got the strangest feeling from him."


  "Niki," said Sam, "do you remember when we met, and I told you about the Dark getting out?"


  "Frankly," I said, "the whole meeting's a little fuzzy." I looked away, embarrassed.


  "Right," he said. "I overdid it on the drink again, yes? I always forget. Let me remind you. When someone broke the seal and opened the gate, they let the Dark out, and something else, too. The problem was that they had cloaked themselves so expertly that even I couldn't tell who it was or what they let out."


  "Cloaked?" I said. "Like with magic?"


  "Exactly," he said. "But it wasn't the sloppy magic that humans usually conjure. It was precise, effective. A finely-honed skill of someone that had mastered the art. To be able to hide something from me is quite a feat."


  "Obviously you are incredibly impressive," I said.


  "Your sarcasm does not escape me," he said, raising an eyebrow. "I have looked into the matter. And what I found was quite disturbing."


  I sighed. "I'm not going to like this, am I?" I said.


  "I think you will find it to be quite, what is your word? Peachy, " Sam smiled grimly. "The missing entity is Abaddon. He is an extremely powerful demon in charge of the pits."


  "Abaddon. The Dark talked about him. He said he wouldn't be in the pit anymore," I said. "But Gage said that you've brought demons back before."


  "Yes, but not like this," said Sam. "Even I avoid Abaddon. He is unpredictable. And he has, over the millenia, acquired a great amount of power and skill in his abilities. Including some enviable cloaking spells."


  "So the Dark was from the pits," I said, "and this Abaddon, he was in charge of them?"


  "Yes."


  "So the Dark, it was what? A decoy?"


  "I believe that is correct," said Sam. He ran a hand over his face. "This is so very, very bad, Niki. You have no idea the destruction this could cause."


  "Why do you think Sasha's involved?" I said. "Why not some other summoner?"


  "Because Abaddon is the demon your father was trying to summon when he was put away." Sam shook his head. "I should have taken care of the matter then, but I chose to let the human authorities handle it. I thought it would be enough. I believe that Alexei established a connection to Abaddon, before he was caught, but didn't manage to get the demon out of Hell."


  "So they've been, what? Talking to each other all these years?"


  "Not exactly talking," said Sam. "But they would be able to feel each other. Feel what the other is feeling, know what the other knows. I know it sounds quite unbelievable, but your father didn't actually fail when he was arrested. He was just delayed."


  "The worst mistake people make about Sasha," I said, "is underestimating him. So you want to hire me again?"


  "It won't be easy," said Sam. "Abaddon is extremely powerful. I think he must have found a way to transmit his power to your father to pull him into your world. Alexei may believe that he is in control, but I don't think anyone can control Abaddon. Not for long anyway."


  I nodded. "What about payment?"


  "I will pay you twice what I paid you before."


  "You'll pay me triple," I said. "And my name will never be put on the Registry again."


  He smiled. "I agree to your terms," he said.


  "Peachy," I said. I rose to leave.


  "Wasn't there something else you wanted to ask me about?" said Sam.


  "What do you mean?"


  "About your boyfriend. Mr. Cooper."


  "Eli is not my boyfriend," I said.


  He folded his hands and tried to hide a small smile. "He's going to need you more now than he ever has."


  "He says his father was a demon. Is that even possible?"


  "Oh, you'd be surprised," said Sam. "They are a very passionate race."


  "What's going to happen to him?" I said.


  "He will go through some minor changes, just like the rest of you."


  "Like what?"


  "Hard to say," said Sam. "It's different for every demon, just as it is for humans. As I recall, his father had a penchant for fire, but that doesn't mean anything. Your father is a Summoner, but that doesn't mean you are."


  "Gage used the word 'Halfer'."


  "That is a term I've heard before. But you do have to consider the source."


  I smiled. "So wouldn't he start changing when he was younger? All the Abnormals I've ever met found out when they were kids."


  "Mr. Cooper is only half demon," he said. "It takes a bit longer. But they can be every bit as powerful as someone such as yourself."


  "This is all pretty new for him," I said.


  "You will be very supportive, I'm sure of it."


  "Can they hide it---do you think he'll be able to hide it from the Department?" I said.


  "Those horns are going to keep getting bigger," said Sam. "It's going to become more and more difficult to hide, I'd wager. "


  I nodded. "Thanks, Sam. Can I ask you one more question?"


  "Would it stop you if I said no?"


  "Probably not. Why don't you go out and get Abaddon? Why employ us?"


  "I have my reasons," said Sam. "It is hard for me to hide in your world, for one. I would have a very different face outside of this place. I prefer to stay here in my little bar. Also, my work keeps me very busy."


  "Work?" I said. "What work is that?"


  "You have a demon to catch," he said. "I suggest you start at the penitentiary."


   


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  "All straightened out?" said Gage, as I returned to the bar.


  "Much better, thanks," I said. "You in on this Abaddon thing?"


  "You bet," said Gage. "Anything for Sam."


  "I have to go," said Eli. "Gotta go check in with Shipp. I kind of left him hanging with a whole lot of paperwork over the highway killings. He's probably pretty mad at me right about now."


  "What are they saying it was?" I said.


  "Rogue cop," Eli said, shaking his head.


  "Damn," said Gage. "That's cold. I feel for that guy's family. They're gonna go the rest of their lives thinking that guy was a killer."


  "Thought you hated cops," I said.


  He shrugged. "Some of 'em are okay, I guess." He nodded at Eli.


  Eli left, the door squeaking behind him. I looked over at Sam's booth, but Sam wasn't there any more.


  "Did you know your boyfriend was a demon?"


  "He's not my boyfriend," I said. "And he's a half-demon. And how did you know? I just found out today."


  "I can just tell," said Gage, finishing his beer. "Where to, sis?"


  "We have to talk to Sasha again," I said. "Sam seems to suspect that the murders and Abaddon have something to do with each other."


  "Yeah, he told me that too," said Gage, grabbing his army surplus jacket off the back of his stool. "That guy that hated you is dead."


  "Yeah, along with the judge that nailed my dad to the wall," I said.


  "Don't look good for him," said Gage.


  "Or me," I said. "I'm guessing that if it weren't for this job I'd be in cuffs right now." I jumped off my stool and held out my hand. "Keys?" I said.


  "Why? My car."


  "You've been drinking," I said. "Don't make me get ugly, Gage."


  "It was only one beer," he said, but tossed me a key chain with two keys on it.


   


  We asked for Lou Craig when we got to the prison.


  "Last time we talked," I said, "you said the warden was bragging about meeting with the mayor."


  "Yeah," he said. "He does that."


  We were making our way down to Solitary. Craig was his usual helpful self, ready, he said, to help us in any way that was needed. "Has he mentioned, exactly, how he knows Mayor Delaney?" I said.


  "Not really," said Craig. "Just spouts off about business lunches and similar lines of bull. Hang on a sec," he said, frowning. "This ain't right." We had arrived in the basement, empty cells on either side of us. I followed his gaze and realized what had startled him. At the end of the hall, where my father's cell was, Bailey was missing.


  "Is that normal?" said Gage. "To have him unguarded?"


  "Ain't no normal around here," said Craig. "But it ain't usual. Bailey never leaves Slobodian's side. I don't think he even goes home."


  We hurried down to get to the cell on the end, but when we got there, I wasn't surprised. My dad was gone. His cell was empty.


  Craig called in on his radio. "Hey, Charlie, you know anything about Slobodian being moved?"


  "I never heard anything," came the tinny reply. "Why?"


  "Because he's gone, that's why," said Craig.


  "I'll call around," said the voice of Charlie.


  "You're going to have to call the warden," Craig said into the walkie. "Sorry, bro. Try his office first, though I haven't seen him today."


  A few moments went by without any reply. Finally the scratchy voice came across again. "All right. Hang on."


  "I want to talk to the warden in person," I said. "You have no idea how bad this is."


  The scratchy voice came back on. "No answer in his office, Lou. I'll try him at home."


  Craig looked at us. "Sorry, I guess he's not here. I could tell you where he lives, though."


  "What the hell kind of way is this to run a prison?" said Gage. "You got murderers in here. Psychos. Why is this warden getting away with so much shit? "


  "I agree with you," said Craig. "Fact, after you were here last time I made a decision. I'm quitting. I'll work for low wages if I have to, but this is no way to live."


  "Good man," said Gage.


  Craig shrugged. "No one questions nothing any more. This is some crazy world. I'm afraid for my daughter." He arched his eyebrows. "Want me to take you to the warden's office?"


  "Yeah, great," said Gage. "We can raid his liquor cabinet. Think he has any cigars?"


  "I think he's more the box of wine and cigarette type, but you can sure check," said Craig.


  "Before we go," I said. "Let me into the cell, Craig. I just want to have a quick look around."


  The bed was neatly made, and creaked as I sat on it. I looked around the small space. There was an element of extreme tidiness to the small room. There were a few belongings placed with excruciating neatness and symmetry along a shelf: a sketchpad, a small notebook, a few worn-looking books, a stack of letters. There was a ceramic cat I recognized from Sofi's collection, and it had not a jot of dust on it. On the wall were taped a few photographs, and dozens of articles and black-and-white pictures clipped from a newspaper. The photographs were mostly Sasha with various people from his past. One with him and his former right-hand man, Nazar Polzin. As a girl I'd called him Uncle Naz and his tattoos had fascinated me. I didn't understand until I was older why Sofi had disliked him so much.


  The next was a picture of Sasha and my mother that shocked me. It was taken shortly after they were married, she looking every bit the fresh-faced girl of eighteen that she was, and he looking smug. The third photo was a much older Sasha with his arm around none other than Norah Delaney. Even through the graininess of the old Polaroid I could tell by Sasha's eyes that it had been taken in the days he'd been drinking heavily. I pulled it off the wall and looked at the back. In a woman's handwriting were the words, For Sasha. I stuffed it into the pocket of my coat. The last photo was of me just after we came to America. It was taken at the apartment where Sofi and I first lived. At first glance the girl in the picture looked like a normal, though solemn, little girl. But I knew to look for the sadness behind the eyes, the fixed serious expression that gave away nothing of the horror I had witnessed only too recently. I put this picture in my pocket as well, but only so I could look away from it.


  I turned my attention to the articles plastering the walls. They were mostly about Sasha and his trial. He had been the first Abnormal criminal ever successfully prosecuted, and it had been a huge deal. Sofi had home schooled me for the entire eighth grade because it became impossible for someone named Slobodian to exist in public schools at the time. I skimmed the articles, but then came across a surprise. He had also saved the articles written about me during my paranormal trial. Another Slobodian on the Registry. And I thought he didn't care. Freaking peachy.


  "Find anything, sis?" said Gage from the other side of the bars.


  "Just a bunch of articles," I said. "Mostly about his trial."


  "Guy holds a grudge, huh?" he said.


  "Yep," I said. I picked up the sketch pad and leafed through it. It was completely filled up with sketch after sketch of one face. Mine. I threw it back on the shelf in disgust. "Is there any surveillance video of this cell block, Craig?" I said. I stepped out of the cell to face the two men.


  "As it happens, ma'am," said Craig, "the warden monitors this particular area pretty well. No one else is supposed to see it, though."


  "Why?" said Gage.


  "Have I known why anything is the way it is? " said Craig. "I have no idea."


  "Where's the camera?" I said. Craig pointed it out, a tiny black box attached to the ceiling outside Sasha's cell. It was pointing directly at us. "The warden monitors this himself?"


  "Far as I know," said Craig. "Has a little set-up in his office."


  "Just so you know what you're getting into, Lou," said Gage, "the warden's probably not gonna like you telling us all this. Might be hard to find another job."


  Craig shrugged. "Probably. But I just don't care anymore. Country's gone to shit, we've turned against our fellow citizens, and I work for Warden Jeffries, who thinks the dawn of New Government shines out of his ass. Forgive me if I'm just damn sick of it all. I'll take anything over this. My family and I will get by."


  Craig showed us to the warden's office. He unhooked a giant ring of keys from his belt and fit a large brass one into the lock. It didn't budge.


  Craig raised his eyebrows. "He must have changed the locks," he said.


  "Stand back," I said. I kicked the thin wood door with my steel-toed boot and the wood splintered immediately. I reached my hand through the boot-sized hole and unlocked the bolt from the inside.


  "Enjoyed that, didn't you?" said Gage. "Feel better now?"


  "A little bit," I said.


  The warden's office was as cluttered as Sasha's cell was neat. The nameplate on the desk told me his name was Donald C. Jeffries, Warden, and the family portrait in a frame propped up next to it told me that he was a short wiry man with a red face and an unfortunate bushy mustache.


  Craig saw me looking at the photo. "That's his ex-wife," he said. "They've been divorced for a couple of years now."


  The rest of the desk was covered in a half-inch of dust and messy mounds of papers. I counted three moldy cups of coffee. It looked as though Donald C. Jeffries had been neglecting his work. No surprise there. The only clean spot in the office was a corner table that held a desktop computer and monitor. I assumed this was where he watched the surveillance. The desktop looked to be still on and I flicked on the monitor to find I was right. A black and white image of the cell we'd just come from showed up on the monitor. Numbers superimposed in the lower corner of the image showed the date and time.


  "Time machine," I said.


  "What does that mean?" said Gage.


  "It means let's go back and find out what the bloody hell is going on."


  I'd done some surveillance for my PI job in the past and I quickly figured out how to pause the recorder, load a file, and play back the recording. Gage pulled up a chair and watched.


  "Do you want me to go?" said Craig.


  "Nah," I said. "I might have some questions and you've been very helpful. Unless you want to go?"


  "To tell the truth, it feels good to finally do some good," he said. He leaned against the warden's desk and watched us.


  "I'm going back a few days to the night the seal was broken," I said. I glanced at Craig, worried about his reaction. "Craig, this may be shocking to you if you're a Normal," I said.


  He raised an eyebrow and gave me a cockeyed grin. "Ma'am, nothing shocks me anymore. 'Judge not,' and all that."


  I wound the footage back to the night in question. "What time do you think? Approximately, I mean."


  "Midnight," said Gage. "Sam was specific about that. Said Summoners always work exactly at midnight. They think they have more power or something."


  "I'm going back to 10 p.m." I said. After a minute of watching Sasha lying motionless on his cot, I sped up the footage.


  "Whoa," said Gage, pointing at a figure that had waddled onto the screen. "Freeze it. Who's that?"


  I paused the footage just as the man looked right at the camera. The warden couldn't help smiling a wicked little smile for his own private movie. "Just like the picture on the desk," I said. "That's the warden."


  Craig peeked over my shoulder. "That's him, all right," he said.


  "Looks like a sweaty walrus with that mustache," said Gage.


  "That is an accurate description, sir," said Craig.


  "What's he doing?" I said, playing the footage again. The warden pulled out a set of keys similar to Craig's and unlocked the cell door. Sasha stood up to meet him and the two shook hands and walked out into the hall, my father wiping his hand on his pants as the two walked out of the shot.


  "That don't seem like something a prison warden should be doing," said Gage. "And all by his lonesome, too. What time was that?"


  I looked at the clock in the bottom corner of the screen, scrolling up in military time. "23:02, so 11:02 PM," I said.


  "If your dad broke the seal, why was the warden helping him?" Gage said.


  "Your dad?" said Craig.


  "Oh," I said. I looked at Gage. He shrugged. I turned around to face Craig. "You've been straight with us, so I'll be straight with you," I said. "My name is Niki Slobodian. My father is Alexei Slobodian. We're looking for him because we think he let something out of Hell. Something very bad. Any questions?"


  "Nope," said Craig, not missing a beat.


  "You don't seem very surprised," I said.


  "Well, it explains why you looked at those pictures for so long. And I couldn't place you before, but I recognize you now. I saw you in the papers last year, but that's not where I know you from. I know you from the sketches in Slobodian's book. Six months ago, before the warden went bats, I had to search Slobodian's cell. I saw all his sketches."


  "So you're on our side?" I said. "You can leave if you want to."


  "I'm good," said Craig. He looked around probably more out of habit than actually afraid someone was listening. "I haven't told you everything, Miss Slobodian. I got a daughter. She's not exactly a Normal, if you catch my drift."


  I nodded. "Hard on a family," I said.


  "She's a tough girl," he said. "She means the world to me. That's why I ain't so keen on New Government. I fought for this job in the past, but enough's enough. From now on I'm fighting for all of her kind. They can't take away their rights if we don't let them."


  "You sound like the protesters down at City Hall," I said.


  "Maybe I should join them," he said.


  "If you quit your yapping, Slobodian," said Gage, "you'll see that something's happening."


  I swiveled back around and looked at the screen. A guard had wandered into the shot. I looked closer. "Is that Bailey?" I said.


  "Looks like him," said Gage, "but he seems more normal. He ain't walking funny."


  I looked at the time. Fifteen minutes after midnight. Bailey had just looked into my father's cell and ran to the bars, floundering for his keys. He opened the cell door and poked around under the bed with his nightstick. It would have been comical if I didn't have such a feeling of dread about it. Just as Bailey was reaching for his radio, a bulky shape began to appear right outside of the cell. It flickered in and out of view and Bailey stopped to stare.


  As we watched, Sasha was suddenly there, accompanied by someone. Someone big.


  He was a foot taller than Sasha, and my father wasn't a small man. The figure was twice as wide, but it was all hard muscle. The footage was in black and white, but I could tell he wasn't a normal human color. The horns curled out of his skull into two knife-sharp points. He had a ring that went through two flat nostrils. He was completely naked, and his body was humanoid, though extremely powerful-looking. His knee buckled slightly as he approached the terrified guard, as though he were feeling weak. Bailey backed up, his mouth opening and closing. There was no sound, so I couldn't tell if he was screaming, or too scared to make a sound.


  The demon's body blocked our view of the guard then, but it was obvious something strange was happening. There were bright sparks coming off the creature's---Abaddon's---horns, and he seemed to be changing shape. Getting smaller, clothing appearing on his body until, turning around, he was nearly indistinguishable from Bailey. He walked up to Sasha, and I saw the body of the poor guard on the floor. He wasn't moving. Abaddon spoke to my father for a moment and there was something aggressive in his attitude toward Sasha. After a minute, Abaddon turned his back and went back to the body. He hunched over it for a minute and all three of us gasped as he stood back up. He was holding something in his hand, dripping blood, and he was tearing off chunks with his teeth like it was an apple.


  "So that's why the hearts are missing," I said. I glanced at Gage, worried he might lose it again, but apparently the black-and-white didn't affect him the way seeing the carnage in person did.


  Sasha appeared to be angry, as he began gesturing wildly, pointing at the body, then pointing down the hall. Abaddon shrugged, bending over and picking up the dead boy easily and throwing him over his shoulder. He disappeared from view as he walked out of the shot. My father's body relaxed when the demon left. He went sort of limp and he put his hands on his knees and stood there for a minute-and-a- half. Then he stood up and wearily walked to the cell, closing the door behind him, and lay down on the cot.


  I sped up the footage. After about an hour, the demon came back and sat in the folding chair right outside the cell. I tapped a key to play back at normal speed. The demon looked, to my eyes, incredibly self-satisfied. I wondered if he had picked off any prisoners on the way back. He sure didn't look like his knees were buckling anymore. I paused the footage and looked at Gage. "Thoughts?" I said.


  "Why'd he come back?" said Gage.


  "Exactly," I said. "Why the hell would Sasha return to prison if he didn't have to?"


  "Can I say something?" said Craig. I nodded.


  "Well, if you speed that footage up a few hours, you'll find the two of you on there, right?"


  "So?" said Gage.


  "Well, if I may be so bold," said Craig. "Your dad's walls are filled with pictures of you, news clippings of you, his sketchpad is filled with drawings of you. Did you consider that maybe your father wanted to see you before he disappeared?"


  "That's ridiculous," I said. "He was gone the whole time I was growing up. I saw him maybe once a month after we moved here. He left me with Sofi and only showed up drunk once in a while to knock me around. He doesn't care about me."


  "Sis," said Gage, "the guy has a point. Maybe your pop feels bad for the way he treated you. Remorse or whatever."


  "Well he has a funny way of showing it," I said. "That Dark he let out could have killed me. It almost did."


  "Why did he let the Dark out?" said Gage. "He didn't have to do that."


  "To buy time, maybe," I said. "To distract us until he had time to do whatever he needed to do."


  "But he didn't know you'd be working the case," said Gage. "Remember?"


  "Yeah," I said. "So how did he know I'd come visit?"


  Gage shrugged. "As soon as you heard about it, wouldn't you come and see him? You'd assume he had something to do with it eventually. And he didn't know we'd catch up to that Dark so quick."


  I looked at Craig. "Do you know how many prisoners you lost this week? You said they were disappearing."


  "Yeah, we did lose a few," he said. "Four, I think. You think that thing ate their hearts, too?"


  "I don't know anything," I said. "But it's possible."


  I sped up a few hours of footage until Sasha rose from his cot, stretching. He walked up to the bars and said something to the apparently dozing Abaddon. The two joined hands through the bars, and they flickered in and out of view before fading completely. The time was 3:21 AM.


  "That must have been when they killed Judge Shandler," I said. Sure enough, they were back at 3:59 AM.


  "Can I ask something?" said Craig. "Not to interrupt into matters that I'm ignorant about."


  "Ask away," I said, watching the screen as the two flickered back into view in the hallway. Sasha pointed to the demon's belt, and Abaddon took out the keys and let my father back into his cell.


  "Slobodian is supposed to be some kind of Summoner, right?" he said.


  "Yeah."


  "And that means he's supposed to be able to summon entities from other places and control them, if I'm not wrong."


  "You've done your homework," I said.


  He shrugged. "We got an extensive briefing when they brought your dad in. But looking at him here, does it look like your father's in charge of that thing?"


  "Shit, he's goddamn right again," said Gage. "Look at that."


  "It's technically doing what he says," I said. "From the looks of it, anyway. But it's like Abaddon's playing a big joke on him or something."


  "If Abaddon was really under your dad's influence," said Gage, "he'd be rushing to do his bidding. Like a dog. I've seen it, it ain't pretty. Did a weird spell on a lower demon once and he was hopping after me, wanting to bring me stuff. But this? This ain't it. Abaddon's messing with him. Like he's waiting for something. Or maybe he's just waiting for Alexei to kill himself from exhaustion. You gotta keep up a constant mindgrip with this stuff. A Summoner could sustain it longer than a Caster like me, but still."


  "Sam said Abaddon and Sasha had some sort of mental connection," I said. "They've had it for years. Could it be that Abaddon's been playing Sasha all this time? So when the time was right, Abaddon would be out in the world?"


  "It's possible," said Gage. He scratched his head. "Damn, sis. It makes sense, don't it? The player is getting played."


  I rubbed my eyes. I was suddenly exhausted. "What does it mean for us, though?" I said.


  "It means the shit hasn't hit the fan yet," said Gage. "It also means old Alexei's probably not going to be able to hang on very much longer. Look at him. He's goddamn frail. What's wrong with him?"


  I shrugged. "How should I know?"


  I sped up a few more hours-worth of footage, and paused it just as another figure walked into view, accompanied by the warden. It was Mayor Delaney, I could tell by her perfectly coiffed up-do that never seemed to budge. I'd seen her on the news during a windstorm, giving a speech on New Citizenship, and her hair didn't move. For some reason it fascinated me. Other than her hair, though, Delaney was typical New Government. Just another mouthpiece. If voting were still around, like in the old days, I'd vote for anyone but her.


  Bailey stood up and blocked Delaney and Jeffries. After a few words, the mayor walked over to my father's cell and the warden walked quickly back the way he came. Norah Delaney talked to Sasha for a few minutes, during which her body shook like she was crying. Sasha seemed to be laughing at her. Delaney began gesturing wildly, like she was yelling at him. Sasha shrugged and Delaney pointed her finger into his chest, then turned and stomped off. Ten minutes later I saw myself and Gage walk into the shot. I froze the image.


  "What was that all about?" I said.


  "Looks to me like the mayor might be dirty," said Gage.


  "Maybe that's why Jeffries was meeting with her," I said. "Think he had something on her? There was a picture of her and Sasha together hanging in the cell."


  "Possible," said Gage. "You got the picture on you?"


  I pulled out the Polaroid. Gage looked at it. "Looks like they're pretty cozy," he said. "Think they were a couple?"


  "Maybe," I said. "I didn't hear anything about it, but that doesn't mean anything."


  "So," said Craig, "what would happen, theoretically, if the warden knew Delaney was involved with Alexei Slobodian?"


  "Blackmail, of course," said Gage. "Look at that slimeball. He looks just the type."


  "Bet the public wouldn't like their New Government candidate chumming it up with known super-criminals," I said. "Warden probably threatened to go public if she didn't pay up."


  The sound of voices came drifting in from the hall. It seemed to be several men arguing, but I couldn't make out the words because there were so many voices yelling at once. Craig walked to the hall to see what was going on.


  "So what do we do now?" I said. "How will we possibly find them? We can't just follow the bodies this time."


  "Why not?" said Gage. "We just need to figure out who Slobodian wants dead and check them out. Maybe we start with the warden. He seems to know an awful lot. Plus I don't like the look of him."


  I nodded. "You're right," I said. "I want to talk to the mayor, too. Should we split up?"


  "Hell no," he said. "Don't you watch movies? Bad shit always goes down when the heroes split up."


  I smiled. "Infinite wisdom of Bobby Gage."


  "Niki, Bobby," said a voice from the doorway. The arguing had stopped. I looked around to find Eli followed by Craig. "Warden Jeffries is dead." He walked over and looked at me sadly from the other side of the desk. "I'm sorry, Nik, but your father killed him."


  "Yeah, we gathered that," I said. "You come to arrest him in his prison cell?"


  "I came to talk to him," he said.


  "Well, you can't," said Gage. "He's gone."


  "What do you mean he's gone?" said Eli.


  "See for yourself," I said. I rewound to freeze on the shot of Sasha and Abaddon in front of the cell just before they disappeared. Eli looked at me, a dumbstruck expression on his face.


  "So you're going after that thing?" he said.


  "Looks that way," I said. "That's the job, anyway."


  "You can't," he said.


  "Says who?"


  "Niki, did you see it? Did you see what it did?"


  "It's not a thing," said Gage. "It's a demon."


  Eli looked at him. "Not like any demon I've ever seen."


  "Me neither," said Gage. "But I've brought back demons before. And we have to treat this like any other demon."


  "But it's not just some rogue demon, out for a stroll," said Eli. "You saw what it did. What kind of power was that?"


  Gage shrugged. "Some kind of hellion magic, I guess."


  "You guess?" said Eli. "Niki is a tough girl, Bobby, but even she can't handle shit like this. She's a good shot, but by the looks of this thing a gun isn't going to faze it."


  "Hey!" I said. Eli and Gage looked at me. "Shut up, the both of you," I said. "Arguing is not getting us anywhere. Eli, how was the warden killed?"


  "Same as the others. Heart ripped from his chest afterwards."


  "Okay," I said. "We need to work together. The Dark was a distraction. Keep that in mind. That thing that killed dozens of people in one day was just a distraction. That gives us a clue that this is some serious shit. Our only advantage is that Abaddon or Sasha didn't think we'd take care of it so quickly. They were probably aiming for chaos. Am I right, Bobby?"


  "Sounds logical," said Gage. "Demons do love their chaos."


  "So there's that," I said. "No chaos means they don't have the cover that they'd prefer. They can't take things slow. They might get sloppy and make a mistake. We have to be careful."


  "No," said Eli. "You need to tell your boss that you can't do it."


  "Wrong," I said. "We just need to go into this knowing how hard it's going to be. Eli, you don't have to be a part of this. You didn't sign on for this job, like Gage and I did."


  "Bullshit," said Eli. "You're not pulling that on me again. You can't get rid of me."


  "It's not about you or me," I said. "It's about people's lives. It's nothing personal. If you don't want to do this, you don't have to."


  "Yes I do," he said. "I'm not leaving you. Never again. If you're going to do this, then so am I."


  "Fine," said Gage. "Tag along if you want, but enough with the lovey-dovey crap. Let's go talk to Delaney. Eli, can you find her address?"


  "Give me five minutes," said Eli, ducking out of the room.


  "Craig," I said. "I have a favor to ask you."


  "Shoot," said Craig.


  "My godmother is in the hospital, at St. Joe's. You know it?"


  "Sure."


  "Her name is Sofi Benko. She's on the sixth floor, room 633. Can you keep an eye on her?"


  Craig frowned. "I don't know, I've never done anything like that before."


  "Are you keeping this job?" I said.


  "No way."


  "I will pay you $5,000 cash if you keep my Baba safe through this. I don't think Sasha will come after her, but there's no knowing. And they weren't exactly on speaking terms when he got put away. Will you do it?"


  "No problem," said Craig, after a moment's hesitation. "Happy to help."


  I felt my body relax slightly. "Peachy. You ready, Bobby?"


  "Let's go find your dad," he said.


   


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Delaney lived on the other side of the city.


  "I called ahead and Shipp's going to meet us there," said Eli as we walked to his car. It had gotten dark while we had been working in the warden's office. The air was frigid and made my eyeballs ache


  "You know, I think I'll take my car," said Gage. "I don't really want to leave it here."


  "You sure?" I said. "What about not splitting up?"


  "I'll meet you there," said Gage. "'Sides, you two have some catching up to do."


  "Well, just look for the police cars," said Eli. "You know where it is?"


  "I've lived in this city all my life," said Gage. "I'm sure I can find it."


  "Police cars?" I said.


  "You remember my partner, Mike Shippley," he said, twisting the key and waiting for the starter to catch in the cold weather. "Shipp's going to watch over Delaney until we can get there. He's calling it in. We'll have six patrolmen over there. She'll be safe as houses." He glanced at me. "You doing okay with all this?" he said. "I know you didn't have the best relationship with your dad, but it's normal if you feel weird about all this." He pulled out into traffic.


  "I didn't have any relationship with Sasha, period," I said. "He disappeared from my life a long time ago. He's a goddamn sociopath. He's never given a thought to how his actions affect anyone else in his life. Why should he start now?"


  "You're different, you know that?" said Eli. "You've changed."


  "No, I haven't."


  "Yeah you have," he said. "It's like you're hard and brittle now."


  "I don't want to talk about this, Eli. You're not exactly how I left you either."


  He shrugged. "I lost everything," he said.


  I looked out at the road. "So did I," I said.


  After a heavy moment of silence, Eli cleared his throat. "So what's this treatment they have Sofi on?"


  "Some new medications," I said. "They should know if it's working by next week or so."


  "They think it will?"


  "They say it's fifty-fifty," I said. "I don't understand half of what those doctors tell me, but they say it's her best chance."


  "Sorry, Nik," said Eli. "That was stupid of me just now. Of course you've changed. And back at the prison, I'm sorry I tried to stop you. It's your life. You gotta do what you gotta do, right?"


  I was quiet, watching the other cars on the street, the gray winter light making the brick buildings look darker and more dull. "You're right though," I said. "I have changed. Hard not to, given the circumstances."


  "I know," he said. "It wasn't fair for me to say that."


  I shrugged. "At least I'll appreciate things more. Like food, for instance. Or electricity."


  "You should have called," said Eli. "I could have helped."


  "Who, me?" I said. "Ask for help? I would have eaten nails first. It's okay now. I'll have enough money from this job to last me a while." A horrible thought occurred to me. "If Sofi dies, it's all going to be for nothing."


  "She'll pull through, Nik," said Eli. "She's a tough lady."


  "I used to be tough," I said.


  "You'll get through this, too," said Eli. His voice was firm, as if the more forcefully he said it, the more true it would be. "We're going to go talk to the mayor, and maybe save her life if it needs saving. Then we're going to save a lot more people from this Abaddon guy. Maybe we'll save your dad, maybe not. Maybe he doesn't want to be saved. But that's what you do, Niki. The woman I used to know, she knew that. She knew how to take a killer down before the cops got there, and she knew how to stand her own. You're still that woman, Nik."


  I sighed. "Or maybe I've lost her forever. Shit, I hate being this way. Are we almost there?"


  "Just a few more blocks," said Eli. We were quiet then. Eli kept looking at me like he wanted to say something, but stopped himself.


  "Something you want to get off your chest?" I said.


  "No," he said. "This is us." He pulled into the driveway of an old Victorian house with black shutters.


  "Where are all the cops?" I said.


  "Shipp's not here either," he said. "This is not good."


  "Neither is Gage," I said checking behind us.


  "Backup didn't show either," said Eli. "I'm calling it in." He reached toward his coat pocket to take out his phone. There was a sharp rap on his window. He looked up just in time for the window to smash. Eli shielded his face from the safety glass, and I had my Makarov out and pointing toward the driver's side window just as the smasher cocked his piece aimed at Eli's head, an old revolver that looked like it was straight out of a Bogart movie. There was something familiar about the hand holding the gun. It was covered in faded, blurry tattoos. Eli put his hands on the steering wheel.


  A face ducked down to look into the car. "Hey, Niki, remember me?"


  "Uncle Naz?" I said.


  A wide grin spread across his face, showing yellowed teeth. "Give me your gun," he said, "Or I will have to blow your boyfriend's brains out." He kept the grin in place as he spoke.


  "He's not my boyfriend," I said, removing the clip and passing the Makarov, handle first. I checked the street for Gage. No sign of him. I didn't know what sort of stuff he could do, besides the Hell stuff I'd already seen, but I hoped he had something to get us out of this.


  "Now we go inside," said Naz. "All of us together, yeah?"


  "Okay, Naz," I said. "Just don't shoot anyone, okay?"


  "Anything for my Nikita," he said. Eli looked at me. I shrugged.


  "Friend of the family," I said.


  Norah Delaney looked terrified. She looked thin in an unhealthy way. Not quite as extreme as Sasha's weight loss, but still noticeable. She had looked at least ten pounds heavier on television, but that might have been the cameras. I was willing to bet that the events of the past few days had made it easier for her to stop eating. She sat on a pastel checkered couch with her arms wrapped around herself. Her hair wasn't plastered like I had seen it before. It was down around her shoulders, touching mocha-colored silk pajamas only a shade darker than her flawless skin. I could see why Sasha was attracted to her.


  Two men sat on either side of Delaney. They were muscular, their features angular and sharp and identical. Twins. One had his greasy hair pulled back in a ponytail, the other had his cropped short. They were both wearing dark gray suits and watching a game show on the television.


  Delaney looked up when we came in. She wasn't wearing makeup. When she saw me her face was a mask of relief. She sat up and smiled at me. But her face fell again, and her fear and disappointment turned to anger when she saw the smiling Naz with a gun trained right into Eli's back.


  "Miklos, Otto. Get up," Naz said, and the twins jumped up.


  "Can you make them dance?" I said.


  "Please," said Naz. "We have business to discuss. I hope you will not be offended if my boys hold on to your weapons while we talk. Understand it is polite."


  I looked at the old revolver Naz was holding, the bulges in the tailored suits of the twins. "What about you?" I said.


  "Well," he said shrugging boyishly. He probably thought that was charming. "I must think of protecting myself from the great Niki Slobodian. You have quite a reputation. How do you say it? Crack shot."


  I didn't respond. It would be useless to bring up Naz's reputation as a stone-cold killer. I watched the twin with the ponytail --Otto? Or was it Miklos? -- take the Makarov. He reeked of cologne. He patted me down and I groaned when he found the Beretta in my coat. So much for that. He pulled the piece out and put it on the side table against the wall. Might as well have been on another planet for all the chance I had of getting at it.


  We sat down on either side of Delaney. She was glaring at me. I looked at her.


  "I put my faith in you so this wouldn't happen." she hissed. " Why didn't you bring backup?"


  "We tried," I said. "Apparently Detective Cooper's partner can't handle getting here on time."


  Naz sat down on the coffee table, facing us. "Ach, this is the Shipp, yeah?"


  "What have you done to him?" said Eli.


  "I do nothing," said Naz, clearly offended. "He works for us. He told us you were coming. So we came and waited for you."


  "Your partner's on the take?" I said.


  "You're lying," said Eli. "Mike's a standup guy He'd never work for you."


  Naz shrugged again. "Believe what you want. Nice guy, though."


  "So where's Sasha, Naz?" I said, letting Eli process the information. "Isn't he behind this?"


  "I was going to ask you same thing," said Naz. "You're working with him now, yeah?"


  "Why the hell would I be working with that son of a bitch?" I said.


  "Come on," said Naz. "I'm not going to mess things up for you. I just want in."


  "In on what?" I said.


  "Cupcake," he said, using his nickname for me from when I was little. I had loved that name when I was a child. It made me feel special back then. But now it was just creepy and pissed me off. "There are many rumors flying," he said, gesturing vaguely toward the door. "They say someone has summoned. They say Sasha's missing and the pricks that put him away are now stiffs." Delaney let out a little whimper at this. "They say," he continued, "that you did what no one ever did and got yourself off the Registry." Naz wasn't smiling anymore, and his accent was barely noticeable. He was talking straight with me, his pale eyes staring at my face unblinking.


  "They," I said, "are pretty well-informed."


  "Word gets around," he said.


  "I'm looking for Sasha to stop him," I said. "I'll kill him if I have to."


  "Then how did you get off the Registry?" he said.


  "Hey, buddy," said Eli, recovered from his shock. "I suggest you let us go before the Department finds out you're holding one of their own at gunpoint." Eli looked uncomfortably at the twins who were each holding a very large and very deadly-looking Ruger MP9s. If Naz's revolver was underkill, the submachine guns were far into overkill territory. Eli brought one to the range when we were still together. I wasn't sure the Department knew he had it.


  Naz looked at Eli like he'd forgotten he was there. He nodded at the twins. "Take him in the back," he said.


  "No," I said. "What the hell are you doing, Naz? You can't just go around shooting cops."


  "They're not going to kill him," said Naz. "Unless I tell them to, of course." Eli blanched. "I just want them to take him out of my face. I don't like him." He looked at Delaney. "Take the skinny bitch, too."


  "Why you pick these guys, Niki?" Naz said when Eli was gone. "That guy is no good for you. Slobodians don't date cops."


  "Seriously?" I said. "You're giving me dating advice while you've got a gun aimed at me?"


  "What, this?" he said, laughing. "This is not a gun. I just like to carry it around. It doesn't shoot straight worth shit, but it was my brother's. I get sentimental, you know?"


  "Whatever," I said. "So you don't know where Sasha is?"


  "Sasha," he said, shaking his head. "I did everything for him, you know. Since they put him away. I run the family for him. And he does something big like this, and he doesn't even call me."


  "Heartbreaking," I said.


  "Heartbreaking, yes," he said, missing my sarcasm. "He is like a brother to me. I could help him if he would have me. But for the last month he will not see me." He scratched his head with the barrel of his ludicrous revolver. "So I think, what could make my friend behave in such a way? And then I hear about you, Niki. You get off of the Registry. My little Nikita. You are family to me, too, you know. I could never hurt you." He was looking at me in a fatherly way, and I felt I was being chided. "But I do not like being lied to, Nikita. You know this."


  "I'm not lying, Naz," I said. "I honestly don't know where Sasha is. I'm looking for him too."


  "I find it difficult to believe that you got off the Registry without Sasha's help," said Naz. "I do not wish to offend you or the people you work for, Nikita, but no one could get you off the Registry."


  "With all due respect, Uncle Naz," I said, "you don't know who I'm working for."


  "Then tell me," he said gently, almost condescendingly, "who is this person?"


  "They call him Sam," I said. I took my badge out of the inside pocket of my coat, where I'd hastily put it before leaving my apartment. The twin that had frisked me hadn't felt it there.


  Naz stared at the weird piece of metal. He reached out and I let him take it out of my hands. He stared at it for a long time. "Beda ne prikhodit odna," he murmured. My Russian was pretty rusty, but it was a saying Sofi sometimes used: "Trouble never comes alone."


  I took the badge back from him. "Do you believe me now?" I said.


  "Do you know about this man who you work for?" he said. "Do you know who he is?"


  I shrugged. "Maybe I don't want to know. Maybe it's better that way."


  Naz sighed. "You may not want to hear this, Nikita," he said, "but you are very much like Sasha. You look like your mother, but you are ruthless, just like your father."


  "You knew my mother, Naz?" I said. "I didn't know that."


  "Your father and I knew each other in the Ukraine, before he had to leave. I followed him later."


  "Where do you think he is?" I said.


  "To be honest, I thought he was with you," said Naz. "And if he wasn't with you, I thought he'd come here."


  There was the sound of glass breaking followed by a loud yell from behind the door Eli, Delaney and the twins had disappeared behind. A man's voice was saying something. Then there was silence. I felt a prickle in the air, giving me goosebumps. We watched the knob turn and the door swing open. Naz stood up and pointed his piece toward the noises. Bobby Gage stood there, looking shaken, with a determined look in his eye. He looked from me to Naz and back to me. He pointed at Naz.


  "Bobby, what the hell are you doing?" I said.


  He raised an eyebrow at me. "Saving you, of course," he said.


  "I don't need saving," I said. "Naz is an old friend of the family."


  He opened his mouth, then shut it again. He looked at Naz as if his mere existence baffled him.


  "Naz, put the gun down," I said. "Who carries a revolver around, anyway?"


  Naz pocketed the gun with a shrug. "I told you, I am sentimental."


  Gage looked behind him and looked back at me. "So, Niki?"


  "What?"


  "Eli and Delaney, they weren't in danger either?"


  I looked at Naz. "Of course they weren't in danger," Naz said. "Norah is an old friend."


  "Then why was she so scared?" I said.


  "She is an old friend, but still a mouthy bitch," he said. "I might have scared her a little when I came in. Plus, she is afraid Sasha is going to kill her. He probably is, but still. No reason to overreact."


  "Well, the reason I ask is that I may have frozen everyone in that room," said Gage.


  "Everyone?" I said. I got up and walked across the room and peered around Gage. The twins were sitting on the end of a big bed watching TV, their torsos swiveled around to face the broken window, as if they'd turned toward the sound. Ponytail's hand was on his hip like he'd been reaching for his gun. Eli and Delaney were tied to the bed frame, their backs against the pillows. I looked at Naz.


  "It is sometimes easier just to tie someone up than to worry about them," he said.


  "Well, at least they look happy," I said. They did, in fact, look reasonably happy. There was a sitcom on the television that was blaring a laugh track. The prisoners had at least relaxed enough, if not to full-on smile, at least look slightly amused.


  "How the hell was I supposed to know?" said Gage. "You never told me you were BFFs with a goddamn Russian kingpin."


  "Ukrainian," Naz corrected.


  "It's okay, Bobby," I said. "But what the hell took you so long?"


  "Got lost," he said. "Never been to the ritzy side of town before. Lived here my whole life and never been over here."


  "How long will they be like this?" I said.


  Gage shrugged. "Half hour maybe. Maybe a little less."


  "Well, we may as well get something to eat," I said. "Let's see what the mayor keeps in her fridge."


  That turned out to be diet cola and some leftover pizza. I guessed Delaney didn't have time to cook what with all the mayoring she did. We each took a soda and a cold piece of pizza while our cohorts defrosted, though Gage said it was more like unstopping. Defrosting just sounded a lot better in my head than unstopping, though.


  "Naz," I said. "You said that Delaney was an old friend." I pulled the picture of the mayor and my dad out of my pocket. "I found this in Sasha's cell. How do you two know her?"


  "She was your father's lubovnitsa, his sweetheart," said Naz. "They were together for a couple of years."


  "He never mentioned her," I said. I didn't mean for it to sound so bitter.


  "Nikita, Sasha did not want you exposed to his world. Do you remember when he brought you to that old warehouse when you were little? Over by the river?"


  "Yeah," I said. "I was just thinking of that the other day."


  "That was because I urged him to do it, so he could spend time with you. But after you were there, around all these bad men, I realized that Sasha was right. Our world is not a place for a child. You were better off growing up with the old lady. He tried to give her money over the years, he sent her cash, presents for you, even a car once. But she had so much pride. She would find Sasha and give him back the money or whatever he bought with the money. Blood money, she called it. Murder money. She was right, of course. We were so arrogant back then. Nothing could stop us. She kept you away from all that. She said that growing up thinking your father abandoned you would be better than growing up with thieves-in-law. Strong lady. To stand up to Sasha back then was hard, even for me. But for you, she did this thing. Sasha regretted losing you, Nikita, but he believed it was for the best."


  "Oh," I said.


  "So this broad, she was Slobodian's girlfriend, huh?" said Gage. "How'd she go from that to politician?"


  "She always wanted a career," said Naz. "Sasha, he could never stop thinking about your mother, Niki. He talked about her all the time, and Norah, she would stick out her lip and want to leave. They were no good for each other, but they stayed together for a while. She finally asked him to help her. We had a lot of pull back then with all the money, connections, you know. So Sasha, he fixed it so she could be mayor. Paid a lot of people off, padded her background. I assume. I did not see what was done, it was very hush-hush. Then, poof. She's a councilwoman. Few years more, she is mayor. Just like that. Your father gave her money whenever she asked. But then, she started talking crackdowns."


  "For the Abnormals," I said.


  "Yeah. The Registry," said Naz. He shook his head. "It was like she punched him. He was so angry. She wouldn't talk to him. Then she had him arrested. Later, Norah even testified against him. Nobody knew about them together. "


  "Why didn't he say something?" I said.


  "It was all done before it started," said Naz. "Sasha wanted to go out with some dignity. He said he'd be back to set things right. This must be what he meant."


  There was a noise from the bedroom like the crunch of broken glass. We looked at each other.


  "Bobby," I said softly. "You said a half hour right?"


  "Yep."


  "How long has it been?"


  "Not long enough."


  I bounded from the kitchen, grabbing my guns from the sideboard on my way, holding the Beretta in my left hand and my Makarov in my right. I stopped at the entrance to the bedroom and saw an impossible sight. Hugh Perry, the guy that was lying on a slab in the morgue minus a vital organ, was backing away from Delaney, a red and glistening lump in his hand. Delaney was dead, or would be when she unfroze. She had a hole in her chest right where her heart should have been. There was a coating of red that looked like blood over the organ in Perry's hand, but it wasn't dripping or moving like a liquid should. This may have been because of Gage's conjuring. She hadn't 'unstopped' yet before she was killed. The other figures in the room were still frozen like creepy mannequins. Delaney was still frozen with that amused smile on her face. The expression made it even more horrifying.


  There was movement by the window and another figure rose up from where it had been crouching. There was an acrid odor in the air and I realized the person had been vomiting. I knew who it was before he turned around.


  "Sasha," I said. "I've been looking for you."


  He turned. He straightened up. "Nikita," he said. He looked past me. "Nazar. How interesting to see you here."


  "That's the most interesting thing in this room?" gasped Gage, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


  "Sasha," said Naz, stepping past me. "What are you doing, my friend?"


  "Just," my father said, then hunched, his shoulders panting. The pseudo-Perry smiled in an amused sort of way. He caught his breath, standing up again. "Just cleaning up a few loose ends," he said.


  "What is this person doing here?" Naz said.


  I turned to Gage. He looked oddly pale. "Freeze them," I whispered.


  "What?" he said.


  "What you did to everyone else, do that to them."


  "Sis, I don't know. I'm not--" Gage was interrupted by a splashing noise. I turned to see that he was bent over and was vomiting all over the floor.


  "Jesus," I said. "Great." What was it about men? A little blood and they all lost their lunch. At least he had managed to turn rather than puke all over my boots. I liked these boots.


  I had the Beretta in my left hand, and the Makarov in my right. Naz was still talking to Sasha. They had switched to their native Russian, and I was having a hard time understanding. Sasha was just looking at his friend morosely, glancing every once in a while at the figure that looked like Perry, but which I knew was Abaddon.


  "Enough," I said. Perry smiled at me unpleasantly, like he was thoroughly enjoying the show. I stepped forward and gestured with the Makarov at Sasha. "Call it off," I said.


  "Nikita, I'm sorry," he said, looking thoroughly dejected. He was thinner than he had been a few days ago. He had changed out of the orange prison clothes, and was wearing some Levi's and a blue button-up, but they fit him badly. They hung off of him, his body too thin to fill them out. He licked his dry lips nervously. "I can't. I ordered this. It can't be retracted."


  "Don't give me that shit," I said. "Call it off. Send the demon back."


  My father shook his head. "I tried," he said, his voice cracking. "It nearly killed me. I am dying anyway. I should have told you. This was my last big act. Something to be remembered by." His voice cracked. "I can't control him, Nikita," he whispered, as if Abaddon wasn't in the room with us. "The connection is there, but he does not do as he's told." Sasha looked fearfully at Abaddon, who seemed not to even care Sasha was in the room. The demon was looking right at me with his fat Perry-face. I got a chill up my back, making me shiver.


  "Sasha," said Naz, his voice quiet. "What happens to the demon when you die?" The whole summoning-a-demon-from-Hell thing didn't seem to be fazing him much. Probably because he'd spent so much time with Sasha that he was used to it.


  Sasha was quiet for a moment. Abaddon kept staring at me, and I was finding it hard to look away. I felt like if I didn't watch him closely he'd take a bite out of me. "Then the connection is broken," said my father. "The creature will be free from me."


  "What does that mean?" I said.


  My father looked at me. "It means he will be free in the world," he said. "And God help you all."


  Gage rejoined us, wiping his mouth again. He started to mutter something, but doubled over before he'd even started. "Sorry, sis," he groaned. "I'm not strong enough right now. The Casting won't work."


  I looked at Abaddon, who hadn't looked away. It helped that he was cloaked in the skin of a guy I thought of as pure evil. Hugh Perry, who ruined my life, taken everything I had, and then tried to take more. I may not have been able to do what I knew I had to do if not for that face. I pulled the trigger. Then I pulled it again, and again, until I heard the empty click that signaled the clip was empty. The demon hadn't seemed to notice he'd been shot, so I emptied the Beretta into him too. No change. I stared at him.


  The demon didn't fall over. He didn't even flinch. But Perry's face dissolved and the figure seemed to rise up, growing from the short, squat Perry to a height just below the ceiling. His skin darkened to a dusky color somewhere in between red and black. His face flattened and his teeth grew, sharp and shining white in the warm light of the bedroom. His horns sprouted magnificently from his hairless, ridged head. His eyes were small and completely black. The clothes that he had appeared to be wearing-- a white shirt with Perry's usual sweat-stains under the arms and some faded khakis-- also evaporated, seeming to melt into nothing. The demon glowered at me, his lip curling in a snarl. He took one lumbering step forward, the floor shaking from the force of him. Naz backed up, bumping into me. He uttered a curse under his breath.


  "Niki," said Gage. "I think we should get out of here."


  I looked at Eli. He was twitching now, the spell starting to wear off. I looked at my father, his eyes full of fear. "No," I said. "I can't leave Eli."


  The demon paused, holding perfectly still, and I had the strangest sensation. As if there was something in my head. My ears filled with whispers, as if a crowd was murmuring all around me, but I couldn't make out the words. I shook my head, trying to shake off the feeling. There was a pressure in my skull, like I was on a plane taking off. I felt as though I couldn't breathe, as if I were choking on something. Then just as the panic rose in my chest, the feeling dissipated, and I was left feeling slightly weak, but the whispering had gone, as had the pressure and the feeling of choking. I staggered. The demon smiled.


  "What was that?" I said. "What did you just do?"


  "Leave her alone," my father wheezed. Something was happening to him. He was heaving, his breath rattling in his chest. Abaddon chuckled, an eerie, bone-chilling sound like the sound of metal on metal, grating against my nerves.


  Naz was still backing away, pushing his body past me and the still-heaving Gage who had grabbed the side of the wall for support. Something was going on with him besides mere nausea, but there was no time to think on that right now. I couldn't worry about Gage.


  "What are you doing to Sasha?" I said, my voice shrill. I knew that my guns wouldn't work on Abaddon even if they were loaded. But old habits die hard, and I raised the guns, aiming them at the demon's face. "Let him go," I demanded.


  "Little one, put down your toys," the creature said. He didn't move his lips, but I heard his voice inside my head, dull and throbbing and close. "You can't hurt me." I looked at his body, trying to focus on his torso, rather than his exposed crotch. There were small marks where the bullets had hit him, but they were closing up fast. I looked at the carpeted floor and realized Abaddon's body had already expelled the bullets. They lay on the white carpet, smearing dark blood where each one fell.


  "Maybe not," I said. "But I can stop you."


  Abaddon laughed again. "You are without sin," he said. "Be on your way and leave the rest to me."


  The twins were unstopping. Their eyes searched the room like rats, their well-dressed bodies becoming less rigid and falling back onto the bed, their shiny shoes touching the floor at the toes. They still held their insane guns in their hands. Ponytail -- I thought he was the one called Otto -- twitched his gun hand, a spasm twitching his shoulder.


  "I've sinned," I said. "I've killed people." I was mostly trying to buy time. I didn't know how it might help, but it was all I had.


  "To avoid being killed," throbbed the voice in my head. "You have put sinners in their place, and let go of those you love out of concern for their well-being. Not sin, little one. I will spare you. I find you intriguing. You are like this one," he looked at Sasha, who looked at me helplessly. "So bold, so brave. But you, little one. You are selfless where your father is a selfish man. So many vices. Such a wasted life."


  "Why are you doing this?" I said. I lowered my arms, the empty guns pointing uselessly at the floor.


  "Don't you know? Your own father wished it. He commanded me. I have to fulfill my duties to the Summoner." Abaddon smiled. "But when I'm finished, I'm going to clean up."


  "Clean up?" I said.


  "Your world needs to be cleansed," said the voice. "Purged. You can help me, little one. You can help me rid your world of scum."


  "No," I said. I glanced at Eli. He was blinking and moving the index finger of his left hand. His eyes moved towards me, confused. Miklos turned his head toward Abaddon.


  "Ah, the lover," said Abaddon. "I will spare him. If that is what you wish. But he has allowed those who abuse their power to continue to abuse it. And half demon, no less. I would brand him a sinner were I not so generous."


  "What about sex?" I said. "Isn't sex a sin?" Blood was starting to ooze from Delaney's wound. Her eyes started to twitch as she began to unfreeze, then opened wide in shock and pain. They searched the room for me, giving me a questioning look. Jesus, she was still alive.


  "Not my area of expertise," said the demon, his lips pursing in distaste. "I deal with the sycophants, the fraudsters, the liars, and the murderers. My pits are filled with those that deserve their fate. They are rotten meat crawling with maggots. There are no excuses where I come from. Only pain."


  I looked back at Delaney. She was fading fast. Her eyes went far away, and a shudder shook the bed. Dark blood soaked the bedspread and trickled down the side of the bed, released from the spell Gage had cast. I felt a lump in my stomach, ice cold. I was supposed to help her.


  Something caught my eye behind Abaddon. The spirit of Norah Delaney was looking down at her body, her lips pursed. "Oh, that's just great," she said. "I'm dead. Thanks for all your help, Slobodian." She glared at me. "You were supposed to protect me. This is all your fault."


  Abaddon had turned at the sound of her voice. "Shut your mouth," he snarled out loud. "Before I shut it for you." His hands had become fists. He stepped away from her, as if afraid she would touch him.


  "You can see her?" I said.


  "What is it?" said Gage. He looked pretty rough still, but some color had returned. He was also standing more upright.


  "He can see Delaney's ghost," I whispered. The ghost in question had backed away at the demon's threat and receded into the wall, disappearing like smoke into the next room.


  I'd stalled him this long. If I could just keep him here long enough...then what? Eli would shoot him and get himself killed? Gage would cast some magical spell that would somehow be stronger than a lord of Hell? Otto and Miklos would shoot the shit out of him?


  Even as I thought it, Otto moved his arm slowly, letting it rest on the bed. He moved it until his gun was pointed right at Abaddon, who only smiled. His finger curled around the trigger and suddenly a war went off in the little room. Everyone that could move instinctively dropped to the floor. When the noise stopped I looked up. Abaddon had one hand on each of the brothers. They were shaking, twitching uncontrollably, sparks burning small holes in the satin bedspread. After a moment, their eyes were just as flat and dead as Delaney's.


  Abaddon turned to look at Gage, who looked like he was about to have a nervous breakdown, though I suspected it may have been more from the submachine gun fire than the killing. "Don't worry," Abaddon said. "I won't indulge myself on their hearts. They would be tough and bitter anyways."


  I looked at Sasha. He looked like a ghost. I suspected he was exhausted from trying to control Abaddon for the past few days. There was strain in his face, like he was trying to concentrate on something. His fists were clenched. I thought of what Naz said. About how he left me so I could be raised right. So I could have a normal life away from the killing and torture and black magic. To see him this way, for the first time since I was a girl, I felt something for him. It wasn't love exactly. Maybe pity, or sympathy, or both. I didn't agree with any of the paths he had taken in life, but for the first time, I understood them.


  "Sasha," I said, even to myself sounding surprised. He looked up at me and took a shuddering breath. "I forgive you."


  Sasha stared at me for a moment, his eyes taking in my face. He took a deep, shaky breath, and looked at Abaddon. He narrowed his eyes. "Demon," he said, his voice hoarse. "We leave now."


  Abaddon looked at him, irritated. Sasha was saying something, but it was barely audible. What I could hear didn't sound like words at all. Some kind of spell. I put my hands over my ears, remembering the trickles of blood back at the office building. The demon snarled at my father, his sharp teeth seeming to glow they were so white. My father backed up slowly, then opened his palms toward Abaddon. A fine thread of palest pink came from each hand and circled around the demon's neck. Abaddon struggled, grabbing at the threads encircling him, sparks being thrown off where he touched them. My father put one leg out of the window and swung the rest of his body over. I saw his face after he dropped and his mouth was still moving. He backed into the front yard and Abaddon followed, the pink string pulling him like a rabid dog. The demon screamed in frustration, the sound causing the entire house to shake. I heard car alarms going off up the street. Where were the cops? Surely someone had called them.


  My father was still backing up, pulling the demon so he had to go through the window. He was too big, but seemed to change in size as he went. He became smaller, though didn't take the form of a human, as he had before.


  Sasha stopped at the sidewalk, waiting for Abaddon. They were the same size now, and Abaddon glowered and snarled as he went. But he went all the same. And when Sasha said something to him, the demon put a clawed hand out, twitching as if he were fighting it, which my father took in his own. He looked toward the house.


  "I love you, Nikita," he said. And then the two were gone.


  "Niki," said a voice as I stood at the window, looking where Sasha had been. I turned slowly to see Eli looking at me. He worked his throat, trying to swallow and wincing as he did. "Can you please untie me and tell me what in the hell is going on?"


   


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  "You froze me?" Eli yelled. "What the hell is wrong with you?"


  "Not you specifically," said Gage. He was sitting on Delaney's couch, Eli pacing the room back and forth. I sat on the other end of the couch. Naz disappeared, embarrassed by his own cowardice and grieving the deaths of the twins. He left the bodies.


  "Look," said Gage. "It was nothing personal. These Castings, they're sort of an all-or-nothing type of deal. Either I do one person, or the whole room. And since there were two of them, I did what I had to. I thought Niki was in trouble and I was in a hurry."


  "Naz was never going to hurt me, Bobby," I said. "He's like family."


  "He had a gun, he's a known criminal, and he was alone with you," said Gage. "It's a logical conclusion. Even I know who he is."


  "Well, we all thought Niki was in trouble," admitted Eli, throwing an irritated look at me. "Some family."


  "I never meant to hurt anyone," said Gage.


  "It wasn't your fault," I said. "Abaddon would have killed Delaney no matter what. He's too strong for any of us to fight. Bullets didn't even hurt him."


  "Well, I made it a lot easier for him, didn't I?" said Gage. He ran a hand over the stubble on his face that was about a day from becoming a full beard. "I might as well have killed her myself."


  "She probably didn't feel any pain," said Eli after a moment. He came around and sat on the coffee table, just as Naz had done an hour earlier. "She wasn't scared or nervous or anything. It was probably like dying in her sleep. Maybe you did her a favor." I remembered the horrified look in Norah Delaney's eyes, her accusing look clouded with pain. I didn't say anything, though. Gage had enough problems without lumping more guilt on him.


  "Yeah, well, didn't stop me from going to pieces over the blood," said Gage. "Jesus, I'm goddamn useless."


  "You were weak from the first spell," I said. "We're going to get this guy, Bobby. You'll have your chance."


  "Just out of curiosity," said Eli, seeming to have shaken his anger at Gage, "why did the blood bother you so much, Bobby? You got some kind of phobia or something?"


  "Just does," said Gage shortly. "Does there have to be a reason? Stop badgering me." He took a long swig of the diet cola I'd gotten him from the fridge.


  I looked at Eli, then back to Gage. "Bobby," I said. "I know it's your business, but if there's something to it, you need to tell us. Our lives are on the line here. You fell apart back there. Your spells might not have been strong enough to take down Abaddon, but we could have learned how he reacted at least. I think we deserve to know why this is happening to you so we can anticipate it in the future."


  Gage was quiet so long that I thought he'd just decided not to acknowledge the question. But finally he took a deep breath and straightened up. He looked at the ceiling. "It wasn't my fault," he said. I looked at Eli and shared a look of confusion. I wasn't sure if he was talking about tonight or another time. Gage continued after a moment. "I was out with some friends when it happened. Demons that done it, I learned later. A bad lot, too. Got out and went on a bender. My house wasn't the only one they visited. But it was the only one I saw. I mostly just remember the blood."


  Gage stopped, putting his hand over his eyes. His voice became thick. "My wife and my son were killed," he said. "I don't remember what happened after that, but they said I went crazy. Started screaming and attacking the cops. I woke up in a mental hospital. They kept me in there for a couple of months. Lumped me in with all the crazies and freaks. But when I see the blood, it takes me back to that night. And I get sick thinking about it. I can see my wife's dead face staring at me, and I can feel myself losing it again. Like one more thing will put me over the edge and I'll wake up in the loony bin again." Gage wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. "So that's why I go to pieces, and now you know all about it."


  "Jesus," said Eli. "I'm sorry, Bobby. I had no idea."


  "Damn right you had no idea," said Gage. "And now you two are looking at me like you feel sorry for me and you don't know how to act around me. It pisses me off. So stop it. I didn't want to tell you. It changes the way you look at a person when you find out about their secrets. So don't look at me like that."


  "Okay," I said, shrugging.


  Gage narrowed his eyes. "You messing with me, Slobodian?" he said.


  "No," I said. "Everyone has secrets. I got mine, Eli's got a doozy. I don't give a shit. I just want to find this Abaddon thing and put it back where it came from."


  Gage nodded. "All right then," he said. "Fair enough."


  "That's out of the way then. Now think about ways you can get past it, all right?"


  Gage shrugged. "I'll think about it. Dunno if I'll come up with anything. It is what it is."


  "And you are who you are," I said. "You can make it happen." I turned to Eli. "What about this partner of yours, Shippley?"


  Eli shook his head. "I had no idea. Known him for five years. Never dreamed he was on the take."


  "Well, you're probably going to want to call someone in about this, aren't you?"


  "I guess I have to," he said. "Tell Ron what happened. Guess I'll have to tell him about Shipp, too."


  "Guess you will," I said. "You better hope you get to Ron before Shipp does. That lady in there died because of him. You understand that, right?"


  Eli looked at me bleary-eyed. I was pretty sure that his partner taking bribes had affected him more than Delaney getting her heart torn out right in front of him. Cops. "Yeah, Niki. I get it. I'm not stupid. He was my friend, though. Do you understand that?"


  "Just call me when you're finished," I said.


  "What are you going to do?" asked Eli. "Where would your dad even be?"


  "I don't know," I said. "I really have no idea. He's dying, and when he does die, that thing is going to be loose in the city. How many sinners are in this city, anyway? He'd have to eradicate the entire population."


  "Sinners?" said Gage.


  "Yeah, didn't you hear Abaddon talking in there?" I said. "He said he wouldn't kill me because I wasn't a big enough sinner.


  "I didn't hear nothing," said Gage. "Just you yelling at him and the big freaky bastard smiling at you. And puking. I heard a lot of puking. But that was just me."


  "Well, he got into my head," I said. "I think he was rooting around in there. And then the feeling stopped and he said I wasn't a sinner. But Eli was."


  "Me?" said Eli. "Why me? I'm a boy scout."


  "Something about supporting power-hungry maniacs," I said. "Anyway, bullets don't work, we know that. And Abaddon can get into our heads."


  "Yours at least," said Gage.


  "Any ideas?" I said, ignoring the crack. "Gage could probably do some kind of damage if he can stop puking for five seconds."


  "Come on," said Gage. "I bared my soul to you."


  "Sorry, Bobby," I said. "So we know that demons hate salt, right?"


  "Lower ones do. Even worse than the Darks. The Dark didn't seem to be able to cross it. But with the demons it'll burn a hole right through his skin. Kind of gross, actually. Lot of smoke and pus."


  "So let's grab all of Delaney's salt before we go. Anything else?" I looked from Eli to Gage. Eli was frowning, trying to think of our next step. Gage's face lit up.


  "What about your grandmother or whoever she was? At the hospital."


  "Sofi?" I said. "What about her? I don't think Sasha would go there. And Craig would've called me if he showed up."


  "Yeah," said Gage, "but she's a psychic. She can help us."


  "Psychic?" said Eli. "Sofi?"


  "Try to keep up, Eli," I said.


  "Jesus, I didn't know," said Eli.


  "There's a lot you don't know lately," said Gage.


  "Apparently," said Eli.


  "No," I said. "The answer is no. I am not tangling Sofi up in this shit. I've kept her safe all this time. She's going to stay safe."


  "And what about us?" said Gage. "Who's going to keep you safe, Niki? Think about it."


  "You can't always be thinking about everyone else, Nik," said Eli. "Sometimes a little self-preservation goes a long way. Imagine how angry Sofi would be if you died tonight."


  "She's dying," I said, but I knew I'd lost the argument. "She's got cancer."


  "You never know," said Eli. "Maybe the treatments are working."


  "Yeah?" I said. "How'd she look when you visited her the other day? Did she look like the treatments were working?" Eli didn't say anything, just looked at me. "She's not getting better," I said. "She's getting worse."


  "Wouldn't she want to help you, though?" said Eli. "If you gave her the choice of resting or helping you, which would Sofi choose?"


  I glared at the two of them. "Shit," I said. "All right. But I am completely against this. If this hurts her in any way, I am coming after you two."


  "Agreed," said Gage. "Let's go."


  "You don't get to leave," said a voice. Norah Delaney's voice had finally come out of her hiding place. She was glaring at me again. "I'm dead, and you're just going to leave me there, huh?"


  "Eli's staying, don't worry," I said. "The police will be here soon. They'll treat your body with respect." Gage and Eli were looking at me curiously. I mouthed Delaney.


  "Respect. That's rich. So I'm just supposed to stay here and haunt my own house, is that is? Why haven't I gone to Heaven or something."


  "I don't know," I said. "Are you letting go?"


  "What the hell is that supposed to mean?" she said. "I let go of my body, can't you tell? I am ready to go, why am I still here?"


  It was a good question. From my experience someone like Delaney should have crossed over to one place or another. She didn't have any guilt that seemed to bother her, no family, friends that I knew of. She should have been able to go. There had been a lot more ghosts lately. I wondered if the two things were related. "I'm sorry, I don't know. I have to go. We'll figure it out later. Talk to Eli. He can't hear you, but he's a good listener."


  She looked at Eli, already on the phone with Ron Smithy. "He's kind of cute, too."


   


  We took Gage's car. I'd filled my pockets with artisan salt from Delaney's cupboard before we left. But on the way to the car I noticed the small white specks scattered on the steps and the sidewalk. Sure enough. I spied a big white bag of rock salt propped up against the house, so I hefted the bag and tossed it onto the floor of the backseat, next to the box that held my guns.


  "Nice," said Gage.


  "I've been known to be resourceful."


   


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  I didn't hate the hospital for the same reasons everyone else did. For me it wasn't the smells or the thoughts of disease and death. It was the fact that I could see the death. Ghosts roamed the halls, seeming even more creepy because most of them wore white hospital gowns. They clutched at people that passed by with hands that had no substance. No one knew they were there, or felt their touch. No one but me.


  I didn't know if I was getting better at seeing them, or if their numbers had grown over the years. When I was little, Naz got shot and Sasha brought me along on his visit to cheer up Uncle Naz. There had only been a few wandering spirits back then. But every time I visited Sofi I dodged the cold, dead fingers all the way down the hall. I could feel the eyes of the staff staring after me long after I'd passed the nurses' station. Like they didn't have better things to do than to judge a crazy person.


  Tonight seemed even worse than usual. The hospital seemed like something out of a horror movie. Gage lumbered along beside me, and I tried not to cringe when the hands touched me. Gage, I could see, felt nothing. I focused on walking straight ahead, trying to ignore the touching, but it was difficult. I wanted to gag and scream and run away from these things. I maintained my composure all the way to Sofi's room, even flashing my badge at the nurses station when they told us we couldn't be there.


  Craig was seated outside Sofi's door. He stood up when he saw me coming. "Everything all right?" he said.


  "The mayor's dead," I said. "If that's what you mean."


  "Oh," said Craig. "That's no good." He had deep circles under his eyes and he looked exhausted.


  "You slept at all?" I said.


  "No. Came straight here from my double shift at the prison. Remember? But what about you two?" Craig said. "You guys look terrible."


  "We'll manage," said Gage.


  Sofi was awake but bleary-eyed, watching television. She turned sleepily when I came in and her face broke out in a big smile. She almost looked like herself when she smiled.


  "Nikita," she said, shakily holding out her arms. I hugged her gently. "It's been so long. Are you feeling better?"


  "Much," I said, pulling up a chair.


  "And who is this?" she croaked.


  "Baba, this is my partner, Bobby Gage. He's working with me on a case."


  "You are a tall one," she said.


  "Yes, ma'am," said Gage.


  Gage sat down in one of the chairs that had been set up against the wall. She looked back to me. "So this is not a social call," she said.


  "Sorry," I said. "But we need your help. It's about Sasha."


  She nodded. "Poor Sasha. You cannot know how many prayers I've said for him over the years. But before you ask me your questions," she said, "I feel I must tell you about something first."


  "What's that?" I said.


  "Karen was here."


  I wrinkled my nose. "What did she want?"


  "She is worried I am not being taken care of," she said. "I told her I do not need someone taking care of me. I am in a hospital for God's sake. But she went on about how you were not providing me with the proper care. She said you do not pay the bills. Then she left and came back, and said you must be doing something bad because you paid the bills." Sofi rolled her eyes. "I tried all day to get rid of her. And now she says she wants to take me back home with her."


  "What did you say to that?" I said.


  "I told her, 'Stuff it,'" said Sofi. "Karen was very angry. She finally left. We may have trouble from her. Now, what do you need from me?"


  "I know you're not feeling your best right now," I said. "And I would never ask you this if it wasn't important."


  "You want me to help you find Sasha," she said.


  "Yeah," I said. "He's got some major cloaking going on. No spell can find him. He's summoned something really bad, Sofi. It's killing people. And he can't control it. Not completely, anyway."


  "Yes, I should say it is very bad," she said, her face serious. "You have seen what Abaddon does, yes?"


  "You know about it?" I said.


  "Who do you think you're talking to?" she said, clicking her tongue. "You think just because I'm sick that I'd lose my ability? No, I have been having visions. Sasha, Abaddon, you."


  "Me?"


  "Yes, you," she said, pointing a finger at me. "Putting yourself in harm's way and getting possessed by a Dark. Shame on you, Nikita. Be smart."


  I looked at Gage and saw he wasn't listening. He was caught up in his Grimoire again. "Sofi," I said. "What else do you know?"


  "I know that Sasha is dying," she said. "Even if this thing does not kill him, he will die. He has not been well for some time now."


  "He told me," I said.


  "He regrets the things he's done," she said. "He will do what he must to save you, Niki. But it is not Sasha that is the danger. It is the demon. He is strong. You must be stronger."


  "He was in my head," I said. "He told me he wanted to scourge the world of sin. If he gets free, Sofi, I don't know what will happen. Could be the end of the world."


  "So find them," she said.


  "But how?" I said.


  "Can you think of nowhere that Sasha would go to feel secure?"


  I thought about that. "Do you mean the warehouse?" I said. "Why would he go there?"


  "Think about it, Nikita," said Sofi, lying her head back on her pillow. "Where could he go without being judged? All those years of doing bad things, people recognized him, hated him wherever he went. Where did he go to get away from all that?"


  "The warehouse. Of course," I said. "Thank you, Sofi."


  "Niki," she said.


  "Yes?"


  "Please be careful." She opened her eyes and smiled pleadingly at me. She looked even more exhausted than Craig.


  I nodded. "Sofi," I said, lowering my voice so Gage didn't hear. "Why didn't you tell me that you sent him away?"


  "Ah, you have been talking to Nazar, yes?" I nodded. "A child does not understand when a parent is hurting them. To the child, everything is the way it should be. The child feels happy to be a part, to be included. Sasha was dragging you into his world, Niki. I couldn't bear it if you had to make yourself as cold as Sasha did. I hope you will someday forgive me for that." She swallowed. "Don't let yourself be cold, my Nikita." Her thin chest rose and fell and I knew she was asleep.


  I turned slowly to find Gage looking at me.


  "What?" I said.


  "Nothing. Just when people whisper like that it makes me paranoid."


  "Sorry," I said. "Family stuff."


  "Was it about me?"


  "Don't flatter yourself," I said. He shrugged and put his book back in his satchel. "So what now?" Gage said. "Some kind of warehouse?"


  "It's over by the Deep Blue Sea," I said. "Do you think we should stop and talk to Sam before we go? It's right on the way."


  "Sam? I've never talked to him in the middle of a case before, but I guess it can't hurt. Just one catch."


  "What's that?"

  "If Sam ain't there, neither is the Deep Blue Sea."


  "What do you mean?" I said. "Like it's closed?"


  "Nah. Gone. Poof. Like it was never there," said Gage. "It vanishes when Sam goes out. Just a fact, is all."


  "Disappearing bar," I said. "Peachy. Well, let's hope it's there, or else we're on our own. And I don't much like our odds."


   


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  The Deep Blue Sea wasn't there.


  There wasn't even a space where it used to be. Just the normal gap that generally came between the two warehouses it had previously shoved itself between. It just looked like two run-down buildings now. No bar. No Sam. No help.


  "How the hell does an entire bar just disappear like that?" I said. "I mean, it's like it was never there."


  "Maybe it wasn't," Gage said. "Powerful magic with that guy."


  "But how can he take the whole building with him?"


  "Come on," said Gage. "It's Sam. The guy's got power."


  "You think he's some kind of bigshot in Hell?" I said.


  Gage shrugged. "How should I know? I look dead to you? Your boyfriend would have a better chance of going there alive than I would."


  "What's that supposed to mean?" I said.


  "He's half-demon," said Gage, attention back on his Grimoire, open in his lap.


  "So?"


  He shrugged. "It just is the way it is. And for the record, he's not going to be able to hide those horns in that curly mop of his much longer. They're gonna grow."


  "Whatever," I said. "Let's stay on topic. We're going to the warehouse my father used to take me to. If he's there, and he's alive, Abaddon's there, too. If he's there and he's dead, we're in deep shit."


  "Abaddon's strong," Gage said, "stronger than us. But the salt might slow him down a little. And with some luck we might survive the night."


  "One more thing before we go," I said. "You need to try not to look at the blood, if there is any."


  "I'll try."


  "Don't try," I said. "Just do it. I have a sick Baba to take care of. I'm not dying tonight."


  Gage nodded. "I can try to do that spell that sucked the Dark back down," he said. "But if there is still a connection between them, it will take your dad with it."


  "We can't have Abaddon killing any more people," I said. "If we can stop him, we will."


  I drove the few blocks until I could see the black of the river. A white mist of fog swirled up the riverbank and down the street, making the creepy neighborhood even creepier. I put the car in park behind the mottled yellow building, its tin exterior dotted with rust and graffiti. As I got out of the car, I realized the white mist wasn't fog at all. It was ghosts.


  There were thousands of them. Maybe more. Mostly men, but some women too. I stood frozen to the spot. I'd never seen so many in one place.


  "What's the holdup, sis?" whispered Gage, clutching his satchel. "You see something?"


  "There are so many," I said. "Jesus, Bobby, I've never seen so many."


  The ethereal form of a man stopped in front of me. "Hey," he said, his voice sounding hollow. "I recognize you. You're the Slobodian girl. You can see me, can't you?"


  "Yes," I whispered, "but I'm in a hurry."


  "To get that demon fella, I guess," said the man. He was dressed just like Miklos and Otto. Shiny suit, shiny shoes. "Better him than me."


  "You saw him?" I said. "Is Sasha still alive? My father, Alexei Slobodian."


  "Yeah, I know him," he said coldly. "Sasha's alive all right. Guy's made of steel or something."


  I turned to Gage. "Sasha's alive," I said. "They're still in the warehouse.


  "Funny thing," said the ghost. "I think that demon guy could see us. We're used to being ignored, but he was growling and snarling and trying not to touch us."


  "Really?" I said. "That must have pissed you off, that he didn't want you to touch him."


  "I was just sort of surprised at the time," said the ghost. "We never see someone that can see us back. Now two in one day. How about that?"


  A woman in spike heels and fishnets joined the man. "What's going on, Tommy?" she said.


  "This here's the Slobodian kid," he said. "She can see us."


  "Is that so?" she said.


  Another man joined them, then an old man with a fedora with dark, searching eyes, and a homely woman that looked like she'd been a secretary in the sixties, her face drawn and her eyes hollow. Soon there was a crowd of people clamoring to get a look at me.


  "Stop," I said, just above a whisper, but probably still too loud. I was hoping we could get into the warehouse and size up the situation before Abaddon knew we were there. They all started to simmer down as I motioned for them to be quiet. "Look," I said. "I've got to stop that demon that's in that warehouse. If you help me, I'll try my best to help you."


  "How can we help?" asked the first ghost I'd talked to.


  "I'll try to help you move on," I said.


  "Yeah, but move on where?" said the secretary in a nasally voice. "I don't want to go to Hell."


  "Screw that," said someone in the back that sounded like a three-pack-a-day smoker. "Anything's better'n this shit. Just wandering around all day and all night. No end in sight. I'll take fire over this any day."


  There was a murmur of agreement. "Hey miss," said the guy in the suit. "What do we have to do?"


  "Wait about ten minutes, then follow me into that warehouse. Can you do that?" Another murmur of agreement. "Can you spread the word? When you get there, go for the demon. I know a lot of you have a beef with my father, and that's fine. But save it for later. He can't see you, anyway."


  "What was that all about?" said Gage.


  "Oh, you know me. Making friends wherever I go." I led the way around the building, the boards of the walkway on the riverbank creaking and groaning softly as we went. It might have been better to just bounce in the front door, but I figured Abaddon wouldn't think about watching the back door, unless he'd rooted through my father's head about it.


  The door was lying across the boardwalk, holes kicked into the rotting wood. There was a stale smell of urine in the doorway. Probably squatters breaking in, but not staying more than a night after they saw all the old bloodstains on the cracked cement floor. I walked down the aisle, stacked on both sides with barrels of god-knows-what. I could hear voices in front of us. I looked back at Bobby. He was in the zone. The symbols in his book were glowing and he was staring at it transfixed. He was stumbling along behind me and I hoped he wouldn't trip. I held up a hand as the rows of barrels stopped and the room opened up in front of us.


  I saw two figures. My father was lying on his back on the cement. His lips were moving and I could hear his voice very faintly. I could tell by the rhythm and the position of his hands that he was saying a prayer. Abaddon was circling him like a predator. The pink thread had gone from his neck and he had grown back to his previous height. He stopped pacing and looked down at the pitiful figure on the floor. He reared back and then lunged at my father. His great hands clutched my father's chest and I saw sparks come off of them. My father's body shook like he was being electrocuted. Abaddon stood up and surveyed his work. For a moment I thought he was dead, but after a long hesitation, he heaved a great sigh as the breath returned to his body and he curled into a ball on his side. There was a sound like wheezing coming from him.


  "Why won't you die?" screamed Abaddon. His voice was just as ominous as the voice that had been in my head, though now it sounded panicky and frustrated. "Is it the connection?" he said. "Answer me, Slobodian!"


  "If you just wait," said my father, in a voice almost too low to hear, "I'll be dead soon. If you just wait."


  "I don't want to wait," growled Abaddon. "I have things to do. I am a demon lord and I do not wait. So just die." He lunged again and he and my father vibrated once again, the sparks shooting out. The same thing happened. My father lay gasping after a moment of stillness. He just laid there limply, shaking his head."


  "You can't kill me," he said. "No one can. No one ever has been able to. But this disease? It's doing a job of it. Just like my daughter will do a job on you. Put you back in your place."


  "The girl?" said Abaddon. "She can't touch me."


  "She is a Slobodian," he said. "She will find a way. She is here. I can feel it. She sees you, demon. No one makes a fool of Alexei Slobodian and lives."


  Abaddon looked up and sniffed the air. "And she brought a friend," he said. And smiled.


  I took a step toward him. I could hear Gage speaking softly behind me.


  I felt the pressure in my head again, and I thought I would be sick. But I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. There was muted laughter and I knew at once that no one else would be able to hear it. "You are persistent, little one," said Abaddon's voice. I clenched my teeth. The feeling of someone else in my head was not something I enjoyed. It felt a lot like a migraine. "So you've come back. Maybe you do want to die, after all. You and your friend."


  "You can try," I said. "But I think you might find us harder to kill than the others."


  "So bold," said the voice in my head. He said it almost in a tender way. I clenched my jaw harder. "Your heart will taste like sugar." I listened for Gage, but he apparently hadn't reached fever pitch yet. He was still talking in the strange non-language.


  I was walking slowly toward Abaddon. He had completely forgotten about my father, who was watching the demon with a calculating look.


  "I'm just wondering something," I said. "Maybe you can help me. Why does an all-powerful demon lord leave Hell to come and kill a few humans? For kicks? Seems like an awfully time-consuming hobby."


  The laugh came again like ragged fingernails in my skull. "You assume too much, little one. Who said I just came here to kill a few humans? Maybe I'm tired of my dark pit. Perhaps I want a whole world. I could be a god here."


  "So you're just going to kill us all?" I said. "That'll take years at the rate you're going." Sasha had rolled onto his side and pushed himself to a sitting position. I recognized the look on his face. I'd been on the other end of that look a lot as a child. When my father had been drinking. It was the look he got right before he let loose a hard slap or started screaming. Sasha was pissed.


  "Not me, little one," came the voice. "My legion."


  "Legion?" I said, stalling my slow walk. "What do you mean legion?"


  "They'll come later, don't you worry. Did you like my Dark? You'd see more of those, if you were to live. But you'll be gone by then. Like one of these vile ghosts. No room in Heaven or Hell for you."


  I was halfway across the room. Abaddon was standing perfectly still, his eyes trained on me. He was in no hurry. His overconfidence could be an advantage. "Why don't you like the ghosts, Abaddon?" I said. "You can see them, can't you?"


  "As can you," he said. "They are repugnant, don't you agree? More disgusting than even the humans."


  "Why?"


  "They don't belong," he said. "They don't fit anywhere. They are outsiders and they do not know their place. Their touch is like worms." He spat on the floor.


  "You can't control them," I said. "That's why you don't like them." I could hear Gage's cadence growing more rapid, his speech more intense.


  "Don't think I don't know what you're doing, girl," said the voice. "You can't save your father, though. He has done things that would turn your stomach. All in the name of his own greed and lusts."


  "Isn't that what you're doing?" I said.


  "Not to my own kind," he said.


  "But doing it to another kind is okay? You're a hypocrite."


  "Your friend cannot stop me, you know," he said. "What magic trick can possibly stop me? Human magic is weak. I am going to eat three hearts before I leave here. But I'm going to enjoy yours the most."


  Sasha was so quick I didn't even see him get up. Before I could take another step he had the shimmering pink thread around Abaddon's neck and was yanking it from behind. But the demon didn't shrink this time. He grabbed at the thread again, just like he had before. Pink sparks shot everywhere and there was a smell of flesh burning. I put my hand in my pocket and touched the salt I had poured there. I gathered a handful, getting ready to throw it. Then several things happened at once. Gage came forward, his eyes bright, his hair on end, the Grimoire glowing in his hands. He screamed something, hunching over as he held a hand out and the cracked and stained cement opened up like a mouth, fire rising up and licking at Sasha and Abaddon's legs. They didn't back away. A force was pulling them back, but Abaddon was so strong that he was pulling Sasha away from the edge by the pink rope even as my father was trying to force him toward it. Then the ghosts arrived.


  Like an angry mob they rushed in, pale, drawn, but no longer drifting. They had a purpose. They went straight for Abaddon, using their sheer numbers as a weapon. They couldn't hurt him, but they reached for him, touching him, throwing themselves through his body. Some flung themselves into the fire, but came out unscathed on the other side, looking disappointed. Abaddon tried to hit at them, to push them away, but his clawed hand went right through their bodies. He backed away from the horde, looking horrified. He was right on the edge of the chasm now. Bobby was screaming in pain, but kept the portal open. It seemed to be trying to suck at Abaddon's feet, but the demon was fighting it, using his weight to keep from tottering over. Sasha had stopped in his struggle to watch Abaddon struggle with, through his eyes, nothing. He seemed to remember what he was doing, and heaved on the pink line just as the gang of spirits rushed the demon a second time. Abaddon gagged whenever they touched him.


  Alexei Slobodian looked at me then. There was determination in his eyes, but also a deep sadness. He looked back to Abaddon, then at the fire behind him. Wrapping the line of pink around his waist and securing it, nodded at me. Then he jumped like a diver into the pit of fire.


  "No!" I screamed. But no one heard me over Gage's tormented howling. The demon was having a hard time staying upright. He tottered, and seemed about to fall back, but righted himself at the last minute. I walked forward, taking my hand out of my pocket. I looked at Abaddon for a long moment. He smiled at me, his alien face taut with exertion and stress. "I pity you," I said. And I reached up on tiptoes and blew into my hand, sending a cloud of salt right into his eyes.


  The truth is, salt in the eyes is never pleasant. It would have knocked anyone back even if they weren't, apparently, deathly allergic. But as soon at the salt touched him, Abaddon screamed in pain and thrust his hands over his face. A rank steam wriggled through his fingers and even over the screaming, I heard the distinct sound of sizzling. He staggered back, and slipped on the edge of the opening, catching himself by the elbows.


  His face was red, raw, like he'd been burned. His eyes were gone, the small dark holes surrounded by angry boils and an opaque liquid that his wounds were exuding. He shook his great head, like a dog that had been stung by a bee and wanted to shake the pain off. For a moment I felt compassion for him for the pain, the handicap of being blinded. I didn't think he could heal from this like he had the bullets. But then I remembered everyone that had suffered. Even the deaths and the lives ruined from the Darks seemed related to Abaddon. I remembered the slaughtered family, the unfathomable grief of Gary Chenowith, the policeman that had died along with all the people on the highway. The woman in the blue dress, the lovers and the security guards from the office, Philip Morales and his sister. Judge Shandler, Mayor Delaney, and Hugh goddamn Perry. And my father. The man that had chosen badly in life, done things he regretted, abused alcohol and drugs. But he had also protected me from that life, making himself the enemy all these years to make sure I had a chance. I looked at the demon's pitiful face then. A ball of ice had expanded in my chest. I wound back with my steel-toed boot and kicked Abaddon right under the chin.


  He lost his grip with his elbows, and tried to hang on by his long talons. But they slipped on the cement slowly with a scraping noise. He screamed as he fell into the raging fire. The floor closed up as soon as his horns cleared, and it was suddenly quiet in the warehouse, the only light a bare bulb swinging back and forth. The crowd of spirits stared in disbelief at the spot where Abaddon had disappeared. There was a dull thud and I looked over to see that Gage was on the floor. I ran to him, my legs wobbly.


  "Bobby, you okay?" I said.


  "All good," he slurred. "Just need a little nap." He let out a long snore.


  "Miss Slobodian?" I looked up to see the spirits, the man in the suit in front, their ringleader, apparently. "We only want rest now. We would be obliged if you would hold up your end of the bargain and help us."


  I nodded, looking at Gage. He was sleeping, his cheek squished against the filthy cement. I took off my coat and slipped it under his head. "I'll try," I said.


   


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  Helping the ghosts wasn't as simple as I thought. I tried all the tricks that usually worked, talking out their deaths, making sure they weren't feeling an intense amount of guilt, seeing if they hated or loved something enough to keep them here. None of my tried and true methods worked on any of them. There was no swirling, no dispersing into the air. Nothing. This was getting a lot harder.


  I apologized hundreds of times, and finally the ghosts filed out through the wall, angrily denouncing charlatans and cheats. I felt like a fraud. What good was my gift if I couldn't help anyone? I had always been uneasy with my ability, but the truth was that I couldn't have accomplished any of the things in my life without it. It helped in my work. The spirits of the victims had helped me track and shoot down Gabe Condry, the serial killer, before he tortured any more women. That led Hugh Perry to single me out, but I had done good. I had helped a lot of people. Just because the living trumped the dead didn't mean that I was heartless. And now it was time to stop running from my ability and start appreciating it. But why couldn't I get anyone to cross over? Was it because they were long-dead? Maybe it only worked for the short-timers. I would have to ask Sam. He seemed to know a lot about these things.


  I crouched down next to Gage. "Just me and you, Bobby," I said. I looked down and saw that the toe of my boot was covered in the slime that had been all over Abaddon's face. I wrinkled my nose at the smell. I found an old advertisement-only newspaper in the corner and wiped my boot off with it. I sat next to Gage and waited. I knew I couldn't move him by myself, and I couldn't just leave him here. Best to just wait it out. I was in no hurry now anyway.


  There was a faint scritching noise somewhere in the warehouse. With the high ceiling the sound echoed so it was impossible to tell where it was coming from. It sounded like rats. I grabbed what was left of the newspaper and rolled it into a tube to swat the vermin away if they came near us. I heard the noise again, then louder. There must have been a lot of rats around here.


  I heard a car pull up outside. The engine turned off and I could hear the faint sound of someone walking over the gravel outside. I reached for my coat pocket under Gage's enormous head, but realized after I grabbed the Marakov that it was still out of bullets. I'd never bothered reloading it. I trained it at the door anyway. I'd just have to bluff.


  The great door scraped and screeched sideways and Eli walked in. "Jesus, Niki. Put that thing away. You okay?" he said, striding over to me.


  "Notice anything?" I said.


  He looked around. "Did you change your hair?"


  "No. But I did help vanquish a demon. And I'm the only one still standing."


  "You're sitting."


  "That's only because my legs won't hold me. Help me up, would you? I think there are rats in here. I heard them scratching."


  He pulled me up. "I've been calling you," he said.


  I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked at it. "Dead," I said.


  "Figures."


  "How'd you find me?"


  "Talked to Sofi," he said. "Felt bad waking her like that, but I had to make sure you were okay."


  I told Eli what happened.


  "So why was the demon so taken with you?" he said. "Not that I blame him," he quickly added. "But, I mean, it's like he only had eyes for you."


  I shrugged. "Maybe it's because of that connection he had to my father. Only natural that if my father loves me, the feeling might transfer over to the demon. Or maybe I'm just more interesting than anyone else."


  "Maybe it's your modesty," said Eli. He looked at me. "All joking aside, Nik, I was pretty worried about you. I'm glad you're alive. And," he cleared his throat, "I'm real sorry about your dad. He was a son-of-a-bitch, but I'm pretty sure he loved the hell out of you."


  "Yeah," I said. "I guess he did."


  "He said something to Abaddon," he said, looking down at his own lap. "Can you tell me more about that?"


  "Oh," I said, thinking back. "He said something about how Abaddon couldn't kill him. He said the cancer would be more successful. Something like that, anyway."


  "What do you think he meant by that?" Eli was acting peculiar. He was trying to be nonchalant, but it was just making his questions more suspicious.


  "I don't know, I thought he was just trying to fake Abaddon out," I said. "Why?"


  Eli shook his head. "No reason."


  "What's the matter with you? You're acting weird."


  "Just tired," he said, smiling. "Think you can help me throw this lug into the backseat of the car?" He gestured at Gage, who let out a snore in return.


  "I can try," I said, getting up. I heard the scritching noise again and it seemed to me that the floor vibrated just a little. "Did you feel that?" I said.


  "What was that?" said Eli.


  Now the scritching had turned into a hard scraping noise, like stone against stone. A noise like a sledgehammer shook us even harder and I grabbed onto Eli so I wouldn't fall over. I looked at the floor. Right at the spot where Abaddon and my father had disappeared, a spiderweb of cracks had appeared. The booming noise came again, and the spiderweb exploded, shards of cement bursting out from within. It was like a small bomb went off, only instead of an explosion, a blackened, clawed fist had exploded from underneath the floor.


  "Oh, shit," said Eli.


  "Yeah," I said.


  We ran to Gage, and each tried taking an arm. Gage weighed about a million pounds and we grunted under his weight. Finally we managed to get him up off the floor, and wind his arms around our shoulders. I couldn't reach my coat on the floor after getting Bobby up, and there was no time. I loved that coat, but I loved being alive more. Abaddon had shattered more cement and managed to get his head out, and was now sniffing the air, his sightless eyes endless holes, the scar tissue already forming on his face.


  "Bobby, wake up," I said, as we dragged him away from the demon, and back toward the barrel-lined aisles. His toes dragged along the ground, but he didn't wake. Eli and I went as fast as we could. I motioned with my chin the direction to the back door. The cold hit me like I'd been doused in ice water. I always forgot how much colder it was by the water, even the sludgy, smelly water of this river. Fresh water my ass. Gage groaned, but his head lolled. Stealing glances behind us, we dragged him back towards the car. We were still way too close to the demon lord that I had blinded, insulted, and literally kicked back into Hell.


  After some grunting and cursing, we managed to cram Gage into the back seat. I fished around in his pocket for the keys. "Shit," I said, as they slipped out of my hands and onto the floor. As I grabbed at them, my arm nudged the bag of rock salt we'd hefted there at the mayor's house. I looked on the other side of the floor to see the long, rectangular box that had all my guns from the police station.


  "Niki, let's get the hell out of here," Eli said. He was sitting shotgun, staring at the warehouse.


  "I have an idea," I said. I turned on the dome light and opened the box, fishing around in the dimness for what I was looking for. I found it at the bottom. My old shotgun. An inappropriate birthday present from one of Sasha's friends, back before he wasn't in my life anymore. Sofi had given it back to me on my eighteenth birthday. I fished around in the bottom of the box and found two shells. I opened the first shell, setting the shotgun on top of Gage. Carefully I dumped half of the buckshot on the ground. I reached over and dipped my hand in the bag of rock salt and looked at it. It was the big, chunky kind. That was good. I filled the shell up with the salt and closed it back up.


  "Niki, this had better be worth risking our lives for," said Eli. He pulled out his Glock.


  "That's not going to help you," I said, and started filling the second shell with the rock salt.


  "I know," he said. "But it makes me feel better with a goddamn giant from Hell after us."


  "Fair enough," I said. I heard a crash coming from the warehouse. "Think he's found his way out?" I said. I closed up the second shell, then loaded them both into the shotgun. I pumped it and got ready. "I just need him to get close enough," I said. "I'm pretty sure this will work."


  "Pretty sure?" said Eli. "For keeping us here and possibly causing our extremely unpleasant deaths, you'd better be positive."


  There was the sound of metal grinding, then wood splintering, and then nothing. Eli and I watched the warehouse, waiting for the demon to come staggering out. There was a thump, then another. I looked up and nearly soiled myself. Abaddon was on the roof, standing straight up, sniffing the air like a bloodhound. He crouched and jumped, the ground shaking under his feet. We were fifty feet from the demon now. I had to wait to get a better shot.


  The demon stopped, steadying himself, then sniffed again. He turned toward us. "Oh, Jesus," said Eli. He took a step toward us, then another, then he was running, barreling down the road. I steadied the shotgun, waiting for the right time. He was nearly close enough. I got ready. Just as I was about to unload, he veered off, cutting a path toward the water.


  "What the hell?" I said. I heard a splash in the river. I ran to the bank to see what Abaddon was doing. Maybe he miscalculated without his sight. I heard splashing growing fainter and could just barely make out a shape in the dark running upstream. There was a glowing pink string around his neck, the end whipping behind him. Eli had joined me, his breath curling like smoke.


  "Where's he going?" he said.


  "That did not go at all like I meant it to," I said.


   


  We got in the car and just sat there without speaking for a while. The ghosts were ignoring me, pretending like they couldn't see me. Not that I could talk to them right now. I had to figure out what the hell went wrong. I thought back to something Abaddon said to me in the warehouse.


  "He said he was going to take over," I said, breaking the silence. "Said he had followers. Who would follow a guy like that?"


  "There's always sickos," said Eli. "Maybe people he met in the prison?"


  "Nah, he hates sinners," I said. "He mentioned the Dark. Called it his."


  "From back in his pit, I guess," said Eli. We both looked at each other.


  "Shit," I said. "He's going back to the spot where he got busted out."


  "He wouldn't let those things loose, would he?" said Eli. "I mean, he's supposed to be in charge of their torment or whatever. He wouldn't just set them loose, right? I mean, how many people died when one Dark escaped? That's one, a single Dark. How many could he have in one pit?"


  I shoved the shotgun toward him butt-first. "I don't want to find out," I said. I started the car and gunned it. The car's back wheels spun before gaining traction and lurching forward. As we sped by I saw the red lights of the Deep Blue Sea, but there was no time. We would have to do this without Sam. It was our job.


   


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  It was amazing we didn't get pulled over. I leadfooted it all the way through the city. It was like a ghost town this time of night. The stoplights blinked, suggesting people stop, but I didn't. I blazed through every single one. We raced through the downtown business district, nearly hitting an old monument while cutting around a corner. By the time we reached the barricades, Gage's car was issuing some complaints. It died a block from the spot Alexei Slobodian had broken the seal, the engine light coming on in silent protest as the car lurched to a stop.


  We left Gage in the backseat and hopped out. Eli tossed me the shotgun and we ran the last block. The police tape was still up, but the coffee-drinking patrolman was gone. The silhouette of Abaddon stood in sharp relief under the cockeyed streetlight. Despite being bent at an angle the thing still worked. There was another glow coming from the abyss in the middle of the street. Abaddon had his back to us, but raised his head as we neared.


  "It will be so easy, you know," he said out loud. "Most of the work is done for me. All I have to do is call them."


  "Them?" I said, easing forward, not wanting to spook him. I only had two chances, I was going to have to make them good.


  "They are like my children," he said. "Lost. Insane, most of them, but obedient. They are Abnormal in the best way."


  Eli trained his gun on the demon.


  "You should know, lawkeeper, that your gun won't work on me. My body will heal itself." He touched his face with a shaky hand, wincing when he made contact. "This, however, the little one will pay for. I have a hell-beast in my pit that has fangs on his genitals. I think I'll assign him to your demise." There was satisfaction in his voice. "Slowly."


  I raised the shotgun. "I can't let you call them," I said. "Not without a fight."


  "Again with your guns, little one," he said turning toward the sound of my voice. "You're kicking the dead is what you're doing." He took a step. I took one toward him. Eli put a cautioning hand on my arm, which I shook off. I took another step. This was the time. The exact right time. I put my finger on the trigger.


  "You're too close," hissed Eli. "Shoot him or back away."


  "By all means," said Abaddon. "Shoot me if it makes you happy. It will be the last thing you do."


  I took a breath. I really hoped this would work. At that instant, though, I realized Eli wasn't beside me. He was in front of me. He was an inch away from Abaddon with his Glock pressed against the demon's neck.


  "Eli," I said. "Get the hell out of the way, he's going to rip you apart." Abaddon was smiling again. Good things never followed when that happened.


  "Tell me who my father is before you go," said Eli, pressing the Glock harder. "Is it you?"


  "Don't make me laugh," said Abaddon. "I don't care who your father is. And in a moment you won't care either. You'll be dead. Maybe you'll be in my pit. Wouldn't that be something?" Abaddon made a quick movement with his arm and Eli gasped. He pulled the trigger on his gun until he fell to the ground. There was a stain on the front of him, a dark stain that was spreading. The demon's hand glistened.


  "Soon I will be eating his heart," said the demon. "But I think yours will taste even better. I will soon have it in my hand. Hot and succulent. Delicious."


  I stared at Eli. He had to be dead. There was no way he could survive that sort of injury and the loss of that much blood. He was twitching but his eyes stared ahead, flat and glassy. I looked slowly back at the demon, shock muddying my reaction. Eli couldn't be dead.


  The demon had a cut in his neck. He touched it and licked his finger. "He did draw blood," he said. "I applaud him for that." There was a tinkling sound as the wound spat out Eli's bullets. I raised the shotgun. Abaddon sighed. "You're not really going to try again, are you? This is just tiresome."


  "If at first you don't succeed," I said. I pulled the trigger for the first barrel. Abaddon's face turned from smugness to stupification. He shook. He put a hand to his neck, where Eli's close-range shooting had made a cut. It was now a mass of steam and melted flesh and blood running down the demon's chest, shining rivulets that dripped dark-on-dark on the street. He tried to suck in air, but the air wasn't making it into his body. Abaddon clamped his hands over his neck, trying to stop the putrefaction that had made such an impact on the unbreakable demon.


  "I can still call them," echoed his voice in my head. But the voice wasn't strong and dominating as it had been before. It was weak and scared.


  I walked closer to the demon and leveled the shotgun at the wound in his neck. He tilted his head back, avoiding the barrel like he had the ghosts. I had a good angle and point-blank range. I glanced at Eli at my feet. He had stopped twitching and lay still, his eyes closed. I looked at Abaddon, his sightless eyes looking toward the sky, his throat a bubbling mess. The salt was eating through him as if he were a garden snail. I narrowed my eyes. All the pity was gone. I felt cold all over. I wondered if this was how Sasha felt.


  The demon gurgled. I curled my finger around the trigger and pulled. With a deafening shot, the rock salt and shot unloaded up through his neck and into his head. He froze, his body rigid. Then Abaddon toppled over backward and fell to the ground, flopping and steaming until he lay still. I dropped the shotgun and it clattered on the asphalt. I sat down hard next to Eli.


  Eli was gone. I looked at him. He was really gone. His eyes were closed and his face was relaxed. He could have been sleeping. Suddenly he heaved a breath. I was on him in a moment, I felt for his pulse. It was weak but it was there.


  "Jesus, what'd I miss?" said a voice.


  "Gage," I gasped. "Bobby, please. Dial 911. Get an ambulance. Hurry. Eli's alive."


  "He can't be alive," said a familiar voice in my ear. "I killed him good and dead."


  I looked up into the now-seeing, but very dead eyes of the spirit of Abaddon. "Guess that makes you terrible at your job," I said. "Besides, don't you have to get to Hell? I'm sure there's going to be a lot of fighting over who gets to torture you."


  Abaddon's face fell. He looked behind him at his body. "No," he said, shaking his head. "No, that can't be right. I can't be dead. I am Abaddon, the demon lord. No one can kill me. I am invincible."


  "Well," I said, "you're also dead." He backed away, and there was a swirling around him. And even as he continued to shake his head he disappeared. So at least I knew some spirits were crossing over.


  "They're on their way," Gage bellowed from the car. "The ambulance is coming."


  I closed my eyes and let out my breath.


  Gage ran over to me and crouched down next to Eli. "Where's the wound?" he said. He was lifting up Eli's shirt and looking for the source of all the blood. "There's nothing here," he said. "Where is he hurt?"


  I looked. There was dried blood on Eli's stomach, and a large scar the size of a baseball, but no wound. "I saw it, though," I said. "Abaddon did something to him. He was dead. Or almost dead." I frowned. The streetlight caught some shiny lines on Eli's belly and chest in the light. More scars. Older and almost healed, some of them. But there were so many. I lifted the shirt on the sides around Eli's ribs. There was a wide jagged line all down his right side, scarred over from a violent abrasion.


  "Jesus," said Gage. "Guy has a lot of scars."


  "No," I said, shaking my head. "He doesn't. I mean, he didn't. These...these are all less than a year old. When we were together, the biggest scar Eli had was on his thumb from a kitchen accident."


  "How'd he get so many?" said Gage. There was no argument in his voice, he was really asking the question.


  Eli coughed and rolled over on his side. He instinctively pushed his shirt down as he sat up. He stopped coughing, then seemed to finally notice us staring at him.


  "Oh," he said. He rubbed his belly where the newest scar had formed. "I guess I have some explaining to do."


  "You bet your ass you do," I said.


  I felt something cold fall on my face. I looked up at the sky. It had started to snow. Fat flakes fell, melting where they landed only to be replaced by another.


  "I love snow," said Gage. "Hope it sticks."


   


  So it was like this.


  Eli started taking risks at work. Stepped in front of guns, jumped from insane heights when trailing suspects. He got hurt, bad sometimes. But he never died, so he kept pushing his limits, testing how far he could go. He formed scars, but they healed quick. Then his horns started growing.


  "What your dad said, though," said Eli from the back seat. "Nothing could kill him but cancer, right?"


  "Right," I said. I was riding shotgun, and the now-well-rested Gage was driving. Gage had muttered something and the New Yorker started right up. We were headed to the Deep Blue Sea.


  "So, what if he was, you know, like me?"


  "You think Slobodian had the same healing powers?" said Gage.


  "Yeah," said Eli. "Think about it. Guys like him don't live so long. Naz only survived because he was a coward and ran away. But how many times has your dad been hurt, shot, or worse?"


  "No idea," I said. "From the times I've seen him, lots."


  "Exactly," said Eli. "Niki, what if your dad survived tonight?"


  "Survived?" I said. "He got sucked into Hell."


  "Yeah, but what happens to the living when they go to Hell? Has that ever even happened before with a human?"


  "I don't know," I said.


  "Sam will know," said Gage.


   


  


  Chapter Twenty


  "Of course he's alive," said Sam. "Why wouldn't he be?"


  "Because it's Hell," I said. "Just a suggestion, but isn't that the point of the place?"


  "Not a bit," said Sam. "Hell is for the already-dead. Not the living. With your father's summoning abilities, I would imagine he'll acquire quite a reputation."


  "Well, it doesn't matter," I said. "He's dying. He has cancer."


  Sam shrugged. "Strange things happen in Hell. We'll just have to wait and see."


  "Peachy," I said. "As if Sasha's head wasn't big enough before."


  "These are for you two," said Sam. He placed two yellow packages on the table. One was the size of the package I'd gotten the first day on the job. The other was quite a lot larger. He slid the small one toward Gage and the big one towards me. "Your payment," he said.


  "Why's hers bigger?" said Gage.


  "She asked for more," said Sam.


  "What about me?" said Eli. "I helped too."


  "And I am grateful," said Sam. "However, I did not employ you. We did not have an agreement. Your participation was your own choice. However, I suppose I am in your debt."


  Gage nodded to the pool table. "Fancy a game, Sam?"


  "I have to warn you," said Sam. "I've been known to bring bigger men than you to tears at the billiards table."


  "I'll take my chances," said Gage.


  Eli and I were alone. "Hey," I said. "Whatever happened with Shipp?"


  Eli frowned. "He's in the wind. I really thought I knew that guy."


  "What will happen to him when they find him?"


  Eli shrugged. "Hard to say. Depends on the new commissioner. The Department takes it pretty seriously when cops take bribes. On the other hand, it's my word against his."


  "Isn't your word pretty solid?" I said. "Like you said, you're a Boy Scout."


  "Ron's putting me on administrative leave for a while," said Eli. "Department's going to suspect something funny if I bring down my partner. Usually when cops take leave it's because they go batshit on the job, or they get shot. I didn't get shot."


  "You nearly had your guts torn out," I said. "Doesn't that count for something?"


  "No doctor can corroborate that. Besides, I need a break from the job."


  "You?" I said. "Why?"


  "I have a few things to figure out. And these aren't getting any smaller." Eli pushed his hair back to reveal two bone-colored points curving up from his skull. They sat just below the top of Eli's curly mop of hair.


  "Jesus," I said. "How'd they get so big?"


  "No idea," said Eli. "I don't know what I'm going to do, Niki. Someone at the Department is going to find out what I am sooner or later." He shook his head. "I need some time to figure things out."


  I took his hand under the table and he grasped it. "You're not going to do it alone," I said. "I'm not going anywhere."


  Eli smiled at me. "You sure about that? No more lies?"


  "No more lies," I said. I thought for a moment. "Well, no more big lies, anyway. A girl's gotta have her secrets."


  "Peachy," said Eli.


  Sam and Gage came back to the table, Sam looking irritated.


  "Back so soon?" I said.


  "Sam was a little rustier than he anticipated," said Gage.


  "I may be a bit out of practice," said Sam, as if it pained him to say it.


  I laughed. "So you got your ass kicked by Bobby here," I said.


  Sam sighed. "I will live to fight another day. That means a rematch, Mr. Gage."


  Janis came tottering over with more drinks, looking at me disdainfully as she put my whiskey in front of me. She gave Eli his beer with a wink. "Here you go, handsome," she said.


  "Er, thanks," said Eli, his cheeks reddening.


  "Sam," I said. "Can I talk to you?"


  We went to another booth, ignoring the curious glances of Gage and Eli.


  "How can I help you, Niki?" he said.


  "I don't get it," I said.


  "What don't you get? " he said. He sipped his drink.


  "Why didn't you just stop Abaddon yourself? It would have been easy for you. You have a lot of power, I know you do. Why'd you waste your money on us?"


  Sam smiled. "As they say in the films, you're on to me. I admit that I had ulterior motives in the matter. Also, I really am quite busy."


  "What could your motives possibly have been to set two inexperienced humans on a powerful demon lord? No one's that busy."


  "I am," said Sam. "There are some things going on. You may have noticed some of them even in your world. With your ability, have you noticed more wayward spirits lately?"


  "Yeah, I have," I said, surprised. "I thought my ability was getting stronger."


  "You are quite talented, but no, I'm afraid it's political."


  "Political?" I said. "Hell has politics?"


  "Oh, yes," said Sam. "And so does the other place. I guess you could say it's sort of my hometown."


  "What, Heaven?" I said.


  "Mmm, yes," said Sam. "They're having something of a disagreement right now. But we can talk about that at a later time. I have a confession to make."


  "What's that?"


  "I was testing you," he said. "You passed, if you'd like to know." He sat back in his seat, looking satisfied.


  "Testing me?"


  "Your powers of interrogation are staggering, Miss Slobodian. Yes. I need someone on my side. There may be a struggle for power in the future, and I need -- how do you say it? -- oh, yes. Backup. Can you back me up, Niki?"


  I stared at him for a long moment. "People died,"I said. "A lot of people. The world almost got overrun by imprisoned creatures from Hell. And you were testing me?"


  "It seems a bit crass when you put it like that," said Sam. "But yes."


  "Did my father even release those things?"


  "Oh, most assuredly. He is a very powerful man, your father. That part was the truth. You did quite well, though. I'm convinced you are the right person for the job."


  "Take your job," I said, "and shove it up your ass. I'm taking the money, though."


  I grabbed the yellow package and slid out of the booth.


  "What if you couldn't refuse?" said Sam. "What if I had something you wanted more than anything?"


  "I don't need any more money," I said, walking away.


  "What if I told you I can heal your godmother?"


  I stopped and turned to stare at him. He smiled, knowing he'd won already. I sighed. "You're a real bastard, you know that?"


  He smiled. "I've been called worse. We'll be in touch."


  "Peachy."
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  Chapter One


  Normals walked through the dingy fog, not aware of the creeping dampness that turned my stomach. The wispy, ethereal forms of humans shuffled around inside it, wandering with hollow expressions. Lost and without purpose. Of every place I'd been in the city lately, they seemed most numerous on my street.


  The spirits had changed lately. I used to be able to talk to them, help them. Only now they couldn't cross over. God knows I'd tried. It seemed the longer they stayed, the more they forgot, and the more they forgot, the more desperate they were when they sensed me. They must have flickered with hope, but when they realized that I couldn't help, their despair returned.


  Ever since Sam hired me to track an escaped demon, the spirits stopped crossing over. This was bad news for me. As far as I knew I was the only one that could see them. And not only that, strange behavior got you noticed. Sam had gotten me off the Registry, but I wasn't so sure he could keep me off. To New Government I was just another Abnormal. It didn't help that my father was the notorious Alexei "Sasha" Slobodian, either. As far as anyone else knew, he was dead, sucked into Hell in an attempt to save my life. But that wouldn't stop the powers-that-be from noticing me acting strangely while dodging unseen obstacles on the street.


  I was parked halfway down the block, a thick, muddy fog between the car and my front door. If I looked closely, I could see each dead-eyed face. I took a deep breath and prepared to make a run for it. I swung open the car door and hurried down the sidewalk, trying not to look at them. I could see the big green front door of my apartment building. I focused on putting one foot in front of the other as quickly as possible. I wouldn't look, I told myself. If I looked, they would know I could see them. When the first touch came, though, my stomach clenched and I winced. Something about their touch made me want to scream and gnash my teeth at the same time. Every inch of my skin felt like it was crawling and my hair stood on end. There was a collective mutter that ran through their ranks. She's here, she's here, they whispered. It was pointless to pretend after that. They came, invasive but without matter, their hands grabbing at me, running through each other to get at me. They became one big dark cloud of souls, all wanting to be near me.


  They kept coming, the cloud enveloping me, choking me, their hands sinking through my flesh as one, like I was the one without substance. I could feel their limbs inside my body, feeling around for something to grab onto, if only for a moment. I fought the waves of nausea that their touching brought. I focused on the door. Only a few steps more. My body shuddered involuntarily in the miasma. I couldn't help them. There were too many. I started to run, but that seemed to make them more determined to reach inside me. I thought of the Dark then, a scratching, scraping parasite clawing around inside of me. I almost vomited.


  They cried in frustration with one moaning voice when they realized that they wouldn't be able to hold me, just as I reached the door, my shaking and sweaty hand clutching at the knob. I slammed it behind me, and the ghosts stayed on the other side. I gasped for air, not realizing I'd been holding my breath.


  The apartment was empty again. Sofi had reluctantly agreed to visit her niece Karen in Connecticut. I didn't envy her. Karen was something of a nightmare. But I would have done anything to have my Baba home right now, even if Karen came with her. The apartment was too cold without her. I wanted to talk to someone who wouldn't judge me. The best thing about Sofi was that she didn't have any expectations. There was no hidden agenda. Just love. I missed her terribly right then.


  I made myself a cup of coffee and warmed some soup on the stove. I ate it while standing at the sink and then rinsed my bowl. I went into the bathroom and took a scalding hot bath. As the heat relaxed me, making my skin flush, the clammy feeling started to dissipate. I closed my eyes and stayed in the water until it began to cool. I dried off and dressed, feeling much better. The nausea had gone with the soup, and the bath had refreshed me. I was just about to strap on my gun when there was a knock at the door. I set the holster on the kitchen table and walked across the living room to answer it.


  "Nick Slobodian," said the man in the hall. His eyes twitched in their sockets, his head moved back and forth as though he couldn't keep it still. "I know he lives here. I need to talk to Nick Slobodian."


  I looked him over. He was around 50, with silver hair that hung in his eyes like greasy worms, and he looked as though he hadn't shaved in a few days. He wore a suit that looked like it had once been expensive, but it was now rumpled and stained with smears on the front of the dark fabric, the jacket ripped at the shoulder. He looked as though he had once been thin as a rail and then gained weight in all the wrong places. He was paunchy and gangly at the same time. He was also missing his shoes. His big toe peeked out of hole in his black sock.


  I narrowed my eyes. "I'm Niki Slobodian," I said. "Who wants to know?"


  "Niki?" he said, his twitching subsiding in his surprise. "A woman?"


  I looked at his feet. "Doesn't look like you're in any position to judge," I said. His eyes focused on me. He nodded.


  "I guess you're right," he said. "I need help. I heard you know about these things. I need to come in, though. It's not safe out here."


  "From my end it looks like I'm a hell of a lot safer with you outside my apartment than in it," I said.


  "Please," he said. "I've never done this before. I'm an important man. I can pay you. A lot. I don't know what your rate is, but I'll pay you five times the amount. But you have to let me in."


  "I don't need your money," I said. "You look like you're coming off a bad trip, buddy. Maybe find somewhere to sleep it off, huh?" I started to close the door.


  "My name is Frank Bradley," he hissed. "Please, I'm begging you."


  I let the door swing open again. "Frank Bradley," I said. "Like Frank Bradley the congressman?"


  "Not like him," he said solemnly. "I am him."


  I frowned and looked at his face. "Oh, yeah," I said, recognizing him. "I always thought you'd look more evil in person. What the hell are you doing here?"


  "Please just let me in," he said. He glanced down the hall again.


  "Christ," I said. "Fine. Why not? But I'm not agreeing to anything. You're the reason for a lot of trouble, you know."


  He nodded jerkily. "I know."


  I let go of the door to let him in. For an instant, I remembered Naz's words. An old proverb. Trouble never comes alone, he had said. But this wasn't some Hellion. It was just a man.


  Bradley shambled in and sat down on the couch, his head twitching. "You okay, buddy?" I said.


  He shook his head, hitting himself in the temple with the heel of his hand. "I can't make it stop," he said. "My brain, it's going so fast I can barely keep up. I don't know what to do." He looked at me again. "Look, miss, please help me. I can pay you a lot of money." He reached out a hand to touch me, but I backed away, looking at the kitchen table.


  "Lot of people I care about would kick my ass if they knew I was even talking to you," I said.


  He nodded, only twitching a little. "I think I'm in a lot of trouble," he said.


  "Good. You're a piece of shit." He started at my words, but nodded after a moment.


  "I guess I deserve that," he said. "The Registry, though, it wasn't just my idea."


  "Why would you come to me?" I said, sitting in Sofi's chair and putting my elbows on my knees. "You must have known I wouldn't want to help you. I'm an Abnormal, remember?"


  "That's why I wanted you," he said. "They say you're good. You killed that Abaddon thing."


  "You know about that?" I said.


  "Of course I know about it," said Bradley. "I know everything. Well, almost everything. You were good, Miss Slobodian. You have some very powerful people damn nervous. That's why I thought you could help me. If they're afraid of you, then you must really be something. I was hoping I could convince you. Maybe if I begged, I thought." He looked at me and he was so pathetic that for an instant I did feel sorry for him. But this was the guy that started the Registry. And after it became what the papers called a success in our state, every state in the nation slowly followed. Then Britain, then nearly every country in Europe. This guy had ruined lives, he'd ruined my life. I wasn't feeling sympathetic for long.


  Technically the Registry made it illegal for Abnormals to work and collect government benefits. But in reality, if your name popped up on that list, it took away everything. Restaurants could refuse you service, police could harass you, and every civil right I'd taken for granted in the past was a luxury that could be taken away in a second. Lately there had been a rash of hate crimes against Abbies. One family had even been beaten to death in their home, parents and two children, and the crime was not being investigated because the father was on the Registry. And Bradley had started it all.


  He fidgeted under my stare. His hand went to his stained shirt pocket and pulled a pack of smokes out of it. He pulled a cigarette out and put it in his mouth.


  "Don't even think about it," I said. "You are not smoking in my house." He put it back in the pack with a hangdog look, then began pounding his head with his hand again. "Sorry," he said. He shut his eyes tight.


  "Just sit there," I said, "I'll make some more coffee." I needed time. I went to the kitchen and filled the empty carafe with water and poured it into the reservoir. I dumped the old grounds, pressed a new filter into place, filled it with coffee, and started the machine. I could hear Bradley muttering to himself in the next room. I unclipped the gun from its holster and put it in my pocket. When the pot was still filling I poured two cups and gave one to Bradley.


  "Thanks," he said. He took a sip, grimaced, then set the cup on the end table. "I never should have done it," he said. "I wasn't supposed to. They'll be after me when they find out what I did." He seemed calmer, but his talk was just as crazy.


  "Who will?" I said.


  "Hm?" said Bradley, apparently unaware he had spoken aloud.


  "Who will be after you?" I said.


  "No one," he said.


  I sighed. "Look, I don't know why you think I can help you, but if you don't tell me what the hell you want, then I'm going to call the cops."


  "Don't do that," Bradley said, suddenly alarmed. "They'll know for sure if you tell the cops. They've got people everywhere."


  "Who does?" I said, getting very irritated. "Who are you talking about?"


  "The Blood," he said.


  "Blood?" I said.


  "Oh, poor Gina," he said, his voice soft and far away. "She didn't deserve it." He put his head in his hands and his body started shaking. "She was so sweet," he moaned thickly.


  "Oh, Jesus," I said. "You're crying, aren't you?"


  "No," he said.


  I sighed and sipped my coffee. It was satisfying in a morbid way that Frank Bradley had gone off the deep end. But after watching him for a few minutes, I started to get bored with the whole thing. He slowly recovered from his crying jag, and finally looked up at me, his eyes red but dry. He ran a hand through his hair, which only served to make it stand up in odd angles on his head.


  "Sorry."


  "Don't be sorry," I said. "Just tell me what you want."


  "There's something wrong with me," he said. "It comes and goes, but, it's bad."


  "What do you mean?" I said. "What comes and goes?"


  "The sickness." He got up and started pacing in front of me. He was getting twitchy again. I put my hand back in my pocket and felt the cool metal there. I shouldn't have let the guy in. What was I thinking? I looked toward the phone and wondered how fast the cops could get here. I looked back at Bradley, who was hitting his head again with his hand.


  "I think you should go," I said.


  He turned around to look at me, seeming surprised to see me there. Like he'd forgotten me already. "I stole the vial and now I'm paying for it," he said, suddenly so still it was eerie. "The angel was right. It changed me."


  "Angel?" I said.


  "Yes, he was right." Bradley's eyes narrowed. "I think I killed her. She was so sweet. Like a flower. I could smell it, though. I had to do it."


  I clutched the gun in my pocket and got slowly to my feet. I backed away toward the phone, taking the gun out of my pocket, hiding it in my sleeve. "Who did you kill?" I said, making my voice stay calm. "Maybe she's not dead."


  He hunched forward and cried out in pain, making me jump. "I want you to help me," he gasped. "You're the only one I know. Abnormal. Make it stop."


  "What's wrong with you?" I said, trying to keep him talking. I was almost to the phone. Ron Smithy could have someone here the fastest. Ron was the chief of police, and maybe the only honest cop left in this city. He was also an old friend from my P.I. days. Bradley was now bent over, gasping for breath. I thought there probably really was something wrong with the bastard. Something that wasn't just the crazy coming out.


  "Blood," he said, his voice an odd croak. "I know why they're called that now. I can smell it. I can smell you right now. The Morrigan told me you'd smell like her. Couldn't save her, though."


  My hand touched the receiver just as Bradley looked up. His eyes had changed. They were darker. I couldn't tell the color, but they reminded me of something. His nostrils flared and he breathed in the air like he was smelling a fine wine. "Yours is different," he said. "Stronger. Spicier." He straightened.


  He was so changed it was hard to believe that just seconds before he had seemed pathetic. His paunchy belly had smoothed out and he moved like a wild creature, his movements smooth and precise. His eyes burned into me, and his mouth opened to reveal his teeth growing longer in his mouth. Not sharper, just longer. I raised my gun at him. He laughed.


  "A gun?" he said, his voice almost a hiss. "Really, can't you get any more imaginative than that?"


  I shrugged. "The thing is," I said. "I'm not really sure of all the things this Makarov can do. It was a gift from my father. You know who he is, don't you? Alexei Slobodian."


  "The Summoner," hissed Bradley, taking a step back. He narrowed his eyes at the gun.


  "You need to stop right there," I said. "What are you?"


  He stopped for a second his eyes on the gun. "Don't know," he hissed, but there was something more human about him now. A touch of fear. "It was the angel. It burned like fire."


  "Angels again," I said. "And I'm the unimaginative one?"


  Whatever spark of humanity I'd seen on Bradley's face disappeared. "Stupid filthy girl," he hissed. "They're all around you. I can smell them. Watching, waiting. Did you think demons were the only things that wriggled through the cracks?"


  "Who'd you kill, Bradley?" I said. "What's her name? Was it Gina?"


  His face lost its predatory gleam, and for an instant he seemed to catch his breath. But the moment passed and he smiled. "I'm going to rip you open and drink you dry," he said. He ran at me, his legs moving impossibly fast. He was a blur racing toward me. I squeezed the trigger. And then squeezed it again. Two kill shots, both straight into the heart. He stopped, looking down at himself. He was a foot from me and he could have reached out and grabbed me if he wanted to. But he seemed confused now. He looked at me as if he couldn't fathom why I'd shot him. He looked at my face and his eyes went back to dull blue. His features slumped back to normal. His teeth crawled back to their natural length. Then his confusion turned to fear.


  "What have I done?" he said. "I'm sorry." He took a step back, looking down at the red stains spreading on his shirt. He touched himself where the blood was coming from. It looked strange, though. It appeared to be steaming. He looked back at me. "Why doesn't it hurt?" he said. There was the distant wail of a police siren and Bradley started. He sniffed the air. His eyes darkened slightly, then went back to normal again. He seemed to be fighting the transformation. The blood was bubbling out where I'd shot him like it was boiling. He suddenly turned and ran, his motions a blur. He stopped to open the door, coming back into focus, and looked back at me. "I'm sorry," he said again. And was gone.


   


  


  Chapter Two


  To say I was relieved to see the Deep Blue Sea wedged in its usual spot---between two abandoned warehouses---was an understatement. After the police had finished asking all their questions about Bradley, and taken my Makarov away to run the forensics, I'd driven down to the riverfront warehouses my father used to frequent. I had been coming here every day for a month in hope of finally talking to Sam. It had been so long. But this time, I knew the bar would finally be there. And it was. Flashing red neon blazed the words Deep Blue Sea against the shabby brick building that was just as liable to disappear entirely as to be solid. But it was solid. And it was the only place I had ever seen Sam.


  He was sitting on a stool and looked pointedly at his watch when I entered.


  "You are quite late," he said, when I sat down next to him.


  I gave him a glare. "Late? I've been trying to talk to you for weeks. Your stupid bar has been gone since the last time I saw you."


  Sam smiled. "I've missed you, Niki," he said. I heard a groan and saw Janis slide awkwardly off her stool. She stamped out her cigarette and rolled her eyes behind her thick glasses. She tottered behind the bar and noisily pulled glasses out, sloshing liquid from bottles into them. "Janis missed you too," he said, hiding a smile behind his tinkling glass.


  "I can see that," I said. "Where've you been?"


  He smiled again. When we had first met, I thought Sam was creepy. He had too many teeth when he smiled, there was something about him that wasn't quite right. But the more I saw of him, the more I liked him. I knew that he had his own agenda, that he probably wasn't the least interested in me. But I felt drawn to him. He looked at me curiously, and I remembered his eyes. I could never tell what color they were. They were so dark they were like a void, yet they still seemed to shift, like smoke or dark clouds. I felt sucked in every time I tried looking at them. I looked at his face, boyish but for a certain somber quality. He moved gracefully, his motions smooth and long.


  "Something's happened," I said.


  "I can see that," said Sam, setting down his glass. "You don't look well."


  "That happens when I get attacked by Abnormal congressmen."


  Sam raised his eyebrows questioningly.


  "Frank Bradley."


  He shook his head. "I'm afraid I don't follow politics. Not yours, anyway."


  "He's the bastard that started it all," I said. "Abnormals, the Registry, he's the poster child for New Government." I sipped my whiskey. It was calming my nerves. "He was strange. Not like any Abby I've ever seen. He babbled on about angels and blood. Then he changed right in front of me, like a werewolf or a vampire."


  "No such thing," said Sam.


  "Still," I said. "That's what it looked like. And then he attacked me like he wanted to eat me."


  "That does seem odd."


  "Damn right it was odd," I said. "I shot him twice and it didn't even slow him down. He just disappeared. The cops said there was no sign of him."


  Sam frowned. "Niki, have you ever heard of angelwine?"


  "No," I said.


  "No reason why you should," he said. "I believe your politician overindulged before he paid you a visit. It's really quite overwhelming for humans."


  "What is it?" I said. "A drug?"


  "Angelwine. Let's just say it does not mix well with human DNA. It's made from the blood of angels."


  "Angels," I said. "Of course. Why wouldn't there be angels?" Sam frowned at me. I didn't think he caught my sarcasm. "Bradley was muttering about angels."


  "I'm sure he was," said Sam. "I have the feeling that this won't end well. You're not thinking of pursuing it, are you?"


  "New Government politician who ruined my life, now comes to me asking for help, changes into something that tries to kill me, then disappears? Illicit substances drained from actual angels? Hard to stay away."


  He sighed. "There's only one group of people that deal with angelwine. They're a secret society called The Blood. Niki, be warned. They are extremely powerful. Even you can't possibly last against them."


  "I will take your advice into account," I said.


  "This is the wrong city to tangle with them," said Sam. "It's, as your people say, their home turf."


  "And mine," I said.


  "Really, Niki," Sam said, his voice almost pleading, "stay away from this."


  "Speaking of powerful secret organizations," I said. "That reminds me. I met with someone the other day. Someone who tried to hire me. Said she knows you."


  "Who?" he said. His eyes shifted like smoke.


  "She's just like you," I said, the realization clicking into place in my mind.


  "What?" he said.


  "The new police commissioner," I said. "I met her yesterday. I was trying to place what was familiar about her the whole goddamn time I was in her office. She offered me a job, something about tracking down a menacing secret group. But all I kept thinking the whole time was Who does she remind me of? And it's you. She was wearing tinted glasses, but I'll bet if she took them off she'd have those same eyes. She even moves like you."


  "Her name?" he said.


  "She told me not to tell you," I said, taking a sip of my drink. "In fact, she threatened me. Said if I told you, something terrible would happen to me." I lowered my eyes in what I hoped was a modest expression.


  Sam's smile was thin. "As if that would stop you. What does she call herself?"


  I put my glass down. "First, I have questions." There was a loud hacking cough and we looked over to see Janis, her crossword puzzle forgotten, staring at us with rapt attention. "Maybe we could speak privately?" I said.


  Sam sighed. "Fine. Let's go sit." He got off his stool, so quickly I barely saw him. He offered his hand to help me down and I took it. It was like touching fire, it was so hot. I pulled my hand back, looking at him in alarm. He smiled. "It's okay," he said. I took it again, the heat not so bad when I was expecting it. Curious. I let go and my hand tingled. I rubbed it on my jeans. Sam led the way to our usual booth, near the door, and we settled in.


  Sam opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted. "Me first," I said. "Where's Eli?"


  Sam leaned back and appraised me. "Why do you think that I know?"


  "I just do," I said. "Where is he?"


  "He's not dead, if that's what you're asking."


  "It's not what I'm asking," I said. I wasn't going to let Sam derail me this time. I needed to know. "I'm asking where he is."


  Eli was a cop, I was a private detective, and we were living together when Bradley and the New Government started the Registry. I knew it was only a matter of time before they identified me as an Abnormal. That was going to be bad enough, but it was worse to think of them ruining Eli too. As an officer failing to report an Abnormal, Eli might have gotten off with a letter of reprimand. Some were lucky like that. But others were suspended indefinitely, or prosecuted, or imprisoned, or even added to the Registry themselves as criminal accomplices. So I did what I thought was the right thing. I left him before they found me. When they showed up in the middle of the night, only one Abnormal, living alone in her own apartment, was arrested. No accomplice, no headlines about a police scandal. The headlines were instead all about the Slobodians. A lot of people wanted the publicity that went with prosecuting a Slobodian, the daughter of a Summoner. It was a show trial, with lots of cameras. Not an easy time for me. Dozens, hundreds, thousands of times I wanted to call Eli but I knew they would be monitoring my calls. I didn't want to drag him into my problems. My family's problems.


  It was only later that I found out that Eli was an Abnormal too.


  "Do you love him?" said Sam.


  "What?"


  "Do you love this person? This half demon? " He leaned forward on his elbows. "You've been through so much, Niki. You sacrificed your own life so he could have a chance. I don't think you'd do that for someone you don't love. But the question is, do you still love him? After all this time, after the Registry, after your father, after the Dark was inside of your skin. After you killed Abaddon, the being that many thought could not die. But you killed it. Are you the same, Niki? The same woman that loved Eli Cooper? Or have you changed?" He studied me.


  "I don't know," I admitted. I set my jaw. "But I have to find out."


  "Come now, Niki," he said. "A girl would know if she was in love."


  "I'm no girl," I said. I tried to make my face cold, but after a moment I looked away. "I'm not the same, Sam," I said. I took a drink of Jameson, letting it slide down my throat. "I don't think I'll ever be the same. When that Dark was in me, I did something. I know everyone says it was the Dark controlling me, but all I know is I heard the shot. I don't think I would have heard it if I was being controlled by the Dark. And when Bobby finally got that thing out of me, that janitor, just a boy, was dead. But after that, I killed that demon, and I barely blinked." I looked up at Sam. "It's like I'm becoming him. I'm turning into Sasha, turning into my father, and there's nothing I can do to stop it. The only one that I think can make me feel human again is missing. He left and couldn't even tell me to my face. He slipped a goddamn note under my door. Probably because he knew I would follow him if he told me to my face. So I need to find him, whether you tell me where he is or not. But I'd like you to tell me, because we're such good friends." I wanted to cry, but I wouldn't. I wouldn't let Sam see me like that.


  "I'm sorry," said Sam, his voice so low I had to strain to hear. "I didn't know." He looked at me seriously, no sign of a smirk or a smile. His eyes burned into me. It was as though I could feel him inside my head when he looked at me like that. That's what he'd done that first night, right before he'd offered me a job. "You won't find him, though. Not even you can find him now."


  "Is he dead?" I said. I swallowed. "Sofi looked for him with her sight, but she couldn't see him. That usually means only one thing."


  "No," he said. "Not dead. Still very much alive."


  "Where is he?"


  "Looking for his dear father," said Sam. He started to smile, but wavered. He took a drink. "It's not going to be easy for him. But we can't always take the easy road, can we?" He ran a hand over his face. He looked so tired.


  "He's in Hell?" I said.


  "Yes."


  "What are you exactly?" I said, frowning into my cup. I didn't dare look up into those dark, dark eyes. "I know I'm not supposed to be curious. Bobby told me to stop asking questions. But you're not human, are you?"


  Sam took a breath and blew it out through his nose. I glanced up at him. "Not in the least," he said.


  "Are you the devil?"


  He laughed. "Who told you that?"


  "No one. I just figured, you know, you work for Hell, you have a magical bar, you seem to have authority over everyone. You must be Satan or Lucifer or something."


  "Those are two different people," he said.


  "Seriously?"


  "And no, I'm not the devil. Or Satan or Lucifer, for that matter. I work for Hell, but I also work for the other place."


  "What, Heaven?" I asked and he nodded. "I didn't think there was such a place until all this talk about angels," I said.


  "Hell without a Heaven?" he said. "What a thought. Although Heaven isn't what it used to be, I'll give you that. You can hardly tell the two apart these days."


  "So who are you?" I said.


  "I am something of a free agent," he said. "Now tell me what she calls herself. "


  I looked at him, wondering about the consequences if I went against the commissioner. What the hell. "Her name is Eliza," I said. "Eliza Michaels. She's like you, but, I don't know, harder. She doesn't trust you."


  "Eliza," he said, his dark shifting eyes wide. He leaned back. "Are you sure?"


  "Yes."


  "Eliza," he said again. "Why is she here? What did she say to you?"


  "I told you, she tried to hire me to look into some secret society. She called Gage in and tried to hire him too."


  "What else did she say?" he said.


  "She told me that you had to pick a side," I said. "What does that mean?"


  He hesitated. "It means I need to tread very carefully," he said.


  "What's going on, Sam?" I said.


  He looked at me. "There's something brewing," he said. "And it's not going to be easy. For any of us."


  "What sort of something?" I said.


  "Nothing for you to worry about, Miss Slobodian," he said, smiling again. "Now, you'd best go. I have work to attend to."


  "I know, you're very busy," I said, remembering that was how he usually dismissed me.


  "Indeed. You can come see me again. In fact, I hope you will. I rather enjoy your company."


  "You said you needed me," I said. "The last time I saw you, you said you were testing me and I passed the test. I appreciate that you made Sofi well, I'm not trying to sound ungrateful. But when will you tell me what this is all about?"


  "In time," he said. He held out his hand to help me out of the booth. This time I didn't even flinch when he touched me. I stood up and we were face to face. "And I would appreciate if you didn't mention that business about your godmother. As far as anyone knows, the doctors' treatments made her well."


  "All right," I said. "But, Sam---"


  "I will tell you what's happening," he interrupted. "In time. I cannot tell you right now, however. Your life is too important for me to tell you anything more." His eyes burned into mine and an angry shiver went through me. I looked away.


  "Please don't do that," I said.


  "What?"


  "I don't know, that thing with your eyes. It hurts."


  "Oh," he said. "I apologize. It's a habit. Part of the job." He cocked his head at me. "Most people don't realize I'm doing it. Interesting." He shook his head, and smiled distractedly at me. "Come back soon, Niki," he said, taking my hand and leading me to the door.


  I felt a little dizzy, and blinked my eyes hard. When I opened them again, I was standing outside. I shielded my eyes in the light. It was almost spring, and a few remaining patches of snow gleamed icily, and blindingly in the cold sun. "Wait, Sam," I said, turning, "I wanted to ask you aboutˮ-- But I was talking to the air. The Deep Blue Sea was gone, replaced by the dark, empty air between two abandoned warehouses. I watched a cockroach crawl over a pile of rotting wood. A few empty-eyed shapes of men and women wandered along, for the moment as unaware of me as the Normals were of them. "---the ghosts," I finished, my voice sounding small. I sighed. "Son of a bitch."


   


  


  Chapter Three


  "So Frank Bradley just changed?" said Bobby Gage thoughtfully, sipping his coffee. The little table in the kitchen of my apartment made Gage seem even bigger. He towered over it, his knees touching the underside, lumps bulging in every pocket of his Army surplus jacket. Sam had hired him as my partner, but we had quickly become good friends. He was concerned when I called to tell him about Frank Bradley, and came right over.


  "I've never seen anything like it, Bobby," I said. I looked at my cup, distractedly turning it on the table. "I don't scare easy, you know that. But this guy. He was like some kind of vampire or something. I've been around Abnormals my whole life, but never anything like this. He was so different. And fast. I couldn't even see him when he moved."


  He shook his head. "I dunno, sis. I've read about the darker powers -- summoning and whatnot -- but this sounds different. And I thought the angelwine was just a legend. Your guy really drank some?"


  I nodded. "What does it do?"


  Gage shrugged. "From the books, it always sounded like high-end booze for bored rich people. So it's the blood of angels." He shook his head. "I didn't know that. No wonder it made Bradley batshit."


  I looked at him. "Bradley mentioned angels, too. He kept saying the angel. What do you suppose that means?"


  "It means we'd better watch our backs," said Gage. "Angels are damn powerful. If these guys that Bradley was hanging with had an angel at their disposal, we could be in over our heads."


  "You don't have to be involved," I said. "I'll understand."


  Gage grinned. "I like being in over my head. Builds character."


  "The cops took my Makarov," I said. "I'll have to carry something else."


  "Well, lucky for you, you have an arsenal," he said. "Only woman I've ever known to have so many guns." He thought for a moment. "Come to think of it, I've never known any men to have so many guns either."


  "I'll take that as a compliment," I said.


  Gage put down his coffee, and carefully pulled his wedged knees out from under the table. He went out to his car and returned a few minutes later to pile a stack of books before us on the table. Some of them were thick and leatherbound and looked older than the city. Others looked like colorful college textbooks. A few looked like mass market paperbacks.


  "Where do we start?" I said. "Have you read them all?"


  "Nah," he said. "I collect books like you collect guns. I've read a few of these, but most I haven't gotten to yet. Take your pick."


  I pulled a tome as wide as my forearm toward me and read the cover. Daemons: Keepers of Hell. I raised an eyebrow at Gage. "How is this going to help us?"


  He looked up from the paperback he was skimming. "I brought that for you to borrow. For later. Thought you might be interested."


  "Eli?" I said.


  He shrugged.


  I pushed the paperback to the side and picked up a smaller leather-bound book: A Brief History of Heaven and Hell. I leafed through the yellowed pages. I stopped a few chapters in, looking at the heading: The One War. Intrigued, I read on.


  The One War, in name or in theory, has been referenced for many centuries by Biblical scholars, writers and artists, and laymen alike. Most humans consider it a mythical or legendary battle of good against evil, in which the side of Heaven wins. Although based on actual events, this story that the humans think they know is largely a fabrication.


  The One War was the only known war between Heaven and Hell. and more importantly, the only time a group of demons made it through The Gate and infiltrated Heaven. In exchange for their pledge to help Lucifer, a legion of Hellions were smuggled into Heaven to augment an already-sizable army of angels assembled by the great Archangel, Michael.


  While most human versions of the story narrate that Lucifer was defeated and sentenced to rule in Hell for the sin of Pride, this is not correct. Lucifer's army stormed the Citadel and claimed the power to rule the Below. Michael surrendered and was forced to pay fealty to the new King of Hell.


  I looked at Gage.


  "So the story where Lucifer was defeated, none of that is true?"


  "Nope," he said. "Propaganda."


  "Heaven has propaganda?"


  "Did you ever have any doubt?" he said.


  "So Lucifer wanted to go to Hell?"


  Gage shrugged. "It is what it is." He slid his open book over to me. "Hey, check this out. I dunno if it has anything to do with our guy, but it's damn interesting."


  I looked at the cover. It was one of the textbooks. "Paranormal Theory," I read. The chapter was titled, "Paranormal Theories as Pertaining to the Evolution of Humans." I read on:


  The epidemic of paranormal abilities in humans has confounded researchers for decades. Despite the assumption that the powers would dissipate with each generation, the anomaly has persisted and, indeed, grown stronger. While it is certain that an unknown, and possibly teratogenic, compound caused the DNA of certain individuals to mutate, it is not known exactly what this compound contains nor why it has this effect. Assuming that the epidemic will continue, the latest studies extrapolate from publicly-available data to offer a range of models describing how quickly the so-called Abnormals will far outnumber the Normals. Some of these models are based on the displacement of other hominid groups by Homo sapiens.


  Many theories about the origin of the epidemic have been proposed, most of which have been discounted. The most ludicrous of these is a theory proposed by Fritz Wilhelm, the Paranormal Psychologist. He claims that the "Abnormal Epidemic" is a result of an agent seeping into Earth's atmosphere from another world.


  I looked at Gage again.


  "Sis, you gotta stop letting your mouth hang open like that. You'll swallow a fly."


  "This is incredible," I said. "Why don't our scientists know about this?"


  "What, the Normals?" he laughed. "They work for New Government, everyone knows that. They don't want to know. If they did, they'd probably just end up on the Registry themselves."


  "You're right," I said.


  What kind of a world did we live in? Anyone who opposed New Government was blacklisted, and everyone played along with the lie. It was ridiculous. I pushed my hair out of my face. It was hard to believe all this stuff, though I knew it was true. I'd always seen the ghosts, ever since I was little. So it hadn't seemed strange to me to learn there were others. Sofi had visions. My own father was a Summoner. Gage was a Caster. We were everywhere. It seemed like practically everyone these days had some sort of power. The only Normals left were government officials. New Government had been able to take over because they played on the fear of people like me. Afraid of what we could do.


  And then there was Frank Bradley. Our state had been the first to institute the Registry thanks to him, but all the other states had quickly followed. But seeing him change had been terrifying, and made me think. Was that how Normals saw Abbies? For the first time, I began to understand what people were so afraid of.


  "More coffee?" I said.


  "Sure."


  I grabbed the pot and topped off our cups until they were steaming again. "Find anything yet?" I said.


  "Not really," he said. "Found a mention of angelwine a while ago, but just speculation and guessing. One guy said it was a type of heroin in the sixties, named after the urban legend. No one thinks it's real."


  "But we know it is," I said.


  "If there's nothing in the books about it, is there someone we can ask? Someone who knows?"


  "Well," said Gage, "you know the first person that comes to mind."


  "Sam," I said. "But the bar's gone again. Sasha might know, but he's busy traipsing around Hell."


  "What about the other guy?" he said. "Your uncle."


  "Naz isn't really my uncle," I said. "Sasha just told me to call him that when I was little."


  "Naz might know something," said Gage.


  "Maybe we should start simple," I said. "Instead of focusing on the angelwine, let's focus on Bradley."


  "The cops lost him. I saw the trail of blood down the hall and all the way out to the sidewalk, but it stops at the curb. Maybe he got into a car."


  "He has a wife, right?"


  "Pretty little thing with black hair," he said. "I saw her on the news, standing behind her man. Think she'd help us?"


  "Maybe not, but it's worth a shot," I said. "If nothing else, she might give something away when she's yelling at us."


  "But how do we find out where Bradley lives?" said Gage. "It's not exactly my scene, and I'm pretty sure it ain't yours either."


  I shrugged. "Public record, right?"


  "Yeah, but I don't think either one of us feel all warm and fuzzy at the thought of walking into a New Government office building."


  "City Hall," I corrected. "Besides, all I gotta do is make a phone call."


  "You and your cop friends," said Gage.


  "He's a police chief," I said. "He's a nice guy, you should give him a chance."


  "Ron Smithy is the strong arm for New Government," said Gage. "I'll give him a chance when he stop arresting people for no good reason."


  "Eli was a cop too," I said. "And you seem to like him just fine."


  "That's different. He's a Halfer. And there ain't no way he's gonna be a cop now. Those horns are just gonna get bigger and bigger."


  I frowned. I didn't want to think about Eli right now. I took my phone out of my pocket and dialed Ron's number.


  "Ron, I need a favor," I said when he answered.


  "Niki?" he said.


  "I need an address. It's kind of important. Life and death."


  "I'd love to help you, Nik," he said, "but something's come up here." I could hear phones ringing, people shouting, and a television blaring in the background.


  "It's important. About a politician." He was silent and I thought he'd hung up. "Ron? Are you there?"


  "I'm here," he said. The line got quieter, like he'd moved to a different room. His voice echoed. "This wouldn't be about Frank Bradley again, would it?"


  "Yes," I said. "It would."


  "You shouldn't be involved in this, Niki. It's getting deep."


  "What's getting deep?" I said.


  "You already shot the guy. Best you stay away from it, kid."


  "What the hell are you talking about, Ron?"


  "You don't know? Jesus. Just turn on the news, Niki."


  I walked to the living room and switched on the television. A man was standing at a podium in front of an American flag. He had shocking white hair and a face that was pasty-gray it was so pale. His eyes were vaguely reptilian. He seemed familiar, but I couldn't immediately place him.


  "I know that there has been talk about Congressman Bradley lately," the man was saying in a clipped British accent, "and I will address those rumors when we know more about this. All I can say is that the congressman is missing. His companion, a Miss Gina Halsted, has been found brutally murdered." There were shocked gasps and whispers from the press and a series of flashes from photographers. The man held up his hands for silence. Gage came to stand beside me. "We cannot speculate at this time on what exactly happened to Congressman Bradley. What I can tell you is that I shall be taking his place until we can clear up this matter."


  "Why's he want to take Bradley's place?" said Gage. "Goddamn Brit. I miss the old days when you had to be an American."


  "Do you know him?" I said.


  "I know of him," said Gage. "That's Hal Dorrance, the bank guy. Richer than God, or so they say. Can't imagine God's as interested in money as this guy, though."


  Dorrance was stepping down from the podium, his mouth shaped into a smile as he waved to the crowd. I remembered the phone in my hand. "Ron, you still there?"


  "I'm here," he said. He was back in the noise again. "You watch it?"


  "Yeah," I said, "but I don't understand."


  "The guy you shot, Frank Bradley? He's wanted for murder. If he's not dead already."


  "For the mistress, Gina?" I said.


  "Yeah, but that's the thing," he said. I heard a click and the background was silent again. "By the time we got there, there was nothing there. Not a trace of the girl, it was like she hadn't even lived there. Just the smell of bleach. All her things were gone, everything. But then we get this bulletin saying Frank Bradley killed her. I don't know, Nik. I think it's time I gave this job up."


  "You can't do that," I said. "You're the only good one left."


  "Any word from Eli?" he said.


  "No."


  "Shame. I could use him on my side."


  "So, what about the English guy?" I said, trying to change the subject.


  "What about him?"


  "Well, he's supposed to be some sort of big-time bank CEO, right?" Gage nodded at me.


  "Right," said Ron.


  "Well, what's he want with Bradley's job?"


  Ron laughed drily. "What do any of those guys want?" he said. "Everybody wants to run the world. Look, I don't want you in this, okay? I know you're going to want to follow up, but please don't. I'm already catching enough shit, and we've got this new commissioner."


  "Ron, I promise to stay out of trouble," I said. "But I'm gonna need that address. I have to talk to Bradley's wife. I think she might be in trouble."


  "Let us handle Olivia Bradley," said Ron.


  "You can't protect her," I said. "But we can. You know we can get her out. If Bradley's still alive, he's going to come back for her. And like I told you before, there's things about that guy that didn't make it into the report."


  I heard Ron breathing for a few moments. Finally he sighed. "You didn't get this from me, okay?"


  "Fine."


  "Promise me one thing?"


  "Anything," I said.


  "Stay alive, okay? Something funny about all this."


   


  


  Chapter Four


  It was dusk when we left my apartment. Gage had parked right in front of the building, and I was able to dash into the passenger seat before any of the ghosts noticed me. It seemed like there were even more of them. Gage started the car.


  "You weren't kidding about these ghosts," he said. "Even I can feel them."


  "There's more of them every day," I said, looking out my window at them.


  "Why do you suppose they're here?" he said. "I mean all of them, not just on your street. Why aren't they passing on?"


  "I don't know," I said. "Sam keeps talking about a war. I wonder if that has something to do with it. I've barely left my apartment the past few weeks."


  Bradley lived in the old part of the city, near Lancaster Avenue. "You know your way around?" I said. "You got lost going to Nora Delaney's house that last time, remember?" I flinched slightly. The thought of the mayor with her heart ripped out still plagued my dreams.


  "Been practicing," said Gage. "Know this city like the back of my hand now."


  We pulled up to an obscenely large house, even by the neighborhood standards. It was bright white and clean. Even the grass seemed cleaner and shorter than the neighbors'. It was as well-cared for as a golf course. Even in the waning light it was apparent that these people had money. A lot of money. Lights seemed to be on in every part of the house, lighting up the copious front lawn.


  I rang the bell and heard the deep barking of a dog muffled behind the thick door. I half-expected a butler in tails and a bow tie to answer, like in the old black-and-white movies, but instead it was a woman in a T-shirt and fitted jeans. I recognized her from T.V., although her short black hair was mussed instead of combed down and she wasn't wearing any makeup. She was very attractive all the same. She was holding a Rottweiler by its thick collar, the dog looking more liable to lick us to death than attack. In her other hand she held a large glass of red wine.


  "Mrs. Bradley?" I said.


  She narrowed her eyes at me and then Gage. She looked back at me. "I know you," she said. "You're that detective woman. Slobodian. Your father's famous."


  "Yeah," I said.


  "Bet you get that a lot," she said. She was examining me. "Ever get tired of it?"


  "You have no idea," I said.


  "I think I probably do," she said. "I'm married to a politician."


  "Right. I'm sorry," I said. "Can we speak to you about your husband?"


  She sighed. "If it's blackmail again, no. I don't give a shit what my husband's done. Go find him and try to get money out of him. I'm done with it all."


  "It's not blackmail," I said.


  "Then come in, but I don't have long. I'm headed out."


  We entered the hall facing a wide, sweeping staircase, and followed Mrs. Bradley through a gigantic parlor and down a hall. The dog loped along beside her, his tongue lolling. She opened a door on the left and we entered a room that wasn't a whole lot different from my own living room: An old, worn-looking couch covered with a crocheted afghan; a few overstuffed chairs; and a scratched coffee table. There were some expensive paintings on the wall, but between these were old posters for rock concerts in plastic frames.


  "I don't really spend a lot of time in the rest of the house," she said, settling herself into a chair and tucking her legs under her.


  "Looks like an apartment I had in college," said Gage, plopping down on the couch. I followed, sitting next to him.


  "Can I get you something to drink?" she said. She was still eying us coldly.


  "No thanks," I said. "This is a lovely house."


  "Thank you," she said. "I'd like to burn it down." She took a sip of wine and looked back at me. "They say things about you, you know."


  "Do they?" I said, feigning surprise. "And what do they say?"


  "Your father was a devil-worshipper," she said. "They say you got off the Registry because he used magic."


  "Is that all?"


  "No," she said. "They say you're dangerous, too. Just like your father."


  "What do you think?" I said.


  She smiled drily. "They have always been full of shit," she said. "I think you scare them because they can't buy you."


  "They haven't tried," I said.


  "Are you sure about that?" she said. I remembered Eliza Michaels, trying to hire me. She hadn't struck me as a New Government type, but I supposed she must have been. She couldn't have gotten that job without a little New Government ass-kissing.


  "No," I said, "I'm not sure." Gage cleared his throat next to me and raised an eyebrow. I turned back to the woman. "You haven't been watching the news, have you?"


  "I hate TV," she said. "Why? What's Frank done now?"


  I shifted uncomfortably. "Mrs. Bradley, have you seen your husband lately?" I said.


  "Call me Olivia," she said, taking another drink of wine. "And no. I haven't seen that bastard in a month."


  "A month?" said Gage.


  "We're not on what you might call good terms," said Olivia. "But if you breathe a word of that to anyone, I'll destroy you both."


  "We don't really work that way, lady," said Gage.


  "Just covering the bases," she said. She looked back at me. "Why do you want to know?" she said. "Have you seen him?"


  "Yes," I said. "I shot him. Twice."


  She looked at me in disbelief for a moment. Then suddenly she laughed. She laughed so hard she nearly spilled her wine. When she finally stopped, she wiped her eyes. "I like you, Ms. Slobodian," she said.


  "It's Niki," I said. "Aren't you the slightest bit upset that I may have killed your husband?"


  "Are you kidding?" she said. Her demeanor had changed dramatically from cold suspicion to casual nonchalance. Her whole body had relaxed in her chair and she looked ten years younger. She looked at ease, as I imagined she looked when she met Bradley as a grad student. She shook her head. "My marriage is over," she said. "I'm divorcing Frank as soon as his term is over. I just can't do this anymore. I won't do it to my daughter. She deserves better."


  "Where is your daughter?" I said.


  "I sent her to my mother's in North Carolina," she said. "I'm going to meet her there next week. A child should never have to see her father like that."


  "Like what?" I said.


  She looked into her glass, as if it were a crystal ball. "Frank is a functional alcoholic on the verge of becoming a useless drunk," she said. "He wasn't like this when we met." She smiled. "He was so charming. I never imagined he'd become...well, what he is. This past year has been very hard for me. Frank changed. He even hit me once, in front of Piper."


  "Piper?" said Gage.


  "My daughter," said Olivia. I realized the expression she'd worn when we'd met had been the mask she saved for public. What I was seeing now was the soft vulnerability of a woman whose world was crashing down around her. "Do you mind if I smoke?" she said, tears in her eyes.


  "Of course not," I said. "It's your house."


  She took a cigarette out of a small drawer in the coffee table. "It's Frank's house," she said, lighting her cigarette. "Everything's Frank's. Unless he dies." She looked at me, blowing smoke out the side of her mouth. "Do you think you killed him?" she said.


  "I don't know," I said. "He disappeared."


  "Pity," she said, taking a deep drag of her cigarette. "I'd make a fantastic widow."


  "Damn, that's cold," said Gage.


  She laughed. "It would seem that way," she said. "I gave up my life for that man, and all I got in return was a black eye and a lot of fake friends that haven't called me in weeks."


  "Fair enough," said Gage.


  "You're entitled to be angry," I said. "If he dies, will he leave you comfortable?"


  "His parents are dead, and he was an only child," said Olivia. "If Frank dies, I get everything. And do you know what I would do first?"


  "Burn this house to the ground?" I said.


  "Cheers to that," she said, raising her glass and taking a drink. She looked at us and smiled. "I have a confession. I lied. I don't have to be anywhere. I just wanted an excuse to get rid of you both."


  "At least you're honest," said Gage.


  "Are you?" said Olivia, looking at him blandly.


  "Honest?" he said. "Absolutely."


  "What about you, Niki?" she said. "Are you honest? Because I feel like you're not telling me everything. I'm used to it, don't get me wrong. Half-truths and smiles is what I normally get from my husband's people. But I like you. Why did you shoot Frank?"


  I cleared my throat. "Okay," I said. "But first, I'll take you up on that drink."


  Olivia Bradley took it well. I told her what happened, leaving out only the bits he said about Gina, so as not to hurt her any more. She listened quietly and intently, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. When I finished, she leaned back in her chair and lit another cigarette. When she finally spoke, it was a whisper. "Shit," she said.


  "Pretty much my reaction, too," said Gage.


  "Besides the violence and the alcoholism," I said, "did you notice any other changes in your husband lately?"


  "No," she said. "But he...maybe I should show you. You said he was talking about angels. Follow me," she said. Gage shrugged and stood up to follow Olivia out of the room. I trailed behind them. She led us up the marble staircase and off to the right. We passed door after door, all closed.


  "Bright as hell in here," said Gage.


  Olivia shrugged. "It's a big house," she said over her shoulder. "I don't like to be alone." The dog --- she called him Clancy --- bobbed along beside her, wagging his tail. She kept a hand on his back as she walked, stroking him occasionally. It occurred to me that Clancy was not a guard dog, but a companion. Olivia Bradley was the loneliest woman I'd ever met. I wondered what that was like. Sad, I imagined. I'd been lonely myself at times, but there had always been more important things to worry about. Olivia had everything in this house, except love.


  She stopped at the end of the hall and unlocked the door with a key from her pocket. She pushed it open and let us enter ahead of her. Gage switched on the light. The three of us were quiet for a long time.


  "Did your husband watch a lot of television?" said Gage, breaking the silence. "As in crime shows? Cause by the looks of it, he took them way too seriously."


  I looked around the sizable room and had absolutely no words. It was an office, that was clear enough by the desk and swivel chair in the middle of the room, and the rows of bookshelves against the walls. But there were dozens upon dozens of grainy photographs tacked to every possible surface, the books only visible through occasional gaps between pictures. A large picture window was blocked by an enormous map of the city, mounted on cardboard and propped on the sill. Colorful tacks and scribblings covered the map and one spot had a bright red circle around it. Walking over to it I could see that the scribblings were the same word, written over and over: Angel. I looked at Olivia.


  "How long has he been doing this?" I said.


  "I don't know," she said. She was leaning against the door watching us. "I hadn't been in here in months, maybe even a year or two. I came up here on impulse last week, but the door was locked. I found a set of keys in a drawer in the bedroom. He was my husband, for God's sake. How could I not see him going crazy?"


  "Maybe he wasn't crazy," said Gage. He was peering at the photos that lined the room. "You're gonna want to see this, Niki."


  "What is it?" I said, coming over and looking at the picture he was staring at.


  "Ain't that your Uncle Naz?" said Gage.


  "Jesus," I said. It was Naz standing outside in some sort of parking lot and shaking hands with Frank Bradley. Several other men were in the picture, including a few men I knew from before Sasha went away to prison. "He's not really my uncle," I said. "What the hell are they doing?"


  Olivia had come in to see what we were gaping at. "I don't know," she said. "Apparently I just live here."


  Nearly every picture had Frank Bradley in it. And another familiar face too. A tall, thin man with white hair: Hal Dorrance. The other men looked vaguely familiar, and several women in suit jackets and pencil skirts. Naz appeared in several pictures, and others showed Bradley and Dorrance alone in front of some sort of bar or restaurant. They looked like great friends.


  "Have you ever met any of these people?" I asked Olivia.


  She shook her head. "I don't think so. But I never did meet a lot of Frank's friends. A few people from work that came over for dinner a few times. He always said he wanted to keep his private life separate from his work life. Of course," she pointed to a group of photos in which Frank was standing next to an attractive woman in a low-cut dress, "apparently that rule didn't apply to his whore."


  "You knew about her?" said Gage. I narrowed my eyes at him. "What?" he said, defensively.


  "It's fine," said Olivia. "I've known about Gina Halsted for some time now. Just another reason I'm divorcing him." She looked at me and frowned. "What is it?"


  "Gina Halsted is dead," I said. "They're saying Frank killed her."


  "Do you think it's true?" she said, looking from me to Gage.


  "When Frank was acting all crazy in my apartment," I said, "he was muttering about how he shouldn't have hurt Gina. I'm thinking it's probably true."


  "Jesus," said Olivia.


  "I think I need to get you out of here," I said. "If your husband's alive, he may come for you next. I know a guy that can protect you. Go get some things and I'll have him take you to the airport. It might even be a good idea if he accompanied you on the flight. You can be with your daughter by morning."


  Olivia shrugged. "If you think it's necessary."


  "Can we take some of these pictures?" Gage said.


  "Why not?" she said. "Take it all."


  "One more question," I said. I walked to the window and picked up the map. The pushpins were various colors, speckled all over the city. On the northern edge of the map there was a bright red circle made with what was probably a permanent marker. It was the only writing in red and was so bright I'd seen it across the room. "Do any of these spots have any significance for you?" I said.


  Olivia scanned the map, her brow furrowed in concentration. Her gaze slid up to the red circle. She looked at it for a moment. "Oh," she said softly.


  I looked at Gage. "You know this place, Olivia?" I said.


  "Maybe," she said. "There was a cabin. Frank called it his fishing cabin, only there was nowhere to fish. His grandfather bought it before the Depression, but the creek dried up before Frank could remember. He took me there when we were dating. It was not what I expected."


  "Why not?" I said.


  "Well, he'd made out like we were going to have this big romantic getaway. And Frank was larger than life, you know? Expensive everything. I made fun of him for it. Big house, big car, he even gave me big presents until I asked him to stop. Expensive jewelry, stuff like that."


  "Sounds horrible," said Gage.


  "I know how it sounds," she said, "but it did make me uncomfortable, taking all this stuff. Anyway, he took me to his cabin one weekend on the spur of the moment. We were sick of the city and he said he wanted to whisk me away. But the cabin was falling apart. There were spiderwebs everywhere, and dust an inch thick. The bed was disgusting. Mice had gotten into it. We ended up going to a hotel in the town. Fancy place, high tea and all that. But that cabin, I'm pretty sure it was there." She pointed to the red circle. "In fact, I'm sure of it."


  "Fancy a road trip?" I asked Gage.


  "You betcha," he said.


  "You might want to wait until daylight," Olivia said. "The last few miles are along a pretty rough road." Clancy, who had been curled up on the rug in the middle of the room, whined and raised his head to look at her. "I'd better take him out."


  The dog ran out of the room, apparently familiar with this routine. Olivia hesitated in the doorway. "Do you think he's still alive?" she said. "Not that it matters, but I'd like to know. Seems hard to believe he could survive being shot twice in the chest."


  "He was still moving last I saw. I'm sorry, Olivia. But he was going to kill me."


  She shook her head and gave me a small smile. "It's not your fault," she said. "If you do find him, I'll make it worth your while. He may be a bastard, but I guess a part of me still cares a little." She nodded, as if that resolved something, and moved to leave.


  We followed her out into the brightly illuminated back lawn, and watched as she wandered out into the middle of the yard, following Clancy. I took my phone out of my pocket and dialed a number. "Who you calling?" said Gage.


  "Lou Craig," I said. He was a former prison guard who had helped us in the past. I trusted him enough to act as a bodyguard for Sofi when she was in the hospital. "He's the only one I would trust with this."


  "Thanks a lot," he said.


  "Present company excluded, of course," I said, smiling at him.


  He snorted. "Whatever. Why you so gung-ho to protect her?"


  "I don't know," I said. "She's innocent. And she has a daughter to think about."


  "Project much?" he said. I ignored him.


  "Hi Lou, it's Niki," I said into the phone. "I was wondering if you'd be interested in some work tonight." I looked at Clancy jumping up onto Olivia playfully. "Might run into tomorrow, too."


   


  


  Chapter Five


  Gage arrived at my apartment just as I was finishing my third cup of coffee. "Ready?" he said, helping himself to a cup.


  "I've been ready since six," I said. "Where've you been?"


  "Getting my casting books together," he said, taking a sip. "You know, just in case." He patted the satchel slung across his chest.


  "Boy Scout, huh?" I said, smiling.


  "Be prepared," he said. "You look like hell."


  "Thanks," I said. I had not slept well. I tried Eli's number after Gage dropped me off, but reached the voicemail again. And there was the cryptic message from the office of Eliza Michaels on the answering machine. It is extremely urgent that the commissioner speak with you, the nervous-sounding administrative assistant said. After I met Eliza I realized why he always seemed terrified. She would be an intimidating boss. I felt relieved to be leaving after just a ten-minute meeting; I couldn't imagine spending all day with the woman.


  I tapped a finger on the newspaper spread out on the table. "See the papers?" I said.


  "No," Gage said, coming over and looking at the front page. He grimaced as he saw the headline: Charred Remains Believed To Be Congressman.


  "Guess I could've predicted that," he said. "If Dorrance wants his seat in Congress, he's gotta prove Bradley's gone for good, right?"


  "Why are you so sure Dorrance is involved?" I said.


  Gage shrugged. "These rich guys are always up to no good. Especially politicians. Plus, he looks shifty."


  "There's something else, too," I said. I flipped the page to a black-and-white picture of a burning house. "Recognize that?"


  Gage narrowed his eyes. "Bradley's house?"


  "Sure is," I said. "I called Lou Craig, Olivia is fine. He's going to stay with the family a few more days."


  "Good thing you insisted she leave last night. Saved her life. So you ready or what?" Gage said.


  "You tell me," I said, pulling up my pant leg to show the little derringer strapped there, then lifting my jacket to show off my shoulder-holster. "Pretty fancy, eh?" I said.


  "You girls and your firearms," he said. "I'll get the car."


  Gage double-parked so I could run from the door to the car. "Thanks," I said, closing the car door. My cell phone vibrated in my pocket and I looked at the number. I assumed it would be the commissioner's office again, but the number was unknown. I answered it. "Hello?"


  "It's Naz," said the voice on the other end. "Is very important."


  "Naz?" I said. "I was going to call you later. I need to talk to you."


  "You come, right now, yeah?"


  "Now?" I said. "No, we're going--"


  "Nikita, this is not a discussion. You come to me where Sasha disappeared."


  "What? Why?"


  "Just say you will come, Nikita," he said. His voice was panicked, strained.


  "Okay, I'll come," I said. "We're on our way."


  "Just you," he said.


  "I'm with Bobby Gage," I said.


  "The big man?" he said. The line was silent for a moment. "Fine," he said. "But tell him to wait outside. I need to talk to you alone."


  "What's this about?" I said.


  "I tell you when you get here. It concerns you, Sasha, me. Everyone." The line went dead. I snapped the phone shut.


  "What was that about?" said Gage. "It was Naz?"


  "He wants me to meet him at the warehouse where Sasha disappeared," I said. "He said it was urgent."


  "You don't think he wants to, you know," Gage drew a finger across his throat, "finish us off?"


  "I think if he wanted to do that, we'd be dead already," I said. "Besides, I want to ask him about Frank Bradley. He wants to talk to me alone. Do you mind?"


  "Waiting in the car?" he said.


  "I'm really sorry, Bobby," I said. "He sounded different, though. I think I should talk to him."


  "How do you know he's not going to kill you? You think that's smart? All alone with a Russian mob guy? "


  "Ukrainian," I said.


  "Whatever," he said. "He's a coward and I don't trust him."


  "Do you trust me?" I said.


  "Of course. How can you ask that?"


  "If you trust me," I said, "then please, just let me do this one thing, okay? I'll make it up to you, I promise." I tapped the gun, hidden beneath my jacket in my holster. "I do know how to use this thing."


  Gage snorted. "You'd probably be better in a fight than I am. Fine," he said. "Go alone if you have to. But I'll be right around the corner. If I hear anything, I'll come running."


  "To do what?"


  He shrugged. "Dunno. But you can bet it'll be goddamn fantastic."


  As we passed the empty space where the Deep Blue Sea used to be, I felt a pang of sadness. I was still mad at Sam for rushing me out and disappearing, then realized, to my surprise, that I wanted to see Sam. Not to get paid, or to ask him questions that no one else could answer, or even to yell at him about Eli or some other manipulation. I just wanted to see him and talk to him. I frowned. Best not to think about that too deeply right now.


  We pulled up to the warehouse just as the sun was coming up. I looked at the abandoned building, which looked even worse in the light than it had a month ago, when my father had been sucked into the earth in an attempt to save my life. The ground was littered with corroded tin and rotted wood. Gage and I, both remembering, looked up toward the roof, which had been the exit for Abaddon when he fled the building. We had followed him through the city to the edge of what turned out to be a gateway to Hell. I shot Abaddon with cartridges full of rock salt. I still had dreams about the demon's insides melting out through the gaping hole in his neck.


  The warehouse was leaning slightly, towards the river. "Hopefully it'll stay standing until after I come out," I said. I looked at Gage. "Where will you be?" I said. I spotted the wandering ghosts out of the corner of my eye and looked out at them all, feeling slightly sick. They had helped me the last time I was here. I'd asked them to. One of them had even known my name. But spirits had short memories, especially lately. And if I'd learned anything the past few weeks it was that I didn't want them to know who I was anymore. They could turn into a desperate mob in an instant, and I would rather fight any demon again than feel their cold hands trying to grab inside of me. I shivered.


  "They still here?" said Gage.


  "Of course," I said. "Where are they going to go? No one crosses anymore."


  "We'll get to the bottom of it," he said, his voice uncharacteristically gentle. "He nodded to the warehouse. "You sure about this?"


  I nodded.


  "I'll park over there, behind that tree." He pointed down the block at a thick-trunked oak tree that had seen better days. It was bare, either from the long winter, or because it was dead. "My car won't look out of place around here. Looks like part of the junk." He smiled and I couldn't help smiling back.


  "Be careful," he said.


  The ghosts weren't as thick as the ones on my street, and I managed to slip into the back door of the warehouse with only a few murmurings and formless gropings. I shook myself as I entered, trying to rid myself of the slimy feeling of their touch. I walked through the aisles of lashed-together forty-gallon drums to the loading dock. The place where Sasha had disappeared.


  Naz was pacing back and forth across the floor when I entered. Everything was eerily the same as the last time I'd been here, except for the view of the sky through the gigantic hole in the roof. Naz stopped pacing when he saw me. He was disheveled and unshaven and alone. I looked around for henchmen or cronies, or whatever the strange men in expensive suits that went everywhere with Naz were called. No one.


  "Don't you have some lackeys around here somewhere?" I said. I walked toward him, but when I saw his pained expression and wild eyes my smile faded. "What is it?" I said. "What's happened?"


  He motioned us over to some overturned crates and we sat down. Naz looked hard at me. "You look well," he said.


  "Knock it off," I said. "Tell me what's going on."


  He nodded and ran a shaky hand through his hair. I could see the faded tattoos peeking out from his leather jacket, crawling up his neck through his button-up shirt. He stamped a foot on the cement. "You know I love you like family, Nikita. You know this."


  "I know you left me to die when Sasha showed up with Abaddon," I said.


  He waved a dismissive hand. "He would never hurt you," he said. He raised an eyebrow. "But he had every reason in the world to tell that demon to rip my heart out, just like the others."


  "What are you talking about?" I said. "You were his closest friend. Why would he want to kill you? You took over his business when he got arrested."


  "Yes," he said. "I took it over." He shook his head. He spread his hands out on his knees and looked down at them, then turned them to look at his palms. "I have done things I am not proud of, Nikita. Terrible, terrible things. I have been greedy. And a coward. But I will not do this thing."


  "What thing?" I said. "What the hell are you talking about? Jesus, Naz, you're scaring me. Just tell me what's going on."


  He looked at me and smiled, but the warmth didn't reach his pale eyes. They had always seemed cold to me: pale and cool, like ice. He looked away. "Your father and I, we worked for some people. Bad people. But they had so much money. More than they knew what to do with. Nothing is more dangerous than a man with too much money. He gets bored, yeah? Does things no sane man would do. And he laughs. These men, they laugh often. They give us money. And we do terrible things for them."


  I remembered the pictures from Bradley's office. Pictures of laughing men and women, smiling with Naz. I was afraid that if I spoke it would break the spell, and Naz would stop telling me what he wanted to tell me. But I couldn't help it, I had to know. "Who are they?" I said quietly.


  Naz took out a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one, looking at me. He blew out a cloud of smoke. "They call themselves The Blood," he said. "I thought it was funny at first. I was young and stupid. I thought everything was funny. A bunch of rich old men calling themselves a scary name. Later, I did not think it so funny."


  "The Blood," I said. "I've heard that name before."


  "Yes?" he said, surprised. "Then you are lucky you are still walking around, breathing. They do not like to be known. They make people disappear."


  "Like Frank Bradley," I said.


  "Yes, like him," said Naz. "Bradley was different, though. It will be useful for him to be found, I think. Useful to Dorrance, anyway. There were other disappearances, though. I ordered many of these."


  "Did you burn down his house last night?" I said.


  "No one was in it," he said.


  "What if there had been?" I said. "What if his wife and daughter had been there?"


  "The women are smart," he said. "They know when things are dangerous. I knew the wife would be far away."


  "So, what about Sasha?" I said. "What did he do?"


  He laughed, but it turned into a cough, and then a near-sob. "Sasha thought he was working with them. Like an equal. He could not have been more wrong. When he was gone they were laughing at him. They didn't hide it. But Sasha was getting stronger. Stronger than they ever imagined. The Blood, they get scared. Scared he would kill them all. Scared he would open up Hell and let them all fall in. They wanted me to make him disappear. But you cannot do that to a man like Alexei Slobodian. He does not disappear easy, yeah?" He ground out his burning butt with the heel of his boot. He closed his eyes, as if remembering. "I arranged the arrest," he said softly. "The Blood gave him one last job. Job only he could do. Impossible job. Summon Abaddon, the unsummonable demon. And while he was vulnerable, I arranged the arrest. I had a man in the Police who worked for me. He made it all happen."


  "Mike Shippley," I said. Shipp had been Eli's partner and his friend. He also set Eli and me up. It had been Naz that told me he was dirty.


  "Yes. All working smoothly until your friend got mixed into this."


  "Eli was Shipp's partner," I said. "He could have been killed."


  "Yes," said Naz. "That is what Shipp said, too. He wanted out."


  "So he disappeared, too," I said. "He didn't run away, did he? You took care of him."


  "Not personally, of course," said Naz. "My boys, they take care of it."


  "So when Sasha escaped --- "


  "Now you see why I was coward," said Naz. "It was shame. I am nothing. Sasha is dead because of me. He loved me like a brother, and I threw him away for a pile of money."


  "Sasha isn't dead," I said.


  "What?" said Naz. "Of course he's dead."


  "No," I said. "He's not. He's in Hell, but I have it on good authority that he's alive. And doing quite well, I'm guessing."


  Naz shook his head. "Of course," he said. He smiled. "You see, Nikita, you always surprise me. You should have worked with us. I told Sasha so much, even when you were little girl. You were always thinking. And you were a fighter, I could see it in you."


  "I would never work for you," I said.


  "Not for me," he said. "You should have been a leader. You would never have gotten involved with people like this. The Blood. Is dishonorable."


  "I'm not a leader," I said.


  He raised an eyebrow. "No?" he said. He pointed vaguely towards the front door. "This big man, he follows you, no questions. He waits outside for you while you do business with me. Many would follow you if you only asked them to. I am told even the dead follow you."


  "Who told you that?" I said.


  His face lost its color. "Is not important."


  "It's important to me."


  He looked at me solemnly. "The Morrigan," he said. He shuddered. "She tells The Blood what to do. I met her only once, and I had to wear blindfold. I never want to hear that voice again."


  "Frank Bradley mentioned her," I said. "He said he couldn't save her."


  "The Morrigan is not one to be saved," said Naz. "She is to be feared."


  "What about the angelwine?" I said. "What do The Blood have to do with that?"


  "The Blood is everything to do with the angelwine," said Naz. "Everything. They have turned themselves into monsters. You know what it is, don't you, Nikita?" he said, putting another cigarette in his mouth. "I can see it in your eyes that you know."


  "Yes," I said softly. "I know."


  He lit his cigarette with a silver lighter and inhaled, cocking his head at me. "You are not who you pretend to be."


  "Don't say that," I said.


  "You are much like him, you know," he said. "You don't want to think it, but you are." He took a long draw of his cigarette and for a moment the smoke surrounded his face like some sort of halo. "The angelwine," he said. "I have seen what it does. The man that attacked you, Bradley. He was a foolish man. I do not know where he got the angelwine, but The Blood, they say he takes too much. Takes it without thinking, you see. And then he cries when it burns him up." Naz took another drag of his cigarette. "He was a foolish man," he said again.


  "He had a wife," I said. "And a daughter."


  "Yes," he said. "And mistress. He killed mistress, did you know? Tore out her pretty throat. He was disgusting." Naz spat on the ground. "His wife will be better off. She knows nothing, The Blood will leave her alone. As long as she doesn't make a fuss. And she will get money when the body is found."


  "Why?" I said. "Why not just make him disappear like all the others?"


  "I am not heartless, Nikita," he said. "Dorrance has his reasons, too, but so do I. I will not leave his wife with nothing. Children are important. You know yourself what it is like growing up not knowing."


  "Yes," I said.


  He nodded. "I know this, too."


  "Why are you telling me all of this?" I said. "Won't they be upset that you're talking to me?"


  "Nikita, you are family," he said. "That is why I tell you this. You saved my life once, so now I save yours."


  "What do you mean?" I said.


  "I mean," he said, "The Blood want you to disappear. And they want me to do it."


  "Jesus," I said. "Why?"


  "You are dangerous," he said. "You have friends that scare them. And that business with Abaddon," he laughed, "they pissed all over themselves about that."


  "But I didn't even know they existed," I said. "Until today."


  "You spoke with the commissioner of the police," he said. "They know this. You spoke with Frank Bradley, too. And the other one, the one everyone is afraid of, you are the best of friends with him."


  "Who?" I said.


  "The Death-Man," he said. "He disappears when he wants and no one can find him but you. We have tried. The Blood would like him to disappear, but I fear he is bigger than all of them, monsters or no."


  "Are you talking about Sam?" I said. "He's just my boss."


  "And this chief of police. Smithy. The way they see it, Nikita, you have your hands in many pockets. Powerful pockets. They fear you."


  "So now what," I said.


  He eyed me for a long moment. "I've thought about it," he said. "Long time, I think about it. If I kill you, there is no hope for me. No hope at all. I am a bad man, worse than The Blood because I do this for money. Maybe they do it for power or because their money made them crazy. I do not know why. But I do it only for money. If I kill you, I will be damned."


  "You might be damned already," I said.


  "Perhaps," he said. His cigarette had burned down to the butt and he tossed it away. "But maybe you can save me, yeah?" He tried to smile, but it flickered into a grimace. "I sent my men away," he said. "They work for me. I always prided myself that my guys, they are all loyal. Like a family." He sighed. "They love the money as I loved it at their age. So stupid. If they know I talk to you, they kill me. Loyal, yes, but not to me. They love the deepest pocket."


  "Are we supposed to just disappear? Run away and start a new life? I'm not doing that."


  "There is no running away, Nikita," said Naz. "They can find you. They can find anyone. We are all dead men."


  "Well, I'm no man," I said.


  "Yes," said Naz, "but you'll die just as well as the rest of us."


  I heard the sound of a car coming, getting louder. After a few seconds the sound was right outside the large front door, the sound of tires on gravel louder than it had any right to be.


  I looked at Naz. "You see?" he said. "They find us wherever we are." The engine turned off and for a second the world was silent. Then I heard a car door open and close, followed by three others.


  "We parked in the back," I said.


  "Is good," said Naz. "They come from the front. They do not see you." He was so calm. I felt my heart beating in my throat, my breath was coming faster. The last time I'd seen Naz's men they'd carried submachine guns. I sure as hell didn't want to be on the receiving end of a bunch of those.


  "Come on, Naz," I said. "We have to go. Bobby's just around the corner." Naz was still sitting and looked at me dejectedly. He shook his head.


  "No escape," he said. He took out another cigarette and began to put it in his mouth. I smacked it out of his hand and it went flying, bouncing on the cement. He looked at me in surprise.


  "Bullshit," I said. "Are you goddamn kidding me with this shit? We have to fight. We can't just lay down and die, Naz. We fight and we die if we have to, but they won't make us disappear. I saved your life once, just help me. Please."


  He smiled. "You are a leader, Nikita," he said.


  "Are you armed?" I said.


  "Of course." He pulled a deadly-looking black .45 out from under his jacket. I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket, but I ignored it, pulling out my Beretta.


  "How many do you suppose?" I said.


  "I heard only one SUV," said Naz. "Which means they are not here for you, Nikita."


  "What do you mean?" I hissed. I could hear them talking on the other side of the door, their voices muffled. One of them laughed. "How can you know that?"


  "They are here for me," said Naz. "So that's what they will get. They must have followed me here. If they saw you or your friend, they would not come in. I told you, they think you're dangerous. They bring more people for you."


  "More than for Nazar Polzin?" I said. "That's ridiculous."


  "Is the way of the world. This world, anyway. You go. Into the stacks back there. The barrels, is like a maze, very confusing. I will distract them. Give you time to get away. I am already dead. You have a little more time left."


  "That's stupid," I said. "Just come with me." I had started edging toward the forty-gallon drums. "I can get you out. We'll take you somewhere safe."


  "Is nowhere safe, Nikita," he said. "Besides, I think they will listen to me. They are my boys. I can talk sense to them. And if I can't, then I may as well die, yeah? I'm no good anymore."


  "No way," I said. "We'll both go into the stacks and even the odds. They can come after us, but we'll have the advantage. We can pick them off. Together."


  "Yes," said Naz, shrugging. "Okay. We go now. They are coming." He was right. The men outside were pulling on the rusty tin, the sound of metal on metal screeching. "I'm right behind you, Nikita, I promise."


  I flicked the safety off on my Beretta and wished it were the Makarov. I checked the clip as we went. Quickly I looked over my shoulder to make sure Naz was following. He was, but he didn't look happy about it. Tough shit. This was serious. I couldn't worry about Naz being happy. Light was coming in through the widening gap in the door now. We got to the rows just as a man in a suit walked in through the gap. I peered through the gap between the metal drums. He took off his sunglasses and blinked in the dim light. I wondered if Gage had seen the SUV.


  I turned to look at Naz but no one was there. "Shit," I said.


  


  Chapter Six


  I heard Naz's voice and saw him walking boldly across the floor. Three more men in suits had followed the first one in. They were all tall and broad. The first one had a craggy face and a red nose. The other three kept looking at him, like they wanted to know how he reacted to everything.


  The men weren't carrying submachine guns like last time, but I could see sizable bulges in their jackets. I checked my clip and looked back through the drums. Naz had reached the men and embraced the first one, patting him aggressively on the back as he did so. The man with the craggy face responded, with less enthusiasm. He looked at Naz with no expression when they parted again. I could hear Naz's voice, but couldn't tell what he was saying. I caught reminisce and follow me. He shook hands with the other three who, again, kept looking to the first man as if for directions.


  I had to go out there. They were going to kill him. This wasn't right. Sofi's face popped into my head. I was probably going to die if I just ran out there. What would Sofi do if I died? She could move in with Karen, but what kind of life would that be? She would be heartbroken. I had to use my head. Maybe they wouldn't kill Naz. Maybe he was right and he could talk sense to them. I looked at the first man's face. It was hard and cruel-looking. I looked around me. The barrels were metal, some rusting and corroding in spots. There was tiny writing, blurred, on the tops. I looked at another to try to make it out. Where the label was legible, it said Acetone. There was a symbol on the side that looked like a red diamond with a flame inside of it. Flammable, then. It would be bad to start shooting and have the whole place go up with me in it. I had to think.


  The talking was escalating into arguing. The big craggy man, younger than Naz, said something to him. Naz was raising his voice, apparently angry his orders had been ignored. The other three were looking back and forth like they were watching a tennis match. Naz still had his gun out and was using it to gesture wildly as he spoke heatedly. The bigger man was clenching his fists open and closed and staring down Naz. He said something quietly to Naz when the older man had paused for breath, and Naz took a step back, looking shocked. That wasn't good. I had to go out there, no matter what the consequences were. I couldn't watch Naz die.


  I stepped from behind the drums into the aisle and the whole scene was visible in front of me. I was going to call out, but stopped still as the big man took out his gun fast, in a blur. Twice now I'd seen someone move like that: Frank Bradley in my apartment, and when Sam had moved to help me down from my barstool. They had both been a blur. The guy with the gun had the muzzle pointed straight at Naz's chest. He was on angelwine. I didn't dare breathe. Naz didn't move, just looked at the man hard. "Is this how you want it to be?" I heard Naz say. The shot echoed off the walls and for a moment I was disconcerted. My eardrums felt like they exploded from the noise. I couldn't hear anything, and I staggered against the stack of barrels. I felt the top ones shift a little against my weight. I looked to see that Naz's chest had opened up. A dark puddle was spreading around him, pouring out of the crater in his torso. He raised his arm towards the man, who tensed at the movement. At first I thought Naz was just pointing at the man, and it took me a moment to realize the gun was still in Naz's hand. I put my hands over my ears just in time for the second shot to explode and see the back of the craggy man's head open up. The three men took out their guns. They had all been sprayed with brains. One of them lurched forward and vomited. The other two took out their guns, unable to decide whether to shoot Naz or the other man. The craggy man lay unmoving, though. And Naz gave a gurgling croak, and then he, too, was still.


  I put my hand tight over my own mouth. I was sobbing. I still leaned against the barrels for support because I couldn't stand on my own. My hearing was coming back and I faintly heard the sound of men laughing and talking. I looked to see two of the men patting on the back the man that had thrown up, all laughing. Blood, brains and gore splattered the cracked cement floor. Naz, my father's friend, a man that I had loved to listen to as a little girl, who had just been talking to me a minute ago, was an empty body lying in his own blood. It didn't seem possible. Naz was larger than life. How could it be that he was no longer in the world? I half expected the universe to begin to unravel without Uncle Naz in it. But nothing happened. He was just dead. And I was crying against a bunch of rusting drums.


  The men were still laughing. One of them had gone outside and come back with a large white bottle. I realized it was bleach. They were going to make Naz disappear. I looked at them, and suddenly I wasn't crying anymore. I took a step toward them, pushing myself away from the barrels, but they shifted again, and suddenly the front wall of fifty barrels came crashing down, rolling across the floor toward the men. Together they drew their guns, though not nearly as quickly as the craggy man had.


  "Stop," one of the men said. He had a tiny ponytail on the back of his head, I saw. I stopped and glared at him. He aimed his gun right at me from across the room.


  "Can you make that shot?" I said.


  "Yes," he said, as if he were trying to convince himself. The gun was still moving and I realized he was shaking. He was the guy that had been vomiting. "Even if I can't," he said with a thick Russian accent, "you will die. You see my friends, yes?"


  "You see these barrels?" I said, gesturing around. They were all looking at me, two of them were scared. "They're filled with acetone. You know what that's for, don't you?"


  The smallest man shrugged. "Maybe, what about it?"


  "My father used it to make drugs," I said. "You used it. Methamphetamines. That was before The Blood. It's also highly flammable."


  The men looked at each other, confused. The biggest of the three stepped forward. He had a scar across his forehead and his hair was shiny and greased back. "Who is your father? Who are you?" he said boldly. "You shouldn't be here."


  I made myself smile and took a step toward them. Then I took another step. "I'm Alexei Slobodian's daughter," I said. "Maybe you've heard about me." The men looked at me uncertainly. I kept moving slowly toward them. "Are you afraid?"


  The bigger man stepped forward. "We have no order for you," he said. "You go away now. We will not hurt you." I was ten feet away from him now. I stopped and looked over at Naz's body, his chest opened up with his insides exposed. The blood was running in rivulets toward a drain a few feet to my right. I flinched, blinking the tears away.


  "You could have saved him," I said, and the voice that came from my mouth didn't seem like my own. It was cold and hard. I remembered the cruel expression that had been on the craggy man's face. Did I look like that?


  The big man took a nervous step back, starting to look back at his friends, then seemed to force himself to stare at me. He narrowed his eyes and raised his gun. "You go now," he said. "Or I will do to you what we did to Polzin."


  "We?" I said. "You watched while someone else did it. You can't kill me. I'm Niki Slobodian. Didn't your Blood tell you about me? I'm dangerous. So I'll tell you what's going to happen. You leave his body alone. He's not going to disappear. He's going to be found, and he's going to be mourned. There will be no one that knew him that will always wonder what happened to him. Understand?"


  The man smirked. "Or what?" he said. "You shoot me? I follow orders, but not yours. Now go, little girl. Before you get hurt."


  "Step away from the body," I said, gesturing with my gun. "Leave him alone." I took another step toward him.


  "Stop," said the big man. "I am not afraid of you." He didn't look like he meant it, though. I took another step.


  His gun went off, surprising him so much that he jumped, looking down at the gun like it was alien to him. He looked back at me, his eyes wide. He was so young. And he would become just like the worst of them. Like the cruel man with the craggy face. What they did turned them into monsters. Naz had said he was worse than the men he worked for. I felt wetness spreading down my left arm. It was numb. I couldn't move my fingers. Vaguely I recognized a dull ache that was slowly intensifying. I looked at the hole in the sleeve of my jacket.


  "Shoot her," said the big one, the one that had shot me. "We have to kill her now." His voice was shaky, but he turned his head to look at the others. "Now!" he yelled. The others raised their guns like robots, eying the barrels. I saw their fingers begin to squeeze, but they were hesitating. It happened so fast I didn't even know what was happening until it was over. The big man went down first. I felt my finger pulling the trigger, felt the gun lurching in my hand with every shot, saw each man falling, blood spraying out, away from their bodies, but it was like it was someone else. Like I was someone else, just for a minute. And it was over. It was suddenly so quiet it almost hurt. I was the only one standing. I let the gun fall to the ground and it echoed as it clattered on the cement. Blood from my left arm dripped down my fingers, sticky and thick. I looked at Naz's body again.


  I felt him before I saw him. Naz was suddenly standing beside me, paler, more translucent. He looked on at his body. "You didn't have to do this, Nikita," he said. "Not this. You could have left."


  "But I didn't," I said.


  "No," he said. "You are a Slobodian, Niki. Your father would be sad for you."


  "Sasha will never know," I said. "I'm not like him."


  "If you say so." He turned and began to walk away.


  I turned woodenly and bumped into Gage. I hadn't heard his footsteps, but he was panting, so he must have been running. Everything still sounded thick in my ears. "Bobby," I said. "I --- " The words wouldn't come. I felt hollowed out inside. I reached down and picked up my gun and stood back up. I staggered, lightheaded. Gage caught me.


  "Whoa, sis," he said. "Are you hurt?"


  "Just a little," I said. I tried to smile but it wouldn't stick. My face felt wet again, though I didn't know if it was blood or tears. "They killed Naz, Bobby," I said. I caught a movement and saw Naz's ghost moving toward the door. The other four had materialized, hollow-eyed and pale. They walked slowly after Naz, shuffling past their own bodies, looking at themselves as they went. The craggy man no longer looked cruel. He looked lost.


  "I love you, Nikita," said Naz. "Like a daughter. I always have." He turned and walked out the door, joining the other spirits and disappeared in their midst. I tried to raise my hand and found that I couldn't.


  "What is it?" said Gage. "Did you see him?"


  "Yes," I said. "I saw him." I felt weak and my knees gave out. I hit the floor, but it didn't hurt. I was vaguely aware of Gage talking to me, calling out. I looked right at Naz's corpse, and Naz's dead face looked right back, his eyes as empty as I felt.


   


  


  Chapter Seven


  I blinked, trying to figure out where I was. I was sitting at a table, and had a dim suspicion I'd been sitting there for a while. I could hear voices -- male voices -- talking heatedly somewhere nearby. I couldn't make out what they were saying, but one was lower than the other, and both sounded familiar. I looked down in front of me and saw a glass filled with amber liquid next to a tall glass of what looked like water.


  My arm throbbed dully and I reached my other hand around to touch it, feeling hot skin broken by a hard smooth bump under my cold fingers. I looked down, my head swimming. The sleeve had been ripped off my shirt, and there was a ragged, red scar where my fingers were probing. It was oddly shaped, like something had exploded in my bicep. I looked at it for a moment, trying to remember. I shifted in my seat and something crunched next to me. I saw my coat lying in a stiff heap on the bench beside me. I pushed on it and it crackled with dried blood. Brown flakes were scattered around it where the blood had flaked off.


  I could still hear the voices. The deeper one was getting louder. I turned towards the sound. A craggy face flashed in my memory. Blood and brains and bone exploded out of the back of his skull. I shut my eyes and rubbed my temples. I could hear the shots, feel my hand on the gun, squeezing the trigger so easily. Blood dripping off my arm, Naz's dead eyes staring at me. I inhaled sharply, filling my lungs with air, breathed out slowly through my nose. Things were becoming sharper. The voices stopped arguing. I opened my eyes and looked at the glasses in front of me. I nudged the water out of the way and swallowed every drop of the amber. I set the glass back down gently. I was in the Deep Blue Sea.


  "Niki," said a voice. It was deep and kind. Bobby Gage. I looked at him. "How you doin', sis?" He sat down across from me. He nodded at the water. "You should drink that. You lost some blood."


  "Not thirsty," I said. "What happened? Why are we here?"


  "I brought you here," he said. "After you...Nik, what the hell happened back there?"


  I shrugged, then winced. My arm didn't so much hurt as ached. Shrugging made it worse. "Naz wanted to talk to me, to tell me something." I said. "They killed Naz. They just killed him." My voice sounded flat to me. "I watched them. I was goddamn hiding." I laughed a humorless laugh. "I was hiding," I said again.


  "So then they found you?" said Gage.


  "No," I said. "I found them. And then I killed them. I don't remember it really. It just happened." I looked at my empty glass, wishing it was full again. "You should go, Bobby," I said without looking at him. "I'm not a good person to be around. I'm just another Slobodian," I said.


  "Bullshit," he said. His voice was like a slap. "I did things, back when my family died. Stuff I can't remember. And even worse, the stuff I don't want to remember. But I got through it. And you'll get through this. It won't be easy, but we're going to find out what's going on and take care of it. Because that's what you do. You make things right. What you did today, I don't know, but those boys were killers. They would have killed you."


  "They told me to walk away," I said. "They were going to let me go. But I couldn't. I couldn't just leave him like that."


  Gage frowned. "When did you become so attached to Naz?" he said. "I thought you didn't even like the guy."


  I met his eyes. "I didn't," I said. "But he told me the truth. And he was decent in his own twisted way. I couldn't let them make him disappear. Just scrub his entire existence away like it never happened. It would be like--"


  "Your dad," said Gage.


  "Damn, you had to get all psychological on me," I said.


  "It's the truth," said Gage. "You're a goddamn open wound sometimes, sis. I'd do anything for you, you know that. But you need to get it together, Niki." He wasn't angry, his eyes went soft when he spoke, like it hurt him to say it, too. "What did Naz tell you?"


  I told him everything. I cried a little, but Gage pretended not to notice. When I finished he nodded. "We're going to have some pretty bad people wanting to do some pretty bad things to us, aren't we?"


  "We are," I said. "After today, they'll want to do them even more."


  Gage shrugged. "It is what it is. We've got to be prepared. We're not backing down from this."


  "I should do it on my own," I said. "They don't even know about you, Gage. And I have no idea what these guys are capable of. I made the mess. I'll clean it up."


  "Your father made the mess," he said. "But that don't mean you gotta clean up after him. Just stop arguing with me. I'm going with you all the way, and ain't no way to stop me. 'Sides, you might need me."


  "A Caster might come in handy," I said.


  "So what's the problem?"


  "No problem."


  "Good," he said.


  "Well, isn't this cozy," Sam said, and I looked over as he sat down next to me. He slid another drink in front of me. "Thought you might need this, given the events of the morning."


  "Thanks," I said. I took a small sip. "Is it still morning?" I said.


  "Only just," said Sam. "You have been busy, though, haven't you?"


  "You weren't here earlier," I said. "I looked. Deep Blue Sea wasn't here."


  "Yes, well, I'm here now. I'm very busy, though, so I may have to pop out soon."


  "Of course you do," I said.


  "Robert," said Sam. "Would you be so kind as to give us a moment alone?"


  "Course," said Gage. He lumbered across the room over to the bar and sat down.


  "Niki," said Sam.


  "Look, I know what you're going to say," I said.


  "Do you?" he said. It was disconcerting being this close to him. He was giving off heat like a radiator and I had a hard time meeting his eyes. For a moment it felt like I had helium in my belly. I frowned and shook my head. It was just the hold Sam had on me. Some kind of trick.


  "You're going to say that I shouldn't have killed those men. It was stupid. I should have walked away and let them live."


  "You're wrong," said Sam.


  "What?"


  "It wasn't stupidity that led you to kill those men," he said. "You were right to kill them. They would have tried to kill you later."


  "How could you know that?" I said.


  He smiled. "It's quite obvious. Tell me, why do the disappearances bother you so much?"


  "I don't know," I said. I turned the glass of whiskey in front of me, watching the liquid catch the light. "I just think about people that I love. I think about how I would feel if they just stopped existing. Gone without a trace. And no one having any idea what happened to them. It's a horrible feeling just thinking about it. I wouldn't want to put them through that." I took a slow drink.


  "Your empathy is admirable," he said.


  "Didn't stop me from killing them."


  "And tell me," said Sam, "how did they look before they died? Were they monsters?"


  "No," I said, shifting nervously. Their faces flashed in my mind. "No, they were boys. Just kids with big guns."


  "Anything else?" he said.


  I hesitated. "For a second," I said, "I saw that boy. That janitor who died when we took the Dark. The one I killed. I saw his face for a second."


  "The janitor," said Sam. He was looking at me, I could feel his eyes on my face. Slowly, I looked up and held them. "But you still killed them," he said in a low voice, almost a whisper. "You did what needed to be done even though it hurt." I felt I couldn't look away from those eyes. There was something that held me there.


  "Yes," I said. "I couldn't let them do what they were doing. It wasn't right."


  "There's something in you, Niki," he said, his face as close as the first night I met him. "Something noble, but also primal. Sometimes I think you could fix everything if I let you."


  "What are you talking about?" I said.


  "This world, this city, you could take them if you wanted," he said, his face so close to mine we were almost touching. His voice was hardly more than a whisper. "You always could. You're a Slobodian. You could have anything you wanted. People would come to you, follow you, you could live like a queen. Why don't you?"


  "I don't want any of those things," I said. "Not the way my father got them." It was hard to breathe. As though if Sam kept staring into me I would get sucked up into those dark, endless eyes. Finally he blinked and looked away. I felt slightly breathless, but almost disappointed he let me go. I took a swig from my glass.


  "Niki, I don't want to add to your worries, but I do need to warn you." He looked toward Gage at the bar, drinking a beer and chatting with Janis. "Eli may not come back. I hope you will be willing to accept that if that time comes."


  "Why wouldn't he come back?" I said.


  "This world is a complex place, and so is Hell. Things happen between point A and point B."


  "What do you mean things happen?" I said. "Have you seen him lately?"


  "Not as such," he said. "I have been preoccupied."


  I narrowed my eyes. "Why did you help him?" I said. "He meant nothing to you. Why did you help him get to Hell?"


  He smiled. "You think I was trying to get rid of him?" he said.


  "The thought did occur to me."


  "I have a soft spot for outsiders, that's all."


  "I wouldn't call Eli an outsider," I said.


  "He is a half-demon trying to live in a human world. What would you call it?"


  "I guess I didn't look at it like that. It was always me that was the outsider. I was the Abnormal. I keep forgetting."


  "Anyway," said Sam, gesturing dismissively, "I wasn't talking about him. I was talking about you. He means something to you, even if you're not sure what that is. So I helped him."


  "Me?" I said. "Why would you do that? I mean, really, you hardly know me."


  "You're wrong," he said. "You hardly know me. I know more about you than anyone else will ever know. I've seen inside of you, Niki. I know you. You're different."


  "Different than what?" I said. I could feel him looking at me again, but I was afraid to meet his eyes.


  "Everything," he said.


  I cleared my throat. "What's going on? The ghosts, they're not crossing over. They're everywhere. And they mob me when they know I'm there. Just me. To have dead things inside you, it's not something I look forward to. Is it connected to your trouble? With the war?"


  Sam sighed. I met his eyes again. I saw the darkness shifting there, like a cloud in the night sky. The more I looked at him, the easier it was to withstand his gaze. "I try to keep things from you, Niki. But you make it damn difficult."


  "What things?"


  "I'm trying to keep you safe. It's not an easy job." He started to smile, but his face turned quickly solemn. "I'm worried that if I tell you too much, it could put you in danger."


  "I'm always in danger," I said lightly. "You know me." It came off as false and hollow. I grimaced.


  "This is different," he said. He ran a hand through his hair. "The war is not a sure thing. Publicly, of course, it is not even a possibility. But I can feel it. It feels like last time."


  "The One War," I said.


  "You know it?" he said, impressed.


  "What are you?" I said.


  "I think you already know."


  "Angel?" I said.


  He looked at me, frowning slightly. "Does it scare you?"


  "A little," I said. "Eliza, too?"


  "Yes. I'm sorry about my reaction to the news of her arrival. I was caught off guard. She is quite powerful where we come from. The Creed is in charge of justice where we come from."


  "The Creed?" I said.


  He sighed. "The Creed is judge, jury and executioner, as they say here. Or, rather, what she deems justice. It is cruel, more often than not. Hers is a harsh morality."


  "Why would she come for you?" I said. "What have you done wrong?"


  "Nothing wrong," he said. "Just different. You delivered the message yourself."


  "You have to pick a side."


  Sam nodded. "I'm afraid it's not that easy, though. If I do pick a side, the side I don't pick will take it as a slight. Ultimately, me picking a side starts the damn war." He shook his head. "It's all such a mess."


  "Why does your opinion matter so much?" I said. "Why do they care what you think?"


  "It's not the why that's important," he said. "The spirits won't be able to cross over until the matter is settled."


  "They're stopping them from crossing over?" I said. "Who?"


  "Angels mostly," he said. "Michaelites --- followers of Michael. Loyalists. There are a few opportunistic Hellions thrown in there, though. Heaven has gotten very political lately. And they've stuck me right in the middle."


  "Sounds as bad as my world," I said.


  "Worse," said Sam. "My kind have a superiority complex most of the time. And the multiple universes are common knowledge so we're always trying to stay in control of things. I say we, but I am rarely part of the scheming unless Michael decides it could better his cause."


  "What about, you know, God?"


  "What about Him?" said Sam. "You know as much about Him as I do."


  "Doesn't He live in Heaven?"


  "That's what they say," he said. "They are often wrong. He's as mysterious to me as He is to your lot. I've been alive for a very long time, I've met several gods, but He was not one of them."


  I sipped my nearly-gone drink and took that in. "Why do the ghosts know me?" I said. "How do they know who I am?"


  "I don't have all the answers," he said. "I'm sorry."


  "What about The Blood?" I said. "What do you know about them?"


  He didn't speak for a moment, but I felt him, or rather sensed him, tense up next to me. "I know a little," he said. "What do you know?"


  "Some," I said. "I know Sasha worked for them, and Naz. I know they set up the Abaddon summoning and had my dad arrested. I know they're dangerous. And I know they have angelwine."


  "It would appear," said Sam, "that they are something of a loose end."


  "What does that mean?" I said.


  "No matter," said Sam. "From what I know about The Blood, they are dangerous and unpredictable. It concerns me that you are going after them on your own."


  "I won't be alone," I said. "Gage is helping me. You said it yourself, Sam. They'll kill me if I don't get to them. And they know about you somehow. Naz called you the Death-Man."


  Sam smiled. "Death-Man?" he said. "It's not very original. Don't worry yourself, Niki. They can't get to me."


  "Don't be so sure," I said. "There was also something about The Morrigan. Ring a bell?"


  "No," he said. "But judging by her name, it can't be good for you. Would it do any good to ask you to lay low?"


  "Congressman Bradley is dead and his body burned almost beyond recognition. Naz is dead, after he warned me that they can find anyone, anywhere, anytime. I'm on their list, and they are drinking angel blood to turn them into unstoppable monsters. And you're asking me to lie down and just wait for them to find me?"


  "Have it your way," said Sam. "But I can't get involved. You won't be able to use the badges. This is not Department of Order and Chaos business, you understand? I need to be clear about this."


  "Okay," I said. "Calm down. We won't use the badges."


  "I'm sorry, Niki. But if Michael gets wind that I've been so involved here, he might have an excuse to start a war. You recall that everything we've done has been to suppress Hellions? He doesn't need much, and there is some talk that I am politically motivated. Just please, be careful." He grasped my hand in his, the heat of it seeming impossibly warm. "We may yet need each other in the future."


  "I'll be careful," I said. "I promise."


  "Good," he said, letting go of my hand. I felt slightly chilled when his hand left mine. He turned to hop down from the bench.


  "Sam?" I said, stopping him. He looked at me. "Did you do this? My arm, I mean."


  "Yes," he said.


  "Thank you."


  "You are most welcome."


  I gathered up my blood-stiff coat, holding it away from my body, and followed him over to the bar. Janis ignored us, smoking a cigarette and filling out her crossword. Gage turned. "So what's the story?" he said. "Am I taking you home, sis?"


  "Of course not," I said. "We have a cabin to check out."


  Gage grinned at Sam. "You believe this?"


  Sam smiled wanly. "Take care of her, Robert," he said.


   


  


  Chapter Eight


  My arm still ached and I rubbed it, feeling the hard scar under my fingers. I asked Gage to stop at my apartment so I could change my clothes.


  "So what was all that about?" said Gage.


  "What do you mean?" I said.


  "Sam. How do you rate?"


  "How do I rate what?"


  "You're his favorite," said Gage. "How did that happen? He pays you more, takes you aside to talk to you alone, somehow manages to pop up just when you need help. Something going on with you two?"


  "What?" I said. "No. Of course not. We were talking about Eli."


  "Sure you were," said Gage.


  "You got something you want to say to me?" I said. "Come on, out with it."


  Gage glanced from the road to me and back again. "You know what Sam is, don't you?"


  "I thought you told me it was better not to ask," I said.


  "Asking's one thing," he said. "Putting the pieces together is another."


  "I know what Sam is," I said. "He's an angel."


  Gage snorted. "Sam's no ordinary angel, sis. You gotta remember that. I like you. I don't want you to get hurt."


  "I'm not going to get hurt," I said, holding up my arm. "I'm already maimed."


  "I'm serious, Niki," said Gage, his voice taut. I looked at him. Gage stared furiously at the road, as if he were intent on his driving. "Just promise you won't get, you know, involved with him."


  "What's this all about, Bobby?" I said. "I thought you liked Sam."


  "I like him well enough," he said, glancing at me. "Don't want to see him when I'm not working for him, though."


  "Why?"


  "He's dangerous. Can we just leave it at that?" Gage rubbed his face, his whiskers scratching against his hand. "Just keep it professional, okay, sis?" His voice was quiet now.


  "Why is he dangerous?" I said.


  "Goddamn it, Niki. Can you just stop asking questions? Just listen to me," Gage yelled. I jumped. I'd never seen Gage angry before. Usually he took things in stride with a shrug. I'd never seen him like this.


  We pulled in front of my apartment and Gage turned off the ignition and turned to look at me. "Angels are bad news in general, and I usually make an exception for Sam, but not with you. I want you to stay alive, you understand me? Stay alive so we can keep doing this. I don't want to lose this gig. It's all I got," he said. "And I like you, Niki. You're good people. Saved my ass a few times."


  I nodded. "Okay, Bobby," I said. "Nothing's going on, by the way."


  "You keep telling yourself that," he said, "but I know what I saw back at the bar. The way he looks at you, the way he talks to you, the way he talks about you...just please listen to me for once. I always follow your lead, you know that. Just this once I need you to follow mine."


  "Sure," I said. "Okay. Fine. I'll go change my clothes and be right back."


  I was in and out quickly, and managed to avoid most of the ghosts. I was almost to the car when they mobbed me again, and the whiskey from the Deep Blue Sea came bubbling up at the touch of the ghosts. I wiped my mouth as I finally slipped into Gage's car.


  "Mint?" he said, offering me a tin.


  "Thanks," I said. All his anger seemed to have dissipated. I didn't think it was possible for Bobby Gage to get angry. I'd seen him scared, sick, and powerful as hell. But angry? Either I didn't know Gage as well as I thought, or Sam really was dangerous.


  "Nice jacket," he said.


  "I had to ditch the other one," I said. "Covered in blood and bullet holes."


  "So we really doing this?" he said. "Going to investigate the cabin for a job we ain't getting paid for, is dangerous as hell, and will have unpredictable consequences?"


  "What's not to like?" I said.


  "You killed four people this morning," he said. "You sure you're okay?"


  "Three," I corrected him. "I'm fine. Getting a headache from all this yakking, but other than that, I'm peachy."


  "How's your arm?"


  I flexed my bicep for him. "Right as rain," I said, fighting a wince. "Can we go now?"


  "You should eat something."


  "Jesus, Bobby, I'll get a damn sandwich on the way. Let's go, already."


  We stopped at a drive-through window, and after eating a greasy, flattened cheeseburger, I dozed off, the morning catching up to me. When I woke, we were bumping along a dusty, potholed road winding through a field, dotted with trees. Looking ahead I saw the trees thicken and soon we were driving into stands of trees hanging with moss, so thick and unkempt that the branches scraped across the top and sides of Gage's car with a grinding squeal. He grimaced.


  "You owe me big for this one," he said.


  "It's not like anyone will notice the scratches," I said. "This thing's falling apart. You can see the road through the floor in the backseat."


  "Nicer than your car," he said. "I can't believe you bought that thing."


  "I needed something cheap," I said. "Besides, it's a fixer-upper."


  "I don't really think you can say that about cars, sis," Gage laughed. "We're almost there."


  The trees were fanning out a little now, and ahead I saw an old stone chimney, leaning horribly to one side. Gage slammed the brakes suddenly, making me lurch forward. "Almost ran into that damn thing," he muttered. I looked to see a fallen tree lying across the road, almost invisible in the shadows cast by the trees around us. I got out of the car.


  The house, I could see now, was also leaning, and blended into the background like it had been made to do so. It was made of logs, which as I got closer, appeared to be rotting, the wood turned black and falling apart. Bright green weeds grew up around the house, growing tall enough to cover the one visible window, covered in a layer of dust.


  The door seemed solid enough, the thick wood still in one piece and firmly on its hinges, but as I turned the handle, it swung in, unlocked. I took out my Beretta and motioned for Gage to stay behind me. Before I even entered the smell of bleach wafted in my face, making my eyes water. I took a step inside, holding the collar of my shirt over my nose, and holding my gun out with the other hand.


  I realized there was another smell mingled with the bleach as my eyes became accustomed to the dimness of the cabin: the smell of burnt wood. In the middle of the floor of the sparse, scrubbed cabin was a large, circular burn mark, a starburst of charred wood. I looked around. Everything was clean, like it had recently been scrubbed. There was a metal bedframe with no mattress, part of the rusty metal black from the heat of whatever fire had burned here, but otherwise the place was empty of furniture. There was a fireplace, the stones matching those of the leaning chimney, but the grate was completely free of ash.


  I looked back at Gage. He was frowning at the room trying to make sense of it. "Not what I was expecting," I said, putting my gun back in its holster. I let go of my collar and ran a finger over the surface of a short counter that ran next to a tiny kitchenette. It came away clean. Not a speck of dust.


  "What the hell happened here?" he said, walking over to the burn marks on the floor.


  A shadow moved in the far corner of the cabin that was not reached by the light from the dirt-filtered light of the window. I reached for my gun. "Don't bother," said a deep, cold female voice. "I'm not going to hurt you."


  "Eliza?" I said. The commissioner stepped out of the shadows, the blue-tinted glasses veiling her eyes. Even in the dim light her golden hair was shockingly bright. Tight ringlets coiled down her neck.


  Gage grunted, as if her presence didn't surprise him in the least. I couldn't say I shared that feeling. "What the hell are you doing here?" I said.


  Eliza stepped into the light and looked down at the charred floorboards. She took off her glasses and put them neatly into the inside pocket of her jacket. She looked up at me. "I've been trying to call you, Niki," she said. "Been busy this morning, haven't you?"


  I narrowed my eyes. "You here to arrest me?" I said.


  "Of course not," she said. She crouched down and put her palm down on the blackened wood. "I'm here to help you."


  "Why would you do that?" I said.


  "Because we want the same thing," she said.


  "And what's that?"


  She sighed and looked up at me. "We both want to find The Blood. Why do you think I was trying to hire you?" she said.


  "What do you want with them?" I said.


  She looked at me coolly for a second, then looked down. "They've got my angel. I want him back."


  "Why don't you just go get him?" I said. "What's a bunch of old men compared to an angel?"


  She arched an eyebrow at me. "You've talked to Sam, haven't you?"


  "Yeah, I did," I said, "even though you threatened to kill me."


  "You told Sam about her?" said Gage.


  "Yeah," I said. "Didn't you?"


  He shrugged. "Didn't see a reason."


  "An angel tried to hire you and you didn't think it was pertinent?" I said.


  "Nope," he said.


  "I'm not going to kill you," said Eliza, standing up to her full height. She took a step toward me. Her eyes were dark and strange, just like Sam's. "The way I understand it, Sam will make anyone that hurts you very sorry."


  "What does that mean?" I said.


  "She means he's sweet on you," said Gage. "For what it's worth."


  "Stop saying that, Bobby," I said. "You're starting to piss me off."


  "Only 'cause it's true," he said. Seeing my expression, he raised his hands in surrender. "Okay, okay, I'll stop. But get a goddamn clue, Slobodian. You're a detective for Christ's sake."


  Eliza sighed. "Mr. Gage, would you mind leaving us alone for a moment?" She smiled at Gage, an expression that only made her face tighten slightly. "I have a private matter."


  "He stays," I said.


  She looked from me to Gage, and pursed her lips. "Fine," she said. "Have it your way. For starters, I cleaned up your mess this morning."


  "My mess?" I said. I kept my voice calm, but I could feel my heart start to pump faster. "I don't know what you're talking about."


  "Really?" she said. "So you weren't involved in an altercation in your father's old warehouse?"


  I fluttered my eyelashes. "What sort of altercation?" I said.


  "Oh, Jesus," Gage muttered.


  "You might want to work on your innocent look, Miss Slobodian," said Eliza. "No matter. It's done. I took care of it. As far as anyone knows, including your friend, Ron Smithy, the men shot each other."


  I narrowed my eyes at her. "Why would you do that?" I said.


  "You're welcome," she said.


  "That's a good question," said Gage. "Why would a police commissioner cover up a crime? Especially for a known Abby. Don't make sense. You wearing a wire or something?"


  "Really, Mr. Gage," she said. "You watch too much television. I don't operate that way."


  "How do you operate?" I said. "You've threatened to kill me. Your predecessor had my father arrested, had me put on trial and slapped onto the Registry, and then tried to have me re-arrested multiple times. Excuse me if I'm suspicious. Why do you think it was me, anyway?"


  "Please," she said. "You're like a bull in a china shop. You bled all over the scene, sprayed a couple of thugs with bullets, I could smell you there. And forensics would eventually out you. I did you a favor. I also thought you might want this." She held something out to me. It was my Makarov, the gun that the police had taken after I shot Bradley in my apartment.


  I took the gun from her hand and looked at it, checked the clip. It was the only gun I'd ever held that felt like it was a part of me. I pocketed it.


  Her dark eyes darted from me to Gage and back again. "I think you can help me," she said. It looked like it pained her to say it. She looked at the ceiling, then took another step toward me. She was taller than me, almost as tall as Gage. "I need your help," she said, her voice softer. I saw a movement in her eyes and realized they were shifting, just like Sam's. It was disconcerting.


  "Do you know what happened to Frank Bradley?"


  She raised an eyebrow. "Why do you care?" she said.


  "I met his wife," I said. "They have a daughter. I think she's got a right to know why."


  She looked down at the floor and gestured to the burnmarks. "You can see what happened to him," she said.


  "What, he burned up?" said Gage.


  "Obviously," said Eliza. "He was a good man. Deep down."


  "You knew him?" I said.


  She nodded. "Frank Bradley was working for me," she said. "And that's why he died."


  Gage was watching her with interest, a frown creasing his brow. I wanted to ask him what he was thinking, but it would have to wait.


  Eliza sat down on the bedframe, avoiding the charred patch. Gage leaned against the wall and I sat on the small, wobbly countertop, my boots dangling. "Okay. Let's hear it," I said.


  She looked affronted, and flashed a look of anger at me, but it passed in an instant and she looked at her hands.


  "I came here, as I said, to find an angel," Eliza said.


  "Why?" I said. "Sam said you were The Creed where you come from. Seems like an important job. You could have sent somebody else to find the angel."


  "Yeah, I've seen a couple angels over the years," said Gage. "What was it about this angel that got you to leave an important job and show up in this town?"


  "I'd rather not say," she said quietly.


  "You want our help?" I said.


  She pursed her lips. "He was special to me," she said. "I won't say why."


  "I think we can guess," said Gage.


  "Daniel committed petty crimes," she continued, ignoring Gage. "Not terrible crimes, just black market stuff, smuggling, things like that. It was enough to embarrass me. Many knew of our involvement, and Daniel used this to secure illegal items. Weapons, mostly. I was furious. I was so angry with him."


  "Hell hath no fury," said Gage.


  "I wanted to teach him a lesson," she said. "I sent him here. Banished him from his home. It was only ten years, but I thought he would appreciate it when all was said and done."


  "You sent him away for ten years and expected him to appreciate it?" I said.


  "Ten years is the blink of an eye for my kind," she said. "It means nothing. Like a month in your jails. I thought his time in this world would make him appreciate our world more. He would be good if he saw how your people lived."


  "Thanks for that," said Gage.


  "Then what?" I said.


  "The decade passed and he did not return. Two more years passed and he was not back. I came looking for him. I learned he had been working with Nazar Polzin. The more I learned about Mr. Polzin, the more I became convinced that I had made an error in sending Daniel here. I felt responsible for whatever had happened to him. When I found out about The Blood, I just knew I could find Daniel through them."


  "Why?" I said.


  Eliza shrugged stiffly. "They were obsessed with angelwine. I knew they had their eyes on all the shunned."


  "Shunned?"


  "The banished ones," she said. "The ones sent to your world as punishment."


  "You really need a better correctional system," I said.


  "How'd you find out about The Blood?" said Gage. "They're supposed to be secret, ain't they? Disappear everyone who knows about them."


  Eliza closed her eyes and frowned. "I've done many things in the past few years I'm not proud of," she said. She opened her eyes and looked at Gage. "One of them was befriending a man that worked for Mr. Polzin."


  "Uncle Naz?" said Gage.


  "One of his men," she said. "He was a horrible man, and cruel. It did not end well. But he liked to talk afterwards."


  "You slept with the guy to get intel," I said. "Got it. No need to be all dramatic."


  She narrowed her eyes at me, but continued. "He told me about The Blood -- as he understood it, anyway -- about the men that hired them. He mentioned them by name. It was a small thing to find the newest recruit."


  "Frank Bradley," I said.


  "He was easy enough to convince when I told him what I was," she said. "He had a certain fascination for my kind. We used to meet here and he would bring me information. The problem was, The Blood didn't trust him. He asked too many questions. But he managed to make a few friends over time." She looked toward the window. "He did get carried away with the whole thing, though. He even hired an investigator to follow him around to document all of the people that were involved."


  "We saw the pictures," said Gage. "Mighty powerful friends he was making."


  "Yes," said Eliza. "Dorrance is making quite an impression lately, isn't he? From bank CEO to Congress overnight. And this business about the picketers. If this were my world I would take him down."


  "Picketers?" I said. "The ones outside of City Hall?"


  "You haven't heard?" she said. "It's all over the news. Dorrance made protesting a felony crime. Seven were killed this morning. Their blood is all over my office building."


  I looked at Gage, who looked as troubled as I felt. It seemed under Dorrance, life was going to be even more unpleasant than it had been under Bradley. First the Registry, and now this. I wondered what was next.


  "Skip to the end, lady," Gage said to Eliza. "We want to get out of here before it's illegal to breathe."


  Eliza glared at him. "Frank found out The Blood was taking angelwine. They had some sort of initiation for him after his first year. A secret ceremony. He was blindfolded and they brought him somewhere, he didn't know where. A basement. They took off the blindfold and they made him say some words in Latin. He didn't know what they meant. Then they placed something in his mouth from a dropper. It burned his insides for days, he said, but made him feel like he could do anything. He was faster, stronger, smarter. I knew it was angelwine. More than that, I knew it was blood from my Daniel."


  "How did you know it was his?" I said. "There must be more than one angel roaming around."


  "Daniel was a Wielder," she said. "He had fire in his veins, his blood. He could control flame, and could even produce it out of thin air. I knew the blood was his because angel blood usually doesn't burn. His would."


  "Maybe Daniel is doing it on his own," said Gage. "Maybe he's selling his blood. Would make sense, wouldn't it? Given his history."


  "I want to find him no matter what," said Eliza, stiffening slightly. "I've changed since I sent him away. I only want to find him and make sure he's okay. To tell him I'm sorry. I met with Bradley about a week before he came to you. He was buzzing because someone had told him about the Morrigan."


  "The Morrigan?" Gage said, perking up. "What about it?"


  "Not it, " said Eliza. "She. A little girl, Frank said. I didn't believe it, of course. How could a little girl be guiding The Blood? They hold all the strings in this city. Control everything like it's a show. But Frank was adamant. He thought if he found the Morrigan, he would find the angel. Looking back, I think he was still taking the angelwine. His wife had asked for a divorce. He wasn't right in the head. But I didn't think about that then. I only heard that he might find Daniel. I let him go. Not that I could have stopped him.


  "He disappeared for three days," she said. "I called him, called his office, I couldn't contact him. I came here, thinking he might be waiting for me. He wasn't here, but he had left something for me. Just there, under the floorboards. It's our message system. We leave messages for each other there when we can't meet."


  Gage nudged the loose floorboard with the toe of his shoe. "Pretty technologically advanced for an angel and her undercover spy," he said.


  "Mock all you want, Mr. Gage, but it worked." Eliza reached into her jacket pocket. Her hand lingered there for a minute and she studied my face. Seeming to make a decision, she pulled her hand out. She held a vial, a bit longer than her fist, and a finger-width around. It held a substance the color of gold champagne. It bubbled like champagne, too, but was as thick and viscous as melted chocolate. But what made Gage and I stare in open-mouthed fascination was the fact that it was glowing softly, casting its light on Eliza's face, reflecting off her dark eyes.


  "Is that what I think it is?" said Gage. He swallowed.


  "Angelwine," said Eliza. "Otherwise known as the blood of an angel. My angel."


  I hopped down from the counter and approached her to get a better look. This was the real deal. The liquid was actually emitting light. It looked like sunlight, if sunlight could be bottled. "Where did he get it?" I said. "Did he find Daniel?"


  "You tell me," she said. "You were the last one to see him alive."


  I tried to remember everything Bradley had said to me. "The Morrigan," I said. "He said he found her."


  "And?" said Eliza.


  "He said he couldn't help her," I said. "He kept babbling about an angel, but I thought he was just crazy at the time. He didn't mention a place."


  "And you didn't ask," said Eliza.


  "Don't go blaming her," said Gage. "As you may remember, Bradley was trying to kill Niki at the time."


  "That's another thing," said Eliza. "I don't know how Frank got this vial, but I don't think it went unnoticed."


  "What do you mean?" I said.


  "The way you described him," she said. "How he couldn't control himself. He'd been taking angelwine for a while. And the way he died --- at least the way I assume he died --- he must have overdosed. He would have known better, though. I warned him. I think The Blood forced him to drink too much. The fire just ate through his body until he couldn't take any more."


  "Poof," said Gage.


  Eliza looked at him. "Indeed."


  "Well, whether it was done on purpose or by accident," I said, "the man is dead. And someone knew about this place and came to clean it up."


  "I suppose this cabin wasn't as safe as I thought," said Eliza.


  "Why are you telling us all of this?" I said.


  "Because you are going to find Daniel for me," she said.


  "What makes you think I would do that?" I said.


  "Because if you don't, I'll stumble across the evidence in the deaths of three young men. That evidence that will prove that they didn't kill each other after all."


  "And if I tell them what you did?" I said, knowing the answer.


  "They won't believe you," she said. "I'm the police commissioner and you're the Abby daughter of an Abby gangster. This time there won't even be a trial."


  "Angel knows how to blackmail," said Gage. "What's keeping me from blowing this whole thing wide open, then?" he said. "You going to blackmail me, too?"


  "No, I'm going to bribe you," she said. "How would you like those committal papers to disappear? No record it ever happened. Deal?"


  Gage hesitated. He looked at me. I nodded. "Whatever," he said. "But if we get killed I'm going to haunt the shit out of you."


  "Okay," I said. "Fine. We'll look for Daniel. Where do you suggest we start?"


  "Take this vial. Find him. I don't care how. Use magic. Use...whatever it is you do. Find him."


  I reached out my hand to take the vial. Eliza shrank back for a moment, holding the glowing container to her chest. She looked at it, frowning, then slowly held it out to me. I took it from her fingers and nearly dropped it.


  "It's hot," I said in surprise.


  "Of course it's hot," Eliza said. "I told you what he was. Plus, he's an angel. I'm sure you've noticed Sam gives off heat."


  I studied her, trying to decide if she was mocking me. She stared back at me, expressionless. "Yes," I said. "I've noticed."


  "Well, I suppose it's all settled then," she said, standing up and brushing herself off. "I'll be off. Keep me posted. Be careful." She headed for the door.


  "Wait," I said. "How'd you get here? I didn't see another car."


  "I get around," she said. And with a joyless smile she was out the door.


  "What do you think?" I said to Gage. "Think she's setting us up?"


  "Could be," said Gage. "But what choice do you have?"


  "You have a choice," I said. "You could walk away. Wouldn't fault you for it."


  "Those records been following me around a long time. 'Sides, sounds like fun. Bad guys, angels, the Morrigan. Wouldn't miss it."


  "Where do we start?" I said. I looked at the vial in my hand. I could feel the light on my own face now. It felt warm and tingly.


  "My house for casting books," said Gage. "I'll do a location spell."


  "Peachy," I said.


   


  


  Chapter Nine


  Eliza was nowhere to be seen when we left the cabin. I listened for the sound of a car motor, or a moped she could have hidden in the trees. Nothing.


  "Angels," muttered Gage.


  I caught a movement in the trees out of the corner of my eye. A man was watching me from the edge of the wood. I squinted at him, and it took me more than a moment to realize he was a ghost. He walked toward me, his footsteps not quite seeming to meet the earth. He wasn't floating, he just wasn't connected to the world. As he got closer I recognized him.


  "Frank Bradley," I said. He nodded. Gage looked back at me when I said the name.


  "He's here?" he said.


  "Right in front of me," I said.


  "Ask him where the angel is," he said.


  "I remember you," said Bradley. "Detective."


  "You tried to kill me," I said.


  "Sorry about that," he said. "I don't remember. I wasn't myself those last few days."


  "Was it the angelwine?" I said. "Is that what killed you?"


  He nodded. "I should never have gotten involved with all this. It cost me. My life, my family. Everything. You stayed with me, though, it looks like. Even after I attacked you."


  "You told me a lot, too," I said. "And I felt responsible for shooting you."


  "You shot me?" he said. He cracked a sad smile. "I remember that now. Good girl."


  "I met your wife," I said.


  "How is she?" he said.


  "Sad," I said. "And confused. She loved you, you know."


  "I know," he said softly. "Eliza was here."


  "Yes."


  "I don't know if you should trust her," he said. "She may be yanking all our chains, far as I know."


  "I don't have a choice," I said.


  "Blackmail?" he said.


  "Yep."


  "We all have our secrets."


  "What was yours, Frank?" I said. "Who killed you?"


  He shrugged, the motion seeming slightly airy. "I found the angelwine," he said. He frowned. "I can't remember where. A safe somewhere. A building." He shook his head and closed his eyes. "I'm losing it," he said. "Little by little, all my memories. When will this end? Can't I just get sent wherever I'm going? Even Hell would be better than this. Every day I lose more and more."


  "Wish I could help you," I said. "It's happening everywhere."


  "It's no way to live."


  "Technically, you're not living," I said.


  He nodded. "Right. Well, I probably deserve it, at any rate."


  "So. You found the angelwine in a building?" I said.


  "In the city," he said. "Dorrance had a camera set up. He wanted to meet with me. Then two men held me while he poured that shit down my throat. I thought I'd die right there. But it took longer than that."


  "I'm sorry I didn't help you," I said.


  "I know now that by the time I saw you I was already dead." His eyes, hollow and sad, turned to me. "Or I might as well have been. You shot a corpse. I don't know why the little girl told me to find you."


  "The little girl?" I said. "You mean the Morrigan?"


  "They called her that, yeah," he said. "But she told me her name was Natalie. She was so sad."


  "Where was she?" I said. "Do you remember?"


  He shook his head. "It felt sort of cold. Like it was below. A basement, maybe. There was a vault and it just opened all by itself when I walked toward it. She was there. And someone else. But he was asleep the whole time."


  "What did he look like?" I said.


  "The sleeping man?" he said. "Thin, I guess. Like he was sick. Oh, he had an I.V., too. I didn't like looking at him."


  "Why not?"


  "Because he looked like he was dying," he said. "And it scared me."


  "And the little girl? Natalie?"


  He frowned again, trying to remember. "I don't know what she looked like. Just that she said you could help me. She told me specifically to find Slobodian. She said it over and over. Slobodian, Slobodian. And then I found you. I don't remember what happened in between, though."


  I didn't want to tell him about his mistress. It was probably better he didn't remember."So you can't remember the location of the vault at all?" I said.


  "Sorry," he said again.


  "It's okay," I said. "Not your fault."


  "Will it be this way forever?" he said. "Will I just be a spirit skulking around unseen?"


  "I don't know," I admitted.


  "Will I forget everything? Eventually, will it all go away?"


  "Maybe," I said. "You have to be prepared to face that possibility."


  He nodded. "Just do one thing for me before you go," he said. "Promise you'll check on Olivia from time to time. Make sure she's safe. Make sure my daughter's okay."


  I nodded. "I'll try, Frank. I'm not promising anything, but I'll try."


  "She didn't deserve to be married to me," he said. "She was so much better."


  "She'll get a second chance now," I said.


  "Yeah," he said. "I suppose that's the upside."


  On the way back into town I told Gage what Bradley said. We were bumping along the washboarded little road, swerving occasionally to avoid a rock or a pothole. "So he didn't remember where the place was?" he said.


  "Only that the girl was in a vault of some sort."


  "The sleeping guy is probably the angel," he said.


  "The thought had crossed my mind," I said. "How many buildings in the city have vaults?"


  "Every single bank in the city has one," he said. "Including all of the companies that are run by this Dorrance guy."


   


  


  Chapter Ten


  Gage's house was not what I'd expected. I thought we were at the wrong house, that Gage had stopped to return a casserole dish to an old auntie. The house was at the edge of town, where it turned from light industrial to farmland. It had a white picket fence and blue-painted shutters. The large front yard was well-kept, and a recently turned patch of earth formed a perfect circle under a wide front window of the white house. I got out of the car and looked up and down the street. Not many ghosts here. A few, but not nearly the number that coagulated outside my apartment.


  "Are you serious?" I said, when Gage closed the car door behind him.


  "What?" he said.


  "You really live here?" I said. "Do you live with an elderly relative?"


  "No. Why would you say that?"


  "Because this looks like a sweet-old-lady house," I said. I followed him through the little gate that led to a stepping-stone walkway free of weeds or moss. Gage looked back at me and smiled.


  "I like to keep busy," he said, when he saw me eying the sprouting daffodils planted around a birdbath.


  "How long have you lived here?" I said.


  "Lived here with the wife," he said. "Bought it just after we got married. It was seized when I got nailed onto the Registry. But after I started working for Sam, I found out it was up for auction. Bought it back."


  I stopped. "So this is where..." I swallowed, not sure how to proceed.


  "It's where they died," he said. His face had become solemn, but not sad. "It reminds me why I do this. And everything I do, the yardwork, repairing the roof, whatever, it makes me think I'm doing it for her, you know? For them."


  "That's admirable," I said.


  He snorted and walked up the stairs. "Nothing admirable about revenge," he said. "But it is what it is. Someday I'm going to find that bastard demon that took them from me. It ain't gonna be pretty."


  The little house was just as homey on the inside as it was on the outside. Lace curtains, quilts on the furniture, even a fireplace, clean as a whistle, with an unburned log in the grate. And then there were the books. Bookcases on every wall, filled with books. Hallways lined with bookcases. Piles of old and new-looking books piled on the coffee table, on the floor along the wall, in stacks on every surface and next to every chair. They filled up an old rocking chair.


  "Nice place," I said. "But I think you need more books."


  Gage shrugged. "Gotta do something with my time. Let's have some coffee. I'll make a pot." He led me through the living room and into the kitchen, passing a set of stairs that had piles of books against the banister on one side, leaving a path to walk up. The landing was piled high as well. The kitchen was relatively book-free, except for a small stack on the table, which Gage pushed aside to make a place for me to sit. He busied himself with the coffee, whistling as he went. Then he got some cups down from their hooks and set the steaming cup on the table in front of me. "Don't have a lot of food," he said, grabbing something out of a cupboard. "Just these." He held up a bag of cookies. He sat down beside me and handed me the bag. I realized how hungry I was and took a handful.


  "So the books," I said, taking a drink to wash down stale cookies. "What are they?"


  Gage shrugged, his signature gesture. He took a cookie out of the bag. "Magic stuff mostly. Theory and philosophy some of them. Lot of books about casting. You know, the usual stuff."


  "Sure," I said, brushing off my hands. "So you think you can find this angel?"


  "Piece of cake," he said, stuffing the cookie in his mouth. He washed it down with coffee.


  "So what, you just need a part of them or something? To do the location spell?"


  "A piece of them, yeah," he said. "Hair, fingernails, clothing even."


  "Or blood," I said.


  "Or blood," he agreed. "You can do it if you have a clear idea of the person, too. A picture or knowledge of who he is. But angels, I don't know. They're pretty high out of my range. I'm good with lower demons and humans. Never looked for an angel before."


  "Now's your chance," I said.


  "Guess so," he said. He drained his cup. "I'll go do it now," he said. "Got that vial?" I stood up and handed him the angelwine.


  "Careful," I said. "It's hot." His eyebrows shot up when he felt it.


  "Damn, it is." He held it in his hand for a moment, seeming to weigh it in his fist. "I can feel the magic coming off of it," he said. "It's powerful stuff."


  "So what do you want me to do?" I said.


  "Best if you just wait here, sis," he said. "You remember how you get when you hear me casting. Your ears start bleeding and shit. Just drink another cup of coffee. I'll be done by the time you are."


  I shrugged and Gage headed for the living room. I heard a door close. I sipped in silence for a little while, the drone of Gage's words muffled somewhere in the house. I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to look toward the pantry. There was a woman standing there, staring at me. I could tell she was a ghost. "Well, that's new," I said.


  She took a step forward. "You can see me?" she said, her voice hollow.


  "Yes," I said slowly. "Who are you?"


  "So it's true," she said. "What they're saying. What the spirits are saying. I hear them whisper from outside. I've never gone out there, I'm too afraid. But I can hear them. You're the one that can save us."


  "Lady, I can't save anyone. Not even myself." I looked her over. She was plump in a pretty sort of way. She had short dark hair that curled to just below her ears. She had been so young. "You're Bobby's wife, aren't you?"


  "You can see me," she said again, not seeming to be able to get past it.


  "Why are you here?" I said.


  "I live here. I mean, lived here. I never left."


  "But why are you still here?" I said. "You died way before people stopped crossing over."


  She shrugged, a gesture that mirrored Gage's shrugs. "Please," she said. "Don't tell him. Not yet. He's just getting back to normal. It would kill him if he knew. Men are so fragile."


  "You never let go," I said. "That's why you're still here."


  "That's what he said. He told me I had to let go. To forget it all. To forget Bobby. But I ran away. I won't let him take me."


  "Let who take you?" I said.


  "Death, of course."


  "I am just learning all sorts of stuff today," I said.


  "Death didn't come back, though," she said. I heard Bobby muttering in the next room, a bang as if he'd tripped over something or knocked something over followed by cursing. "Please don't tell Bobby. He's been through enough."


  "Why didn't you let go?" I said. "Why hang around so long?"


  She shrugged. "I don't remember. I loved him, I know that. I just knew I couldn't leave."


  "So you just watch him? Every day?"


  "I suppose you could put it like that. I forget things now. Every day, things go forgotten. But when I look at him, I can remember."


  "Sorry, lady, but that's damn creepy."


  I heard Gage's footsteps approaching before he entered. I smiled.


  "Who you talking to, sis?" he said.


  I looked at the ghost. She put her finger to her lips, her eyes pleading. "No one," I said. "Just talking to myself again."


  "Yeah, well, you know what they say. Just don't start answering."


  "I'll try to remember that," I said. "So did you find anything?"


  His eyes were excited and he looked like he was about to jump out of his skin. "You're not going to believe this," he said. "You remember the Dark?"


  "Yes," I said slowly.


  "That office building that we caught it in?"


  "H&H Financial?" I said. "How can I forget?" He just smiled. "You're kidding me," I said. "They're keeping an angel in an office building?"


  "Well, according to Eliza they kept the Morrigan in a vault, right?" he said. "What do banks and financial buildings have?"


  "I'll be damned," I said. "Is that why the Dark went there? Because there's an angel there?"


  "Could be," he said. "Spirits can sense magic, and it would make sense that a Hellion spirit would be attracted to a place with someone so powerful. Which reminds me." He held out his hand, the glowing vial in it. "You'd better hold onto this. I'm afraid I'll drop it."


  "Can all spirits sense magic?" I said, taking the vial. It was so hot. It never stopped surprising me. I put it in my inside jacket pocket and zipped it up, but I could feel the heat of it through the thick fabric.


  "Far as I know," he said.


  "So, could the ghosts sense my ability too? Could that be why they're after me?"


  Gage shrugged. "I dunno, sis. Your ability, it's not really magic, you know?"


  I nodded. "So how are we going to do this?" I said.


  "Break into a vault and steal an angel?" he said. "Is there a good way to do that?"


  I thought for a moment. "Our best chance might be that they don't expect us to know the angel is there."


  "If the angel's there," Gage said. "This stuff ain't a hundred percent. There's a margin for error."


  "Even if the angel isn't there," I said, "this Morrigan, she seems to be pretty important, too. A little girl living in a vault? What the hell is that all about?"


  "That's been bothering me, too," he said. "I thought maybe she was feral. But Eliza said Bradley talked to her."


  "That's what we'll do, too," I said. "Let's go talk to the Morrigan. If we're lucky, the angel will be the sleeping man."


  "Can you break into a vault?" said Gage.


  "No," I laughed. "I have no idea how to get into a vault."


  "I can do it," said Gage, raising his eyebrows. "No, seriously. I have a book around here somewhere. I've been practicing on locks and doorknobs and an old gun safe I found at the dump. It's in my bedroom."


  "Anything in it?" I said.


  "Nah. No one ever throws anything good away anymore."


  "Not like the past," I said, "when you could find bags of gold at the dump."


  "No need to get pissy," said Gage. "I'll find that book. With any luck we'll get there before they close."


  I looked at my watch. "Better hurry," I said. "It's almost four."


   


  


  Chapter Eleven


  H & H Financial looked much less ominous than the last time I'd seen it, when wehad followed the Dark there to kill it. Now it looked like a normal office building. Maybe a little shinier and foreboding than the surrounding buildings, but just a bland and utilitarian office building. "Don't look like the sort of place The Blood would hang out," said Gage.


  "What, you want them to have a secret lair?" I said.


  He shrugged. "I dunno. Maybe a place like the Deep Blue Sea or something. Only all gentlemanly. With high-backed chairs and cigars and brandy." I rolled my eyes. "No, seriously, sis, Dorrance is CEO of Enterprise Bank, right?"


  "I guess," I said. "You're the one that seems to know all about him."


  "So what's he doing here?" I looked at the building and realized he had a point.


  "I don't know," I said. "Think there's something inside he's eager to stay close to?"


  "Gotta be something pretty important. I've seen their corporate headquarters. It's a hell of a lot fancier than this place."


  "Could be the angel," I said.


  "Or the Morrigan," said Gage.


  "Let's go find out," I said.


  It was hard, as we stepped into the dimly-lit lobby, not to remember the bodies littered across the floor and blood smeared and spurted across the muted wallpaper walls. I frowned as I recalled the shellshocked spirits, haunting their own bodies and whispering "Why?" as I passed. The lobby was clean and shone to a sparkle. People in suits, mostly men, but a few women as well, were filing out of the elevators at the back. A few of them waved to the large man at the security desk as they passed. I was no expert on fashion, but I was guessing they paid more for a suit than I did for rent. We were a glaring example of what didn't belong, and the security guard narrowed his eyes at us almost instantly.


  Wading through the suits, Gage and I made for the elevator, trying to blend in with the crowd. But since we were the only two people wearing jeans, it wasn't an easy thing. We were also going the wrong way. No one else was entering the building at almost five o'clock.


  "Hang on," the guard called. "Hey, you two." I looked up, as if surprised. "You gotta sign in," he called.


  "Make a dash for the elevator?" I said, turning to Gage.


  He frowned. "It's like you want them to kill us," he said. "Follow me."


  Gage sauntered up to the desk and nodded at the guard.


  "Are you here to see someone?" the guard asked.


  "Yep," said Gage. He reached into his pocket where he kept his Department of Order and Chaos badge. Sam had given them to us just for times like this. People liked to cooperate after they looked at our badges. But this time I touched his arm and shook my head. He looked at me quizzically, but took his empty hand out of his pocket.


  I smiled at the guard. "The thing is, we know what you're hiding here," I said, "and I know who's running the show." The guard paled and swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing. "I'm sure you don't want to get into trouble, do you?"


  "No, ma'am," he said.


  "Good," I said. "Who owns this building?"


  The guard smiled nervously. "That's a joke, right?"


  "Does the lady look like she's joking?" said Gage.


  "Sorry," said the guard. "It's owned by Hal Dorrance. I thought everyone knew that.


  "Why's it called H&H?" said Gage.


  The guard shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "Never thought about it, I guess."


  "That's great," I said. "So now you walk out that door without another word, and the worst thing that will happen to you is unemployment. If you stay, the whole damn story's coming out, and you'll have some explaining to do."


  "Look, Mr. Dorrance said --- "


  "Mr. Dorrance is a rich bastard with nothing to fear," I interrupted. "Can you say the same?"


  The guard looked twitchily from me to Gage. Finally he nodded, grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair, and headed for the door, melting into the crowd exiting the building.


  "Why'd you stop me?" Gage said.


  "Sam asked me not to use the badges," I said. "Said they'd make trouble."


  "No one told me," he said.


  "Sorry," I said, "I thought you knew."


  "Whatever," said Gage. "Up or down?"


  "Dorrance and company are probably up," I said.


  "Yeah," said Gage.


  "Don't really know what to expect with those guys."


  "Nope," said Gage.


  "The Morrigan is possibly somewhere below."


  "Yep."


  "And there's an angel somewhere in this building."


  "You got a point somewhere in this running commentary?" said Gage.


  I shot him a look. "My point is we're screwed if we do and screwed if we don't. Let's go down. Got your book?"


  He patted the satchel thrown over his shoulder. "Got it. Let's go."


  We opted for the stairs to avoid the outpouring of office workers filing out of the elevator. We walked down, our steps echoing in the empty stairwell. We came to a door where the steps ended labeled Basement 1.


  "Why does it say Basement 1?" said Gage. "Is there more than one?"


  I looked around for another door but there was none. End of the line. "Only one way to find out," I said. I opened the door and walked through.


  The dank, musty air felt cool and wet. I looked around for a switch, but the lights flickered on, apparently on a motion-sensor.


  The basement was being used for storage and was piled from floor to ceiling with office desks, rolling chairs, file cabinets, bookshelves and boxes on top of boxes of office supplies, each box clearly marked with what it contained in black marker on the sides. We walked past staples, printer paper, and ball point pens.


  "All the trappings of corporate culture," said Gage.


  There was a clear path through all the stuff, but Gage was right.


  "You see a vault anywhere?" I said.


  Gage shook his head. "I can't see anything in here," he said. "All this junk."


  "Well, let's keep walking," I said. "Keep an eye out." We walked for a long time, passing pile after pile of random office junk. After a long while I noticed a red glow ahead. "Look, an exit sign," I said.


  "Hang on a second, sis," said Gage. I stopped and looked at him. He was holding out his arms and wiggling his fingers. "Do you feel that?"


  "Feel what?" I said. But even as I said it, I knew what he meant. There was an odd tingle to the air. It was faint, nowhere near what I felt the last time I'd been in this building. "Where's it coming from?" I said. "The angel?"


  "I dunno," said Gage. "But I'm guessing we're on the right track."


  The exit wasn't locked and we stepped out into a stairwell identical to the first, except there was only one set of stairs, and they were pointed down. We clattered down the steps as quietly as we could and came to a door marked Basement 2, where we were not so lucky. The door was locked.


  "Hang on," said Gage, opening his satchel and pulling a thick, small volume out. It looked like an old, small Bible, but the title was made up of strange symbols. As I looked at them they changed. "This'll be quick," he said, flipping through the book. "But cover your ears anyway."


  I covered my ears and watched Gage put his hand over the handle of the door. Symbols danced in the book, even seeming to float out a bit. Gage's lips moved and suddenly it was over. The door popped open. I took my hands off my ears and Gage closed the book with a snap.


  "That's it?" I said.


  "Yup."


  "No glowing eyes or hellfire or anything?"


  "It's just a lock," said Gage.


  We stepped through the door and found ourselves in different sort of basement from the last one. A large furnace filled the center of the room, cold and quiet. There were no boxes here, but there was maintenance equipment stacked in a far corner. Buckets and brooms and mops. A white square sink was built into the floor with a nozzle above it. I thought of Philip Morales, the young janitor the Dark had gone into, and who I had killed here, in this very building. But I shoved him out of my mind. I needed to concentrate. With an effort I looked away from the equipment. There was a washing machine on the next wall, and past it I saw yet another door with an exit sign glowing above it.


  "How many basements can one building have?" I said. We passed through the door with no trouble. Apparently they only locked from the outside. We went down another set of stairs and came to a different sort of door. All the other doors had been painted white with rectangular windows built in. This door was solid silver. It had the word Sub-basement painted on it in stenciled black writing. There was no window or knob. A dialpad was next to the door, set into the wall. The tingling in the air was far stronger here. It set my teeth to grinding and my nerves on edge. I touched the door and instantly pulled my hand back. It was like a shock almost. I could still feel my hand vibrating as I looked up at Gage. The door looked still, but it was jittering with magic.


  "You sure you want to do this?" said Gage. "We don't know what's in there."


  "Can you unlock it?" I said. "Looks more complicated." I shook my hand as the feeling came back into it.


  "I'll try," he said.


  I covered my ears and Gage got out his little book. He flipped through it, frowning, but just as he was about to speak, there was a click that I felt through the soles of my shoes and the heavy door swung inward. I looked at Gage. "That was fast."


  His eyes were wide. "I didn't do anything," he said.


  "So either someone knows we're here," I said, "or we're the luckiest bastards on the planet."


  "I'm gonna go with the first one," said Gage. "You want to go in?"


  "We have to," I said.


  "Could be a trap," said Gage, putting his book away. "Sure you want to risk it? We've officially broken in. If we get caught we'll go to jail. I don't think Eliza's gonna fess up to sending us here."


  "Maybe someone knows we're here," I said. "But maybe it's not The Blood. Maybe it's the angel."


  "If he can pop open steel doors with his mind, why's he stuck down here?" said Gage.


  "Let's find out," I said. I pushed the door open all the way, and stepped inside.


  It didn't look like a basement. It looked like a fortified prison from a spy movie. The walls were metal, same as the door. A large vault was built into the very center of the room, the door as thick and impenetrable as that of a submarine. A pad like the one outside was set into the door right above a large metal handle. There was a metal chair just below. Our reflections elongated on our right and left on the mirror-like walls, elongating our bodies right up to the concrete ceiling. A blackened light hung from the middle of the ceiling and cast a dim light.


  "Why's the light black?" whispered Gage.


  I looked around the room. "Probably for the same reason those spots on the floor are black," I said. There were starbursts on the cement floor. I counted four of them, spaced randomly near the vault in the middle of the room. I swallowed. There had been a starburst like that at Bradley's cabin. His had been larger, though.


  Gage looked at me. "What do you want to do, Niki?" he said. His eyes didn't leave the blackened spot nearest to us. "You still want to do this?"


  "We have to," I said. "I go to prison if we don't. Your record will be wiped clean when this is all over, don't forget."


  Gage stopped me with a hand on my arm. He shook his head. "Ain't worth dyin' for, sis," he said. "We don't know what the hell's in that vault. Sam can get you out, you know he can. Eliza don't have nothin' solid."


  "Sam was afraid of Eliza," I said. "Anyway, I don't want to put him in that position."


  "Yeah, but, don't you feel it?" he said. I did feel it. The teeth-gnashing jolts I had felt outside were almost unbearable here. My hands were shaking. I pulled out the Makarov that Eliza had returned to me and tried to steady it with both hands in front of me.


  "You can go back if you want," I said. "Or you can open that vault."


  Gage narrowed his eyes at me. "You're goddamn stubborn sometimes, you know that?"


  "I know," I said.


  Gage shook his head, but walked to the vault, all the same. There was a noise behind me, a muted clattering outside the door. A series of muffled bleeps on the keypad. I leveled my gun towards the door just as it opened. An old man shuffled in, saw me, and promptly dropped the paper cup of coffee he'd been holding. Black liquid rolled across the floor. The man looked at me, puzzled. He had deep lines on either side of his mouth and wrinkles projecting from his eyes like the hands of a skeleton. His gray hair was slicked back from his forehead and his posture was slightly stooped under his leather jacket. I pulled him inside and closed the door behind him.


  "Are you crazy?" he said.


  Gage was muttering a spell, the symbols floating off the pages of his book. He couldn't hear a thing when he was casting. "Who the hell are you?" I said.


  "Alex," said the man. He didn't have an accent. "I know you," he said. "You're Sasha's girl."


  "You work for The Blood?" I said. "You're not one of Naz's."


  "No," he said, offended. "I'm with the Guard." He broke into a grin, his teeth gray. "They're not happy with you, I'll tell you that," said the man. "Dorrance about pisses himself every time he hears your name. You've got them scared."


  I frowned. "That makes you happy?"


  "They stuck me down here because no one else would come," he said. "You know why, don't you?"


  "They burn up," I said.


  "Yes," he said. "Nothing left. I got nothing anymore. I'm not scared. Kill me if he wants. Not going to make a difference. No one will mourn me." He laughed a dusty cough of a laugh.


  "Niki?" said Gage behind me. "Everything okay?"


  "Fine," I said without looking from the old man.


  "I can't do it, Nik," he said, sounding defeated. "I can't get it open. My casting's not working on it."


  "It won't ever work," said the man. "They thought they were keeping him here for a while. Turns out, though, he could have left anytime. It's that girl that's got a hold of him. He cares about her." His face changed, then. He stopped smiling and his eyes widened.


  "You okay?" I said. I put my gun down and reached out my hand.


  "Back away!" he shouted suddenly. I withdrew my hand out of surprise. His skin was reddening as though from exertion. His breath came fast, his mouth opening and closing like a fish trying to breathe. He grabbed his chest.


  "Gage," I said. "I think he's having a heart attack." But Gage was right behind me. He put a hand on my shoulder and tried to gently pull me away.


  "Niki, get away from him," he said softly. I shrugged his hand away and took a step toward the man.


  "Call an ambulance," I called. I touched the man's hand and pulled it back with a hiss. He was blazing hot. I looked at my hand and there was a burn mark where I'd touched him.


  "Sorry, sis," said Gage. He wrapped his big arms around me and pulled me across the room, kicking and screaming. He didn't stop until we were on the other side of the vault.


  "Let go, Gage, he needs help," I shrieked. "I can't just let him die."


  "There's nothing you can do, sis," said Gage.


  The man was smoking now, I could see his reflection in the mirrored walls from where Gage was holding me, clamping me to him like a human vice. He was screaming, his shouts echoing off the unyielding metal walls. His body shook like he was having some kind of seizure, tendrils of steam or smoke came from his eyeballs and his mouth. And then he was burning, falling, the unnatural red flame consuming him. I gagged at the smell of melting hair and flesh and leather, but I made myself look. The fire was so bright it make my eyes ache, and it didn't last longer than a minute. When it stopped, there was a blackened pile on the floor, stinking and smoking. All that was left of the old man. And another greasy black starburst on the floor.


  I caught my breath. I had stopped struggling long ago, but Gage had apparently forgotten he was holding me. He let go. I looked at him. "Bobby?" I said.


  "Yeah."


  "Maybe we should go." There was an echoing click followed by a long creak as the vault door slowly swung open.


  "Too late," he whispered.


   


  


  Chapter Twelve


  With a feeling of dread I looked around the corner of the vault. The impregnable door stood ajar.


  "Do you think we'll die here?" I said.


  Gage shrugged. "Good a place as any," he said. "Whole setup's pretty dodgy. I said as much."


  "I'm sorry," I said. "I'll listen to you next time."


  "We got no choice but to go in now," he said. "Let's go get your angel."


  "You don't have to be afraid," said a high, thin voice from inside the vault. "I'm not going to hurt you."


  I walked slowly around the side of the vault. I could hear the echo of my boots on the concrete. My hand throbbed where I had touched the guard. Gage was quiet behind me, but I knew he was there. As I came around the vault door I didn't know what to expect. I peered through the door and saw a room, with an oriental rug placed over the metal floor, wall hangings covering the metal sides of the large safe. I ducked through the opening. A small figure was sitting in a padded rocking chair, her mary-janes dangling just above the floor, her dress covering just below her knees. I couldn't see her face in the shadows. She was a child, though.


  I looked to the other figure in the room. It was just as Bradley had said. He was lying on a thick cot, his chest barely rising and falling with each breath, and when he inhaled there was a barely-noticeable rasp, like a snore, only more desperate. He had a blanket on top of him, but I could see how thin he was. There was an IV tube in his arm that was attached to a bag of something clear hanging on a rack.


  "He's tired now," said the girl. "He won't wake again until I tell him to."


  "Who are you?" I said, taking a tentative step inside. It smelled of metal and sickness. "Are you the Morrigan?"


  "That's what they call me," she said, her voice lowering. "When they don't know I'm watching they call me other things. But my father gave me a name once. It was Natalie. I think that's much nicer than Morrigan." Her voice, at first high and giddy, turned more somber.


  "Is that the angel?" said Gage.


  "I don't want to talk to him," said Natalie. "I want to talk to you, Niki."


  "Okay," I said quickly. "Let's talk. No more burning, though, okay?"


  "Oh, it would kill him if I used him again," she said, gesturing to the figure on the bed. "And I don't want that."


  "None of us do," I said.


  "I went to a lot of trouble to get you here," said Natalie.


  "You sent Frank Bradley," I said.


  "He didn't hurt you, did he?"


  "No," I said. "Why did you send him to me?"


  "Because I wanted to see you," she said. "I know all about you. I've told them such things. Made them afraid. They think you're their end. They think you'll kill them all."


  "You probably shouldn't have done that," I said.


  "Why not?"


  "They want to kill me now," I said. "You shouldn't have lied."


  "Who said it's a lie?" There was a creak as she leaned forward. "Do you know I can see you? I can't see most things, least of all regular people, but I see you." Her face came into the light and I saw what she meant. Her sightless eyes were pale, almost white. Too white. She had a pretty, oval face the color of creamed coffee, and cropped hair tight with curls. She faced me with her white eyes and I fought the urge to look away.


  "I make you uneasy," she said.


  "No," I said.


  "That's a lie," she said. "I can see it when you lie."


  "What do you mean you can see it?" I said.


  "Danny says I have the sight."


  "Danny?" I said.


  "The angel," she said. "He's called Daniel, but I call him Danny."


  "Cute," I said, not knowing what else to say.


  "I can do other things, too," she said. "But my sight is strong. I can see things. Like you. Only I can see more than dead people. Lots of things. Things that shouldn't be in the world."


  "But you said you could see me," I said.


  "Yes." She sat back in her chair again and I saw something twitch on her arm. She had an I.V. in her arm, too. "Maybe you're a ghost and you just don't know it," she said.


  "That's not funny," I said, but she wasn't laughing. She was completely serious.


  "Did you love your father?" she said.


  "What?"


  "Your father. Sasha. Did you love him? I'll know if you lie."


  "In my own way," I said.


  "You were broken," said Natalie. "You're put together again. But only just."


  "You can see that?" I said.


  "Yes. You should let him go."


  "Who, Sasha?"


  "No, the half-demon. You have to let him go. He's not the right one. There will never be a right one. Not for you." I heard her sigh. "That was unkind. I'm sorry. I forget myself sometimes."


  "It's not unkind if it's true," I said. I felt a sting behind my eyes. "Is it true?"


  "Perhaps," she said. "Maybe I'm wrong."


  "Are you ever wrong?" I said.


  "No. Never."


  I looked back at Gage. He was leaning against the wall by the door of the vault, staring at the man in the bed. "Is he the angel?" I said. "Daniel?"


  "He is. He has great power. Sometimes."


  "How does he use it?" I said. "He looks so frail."


  "He doesn't use it anymore," she said sadly. "I have to use it for him. When they need to be reminded."


  "You can just use his power?" I said. "How?"


  "I just slip into his head," she said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.


  "What's wrong with him?" I said.


  "He's dying."


  "Why is he dying?" I said.


  "Because of me."


  "You're killing him?" I said. "Why?"


  "It's not on purpose," she said. Her voice grew quiet. "It's my nature. Danny told me so." I heard her sniff. "But if Danny dies, so do I. Death takes us all, in the end. Almost all of us, anyway."


  "Can he be saved?" I said.


  She laughed, and for a moment sounded very old. "The Blood drained him dry over and over. Sometimes they did it for me. But mostly for themselves. For the angelwine. It's never enough for them, though. Or for me. A body adjusts."


  "You?" I said. "You're a child. You shouldn't be taking angelwine."


  "Oh, how we judge," she said. She was quiet for a long moment. "My mother gave me to them, you know. A trade. A baby for greatness. She paid for it later. My father killed her before she rose to the top. She knew why she was dying in her last moments. I know because I looked. You were there, too, Niki."


  "Me?" I said.


  "Yes. You shouldn't have stopped him. He was doing what was right. The Blood raised me. Weaned me on angelwine. They wanted to find out what would happen. I think they were trying to grow goddesses, but I'm no goddess. Just a girl trapped in a box with a dying angel. You're thinking I could leave. But you're wrong. Where would I go, Niki?"


  "I don't know," I said.


  She held up her arm and the tube glittered in the dim light. I saw it was attached to the bag that the angel was attached to. "This is all I know," she said. "I sit here and I peer into the minds of people. Sometimes I do it for them. So they can grow fatter and richer. What do I care? I was born into this. At least my father was angry about it. He didn't know until the end. Do you really think he's still alive?"


  "I don't know what you mean," I said. I looked at Gage who was frowning at Natalie. He looked to me, and I knew. "Sasha?" I said. "You think Sasha is your father?"


  "Of course he is. Why else would I bring you here?"


  "You think you're my sister," I said.


  "I know you're my sister," she said. "Everyone kept it a secret. But I can see secrets. They glow in the mind like flashing red lights. I took over the mind of a prison guard and told Sasha everything. He was going to kill everyone in The Blood. And everyone who knew what they did."


  "Judge Shandler?" I said.


  "The wife of Rodney Shandler. She put Sasha away as a favor to The Blood."


  "What about Hugh Perry?" The former police commissioner had also had his heart ripped from his chest. Perry had been my least favorite person in the world, but I wouldn't have wished his fate on anyone. It was a bad way to go.


  "Perry hated the Slobodians so much it tore him apart," she said. "He was working with The Blood to make stricter laws for people like us. Abnormals. That's what they call us, isn't it? He saw me as nothing more than a scientific experiment. He didn't think I was a real person. He knew about me and he didn't help. He had to be punished."


  "The warden?" I said. "Jeffries? What did he do?"


  "He was blackmailing my mother. He knew about me. When The Blood wouldn't allow him entry in their ranks, he extorted money from her. I was just a piece of useful information for him. Something to sell."


  "So your mother--"


  "Nora Delaney," she said. "Mayor, future congresswoman, probably president someday. If she had lived, there's no telling where The Blood could have placed her. And the only price was one small child. A small thing, really, if she thought about it the right way."


  I felt my stomach churning. "Jesus," I said.


  "You're not feeling well, sister," said Natalie.


  "The room felt very close, the smell of sickness overpowering. "I just...how could this happen?"


  "Is it so shocking to you?" she said. "You knew about Sasha's relationship with my mother, didn't you?"


  "Yeah, I knew," I said. "I just never thought--"


  "No one likes to think of these things. But here I am. I know you think I'm crazy, but it's okay. Maybe I am."


  "Whatever you are, they made you this way, didn't they?" I said. "They really did all this to you?"


  "Yes," she said. "And I can never leave."


  "But I can take you away," I said. "You said The Blood are afraid of me. You don't have to stay. You can come with me."


  Natalie sighed. "It's not that simple. If you move Danny, he might die." She held up her arm so the I.V. tube jiggled. "We're connected, you see."


  "But I can help you. Maybe we can wean you off the angelwine. You don't need the angel."


  "Kindness," she said. "I'd forgotten how kind you were. You try so hard to be strong, Niki. You don't always have to be tough." She began to rock in her chair, the rocker creaking with every movement. "You can't help me, though," she said. "My body has stopped producing its own blood. They've brought doctors in and I've looked into their heads. They never tell me the truth, but I can see it. My body needs the blood. And human blood is toxic to me. They tried that, too. One of them thought that I wasn't even human anymore. The angel blood is keeping me alive. Until there is no angel."


  I walked toward her, until I was in the shadows with her. The chair stopped creaking as she stopped rocking. I saw a small smile appear on her face. I knelt down next to her and took her hand. It was not as hot as Sam's but still almost feverishly warm. "I know someone," I said. "Maybe he can help you. He healed me when I got shot. An angel."


  "I'll see Sam soon enough, sister," she said. "But not today."


  "You know who he is."


  "Samael?" She frowned. "Yes. But you don't. All this time, and you still won't admit it."


  "Admit what?" I said. "No one will tell me."


  "People avoid telling you," she said. "But you don't ask again. You don't push to know because you know what he is. You know, Niki."


  "He's an angel," I said. "He told me." I felt tears welling up.


  She ducked her head so our faces were almost touching. "Then why does it feel like it's wrong?" she whispered. "Why are you drawn to him? Why does your friend over there, a man that hides his feelings so well, force you to say you'll stay away? What could be so bad about this man? I think you know."


  "I don't," I said. "He's just a man."


  "No," said Natalie. "He's not. Tell me what he is, sister."


  Samael. I remembered Naz's name for him: Death-Man. I thought of everything he had ever said or done. I am something of a free agent, he had said. I put my hand over my mouth, stifling a gasping sob. My lungs felt like they couldn't take in air. I was numb, hollow. Gage's wife said that someone had been after her, to help her cross over. I didn't say it out loud; I couldn't. But the thought screamed in my head, and it was enough. Death, Death, Death, came the thought, over and over, like the beating of a drum. Natalie nodded and her sightless eyes seemed to bore into me. Her head suddenly cocked toward the door, listening.


  "They know you're here," she whispered. "They're coming."


  "The Blood?" said Gage behind me. I jumped. I'd forgotten he was there.


  I got up off the floor, wiping at my face with the heel of my hand. Gage shouldn't see me like this. I reached for my gun and my hand grazed a hot lump in my jacket pocket. I reached in and pulled out the vial Eliza gave me. "You should take this," I said to Natalie. "For later. In case he dies."


  She shook her head slowly. "No," she said. "You'll need it. I've seen it. It's very important that you keep it, Niki. Keep it close to you always." She nodded slowly. "You'll need it," she said again. "Don't let them smell it, or they'll know."


  I frowned, but there was no time to argue. I slipped it back in my pocket and took out my Makarov.


  "Niki," said Gage. "We can't fight these guys. We just have to get out of here."


  I heard the rattle of steps on the metal stairs, the muffled beeps of the keypad. "You have to face them," said Natalie. "I can help. But only with one." She looked at Daniel, colorless and barely breathing now. "He can only burn one more of those pigs today."


  "You just used him," I said. "Didn't you say he would die? He doesn't look well enough."


  "Don't worry, sister," she said. "Just live. You have a future. Of sorts."


  I wanted to ask her what she meant, but it was too late. I walked quickly out of the vault, leaving her behind. Gage followed me. We stepped out just in time to see five men file in, all pointing guns at us. "Do you have any protection spells?" I said to Gage. "Anything to shield us or anything like that?" But as I said it I realized he already had a book out, was already beginning to mutter the non-words.


  "Where is Alex?" said a tall, square-shouldered man, stepping forward.


  "Where do you think?" I said. I saw his eyes flick nervously from the pile at his feet to the vault behind me. He poked the still-smoking pile with his toe, then turned his gaze back to me. He had a buzzcut and a goatee. "Do you know who I am?" I said.


  "I know if you don't put down your gun you will be dead," he said.


  "I'm Niki Slobodian," I said. I saw a shift in the stance of the men standing behind him. One looked fearfully at the man standing next to him. It gave me confidence. "The girl in the vault, the Morrigan. She's my sister."


  "The Morrigan works for The Blood," said the man in front.


  "Not any more," I said.


  "Put down your gun," he said again. "I'm not afraid of a woman."


  "Is that so?" I said. The man frowned, looking down at his chest. He looked quickly at me. I smiled at him.


  "What are you doing?" he said. His gun clattered to the ground and the other men looked from him to me, eyes glittering with fear. The leader screamed as steam came from his eyeballs, his nose, his mouth. His ears and nose turned red, then the rest of his face. Red fire poured from his chest, burning through organs and bone and skin and clothes. It consumed him in a heartbeat, just as it had the first man, Alex. There was silence then except for the sound of the flames. I heard a man's shout followed by a groan from behind me.


  "Natalie?" I said. The door of the vault swung shut of its own accord, clicking loudly in the room, the beep of the alarm engaging. Gage had the symbols floating again. His eyes did glow this time, they glowed hot white, his hair rising. The lead man was gone, in his place a black starburst on the floor. The air around me crackled and sparked, and in front of my eyes a pink film seemed to congeal. I blinked, but it didn't go away.


  The other men still had their guns pointed at us, they were whispering fearfully to each other, all except for one, who narrowed his eyes. "Shoot the bitch," I saw him say. And there was a quick series of flashes as their guns went off over and over, the air seeming to bounce and shudder around us at every shot. Soon their guns clicked empty one by one.


  I felt someone behind me and I turned to see the tall form of a man, a ghost, watching me. He had yellow, wispy hair and looked nothing like the pale, gaunt form that I'd seen on the bed. "Daniel?" I said. He didn't answer. He just looked up at the ceiling and there was a flurry of buzzing tornadoes all around him. With a vibration that thumped in my chest, he was gone. I remember Abaddon crossing over in the same way. Heaven and Hell were letting their own cross, just not the humans.


  I felt something in my head. A soft nudge. Almost a caress. "Natalie," I whispered. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have come." A picture appeared in my head then. I saw myself, but I was changed. I had an odd look to me, like Bobby when he casted. I had smoke coming out of my mouth and flames were licking at something sticking out of my stomach. Then the picture was gone in an instant. I took a deep breath and looked back to the men. They were afraid. I glared.


  "Did you hear what I said?" I called to them. "I'm Niki goddamn Slobodian." I thought of something Naz had said back at the warehouse. Before men just like these had killed him. "You're all dead," I said. "You just don't know it yet." I cocked my gun unnecessarily, for effect.


  They stared at me for a moment. Then one man crossed himself, the others following. They backed away then, out the door one by one. Just like that, we were alone. I looked at Gage. He was blinking at me, stunned.


  "You okay?" I said.


  "Can we go now?" he said. He looked tired. His shoulders sagged and his eyes drooped. I walked to the vault and put my hand on the door. I could feel the magic still, though it didn't shock me like it had before. My hand hurt from where I'd touched the burning Alex. I thought I heard a cough from within the vault, but the metal was so thick I probably imagined it. "Natalie," I called. "Open the door." There was no answer, no responding click. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to concentrate on the nudge I'd felt, the picture that had appeared. I felt nothing. Either Natalie didn't want to be found, or she was weak or unconscious from the effort and the loss of her angel. I opened my eyes in time to see Gage's knees buckle. He only just caught himself before he did a faceplant. "I'll come back, Natalie," I said. "I'm going to prepare, then I'll come back for you. Don't die, Natalie." It felt like failure to take my hand off the vault and back away. But I forced myself to do it. There would be more men, I knew that. If I stayed here, someone would pluck up the nerve to take both me and Bobby out. I had to get him to a safe place.


  I let Gage put an arm around me, staggering under the weight of him. We managed our way slowly up the steps and into Basement 2. The door was ajar, maybe from the men that had come through in their haste to get away from me.


  I spotted the Exit sign and steered Gage toward it. There were more men there, just as I'd feared. Gage straightened as much as he could. They weren't the same men from the vault room. They were different. Naz's boys, I realized. I narrowed my eyes at them. There were five of them, blocking our way. I stopped, sizing them up. I needed Gage to stand on his own so I could get to my gun. Just as I was easing his arm off my shoulders, though, one of the men crossed himself and stepped back, out of the way. Then another. Soon there was only one man left in front of the door. He looked a little like the craggy-faced man from the warehouse, only slightly less terrifying. He looked at me for a long moment. Then he nodded and he moved out of the way, too. I pulled Gage through the exit, looking back at the men, who were watching me with something like curiosity on their faces. The door swung shut as the cold night air hit my face.


   


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  I let Gage continue to sleep in the backseat as I got out of the car. It was late and the sky was clear, my breath turning to mist against the frigid air. The vial in my pocket seemed to be getting hotter. I could feel it burning my skin through my jacket. I let it. It was the only place I felt warm, though I didn't think it had anything to do with the weather. I pushed aside police tape surrounding the front of the building. I tried not to look at the brown stains splattered all up and down the white stone of the building. Dorrance did this.


  Eliza met me at the front door and let me in without a word. She led the way up to her office, the silence so heavy it almost felt aggressive. Eliza pursed her lips when she sat down at her desk. I shut the door behind me and took a deep breath. "What kind of game are you playing?" I said.


  Eliza raised her eyebrows. "Would you like to sit down, Miss Slobodian?" she said.


  "No, I don't want to goddamn sit down," I said. I walked to the desk and leaned over until our faces were close. "I want to know why you really sent me on that wild goose chase. That was my sister."


  Her expression didn't change, but she leaned back in her chair. "I've no idea what you're on about, Niki."


  "Your angel," I said in a whisper, "is dead."


  She swallowed. I saw her eyes change. It wasn't sadness or grief or anything I would have expected. It was more resignation. Acceptance. Then she was back to steely indifference. "How did it happen?" she said.


  "The Blood had him hooked up to a child," I said, trying not to let my own emotions show through. "A child they've been feeding angelwine since she was a baby."


  "The Morrigan?" she said, unable to contain her surprise. Either she was a damn fine actress, or she really was shocked.


  "Yeah," I said. "Do you know who she was?"


  "There have been rumors," she said. "It is said she's part angel and part demon."


  "No," I said. "She was human. Once."


  "Fed on angelwine?" she said. "What would that do to a child?"


  "You didn't know she was my sister?" I said. My voice came out harsh and ragged. My heart was beating fast. My hands braced on the desk were clenched and I could barely feel my nails digging into my own flesh.


  "Your sister?" she said. She shook her head in wonder. "Good god, no. How could I know?"


  "My father's child," I said. I closed my eyes. I opened them and stood up slowly, suddenly very tired. I sat down wearily. "You didn't know," I said, pushing my hair back from my face. "The Blood took her as payment from her mother. You know Nora Delaney?"


  "The mayor. Your father killed her."


  "Yeah. I thought my father was getting his revenge on everybody who helped put him in jail. I stopped him."


  "He was killing people," said Eliza. "You had to stop him."


  "Those people he killed," I said, folding my hands and looking at them, "they were all involved in this horrible thing. A child that they pumped angel blood into just to see what would happen. His child that no one bothered to tell him about." I looked up at Eliza. "If I had known, I wouldn't have stopped him. I would have helped him."


  She took off her dark glasses and looked at me. I didn't find her eyes disturbing anymore. They were slightly comforting. "I wasn't here, but I know about his rampage," she said. "They're still arguing about it back home. Can death ever really make up for a lost life?"


  I thought about Naz. How empty I'd felt after I'd killed those men. Boys, really. "No," I said. "But sometimes, it's all I can do not to bring the whole goddamn world down."


  "You're just one human," she said. "All you can do is accept it."


  "I don't think I can do that."


  Eliza studied my face. "I think you're more like your father than you know."


  I raised my eyes to look at her. "Maybe that's not such a bad thing anymore," I said.


  Eliza let a little smile slip through. "Perhaps not. But it does make you frightening." She picked up some papers in front of her and put them in a tidy pile. "How did he die?" she said without looking at me. She picked up a pen and put it in a mug with the others.


  "The angel?" I said. She stopped what she was doing and nodded. I thought about the truth. It was too cruel for her to know what they had reduced her friend to, what my sister had done to him. "He saved our lives," I said. "He used his last bit of power to kill a man that was going to kill us."


  She nodded. "It's fitting," she said. Her usual cold expression returned and she put her glasses back on. "Of course I will pay you for your troubles."


  "I don't want your goddamn money," I said. "Do you think that's what this is?"


  "Tell me what it is, then," she said. "Because I don't know anymore." She sighed. "It seems like everything in this world is a gray area. There is no right or wrong here."


  "Just get rid of Bobby's record, okay?" I said. "You promised that to him."


  "Fine," she said. "As well as the warehouse evidence."


  "Do whatever you want," I said.


  She arched an eyebrow. "You're going after them, aren't you?"


  "Isn't that what you wanted?"


  "It was," she said. "But it seems futile now."


  I snorted. "Just because your angel is gone doesn't mean they won't do it again. They make people disappear. They control the city and people just let them get away with it. My sister is either dead or about to die right now because of them. Those protesters are dead and the rest will probably spend their lives in prison. The Registry. Everything leads back to them."


  "Are you sure they're the ones calling the shots?" she said.


  "Who else?" I said. Eliza shrugged. "How did you get this job, Eliza?" I said. "If you're not New Government, and you hate The Blood, how did you manage to slip in here?"


  "I have connections."


  "Connections in government?" I said.


  "Connections everywhere," she said.


  "Took you a long time to find who had Daniel," I said. "I would have thought with connections like those it would have been easy."


  "It was more difficult that I thought it would be," she said. "I always got the impression that I was being blocked around every turn. Like someone higher up didn't want me to find Daniel." She shook her head. "It's silly. I don't see how it could be true."


  "Why not?" I said. "Maybe there is someone in Heaven that didn't want you to know."


  "For what purpose?" she said.


  Suddenly I felt very tired. I didn't want to talk to Eliza any more. I shrugged and stood up to leave.


  When I came out of the building, Gage was leaning against his car rubbing his head like he just woke up. His eyes were still bleary. "All these cop cars," he said. "Thought maybe you turned yourself in." He looked at me as I leaned against the car next to him. It was cold and slightly wet. It would frost by the time the night was over. "Glad to see you're still here."


  "Eliza didn't set us up," I said.


  "You sure?"


  I shrugged. "Pretty sure. She seemed pretty broken up. As much as she can be, anyway." I glanced at him. "Your record will be clean."


  "Don't care about that," he said. "You gonna be okay?"


  "I don't see why not," I said. "Nothing's changed."


  He grunted. "Get off it, Nik. What about that sister of yours? She might be dead."


  "She might be," I said. "Yesterday I didn't even know she existed. Plus she likes to burn things."


  "You can't pull that on me," he said. "I know you. You're all torn up about this. Just like your dad. She might be batshit insane, but she's blood."


  "It's not like that," I said. "I knew Sasha. Or I thought I did."


  "Come to that, what about old Alexei Slobodian?" he said. "Seems he was murdering for a good reason. I don't know if that's morally right, but it sure turns the tables on what you thought was happening, doesn't it?"


  "A little," I admitted. "But it doesn't change anything."


  "You keep saying that. So you're not going after The Blood yourself?"


  I hesitated. "Nope."


  "Bullshit," he said. "I want in."


  I looked up at him in surprise. "What? Why?"


  He shrugged. "Call me a sucker. I don't know. These rich bastards, they think they can do anything. That girl, your sister, they broke her. She was just a crazy kid in a box in the end."


  "She just saw too much," I said. "So much noise. Seeing into people's heads, every thought and feeling. It would change a person."


  "Yeah," he said. "It'd drive anyone bonkers. Someone should stop them. I'm free tonight. Think I'll help."


  "It's dangerous," I said.


  "Yeah," he smiled. "I know."


  I shook my head. "Okay, Bobby. Your funeral." I rubbed my neck. "I gotta get some sleep."


  "Come on," he said. "I'll drop you home."


  My phone vibrated in my pocket. "Damn, it's probably Eliza again. Woman never stops calling me."


  "She likes you," said Gage.


  I took the phone out of my pocket and looked at the caller ID. "Jesus," I said.


  "Who is it?" said Gage.


  "I don't believe it," I said. I flipped the phone open. "Hello?"


  "Niki?" came a voice on the other end. The reception was scratchy. "It's Eli. I need to see you."


   


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  "Why is Eli at the Deep Blue Sea?" said Gage, as he pulled up between the warehouses, where the bar was lodged.


  "Don't know," I said. "Sam helped him get to Hell, maybe he had to go through the bar to get there. "


  "Wait, hang on," said Gage, turning off the car and looking at me. "Did you just say Sam convinced your boyfriend to go to Hell? Literally?"


  "It wasn't like that," I said. "Eli asked him to."


  "Is that what Sam told you?"


  "Stop being so suspicious all the time," I said. "It messes with my ego when I'm the trusting one."


  "You worked out what Sam is, didn't you? Back at the vault," he said. "You know who he is?"


  "Yeah, Bobby," I said, opening my door. "I know." As we approached, someone stepped out of the shadows, the glowing coal of a cigarette visible in the night. The form stepped forward and caught the moonlight. It was Eli, no doubt about it. But he looked different. He walked with a slight swagger and he seemed broader in the shoulders. His head was silhouetted against the neon of the Deep Blue Sea, and his horns had grown a good six inches since I'd last seen him. And when he got closer I saw the scars.


  "I'll just wait for you inside, Niki," said Gage.


  "Yeah, okay," I said, watching Eli ground his cigarette into the gravel.


  "Hey, Niki," he said. He moved towards me like he meant to hug me, but changed his mind halfway and took a step back.


  "Hey, Eli," I said. "I see you started smoking again."


  He shrugged. "Terrible habit," said Eli.


  "What happened to you?" I said.


  He sat down on the hood of Gage's New Yorker. "I've been through some shit, Nik," he said. He gestured to his face. "I'm sorry about all this. It'll heal."


  "No," I said, leaning against the car, "I mean, what the hell happened to you? You left and the first I heard about it was a note? I'm worth a note stuck under the door?"


  "I'm sorry," he said. "But I knew you'd try to talk me out of it. I had to find my dad. I just felt like I couldn't go on not knowing."


  "I get that," I said. "So what did happen to your face? You look like shit."


  He laughed. "Yeah. Things are different down there, Nik. Brutal. I knew one guy, a demon. He used to visit me when I was growing up. Said he was my uncle."


  "I didn't know that," I said.


  "Why would you?" he said. "I never even told my mom. So I found him. Grazial, his name is. Anyway, he told me where to find my dad. Got in three fights just on the way to see him. My ability came in pretty handy. Even demons tend to run away when they see they can't kill you. And when I did find his family's house...well, they have rules about bastards. I had to fight my brothers before I could even talk to my dad. All of them."


  "How many were there?" I said.


  "Twenty-three."


  "Busy guy, your dad," I said. Eli smiled.


  "I did it, Nik. I beat them all. I bled a lot, I had to sleep it off a few times. But I finally beat every one of them. And then I met my dad."


  "What's he like?"


  "He's like a king," he said. "He knows so much. He's taken me under his wing, he's going to teach me. Their culture, my culture, it's so rich. It's amazing to wake up there every day." He took out another cigarette and put it in his mouth. He dug in his pocket for a light. "He's made me his heir."


  "So you'll rule in Hell," I said. "I'm glad you're happy, Eli. It sounds weird, but I'm glad it makes you happy."


  "I came back to talk to you," he said, lighting his cigarette.


  "What for?" I said. "You don't owe me anything."


  "Bullshit," he said. "We meant the world to each other once."


  "It was a long time ago, Eli," I said. My voice sounded tired.


  "Not so long," he said. He inhaled and sent spirals of smoke and misty breath up into the air. "We were good together. You remember." He looked at me and the new pinkness of the scars glowed silver in the light. "I want you to come back with me."


  I laughed, but stopped when I saw his face. "You're serious," I said. "Eli, I'm sorry. I'm not going to Hell."


  "It's not bad," he said. "You'll live like a princess. We'll get married and you'll have servants to care for your every need."


  "Really?" I said. "You think I'd enjoy that? Get married and settle down and pop out little demon babies for the rest of my days? Let the demon-nannies take care of the hard stuff?"


  He frowned and looked down. "I know," he said. "It was a long shot." He flicked the lit cigarette toward the street. "But what about me? Don't you miss me? I think about you every day."


  The truth was that I had barely thought of Eli in the last few days, even before Natalie confirmed that it was not meant to be. I looked at him and smiled. "Eli, it can't work between us. I think you know that. I loved you once. But a lot has happened since then. It's not the same anymore. Can't you feel it?"


  "I still love you, Niki," he said. "I never stopped. After everything, the Registry, the lies, meeting my father, I never stopped loving you."


  I shook my head. "I'm sorry. I'm broken. It's gone for me. I wish it wasn't."


  He nodded, his horns dipping with each bob. "Okay. I didn't expect you to come back with me. But I had to try."


  "Did you see Sasha?" I said.


  "I heard about him," said Eli.


  "Is he okay?" I kept my voice neutral. I would give anything to talk to my father right now. To ask him if everything Natalie said was true. To hug him, to let him know that I understood. I didn't think I'd ever see him again, though.


  "He's great," Eli said, his voice bitter. "He's got his own goddamn army down there."


  "His own army?" I said.


  "Yeah. This thing with Heaven, some of the Demon lords are getting their armies ready, just in case. Only a lot of the troops are abandoning their posts to go work for Sasha."


  "Really?" I said. "Why is that?"


  Eli snorted. "Because he's Sasha. Guess they're tired of getting kicked in the face by the demon generals. Sasha treats them well, I've heard. My father wants him dead."


  "Guess he'll have to get in line," I said, smiling. "Anyone else you going to see while you're here?"


  "Smithy," he said. "But I gotta go take care of some things first. Clean out my apartment."


  "Why don't you just leave it for your landlord?"


  "My landlord is a ninety-year-old woman with an oxygen tank," he said. "Thought I'd be the bigger man and do it myself."


  "Sounds like you," I said. "But you might want to put on a hat. You're likely to give the old bird a heart attack."


  "What do you suggest?" he said, touching his head. "I don't think a baseball cap will do the trick."


  "Dunno," I said. "Stovepipe hat?"


  He laughed.


  "Goodbye, Nik," he said, suddenly serious. "I'll miss the shit out of you."


  "Bye, Eli," I said. I gave him a hug. He hugged me back so tight I could barely breathe. When he finally let go, he turned his face away, sniffing.


  "I've gotta go," he said, and started walking away.


  "Okay," I said. "Do you want a ride or something?"


  "No," he said, calling over his shoulder. "I need the air."


  I watched him until he turned the corner and was gone. I closed my eyes and sank back against the car. I took a deep breath and when I breathed out I felt a little better. Eli was going to be okay. He had a family now, a place where he belonged. He'd find someone. I nodded to myself. Then I walked into the Deep Blue Sea.


  Sam was sitting in his usual booth and looked up when I came in. I strode straight past him and made a beeline for the bar, where Gage was sitting and Janis was smoking. "Janis, give me a Jameson," I said. "Please." She grumbled over and pulled out a glass. "Not that one," I said. "The big one."


  "You okay?" said Gage. "Where's the Halfer?"


  "Don't call him that," I said. Gage was drinking a beer. "Why aren't you sitting with Sam?" I said.


  He shrugged. "Didn't seem very interested in my brand of companionship." he said. "He either wanted to be alone or he was waiting for someone else."


  "Jesus, Gage," I said. "Let up, will you?" Janis slid the drink across to me and went back to her stoop. I grabbed it and stalked over to the booth by the door. Sam was watching me. I sat down across from him. "When were you going to tell me?" I said.


  He frowned. "Tell you what?" he said. His nostrils flared. "And why do you reek of angelwine?"


  "Knock it off," I said. "When were you going to tell me what you are?"


  "It doesn't really come up in polite conversation, does it?" he said. But he looked pained as he said the words.


  "This isn't some goddamn dinner party, Sam," I said. I took a drink of the whiskey. It was smooth. "How does it work?" I said.


  "How does what work?"


  "What you do," I said. "How do you do it?"


  "I don't actually kill them, if that's what you mean," he said, indignant. "My part comes after they die. I guide them across. It's quite simple."


  "I've never seen you," I said. "And I've seen a lot of dead people."


  "I choose to remain invisible usually," he said. He looked uncomfortable. "I don't exactly look the same when I go through that door."


  "Invisible to the living?"


  "And the dead," he said. "Unless it gives them comfort. But it rarely does anymore."


  "What do you look like?" I said. "Out there, I mean."


  "How do you think?" he said. "It's not pretty, I'll tell you that."


  "So with all the ghosts stuck here --- "


  "I've not been able to do my duty," he said. "It's maddening, really."


  "But I've helped people cross over," I said. "I thought I was, anyway."


  "Yes," he said. "I've seen you." He narrowed his dark eyes. "It isn't usual, you know. To have such a gift."


  "It's not a gift,"I said. "I just tell them to let go."


  "Indeed. And do the job of Death."


  I looked down into my drink. "Is that why you hired me?" I said. " Are you training me to be your lovely assistant?"


  "No," he said without hesitating. But he continued to scrutinize me. "I watched you, though. A few times. I often feel that this world is so dismal. Everyone works so hard to feel nothing here. You, too, Niki, don't try to deny it."


  "I'm not denying," I said. I sipped my drink.


  "But when I would watch you, and you were helping these lost souls to find their way, you felt such pain and sadness for them. Like you were taking on their torment so they could continue. You didn't help them often, but I don't think it's because you didn't want to. I think it's because you couldn't. It hurts you, doesn't it?"


  "I don't want to talk about this anymore," I said.


  "But you do it anyway. Watching you was like seeing color in a sea of gray."


  "Jesus," I said. "How long did you watch me?"


  "Long enough," he said, finally looking away.


  "Stalker," I said.


  "I have the peculiar ability," Sam said, "to look into people and surmise who they are, what they want, what they've done. You're a walking contradiction. It intrigued me."


  "It's still stalking, buddy," I said.


  He laughed. "I suppose so," he said.


  "Sam?" I said, looking back down at my barely-drunk glass. "Do you know when someone's going to die? Just by looking at them, I mean."


  "Good god," he said. "That's a terrifying thought. To see every person's death? No, that's not my burden. I don't find out until they've died. And then I help them."


  "How do you do it?" I said. "There's so much, is it just you?"


  "Time isn't really a constraint for me," he said.


  "So you can go back and forth?" I said. "Past and future?"


  "Yes."


  "Have you ever saved anyone?" I said.


  "No," he said. "What would be the point in that?"


  "I don't know," I said. "If you didn't think someone should die that day. Like JFK, or Jesus."


  "No," he said. "It never occurred to me."


  I sighed and took another drink, a long, lingering one. "An angel died tonight," I said. "He passed on. Why was the angel allowed to move on, but all these others can't?"


  "Only humans are affected by the block," he said. "Not angels. Not demons. Remember Abaddon passing on?"


  "Will it ever be over?" I said.


  "Everything ends," he said softly. "Just a matter of time."


  "I have a sister," I said. I didn't know why I was telling him, but it felt good to say it. Just the act of telling made it less heavy in my chest. "Had a sister," I corrected myself. "She's probably dead now. It was her fault the angel died."


  "I'm sorry, Niki. How did she die?"


  "She was hooked up to the angel," I said. My mouth tasted bitter, like bile. "Do you know why? Because The Blood fed her angelwine her whole life, until she couldn't function without it pumping directly into her veins. She was just a baby. Her whole life in a metal box. Can you imagine? My father, Sasha, it turns out he wasn't on some useless rampage. He was exacting justice. At least how he saw it. All those people, they knew what was happening to Natalie. They did nothing." I glanced at Sam who was just watching me quietly. "I know what you're going to say. He shouldn't have killed them."


  Sam frowned. "I'm not one to judge right from wrong," he said. "If he thought it was right, then maybe it was. You wish he was here."


  "Did you peer into my soul to find that?" I said.


  "No," he said. "I didn't have to." I looked at his face. His eyes shifted.


  "I miss him, Sam," I said. "I barely know him but I miss him."


  "It's a frustrating feeling," he whispered. He looked over at Gage, who was talking to Janis. Janis suddenly laughed raucously. "Where is Mr. Cooper?" Sam said.


  "Eli?" I said. I took a swig of whiskey. "He's off to say his goodbyes. He's going back to Hell. Imagine, someone going to Hell on purpose."


  "Everyone that goes to Hell does it on purpose," he said. "It's all intention. Even the afterlife."


  "He wanted to marry me," I said. "Take me back with him."


  "What was your answer?" he said.


  "Take a wild guess." I took a drink. "He was angry."


  "He was hurting," said Sam. "It was different for him. Anyone could see that he loved you."


  "Did you look inside him?" I said.


  "No, but I saw you together. He would have done anything for you."


  "I don't know," I said. "Maybe I'm not capable of love anymore. I used it all up. Maybe I let the world change me. Maybe I'm just a cold thing now."


  "No," said Sam.


  I remembered something Natalie said. "My sister," I said. "She was half crazy, but she saw things. She could hear thoughts and see things before they happened. She said there would never be anyone for me. Do you think that's true?"


  "Perhaps," he said. "Would it bother you?"


  "Shouldn't it?"


  "It would bother most people," Sam said. "But I think it's a relief to you."


  "Relief?"


  "Yes. How do you feel about not having to worry about Mr. Cooper? About not being responsible for him?"


  "I feel sad for him."


  "Besides that," said Sam. "Dig deeper."


  I looked at him and frowned. "Honestly?" I said. Sam nodded. "I feel lighter. Like he was a weight on my shoulders. Does that make me a bad person?"


  "No," he said. "Only practical." He leaned forward. "I know you won't listen, Niki, but I would ask you a personal favor."


  "Yeah?"


  "Stay away from The Blood."


  "You know I can't promise that," I said. "Why? Don't tell me they're connected to you, too."


  "Of course not. I find them repugnant. I only worry, that's all."


  I smiled. "You're worried?" I said. "About me?"


  "I always worry for you, Niki," he said. "You always seem to get into the most delicious trouble. But this time, the trouble may be more than you can handle."


  "No matter what I do, they're trying to kill me," I said. "I'm not going to wait around for that."


  "I could protect you," said Sam. "For what it's worth."


  "Thanks," I said. "But I'm going to have to deal with this."


  "This is more dangerous than anything you've done in the past," said Sam. "You know that, don't you?"


  "Well, I guess you might have some more stalking to do," I said.


   


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  Waking up in my own bed seemed strange. After the events of the last few days, the silence of my own apartment made me uncomfortable. I started the coffee and showered and dressed. I turned on the television, bracing myself for more bad news. I wasn't disappointed.


  A perky blonde woman with a wide smile and terrified eyes was sitting behind the anchor desk. Her cleavage jiggled as she spoke. "...and Congressman Dorrance is firm in his belief that the American citizens will be much safer after the arrests are completed. Abnormals on the Registry are encouraged to turn themselves in before the police scour the city. Homes and property will go towards beautifying the city. In other news..."


  I clicked off the television and looked at my jacket, draped over the back of a kitchen chair. I reached in the pocket and pulled out the vial and sat down on the couch. I stared into it, turning it this way and that. It was metallic, almost. There was a sheen to it that my eyes couldn't understand. It made me dizzy to look at it. I thought of what Natalie had said. Don't let them smell it. Sam had smelled it right away. I closed my eyes, feeling the heat of the vial in my hand. Hotter than touching Sam. Natalie had been cryptic, but she seemed to be certain I'd need this stuff. And for some reason it had made her sad. I sat up. I couldn't think about it right now. I went to the kitchen to look for the duct tape.


  I was just putting the tape and sewing kit away when there was a knock at the door. Probably Gage. I opened the door to find a tall, wide man with black hair graying at his temples. A tattoo crawled up his neck and a fading cross was tattooed on the back of one hand, which he held in front of him. It was an odd stance, but I recognized it. Men had approached my father like this when I was a child. It was meant as a gesture of respect.


  "Miss Slobodian," he said. "So good to finally meet you." He pronounced 'good' as 'hood.' His accent was old Ukrainian, like my father's. Like Naz. Not the harder Russian accent like a lot of the men that had worked for them. His voice was soft, hardly above a whisper. But he didn't seem like the kind of man that had to raise his voice to be heard.


  "Who are you?" I said, suddenly aware how stupid it was to not be wearing my gun to the door. I glanced at the kitchen table, where I usually left it. It wasn't there. I must have taken it off in my bedroom the night before.


  "You don't need your gun," he said. "Although, I am surprised you are answering door without it. Dorrance wants you dead. I am Yuri. Yuri Polzin."


  "Polzin?" I said. "Like Naz?"


  "He is --- was --- my cousin. May I come in?"


  I narrowed my eyes, trying to size him up. He might be here to kill me. But if that were true, he could have done it by now. My building wasn't exactly the kind of place where people talked to the police. He would probably get away with it.


  He held up his hands. "I promise, I will not hurt you," he said. "I only wish to talk."


  "Fine," I said, swinging the door open. "My partner will be here any second, though."


  "Big magic man with the books?" he said, as he passed. He sat down on the couch. "He does not frighten me." Yuri was so big he practically took up the whole couch.


  "You want coffee?" I said. Despite the company my father kept, Sofi had taught me manners.


  "Thank you," he said. "Black."


  I brought him the steaming cup and sat down in Sofi's rocker. "So why haven't you killed me?" I said.


  He smiled and was surprisingly handsome. "I knew your father, you know," he said.


  "Doesn't surprise me. Lots of people knew my father."


  "I was rotting in a Russian prison," he said. "Let me show you something," he said, standing and pulling his shirt up to reveal his chest. He was barrel-chested and had a slightly soft belly, though I could see that he was very strong. He was covered in tattoos that were riddled with scars. I saw two bullethole scars on his side, just above his hip. The rest appeared to be knife wounds. The most noticeable thing about his midsection, though, was an intricate tattoo of a large cathedral in the Russian style with the virgin Mary holding a baby in the forefront.


  "It's beautiful," I said.


  He smiled. "You see the spires? The towers in the cathedral?" He pointed to the top of his chest. I counted eleven spires. "One for every year in prison," he said. "Russian prisons are worse than Hell. I would choose to die over going back." He pulled his shirt down. "They say, when a man goes away to a place like that, he cannot ever get out again. When he does get out, it is temporary. He will go back. I am put there for life. No chance for even temporary release. Do you understand this?"


  "Why are you telling me this?" I said.


  "Your father. Sasha. He gets me out. He got us all out. Brought us here for a second chance. This was the condition that he went to work for The Blood."


  "The money didn't hurt either," I said.


  "The money, yes," he said. "Many of us didn't own shoes when we came. Men would buy expensive clothes, cars, women. They spend all their money, just so they could know what it felt like. They buy nice things because they had lived with nothing. We take turns sleeping in prison, on beds with lice and bugs. The rest of us stand, huddled in a cold room scratching the bites. Not enough beds, too many men. The stink was the worst part."


  "What's your point?" I said.


  "Your father was a good man," he said.


  "I know that now," I said.


  "You don't, I think," he said. "You met The Morrigan, yes?"


  "Her name is Natalie," I said. "If she's still alive."


  "Yes, Natalie. Is horrible what they do to her." He took a sip of coffee. "She was not the first, though."


  "What do you mean?"


  He frowned. His eyebrows were bushy and graying at the tips. "They do this thing before. Not to a child. To your father. They want to see how much someone could build tolerance for angelwine, yeah? They tell him that they send us all back if he doesn't do it. So he does it. He is crazy for a while. Scary. He went to see you one day. Dorrance did not want him to go, but Sasha told him that if he lost his family, he would lose himself. So Dorrance, he convinces Sasha to take his dose before he goes. He was burning up, he was so hot. It was the most I've ever seen a man take. Six drops. Is too much. But Sasha controlled it, he was strong. He went to see you. And when he came back, he said he didn't care what they did to him, he wouldn't take the angelwine anymore."


  "I remember," I said. "He smelled like a fireplace that day. He hit me so hard I didn't get up for a day. Then I didn't see him again for a month."


  "Sasha is a good man," he said. "His problem is that he goes into things without being prepared." He raised a bushy eyebrow. "You are much like your father. You are like a man of action, that does not think before jumping into the tiger's den."


  "Is this your way of trying to convince me not to go after Dorrance?" I said.


  "You are Sasha Slobodian's daughter," he said. "Naz loved you like family. You killed the men that killed Naz. I have great respect for you." He set his mug on the table. "I do not convince you not to do this thing. I convince you to let me help you."


  My surprise must have been priceless, because Yuri laughed again. "This thing you do last night in the vault building, no one has ever done. The men are afraid of you. That is good. They hate Dorrance. They do not like what he does with the child. With the angel. Very superstitious. Money is no longer enough for them. They are men of loyalty again. When Sasha went away, they were happy to follow Naz. Naz was family. But now both are gone. They would follow me, but I am no leader. If I tell them to follow you, they will do this. Dorrance told them they will not follow any other leaders, only him. The Blood."


  "I appreciate the offer," I said, "but I'm not Sasha. I don't work well with criminals."


  He smiled. "You do not see it," he said. "You are a criminal. You are one of us."


  "No, I'm not," I said.


  "You killed those men. It was for a good and clean reason. You honor my family. That is not why. But of course we are all criminals now. It is all over the news. "


  "Thank you for coming," I said, standing up. I suddenly wanted to be alone again.


  He shrugged his big shoulders, and stood to go. "You will think about it, I know this. When you are ready, you will call me." He placed a card onto the table. "Thank you for the coffee. You wear your gun next time."


  I knew he was right. I knew the instant he said it. I was one of them. I was a killer. I liked to think I was better, that there were good reasons for what I did, but the fact was that I'd killed ruthlessly on more than one occasion. I barely gave it a thought anymore. Just pulled the trigger. I'd become exactly what Sofi feared Sasha would make me. I was just like my father.


  But Sasha and I, and Naz, had our own reasons for what we had done. We did these things for our families. I had become just like my father, and yet it turned out to be good and honorable. Clean, as Yuri said. The Blood was not. Whatever we had done, The Blood had done much worse. They needed to be stopped. They made people disappear. They bought babies to make into monsters. They stole the blood from an angel. And they now had a chokehold on the city. My city. How long would it be until Dorrance's policies went worldwide?


  I needed to stop them. Then I'd be done. Just this last thing and I'd put my guns away. I'd finish this and then maybe Sofi and I could move to the country. Maybe go to Karen's house. It was better than staying in the city. If I stayed, I would become worse than Sasha. At least he'd started for noble reasons. I would just become a pissed off Abby with a gun.


  I tried to call Gage, but got voicemail. I started to dial Eli, before remembering. I put my phone back in my pocket. The world seemed a strange place. No Eli, no Sasha, no Naz. I took out my phone again and called Sofi at Karen's house. No answer there either. I left a message to tell Sofi that I was all right and hung up. I holstered my guns and was out the door.


  I stepped out into the midst of the gray cloud of spirits. I took a long breath and started wading my way through them. There were even more than the previous day. I couldn't see a foot in front of my face. I made my way toward where I thought my car was parked, not looking at the dead eyes that passed around and through me. My stomach clenched when they touched me but I ignored it. When the firm hands grabbed my arms, I jumped. They were warm in the ocean of cold death.


  "Hey!" I yelled. There were two men on either side of me. They wore dark suits and sunglasses, even though the day was dark and rainy. They were both a good foot taller than me. I tried to reach for my gun, but they held my arms tight. They were so much stronger than me. "Let me go!" I screamed. The ghosts, one by one, took notice of me. They began lurching towards me, their hands grasping at me, at the men, trying to clasp at something real. The men took no notice, but the sudden surge of hands inside me made me double over.


  "Knock it off," said one of the men. His grip tightened on me. "He just wants to talk to you."


  I fought the urge to vomit, then croaked, "Who?" But they were pushing me into a car and the door closed behind me. The clammy hands disappeared and I caught my breath. I was sitting in the backseat of a large car, the warm smell of leather strong. A thin woman with her hair pulled tight from her face sat across from me. She had a large leatherbound book in her lap. A casting book. She arched a penciled eyebrow at me. A man sat next to her. I recognized him.


  "Dorrance," I said. He smiled a charming, slimy smile. I could feel the weight of the Makarov on my hip, the little derringer cool against my calf. There was something weird about Dorrance's face. "You going to magic me? I think I could kill you before you could even open your mouth." I was acutely aware of the bulge sewn into my jacket, burning hot against my back.


  "I don't think you could," he said, in a clipped British accent, and he lifted his hand. He was holding something that was almost like a gun. "Tranquilizer gun," he said. "It's quite strong stuff. I'm told they use it on lions. You didn't think we'd kill you, did you? Of course we'd let you live."


  "Why?" I said. I looked at the woman who gazed back at me smugly.


  "We are quite sure that you will be quite cooperative. You wouldn't want that sweet godmother of yours to disappear," he said. He smiled again, small white teeth gleaming. "And everyone else you've ever cared about."


  I looked at him. I couldn't panic. I forced myself to stay cool. "You have Sofi?" I said.


  "No, no," he said smoothly. "Not yet. But we know where she is. It would be an easy thing." I relaxed slightly. "But we do have someone you know. "


  I frowned. "Who?"


  "Mr. Robert Gage," he said. "He doesn't put up much of a fight, does he?"


  My hand moved involuntarily to my hip. There was a blur and suddenly Dorrance wasn't across from me, he was beside me, with his arm around my shoulders. "I wouldn't do that if I were you, Niki," he said softly in my ear. His fingers dug into my shoulder like a vise. "Calm yourself or we'll make you disappear as well. You don't want Sofi to carry that burden, do you? It would surely kill her. Her health has been quite poor lately, hasn't it?" He put his face near my neck and inhaled. "Oh, there is something about you. Like spiced wine, you are." He laughed into my ear and I felt my stomach lurch. He literally made me sick. "Your father smelled of spice, too, though not nearly as strong."


  I felt my nostrils flare. I tried to stay calm. I wanted to drive an elbow right into those white teeth, to drive a fist into that pasty face. I thought of Bobby, though and I forced myself to be still. "Why are you doing this?" I said.


  "You've made things difficult for me, Niki. And I don't just mean recently. No matter what I do, it seems you're just around the corner."


  "I didn't even know about you until a few days ago," I said.


  "Yes, well, my organization is very exclusive," he said. "I had a perfect subject with Sasha, until he went to see you. He was never the same after that. Stopped taking his doses, started asking questions. Though I suppose I should thank you for stopping him before he came for me."


  "He would have killed you," I said. "He's much more powerful than you know."


  "Yes, until you killed him. And now he can't hurt me."


  I laughed, unable to stop myself. "Sasha's not dead," I said.


  He hesitated. "Of course he is, don't be stupid."


  "You think someone like me can kill Sasha Slobodian?" I said. "He lived through Hell. He's coming back for you." I didn't know if it was true, but it felt good to say. I could feel Dorrance's breath quicken for a second. His fingers tightened even more on my shoulder. I gasped. It felt as though he could crush my shoulder if he wanted to. The angelwine made him strong.


  "Enough of your lies, girl," he said, but I could tell he was shaken. "You took my angel from me." He squeezed my shoulder again and I felt bones grind together. Any harder and they would break. I ground my jaw so I wouldn't cry out.


  "I didn't do anything," I said, my voice weak. "You drained him too much. He was dying."


  "You had no right to be there," he said.


  "She's my sister," I said, the anger rising.


  "The Morrigan is not a person," he hissed. "She has no family. She is a goddess because we made her one. She is ours."


  "Does she know that?" I said. I suddenly realized we were talking about Natalie in the present tense. Like she was still alive.


  He scowled, and for a moment I thought I saw something shift in his mouth, but he gained control in an instant. "Which brings me to why I wanted to speak to you," he said. "You will tell her that this game is over. She belongs to us, not to you."


  "So she is alive," I said.


  "Why wouldn't she be?" he said. He began to laugh. "Oh, dear God," he said. "You thought she died? You are even more naive than I thought."


  I gritted my teeth. "She told me if the angel died, she would too."


  "You think we have only the one angel?" he said. "Although your little intervention did cause a drop in our production. Some of my friends are dying for a drop. Literally." He recovered his composure and cleared his throat. "So, you will talk to her?"


  "You'll leave Sofi alone?" I said.


  "Of course," he said.


  "And you'll let Bobby go."


  He breathed deeply again, as if trying to catch another whiff of me. He bit the inside of his cheek. It was his eyes that were strange. They were angel eyes. Same as Frank Bradley's had been. "I'll let Mr. Gage go," he said finally. "And you'll stay out of my affairs."


  "If you stay out of mine," I said.


  "Ah, yes, my new political career, " he said. He sounded pleased with himself. It would be worth it to kill him. But it wouldn't be fair to Bobby and Natalie.


  "Why are you arresting the Abbies?" I said. "It doesn't make any sense."


  "Oh my dear, it makes perfect sense. Oldest trick in the book: Divide et impera. Divide and conquer. There are more of them than there are of us. If they were to become organized, they could dismantle everything we have built. So we must make sure that can never even start to happen. And so, voila, they are all criminals. I like being the biggest shark, you see. It gives me pleasure."


  "I bet it does," I said. "You make me sick."


  "And you make me hungry," he said. "But I'll refrain from my urges if you refrain from yours. I just had my car reupholstered."


  "One last question," I said. "Why did you kill Frank Bradley? He wasn't an Abby. He was one of you, The Blood."


  His mouth twitched, like he was trying not to smile. "Bradley was a rat and a thief," he said. "We gave him a taste of angelwine and he kept coming back for more. Begging sometimes. He was pathetic. He took a vial I had in my safe so I gave him what he wanted. Twelve drops down his lying throat. Most men can only stand three. He lasted much longer than I thought he would."


  "Why did you let him see Natalie, then?"


  "Most unfortunate," he said. "The Morrigan demanded to see him before he died. She promised to give us information in return. Then she let him escape. The information she offered turned out to be the place he died. Silly, that."


  "So that's how you made him disappear," I said.


  "We cleaned up his mess if that's what you mean. It must have been some show when he finally burst," he said, unable to repress the smile any more. "Pity I wasn't able to see it."


  "You're a real piece of shit, you know that?" I said.


  "And yet," he said, nodding at the woman, "I wouldn't want to be in your shoes." Dorrance clamped his arm around me hard. I looked at the woman, who had opened her book. Shapes rose from the pages and changed in front of her. She was speaking in a low voice, her eyes bright white. There was a painful tingle on my skin and behind my eyes.


  "You need to stop, Dorrance," I said. I felt my body going rigid, the magic encircling me. "You won't like the way this ends." I couldn't move my jaw and it was hard to breathe.


  "On second thought," he said, "I think I'll look into your claim that your father is alive." I tried to scream, but I was completely paralyzed. I couldn't even move my eyes. He put his mouth next to my ear. "You'll do nicely to summon old Sasha from the depths of Hell." Then Dorrance was sitting across from me again in a colorless blur. He smiled at me and tapped the glass behind him and the car began to move. "Thank you for such a lovely chat, Niki. It really has been a pleasure."


   


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  I dreamed of Natalie. She was asleep and dreaming deeply in her vault, only now she was the one in the bed, her breath rattling in her chest, rather than the stick-thin angel. A woman was rocking in her chair. She was singing softly, her sweet voice echoing in the metal room. I took a step forward and the rocking stopped. The woman was silent. Suddenly afraid, I didn't know whether to go to Natalie or run away. The woman's face was in shadow. I took a step back, but the door to the vault swung shut behind me. The walls crawled with red fire. I looked at the woman again and she rose, ever so slowly. Then either time or reality shifted, because she was right in front of me. She reeked of death. I could taste her rotting smell in my mouth. But her eyes were dark and cloudy. I couldn't speak. Couldn't scream. Then a voice in my head said, "Look at me, Niki." I looked at the woman again. "Ya lublu tebe," she said aloud, her voice soft in my ears."I love you." Her decomposing features melted back together. I smelled lilies and I knew who she was.


  "Mom?" I said.


  I woke with a start. My head throbbed and ached as if it were full of sand. I touched my forehead gingerly and tried to swallow. My arms felt awkward and heavy, and it felt as though my throat was cracking. My lips hurt. The air felt close, like I was in a small room, but I was afraid to open my eyes because of the pain in my head. I heard footsteps going away, muffled as though on a carpet. There was the click of a door opening and closing. I seemed to be lying on some sort of bed, thin, like a cot. I moved slightly and heard a metallic creak. I opened my eyes slightly, and when the dim light didn't make my head explode, I opened them all the way.


  My surroundings came into focus. I was in a small room. I was lying on a folding cot with a thin blanket thrown over me. My stomach churned whenever I tried to move. If that woman had casted on me, I didn't think I was reacting in the usual way. I remembered when Gage had frozen Eli. He had been fine right afterward. I wondered if Dorrance had shot me with the tranq dart for good measure.


  There was nothing on the walls, no shelves or pictures of any kind. The room didn't even have a smell. The ceiling was made up of uniform white cork tiles, and the floor was covered in a cheap blue carpeting. It was as bland as any office building. There were no windows in the small room, and it dawned on me that this was probably a small supply closet in H&H Financial.


  A round tray on the ground next to me held a pitcher with what looked like water in it. I slowly turned over, fighting the nausea. The cot was close to the ground, so I managed to clumsily reach the plastic cup next to the pitcher and pour water into it, sloshing some onto the tray. My limbs were still stiff. I put the cup to my lips and took tiny sips, waiting for the gurgling in my stomach to subside before taking the next sip. The water was room-temperature, which probably helped. I drank the whole cup before long and reached for the pitcher to pour another glass.


  I was halfway through the second cup when I heard the bolt click on the other side of the door. The knob turned and Yuri walked in, his shirtsleeves rolled up to reveal his heavily tattooed arms. He sat in the chair next to me. He was holding a large mug of something, which he handed to me. I looked at him questioningly.


  "Broth," he said. "Drink it. It will help with the nausea." I took the cup and took a small sip. He was right. My stomach started to settle almost with the first drink. "So," he said, leaning forward, "I think you have changed your mind."


  "About what?" I croaked. "Where the hell am I?" I tried to sit up more, but my body wasn't quite ready for that. I leaned back on my pillow.


  "You know where you are," he said.


  "Yes," I admitted. "Did you set this up?"


  He laughed. "You credit me with much power," he said. "I do not control what Dorrance does."


  "Does he control you?" I said. "Is this some kind of trick?"


  "How could this be a trick?" he said.


  "I don't know," I said. "All I do know is that you came to my house, and then I was pushed into Dorrance's car and shot full of something, then I woke up in a camp bed in Dorrance's building. The same building where he is keeping my sister. The same building that you are paid to guard. Excuse the goddamn hell out of me, but I'm a little confused as to your role in all of this."


  Yuri nodded and rubbed his short cropped hair. His forearm was covered with a tattoo of a fully-robed executioner. I looked away. "Before Sasha escaped from prison last month, he told me about your sister Natalie. I'd gone to visit him. I always went to see him when I could. I already knew about The Morrigan, of course, but that was the first time I understood who she was, and how she became what she is. Sasha thought Dorrance would have him killed, so he asked me to stay and watch over the girl. For me, it was about loyalty. And honor."


  I was silent, wondering if our shared code of honor came from the Ukraine, or from the Russian prisons. Probably both, I decided.


  "My father had a saying," Yuri said. "S volkami zhit', po-volch'i vyt'. It means, to live with wolves, sometimes you must howl. So I came here. I howled. But now I am no longer a wolf. You and I, we are not wolves. We are hunters."


  I stared at him for a minute. He stared back, his expression indiscernible. I sipped my broth. I felt much better, my stomach had calmed down. "Why do you need me?" I asked quietly.


  "You are Slobodian," he said. "I am too quiet for these men. They respect me, but I do not think they would follow me. They like someone brash. Someone with passion. Like Sasha."


  "And like me," I said. I finished the broth and handed Yuri the mug.


  "Yes," he said.


  I frowned and looked down. I could feel his eyes on me. It was eerily quiet in the room, the only sound our breathing. My head was starting to clear, but it still felt thick. "I want you to get Bobby Gage out," I said. "Do you know where he is?"


  Yuri nodded. "Yes."


  "Get him out of there. No matter what happens. I want him safe. Those are my conditions."


  "It will not be easy," said Yuri.


  "Why not?"


  "They have him bound with magic, just in case you try something, " he said. "I'm supposed to take you in at sundown. They want you for the ritual. They will kill him anyway, though, after they drain you."


  "Why do they want my blood?" I said. "I'm no angel."


  "They do not tell me," he said. "I only know what they plan. Before they wanted you to convince the little girl to comply. This is what I am told. But now they change their minds. There is something about your blood."


  "What about Natalie?" I said. "Where is she?"


  "In her vault," he said. "She will not talk, though."


  "Can you get her out?"


  "I will have to take the angel, too," he said.


  "The angel will do what Natalie says."


  "I will arrange to take down the guards. Dorrance put them inside with her now that she cannot set them on fire."


  "They're not yours?" I said.


  "No, Dorrance has his own. Ever since Sasha left."


  "Will they be there when this ritual happens?" I said.


  "Yes," he said. "I am only allowed in to make sure you don't try to kill anyone. I am ordered to use extreme violence if necessary." He grinned. "They just don't know that I will use it on them."


  "How many personal guards are there?" I said.


  He shrugged. "Five on the vault, twenty on The Blood."


  "Are The Blood really dangerous?" I said.


  "They are dangerous," he said. "My men are fearless, but they fear The Blood."


  "Why?" I said. "The angelwine?"


  "It's more than that," he said. "They have a Caster. The angelwine is magically altered to be stronger, last longer. It is like any drug, too much and you're dead, but they've been taking it for so long it is a part of them. The Blood have perfected taking the angelwine. They are very strong and they know how to control it."


  "How many of them?" I said.


  "Twelve," he said. "Always twelve. That is why Bradley was brought in. Lindblum died and they have to have twelve. I do not know why they have this rule. There are eight men and four women. Dorrance calls the shots. They all listen to him."


  "So why wait?" I said. "Why don't we just rush the guard, grab Gage, and take out as many of The Blood as we can?"


  "If we wait," said Yuri, "The Blood will all be in one place. They will think they've won. And then we strike."


  I thought of all the dead killed by The Blood, human and angel. And later tonight they were planning to kill me and Gage. "It is a good plan," I admitted. "They can't keep getting away with this."


  There was the sound of muffled steps, then the door opened. I looked back to see a man, young, stocky and blonde-haired. He had an arrogant scowl on his face. "Yuri," he said, "the offices are nearly cleared." His accent was clearly Russian.


  "Luka," Yuri said. "What did you tell them?"


  "Computer update," he said, smirking. He glanced at me and his lip curled.


  "You cleared the building?" I said to Yuri.


  Luka was in my face in an instant. "You don't talk to him, bitch. You shut your mouth. He talks to you, got it?" His eyes were narrowed and I felt a spray of spittle hit me in the face. His curled lip had a silvery layer of peach fuzz. He had his hands clenched at his sides.


  Yuri stood up calmly and walked to the other side of the bed to stand by the youth. He reached out one of his massive hands and grabbed Luka's face, his fingers spreading out like a giant spider. Luka's pale blue eyes widened between the outstretched fingers. Yuri walked forward, pushing him backwards until the kid crashed into the wall. Yuri grabbed Luka's throat with his other hand. He took the hand from Luka's face and reached into his own pocket. He brought out a gun. I could see him slowly squeezing the kid's pale throat and I watched as Luka's gray slacks darkened around the crotch. He made a gurgling noise and his face turned purple. Veins popped out on his forehead.


  Yuri let go of his throat and the kid crumpled to the floor. Yuri grabbed him by the collar and dragged him, still coughing and spluttering, to the side of my cot. The big man lifted him up, holding Luka's head to look at me. Yuri pressed the muzzle of the gun hard into the side of Luka's head.


  "You see this fine woman?" said Yuri. He pressed harder with the gun. "Do you see her? " he screamed.


  "Yes," gasped Luka. He looked terrified. Tears welled up in his eyes and I could see the beginnings of a hand-shaped bruise on his neck. A trickle of blood dripped from where the gun pressed against his head. "Beg her forgiveness," said Yuri in a deadly quiet voice.


  "What?" said Luka, clearly confused.


  "Beg her forgiveness or your brains will be splattered all over the room," said Yuri calmly.


  "I --- I'm sorry," said Luka, looking from me to Yuri. "Please forgive me, I didn't know."


  Yuri grabbed the back of the kid's head and pushed Luka's face closer to mine. "Do you know who she is?" said Yuri.


  "Sh-she's the one they want dead," he said, frantic. "For the bloodletting."


  "This," said Yuri, "is Nikita Slobodian. Her father is Sasha Slobodian. And you are nothing to her. She could pop your balls under her heel and not give a shit. So you will listen to her, obey her, and show her some respect."


  I stared at Yuri, not quite able to process what was happening. My head still wasn't operating at top speed. I stayed silent. The boy was gawping at me as though he was having a hard time understanding as well. "I'm sorry," he whispered to me.


  "You want me to kill him, Niki?" said Yuri.


  "What?" I said.


  "Do you want me to shoot this little punk right in his skull?"


  "No," I said. "Let him go."


  Yuri looked at me and nodded, pleased about something. He straightened up and released Luka's neck with a shove and took the muzzle of the gun from his head. Luka fell back, looking at Yuri in fear. He crabwalked back a ways, before standing up, staggering a little. He looked at me again and nodded at me before turning and walking quickly out the door.


  "That went well," said Yuri. "Here, this is yours." He tossed the gun he'd been holding on the bed next to me. It was my Makarov.


  "What the hell was that?" I said.


  "Luka?" he said shrugging. "He will tell the others. They will know you are not to be disrespected."


  "Was it necessary?" I said.


  "Niki, these guys, they only understand this language. They are wolves."


  "I thought The Blood were the wolves," I said.


  "They are all wolves," said Yuri. He turned to go.


  "Yuri," I said, "you said your guys were afraid of The Blood. Will they still take them on if it comes down to it?"


  "No," he said, a strange smile on his face.


  "Then who will?"


  "The boys will take out everyone else. The Blood, that is you and me."


  "Just the two of us?" I said. "Against a dozen monster-humans?"


  "Yeah," he said. I realized he was excited. "Oh, I almost forgot." He walked back to the bed and fished around underneath. "I saved this for you." He handed me my coat. "I took it before anyone else noticed. Nice sewing job."


  "Thank you," I said, clutching the lump in the back.


  He nodded. "I'll be back for you in an hour."


  When he was gone I was left in the sparse room with my jacket over my lap and my gun lying next to me. I opened the jacket so the lining was exposed and, finding the seam, ripped it open. I pulled the padded package out and set my jacket aside. I found the end of the duct tape that I had wrapped around and pulled it out and around with a noise like ripping fabric. I ripped open the plastic bag underneath and took out the hot, shining vial. The insides glowed like gold and bubbled like champagne. I slipped the vial back into my coat pocket and zipped it up. I remembered what Natalie had said about keeping the vial close to me. I wondered how wise it really was, if the Blood would sense it. But there was no turning back now. I waited for Yuri.


   


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  I stood up from the cot slowly. My head swam, but I stopped whenever it got too bad, paused, and waited to move again. I sat back down on the edge of the bed for a few minutes until the world was in focus again. My bladder felt like it was about to burst, but there was nothing I could do about it. My nausea had disappeared and my head no longer pounded. After sitting and breathing for a few minutes, the dizziness went away too.


  I closed my eyes and focused on Natalie. I didn't know how her power worked, or if she was even conscious; in my dream she had been comatose. Back in the sub-basement outside the vault, I had felt her in my head. It was just the slightest nudge, but I knew. I don't know what I wanted from her now. Probably just to prove that she was alive and still okay. The dream had disturbed me. Seeing my mother like that had tickled something in the far reaches of my memory that I couldn't quite reach.


  I didn't feel Natalie. I lost track of time while I sat there focusing on her, so it seemed like only a few moments before there was a tentative knock on the door and Luka stepped in. He didn't make eye contact, just stood there until I stood up again and took an experimental step. I wasn't dizzy anymore. Whatever they had shot me up with must have gone through the system fast. I suspected that was on purpose. All the people I had seen on the angelwine had an obsession with blood, like a hunger. They didn't want drugs mucking up the blood in their ritual, whatever it entailed.


  I found my boots on the end of the bed and laced them up. I felt the pockets of my jacket again. Vial on one side, gun on the other. There was no going back. I was caught between a powerful secret society that made people disappear, and the group of ruthlessly violent men that did their bidding.


  As I was leaving, following Luka out the door, I suddenly remembered another saying, from my mother: The devil is a gentleman. He only goes where he is invited.


  I asked Luka to take me to the restroom. For a moment he started to get irritated and looked at his gold watch, but he assented. He still wouldn't meet my eyes. I relieved myself and threw some cold water on my face. I felt good now. I was still a little weak, but not as much. I was wide awake. Alert. I smoothed down my hair and took a deep breath, looking at myself in the mirror. "I just want to save Bobby, rescue my sister, and protect Sofi. That's all," I said it to myself, but even as I said it I knew there was more. Dorrance had threatened my godmother, something I had never taken lightly. She had raised me, fed me, loved me when I had no one else.


  "And stop Dorrance," I added. That air of superiority Dorrance carried. He always got what he wanted, like a spoiled child. He held the strings of every important organization and business in the city, and still wasn't satisfied. So it would be up to me and Yuri. I couldn't do this on my own, not even if Gage had been with me to do the casting. I had to do it this way.


  And there was one other reason: Sasha. I felt I owed him. Everything I thought I knew about him had gone out the window in the last few months. He had gone along with my disdain and disgust to protect me. I didn't know if I could have done such a thing for anyone. Even my own child. "And finish what Sasha started," I said.


  Resolved, I rejoined Luka. He led me down a hall, dark and deserted offices on either side. I had a feeling of deja vu, but this time there was no Dark, only people consumed with their own greed. In a way, they were just like the Dark. They leeched off of humanity to get their fill. Where the Dark only wanted to kill, The Blood considered the kill a by-product. In many ways they were more dangerous.


  Luka stopped at the elevator at the end of the hall and pushed the arrow pointing up.


  "Where are you taking me?" I said.


  He was watching the numbers change above the elevator doors. He glanced at me nervously. "Top floor," he said. "Yuri will meet us there." The elevator opened and we stepped in. Luka pulled a key out of his pocket and inserted it into the console. He turned it and an unlabeled button at the very top of the panel lit up. He pressed it and the doors closed. When they opened again it was onto an odd, dark hall. It felt as though we were very high, though there were no windows or doors lining the hallway. There were exposed beams with patches of insulation sticking out. The only light was a bare bulb hanging from an unadorned bare metal fixture, the screws visible where it was fixed to the ceiling beam. It smelled like dust and paint and the floor was old black and white tile. I had an odd sensation of being somewhere else, an institution of some sort. Like a public school or a hospital. It didn't feel like a financial building.


  The hall turned and I saw Yuri, standing with his arm clasped, his feet planted in the ground. He was facing me and I saw a half dozen guys behind him, all large and muscled, though not nearly as large as Yuri.


  He nodded at me. "Ready?" he said.


  "Not really," I said.


  He shrugged. "They're all in there. It's you or them. And if it's you, they also kill everyone you know. Just for good measure." He smiled. His eyes were dancing. He took my arm firmly, his giant hand circling it. "Look pissed," he said. "We want to size this up before we take them down."


  "Won't be hard,"I said. "That's my default look."


  "We won't do anything until you give a signal," he said.


  I breathed deeply through my nose, out through my mouth. I pictured the Caster with the book, using magic to paralyze me. I pictured Dorrance whispering into my ear, sniffing me. I pictured Olivia Bradley, driving off in the night to avoid being killed. I pictured Naz with his chest opened up, and Sasha falling into fire. And my sister. They had taken a baby and made her something that wasn't even human anymore. I peered around Yuri at the men behind him. They looked back at me. A few nodded respectfully.


  "Is this enough?" I said to Yuri. "I thought you said they had twenty guards."


  "These are my best," he said. "Any more and we don't surprise them."


  "Fine," I said. I turned to look at Luka. "Are you coming, too?"


  "Yes," said Luka. He looked at Yuri.


  "Don't look at him," I said. "Look at me." He looked at me with surprise. "I don't want you in there if you're not completely with us. Make your choice. If you don't plan to take these bastards out with everything you've got then I want you to go back to that elevator, turn your little key, and get the hell out of here. That's how it is. And if you ever question me ever again, I will take you down before you even have a chance to squeal. It will be painful, and it will take a long time. My father isn't the one you should fear. Yuri isn't the one you should fear. Do you understand me?"


  "Yes," he said. He pulled his jacket back to reveal a giant handgun. "My gun is yours." He met my eyes and I knew I had him.


  "Good," I said. "Anyone else have a problem with taking orders from a woman?" I reached into my pocket and took out the Makarov. There was no reply. I checked the clip. Yuri had reloaded it for me. "You have to aim for the head. When they use the angelwine, it is the only way. I shot Bradley twice in the heart and it didn't do anything. The guy that killed Naz," I said. "He was hopped up on angelwine. Naz blew apart his skull and he died. Aim for the head. Understood?" All eight men nodded at me. Yuri smirked in a satisfied way. When we began down the hall, towards a large double door at the end, he leaned in and whispered in my ear.


  "I did not make a mistake," he said.


  "No, you did not," I said. "But I already regret it."


  Yuri opened one of the double doors and I remembered Natalie's words just before she'd locked me out of her vault. Just live. You have a future of sorts.


  I would live through this. I had to. I couldn't think about the alternative right now.


   


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  I walked into the room with Yuri holding tight to my arm. There were guards on either side of the door. I felt a low hum that buzzed in my skull and shook the floor. I recognized two of The Guard from the room with the vault. They had backed away from us, crossing themselves when we escaped from Natalie's room. They looked at me nervously. They were afraid, I could see it. The others were watching me warily, their hands on their guns. That was good. They were watching me and not Yuri's guys. My guys, I realized. That was hard to wrap my mind around. The humming was vibrating my eyeballs. It seemed to be coming from the middle of the room.


  The Blood stood in an oblong circle with their hands linked around an odd table. They wore business suits and conservative dresses in dark colors. Dorrance was at the head of the table, and his mouth twisted into a smile when he saw me. I looked at the center table. It was made of pounded copper and glinted in the muted lighting. It looked like a gurney without the wheels, with a copper tub at its head, like a sink or a basin. There was a long black knife with a gray handle sitting neatly in the center of the table. A stone bowl sat next to the knife. There were symbols worked into the metal all around the edges. They were beginning to rise from their nest in the metal and hover just above the table. I could feel the hum rising to become a steady drumming deep in my chest. It seemed to be pulling me toward the table. I resisted, shaking it off.


  The woman from the car was there, her eyes bright white with magic. A casting book hovered before her, suspended in midair, symbols dancing from the page. I could see her lips moving with the spell. I looked around for Gage and found him standing stock still in the far corner of the room. His eyes found me but the rest of his body didn't move a muscle. I realized they'd casted on him. It was the same freezing spell they'd used on me. No one was guarding him, they were all looking in my direction. I saw Luka walk casually across the room to stand next to him. Our other men did the same, spacing themselves around the room. No one else seemed to notice the deep buzzing. I fought the urge to cover my ears. I don't think it would have helped. The sound seemed to be reverberating inside my head.


  "Why are there so many of you?" Dorrance said suddenly to Yuri, who was still holding my arm. "Only one or two should suffice to guard one woman."


  "Niki Slobodian is not just any woman," said Yuri. "She is dangerous. She almost escaped. She nearly killed one of my men and managed to take his gun away before we took her down again. Then she used some sort of magic to knock out three of my guys. I suggest extreme caution."


  "I would think a bunch of big Russians could handle one woman," said Dorrance.


  "I am not Russian," said Yuri in a controlled voice. I heard him grind his teeth. The tugging was becoming stronger. I heard the non-words of the Caster rising, her voice becoming louder.


  "Well, whatever you are, at least you got her here," Dorrance said. Yuri tightened his grasp on my arm to the point where it began to hurt.. Dorrance looked at me. "You can let go of her, but stay. In case she causes trouble." He smiled. "I don't think there will be a problem, though." Yuri released my arm.


  "What the hell is this, Dorrance?" I said. "I'm not an angel. You can't get off on my blood." I thought of the vial in my pocket and prayed those in the room already had enough of their own angelwine to mask its scent. The tingle of magic was all around me. I looked toward Bobby and saw his eyes were wide. He was staring at me. I touched my chest, trying to will away the pulling sensation. It was becoming difficult to breathe.


  "I don't know what you are," said Dorrance, "but that's not what we want your blood for. We're going to use you to summon your father here. All we need is the blood of family, and you are as close as we can get. Although, were conditions different, I'd love to take a taste. I can smell you from here." He breathed in deeply, savoring. He raised an eyebrow. "We'd use The Morrigan, but she doesn't have human blood any longer."


  "Was that the purpose of your twisted little experiment? To see if it could be done? To see if you could turn my sister into a monster?"


  "The Morrigan is not your sister anymore, " he said. "She's a living goddess. She has gone beyond humanity. As have we." He gestured around the circle and faces turned toward me. The faces of the city's top executives and administrators. Faces with darkened eyes. That wasn't good for us. I looked at Gage again. He was slowly wiggling the fingers of one hand. I saw his eyes blink. Their casting was wearing off. Luka was watching me intently. I looked around and realized everyone's eyes were on me. I sucked in air. The pull was hard to resist now. Yuri was frowning at me. The dull thrum filled my ears. I felt a rush of heat and saw the symbols on the table shoot up into the air.


  Dorrance waved a hand towards the table and one of the guards ducked under the linked hands of the circle, wincing as he did so, to take the stone bowl and the black-bladed knife from the table. He slid the knife into a sheath that Dorrance wore around his waist, and ducked back out. He placed the bowl on a small sideboard, next to a vase full of flowers. Glancing around I saw several tables against the wall behind the large men, one with a large oriental vase, another with a brass decanter. And there were framed oil paintings on the walls. They looked very old. They were portraits, mostly, of stern-looking men. One was a painting of a group of people standing together. I counted twelve people in the picture.


  "The Blood," I said, panting. I wiped sweat from my face. "The pictures. You've been around a while."


  Dorrance smiled again. "No more talk," he said. "Submit. Lie down on the table and place your head in the basin. Make it easy on yourself, Niki."


  "That's not going to happen," I said. But I felt myself being pulled. My shoes scraped against the tile of the floor as I dug my heels in. I tried to step back, but it was too strong. I saw the copper of the table open up, then, and fire leapt up to the ceiling. I knew that fire. It was Hellfire. I looked back, toward Yuri, and his eyes were wide. He looked from me to the fire and back again. The men were stepping back.


  "I'll say it one more time, Dorrance," I gasped. I reached toward my pocket. The force wasn't stopping me from doing that. I pulled out my Makarov.


  Dorrance shot a look at Yuri. "Are you stupid?" he said. "You didn't search her?"


  Yuri smiled at him. Dorrance looked at me. He searched the room, looking at each of the men. Comprehension dawned on his face just as I pulled all my strength together and yelled, "Now!" Eight men drew guns and fired at the same time. The sound was like a cannon exploding. The Blood didn't even any time to react. Dorrance stared in shock, his mouth slightly open. The Caster's voice wavered, but continued, and even though I fought it, I was still being pulled toward the otherworldly flame.


  My men were faster than the Guard, and several of Dorrance's men fell immediately. I twisted around in the force that was pulling me and fired twice, just as the two guards by the door were pulling out their weapons. They fell, perfect trails of blood crawling down their foreheads. They looked confused as they fell, right before the life left their eyes. I was thankful for whatever Sasha had done to the Makarov. It never missed its mark.


  I twisted again and looked over at Gage just as another volley of shots rang out in the room. My hearing was muffled now. Gage was wobbling his head heavily, and I could see something going on with his arms. I saw him go down, his knees buckling as the spell ended.


  I could hear the muffled sound of the blasts, each shot like a stab in the head. I turned with a grunt just in time to see Yuri blow half of a stocky guard's head off. Luka was dead on the ground. One of the Guard remained. Three of my guys were still standing, including Yuri. I lurched around again to face forward. The Blood just watched. And the pull was becoming stronger. I could hardly move anywhere but the direction the magic was forcing me.


  There was a shot behind me and I twisted my head with a great effort to see one of my guys fall, holding his stomach. The last living member of the Guard shot him again in the chest and Yuri shot the guard three times in the face. I felt a hot sensation on my hip and I put my hand on the lump in my jacket pocket. I unzipped it. I looked at The Blood. All were still standing there, hands still linked. Dorrance was eerily calm, and the others were watching the gruesome scene before them, some in horror, a few smiling, as if this were a show. And the low thrum was overwhelming.


  I was a foot from the circle. I felt as if my chest were being ripped out in the struggle against the unseen force pulling me. I could see the white of the Caster's eyes. There were voices coming from the fire. They seemed to echo inside my head. I wondered if my father's voice was one of them, but there were too many. I couldn't differentiate.


  I reached out with my left hand. I could touch the two people closest to me in the circle. Guns were still going off behind me. The two men in front of me turned to look at me, examining me like I was something in a museum. Their bodies were vibrating worse than the room, and as I grasped an arm, a volt of magic shot up through me like electricity and I pulled my hand quickly away with a hiss. One of them laughed. I pointed my gun at Dorrance.


  "Are you going to kill me, Niki?" Dorrance mouthed mockingly. I felt rather than heard his voice. The gunshots had done something to my ears. "In cold blood?" I smiled and with an enormous effort, turned toward the Caster. I saw Dorrance form the word "no," his face suddenly alarmed.


  "No one casts on a Slobodian," I said. I couldn't hear my own voice, but I felt the words tumble out. I swung my right arm around and pulled the trigger, hitting the Caster in the neck. I didn't think it would kill her, but at least she wouldn't be able to speak. She grabbed at her throat, blood spurting and gushing through the wound. The other men and women around her made surprised gasping noises. No one was smiling anymore. The Caster turned toward me, her face a mask of shock. The book hovering in front of her began to spin. The symbols retracted violently from the air back onto the pages and the book dropped, still spinning as it hit the ground. The Caster's eyes returned to the unnatural dark of the angelwine. The pulling stopped and I stepped back, catching my breath. The buzzing stopped so suddenly that the absence of the vibration seemed louder than the gunshots behind me. The table closed up again, the copper unmarred, the Hellfire gone. It was as if it had never been there.


  Finally free, I rushed over to Gage, still gasping for breath. He was lying on his face, struggling to turn over. I pulled him until he was on his back. I could taste the gunfire. I filled my lungs with air and looked down at Gage. He was saying one thing over and over. It took me a moment, but it suddenly occurred to me. He was saying Get out, get out over and over again. I motioned to Yuri. "Get him out of here," I said. I didn't know if the words came out, but it didn't matter. Yuri understood. He looked at me and frowned. "Just go," I said, pointing at the door. I pointed down at Gage and pointed toward the door again. Yuri whistled and the other guy that had come in with us, the only other one left alive, came over. They hauled Gage up and half carried, half dragged him out. Gage was trying to struggle against them, but he was still stiff as a board from the spell. Yuri glanced at me as he went. I tried to convey that it was all right, but only managed a nod.


  I looked at Dorrance. He was smiling, his reptilian eyes cold and black. I was alone with The Blood. And I knew what I had to do. I had known it would be like this, ever since Natalie told me to keep the vial close to me. They would never leave me alone. And I couldn't allow them to continue doing what they had done to my sister. Natalie. The Morrigan. I prayed that my men had gotten her out safely. I reached for the vial and its heat burned my hand. I almost rejoiced in the pain. They would never be able to bring Sasha here. If Natalie had burned up her blood with angelwine, that's what I would do too. I savored the burning for another moment. The vial seemed to grow hotter and hotter. I stood and took a step toward The Blood.


  Dorrance wasn't smiling anymore. The blood sprayed from the Caster's neck and hit the copper table, hissing and smoking where it landed. He seemed to finally notice how injured she was, and what the blood was doing to his colleagues. One by one, the members changed, turning toward the bleeding woman. Teeth grew down to rest on their chins. Nostrils flared and eyes slitted. Their entire bodies elongated. There was a growl that seemed to continue from one to the other. All except Dorrance. He didn't change. He just looked angry. He was saying something to the Caster, not to help her or comfort her, but to stop her from reeling away from the circle. Her hands, still linked with her cohorts, were slick with blood and she was struggling to hang on. She grasped at the hands that were linked in hers, but they were growing, elongating. She slipped, still trying to grab at them as she fell to the floor with a wet thud. There was a snap in the air as she went down and she grasped at her neck, trying to stop the blood from flowing out.


  Dorrance scowled, his angelwine-dark eyes narrowed and his teeth bared then and began to grow, just like the others. They were going to tear me apart and I knew it. They would never find Sasha, but I would be damned if I was going to go quietly. Dorrance suddenly stopped and raised his face to sniff the air. The glint of the vial caught Dorrance's eye just as I raised it to drink. He froze and seemed to grow even paler than he already was.


  The man next to the fallen Caster suddenly lunged at her as she writhed on the ground. I heard a sickening rip as he sank his teeth into her body near the wound, and then jerked his head back to pull a chunk of meat away from her shoulder.. I put the vial to my lips and poured the entire glowing contents down my throat.


  Frank Bradley said it burned. It did more than that. It seared down my throat and my eyes widened as I staggered back. It was like I'd swallowed burning kerosene. It exploded in my chest and stayed there, and I might have gone mad with the pain, but the pain started to feel good. My hearing cleared and I could sense everything. Every heartbeat, every drop of Caster's blood hitting the floor, and every breath of everyone in the room. And there was a smell. A metallic smell like fresh meat that made me salivate. I could smell their blood.


  I dropped the empty vial and it shattered, and I could follow the course of every tiny fragment of its broken glass. One of the women surged forward suddenly in a blur towards the back of the room, but I was in front of her in a quarter-second. She reached for the stone bowl on the sideboard. I took the vase and smashed it into her face, then hurled the bowl with the thimbleful of angel blood against the wall so hard it went through the plaster, making a giant spiderweb of cracks from floor to ceiling. She looked at me, enraged and tried to lunge at me, but I was faster. She went for my throat, but I was already behind her and had one elbow locked under her chin. With one swift motion, I twisted her head around with a crack and she fell to the floor, dead.


  " You're an idiot," said Dorrance, through growing teeth. He left the circle and began walking toward me along with the nine others. "That angelwine will kill you if we don't. No one's ever taken that much at once."


  " I know," I said, my voice guttural and hoarse. I could feel my body changing still, my spine cracking and popping as it stretched out, my shoulders creaking as they widened, the pain both overwhelming and intoxicating. "But you'll be dead before me. I might even have enough time to piss on your corpse."


  A man lunged at me and I caught him in my left hand, feeling his soft throat under my fingers that now seemed to be made of steel. I squeezed hard and felt the crunch and a tacky warmth flow over my hand. I looked to find I had pulled his head off of his body. It hit the floor with a crack and rolled to Dorrance's feet, trailing blood as it went. His body sprayed blood as it fell, splattering all over me. It only seemed to make me stronger. I licked sticky warmth off my lips.


  I found my gun was still in my right hand and I held my arm out and pulled the trigger, hitting another man straight through the eye. He crumpled immediately. Dorrance pulled the long black knife out of its sheath and looked at it. He raised his eyes to me and I smelled his fear. He took a step back. His teeth receded into his gums. He seemed to know now that he was defeated. It was still eight to one, but he knew I would win. I sensed his defeat, the scent of bitter bile, the quickening of his heart. I was so hungry.


  I shot again and a woman sneaking up on my left fell with a thud. I pulled the trigger again and the gun gave a hollow click. It was empty. I dropped it on the tile with a clatter and yanked someone's head down hard, smashing it on the floor like an egg. I advanced on Dorrance.


  Three together fell on me and I felt them pulling at my clothes, tearing, trying to get at my flesh. I reached out hard with my hand and felt the skin break and pulled at the first thing my hand grabbed. A heard the man scream as his insides came out with my fist like a handful of snakes. He grasped at his guts as I moved so fast around the other two I couldn't even fathom how I'd moved. I wrapped the intestines around them and with a bestial scream they lunged for the smell of meat and the screams cut off after two beats. I cracked the heads of the two gorging off their friend together and felt their skulls collapse under my hands.


  I heard Yuri come in through the door and I felt his shock reverberate through my bones. I heard his gasp and the fast beating of his heart. But he recovered quickly and went to work. I heard the sound of his ring hitting the butt of his gun, a gun so big it would have been hard for my hands to hold. I smelled the blood and the meat, but forced myself to ignore my hunger. I went after Dorrance as I heard three shots, one after the other and felt a hot spray of blood across my back. I wanted to rip Dorrance's neck open and let his blood run down my throat.


  I could feel the fire going through my veins. I could feel it eating me, taking away the living parts and replacing them with seared, blackened things. It brought me back to reality with a shudder. Frank Bradley had taken far less angelwine than me and had lived for a few hours. Long enough to kill his mistress, talk to me, and get to his cabin before the fire consumed him. How much longer would I have? Minutes? Seconds?


  I could feel myself dying. I stepped toward Dorrance, his eyes like round, dark coins, the knife held out in front of him. "This is for my family," I growled. This was why I had taken the angelwine, this was why I agreed to work with Yuri. This was what had driven me this whole time. Family. My family. The Blood had offered my father an escape from poverty, but had forced him into a world even more cruel than the one he left. They had used him as a guinea pig. They had taken my sister and broken her, too. It was my family I was dying for. I wouldn't let them find Sasha. They wouldn't find anyone ever again. They were all dead now. All except Dorrance. I felt the flames lick at my hands. He shoved the knife toward me, a frightened growl whining from his thin lips. I watched as the red fire burst from my hands. I was on Dorrance in a second. I felt a vague tug in my ribs and looked down to see the gray hilt of the knife sticking out of my ribs. The handle was polished stone, I saw, a match to the bowl I had smashed into the wall. It didn't hurt, but Dorrance screamed and pulled his hand back to his chest. I looked down to see the fire pouring out of me like blood, spurting out in arcs and sizzling out on the floor.


  My hands were torches now. I could see Dorrance through a veil of red on my eyes, the fire coming from my mouth and shooting out of my chest. I grabbed his face with my hands and forced his face towards mine. "This is how the angelwine kills them," I said and was amazed at how clear my voice rang out through the flames filling my mouth. "This is the pain you've caused, the people you've hurt. You did this." I looked up and saw Yuri frozen, staring at me. The door behind him opened and Gage came running in. It was suddenly quiet. The only sound was the crackle of fire in my ears. Looking down I realized Dorrance had stopped screaming. His face had blackened and his body had burned down to the bone. I let go of him and his charred remains fell to the floor, shattering into a thousand pieces. He may as well have been a pile of dust on the floor.


  " Niki," Gage said. He grabbed his head in his hands. "No, goddamn it, Niki!"


  I tried to tell him it was okay, but the words wouldn't come. I felt the fire taking over. I couldn't move or speak, and Gage was fading in a red fog.


  " Goddamn you, Niki, you have no right," I heard him say, his voice a garbled, thick scream. "It's not your choice," he rasped. I heard a thud and saw his form through the red falling to his knees, his body shaking. He was sobbing. I couldn't take the sight of Bobby Gage sobbing. I had to go to him, to tell him to stop, that I didn't want it, but I fell to the floor instead. The burning didn't hurt, I couldn't feel anything. I felt light and then the world was soft just for a minute. There was no hardness or pain or noise. There was only me, and a shudder of relief went through my body.


  The softness pulled at me and soon I was standing up. I could see Gage through a velvety haze. He was still crying, his body racked with sobs. I took a step toward him, but I felt too buoyant, like I would just float away if I put my mind to it. I looked back and saw my blackened body on the ground and I knew. I knew. It was real. And I knew. I was dead.


   


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  I crouched by my body, thinking of how many times I'd seen a spirit do this and how pointless it was. I was a spirit now. A ghost. I reached my hand out to touch the smoking pile of blackened flesh and my hand went through with a feeling like static. It didn't make a sound. Just silence and a feeling of loss deep within me. I looked back at Gage. Yuri was helping him up. I knew he wouldn't be able to see me, but I walked over to him anyway.


  "Bobby," I said. "Please hear me." But he let Yuri lift him up, his eyes seeming to be stuck on my body. I tried to touch him, but there was only static. It was like touching a warm spot. I knew why they were drawn to the living now. I got it. I wasn't cold. I wasn't anything. Any feeling at all was better than the sheer nothingness of not existing. I watched Yuri help Gage to the door, but Gage stopped him before they got there. He turned back to look at me and I saw his face crumble again. "No, Bobby," I said. "Don't cry anymore. I can't take it." But he didn't hear me. I could barely hear myself.


  I sat down by the dead thing on the ground, the thing that used to be me but wasn't anymore. I could feel the beginning of forget, gnawing at my mind, making me a dead-eyed spirit. There was no crossing over. Not now. I would become just another ghost in the haze. A spirit in the street. I tried to remember what it was like. I knew there was a haze but I couldn't remember what it felt like to go through it. I remembered that I didn't like it but couldn't remember why.


  I sat and began to forget.


  Bobby wouldn't leave. He screamed at Yuri to go without him and slid down the wall to sit on the floor. I watched him. Saw him staring at my body. At least I thought it was my body. I remembered dying, but I could no longer remember how. The numbness was starting to feel like cold. I would have given anything to be warm just one last time. I felt a shudder in the air and I looked up. The man hadn't moved. I thought I knew him. Bobby, I remembered. Bobby Gage, my partner. My friend. He wasn't crying anymore, just staring off into space. I felt the shudder again. Gage didn't seem to notice.


  It eased its way through the open door. I saw it at once, though it was completely silent. Not a sound, not even a whisper of the black cloak dragging behind it on the ground. A forgotten memory blazed in my mind and I knew it was a him and the him was Death. As if in reply, he raised his bone-white face to the light, his sockets blacker than black, his teeth bared, lipless and smiling. A spidery hand eased out of the robe as he came toward me and I felt warm. It was as if I had never felt heat before that moment and I closed my eyes to revel in it.


  Another memory surfaced. A hand taking mine, its heat surprising me. Who had that been?Death was coming towards me and I wasn't afraid. It was relief. I recalled something about Heaven. A war. No crossing over. Death stood in front of me. He raised a hand to touch me and he seemed somehow disturbed by me. I didn't know how I knew, I just knew that looking at me was hard.


  I held out my hand to take the bones in mine, to comfort Death. But as we touched, it wasn't cold bone I felt, but flesh. Hot flesh that felt like fire. And I didn't go through. I was solid to him. I remembered. He wasn't a skull in a robe. He was Sam.


  I tried to cry but couldn't. Sam wrapped his arms around me and if I closed my eyes I could pretend we were back at the Deep Blue Sea and I was alive and Sam was holding me. It felt so natural that I was surprised it had never happened before. I felt the hot hands take my face and it was like coming in from the cold.


  "Niki," he said. "Look at me."


  I looked and I saw Death. A skull stark against the black hood. But I saw features, little by little. The ghost of a cheek, a shift in the eyes, the curve of a lip. I saw Sam in the face of Death.


  "Are you afraid of me?" he said.


  "No," I said. "Why would I be?" I could feel breath in his chest, the flesh of his stomach.


  I remembered now. There was a white-haired man. Dorrance. I had killed him. We had killed them all. The Blood. I drank all of the angelwine to do it. I had burned up. "I burned," I said. "I'm sorry, I couldn't stop it. And no one could stop me. Not even myself. I killed them all."


  He let go of my face, but I grasped his hands and held onto them. "I can't cross over, can I?" I said.


  "No," he said.


  "Are you here to say goodbye?"


  He stared at me. After a long time he said, "I'm here to give you a choice."


  "A choice?" I said. "Why?"


  "Because I have to. Because I can't not give you a choice. Damn you, Niki, you weren't supposed to die." His voice was hoarse, as Gage's had been.


  "Everyone dies," I said. "You know that."


  "Not you," he said. "How could you? You were a spark. You made me remember."


  "Remember what?"


  "What it means to feel."


  "I'm sorry, Sam," I said. "It was the only way."


  He nodded. "A choice then."


  "What are the choices?"


  I saw the mask of his lips curl into a smile. "What else? Life or death."


  "Why would I choose death?" I said.


  "There are limitations to life. After this, nothing will be the same."


  "I don't care," I said. "Anything is better than this. I can't feel anything. I choose life. Can you do it?"


  He was silent for a moment. "I can do it," he said finally. "Are you sure? Don't you want to know it means? You may find living a hardship. After this."


  "I choose life," I said. "Please. You can tell me after, just let me feel again. I feel like my insides are full of air. I want to touch again. I can't stand this. I'll go insane."


  He nodded. "This is going to hurt," he said. "You'll feel everything."


  He glided to the blackened body on the ground and knelt on the ground. He placed his hands on the flesh. It crackled under his fingers. He lowered his face to the blackened head, a skull with seared skin stretched across. All the hair had burned away. It didn't look like me. It looked like a monster. Sam put his mouth on the dead mouth and exhaled.


  I felt a ripping pull and I was under him, and his lips were on mine. He was so hot and felt so good against my mouth. His lips parted and I thought he would kiss me, but he breathed into me again and I felt the pain. I thought at first it would be better than feeling nothing. The feeling of having flesh to feel pain, to feel cold, so cold, was a brittle relief. But then I felt my skin crawl and itch and ache and burn all at the same time. I tried to scream but Sam held his mouth fast to mine. He put a comforting hand on my face and it was agony, but he held it there.


  I writhed under him. I felt my flesh reforming, my heart growing, my lungs becoming new again. The black flaked off and I was raw, the bones becoming clean, the muscle scaling overtop like magma, then becoming flesh that burned in the air. I felt my body convulsing and I shook. I felt the hair growing out from my head and my skin coursing down over the muscle. In my head I was screaming. Through the screams I could hear a voice. Gage's voice. He was yelling. I couldn't tell if he was terrified or angry or happy. I didn't know anything but the pain.


  And then, as soon as it started, the sharp pain was gone and I was myself, only tender and sore. Sam's lips were on mine and I felt I could stay like that forever. But he pulled back and looked down at me. I took a ragged breath and my new lungs filled with air. I coughed. I was cold. The only warmth was coming from Sam's hands. They were still hot, one on my face and one on my stomach. He had brought me back to life. I'd been dead and now I wasn't.


  "Sam?" I said, my voice like shards of glass scraping my throat.


  "Sam," echoed a voice. Gage was pacing around me where I lay. I looked at him. "Sam did this?" he said. He ran a hand through his hair. I thought he was angry, but a tear ran down his face. "Oh, Jesus," he said, lurching down and hugging me to his chest. "Goddamn, Slobodian," he said. "I thought you were gone for sure." He pulled off his tattered jacket and pulled it around me. I realized I was naked but I didn't care. I was alive. I could feel. "I don't know how you're alive, but I don't give a damn. Sick of people dying."


  "Damn, Gage, would you stop blubbering all over me?" I said. But he didn't stop. He just laughed and cried and kept right on hugging me. I didn't have the energy to stop him. I looked for Sam and found him stepping back, away from us.


  I felt the ground shake beneath us, a low rumbling became a series of deafening cracks. It came from outside. Sam was looking at me. I could see the movement in his eyes. He looked sadder than I had ever seen him. Gage gave a start, bracing us so I didn't fall on the ground. "Jesus, what the hell is that?" he said.


  The racket from outside didn't stop, it just got louder. The lights flickered, then went out. We were in complete darkness and the world outside sounded like Armageddon. Sam's face seemed to glow in the dark and he was shaking his head.


  "Sam," I said. "What is it you've done exactly?"


  He looked at me for long time before he spoke. "I believe I've chosen a side," he said.


  And the building began to crumble.


   


  


  Chapter Twenty


  I don't know how we got to the Deep Blue Sea, but we were just there, next to the bar. Janis was gone. The place was overwhelmingly quiet. Gage was still holding me in his lap, sitting on the ground. Sam was himself again, hunched over the bar, his flowing robe transformed back into his usual pinstriped suit. He was heaving, his breath ragged and painful-sounding.


  Gage helped me to my feet. The floor was cold on my bare feet. Gage stood next to Sam, looking at him intently. "What have you done?" he said. Both Gage and Sam looked over at me. Sam's face was drawn and sick-looking. His eyes were red-rimmed like he hadn't slept in days and he had a gaunt look. Sam straightened up wearily, the mere act of standing seeming to be difficult for him. He looked at Gage and shook his head, a look of despair on his face.


  "I had to," he said.


  I was becoming aware of a sensation, a twitching in my head. I lifted my head. It was familiar and I searched my brain as to why. "Natalie?" I said, remembering. Both men looked at me. The twitching stopped and there was silence for a long time. Gage suddenly stumbled, only barely catching himself on the bar. He looked at me strangely.


  "Niki," Gage said in an unnaturally high voice. I looked at Sam, but Sam was staring at Gage in confusion. "Niki," said Gage, "help me."


  I frowned. "Natalie?" I said slowly.


  "Yes, it's me," said the voice coming from Gage. His eyes were glazed over. "She took me, Niki. My new angel, he walked me right out of the vault, right through the walls. He took me right to her."


  "Who?" I said.


  "E-li-za," said Natalie, drawing the name out. "Her name is Eliza and she is not nice. I'm so weak, Niki. I can't control anyone. They've done something to me. Please help me."


  Gage's body gave a shudder and he fell to the ground. He shook his head, blinking furiously. I went to him, holding the jacket shut in front of me. "Are you all right?" I said.


  "Jesus," he said in his own voice. "What the hell was that? Something was in my head. In my goddamn head!"


  I started to tell him, but the ground started shaking. I looked up at Sam. He was still hunched over the bar. He looked like he should have passed out already. He looked dully up at the shuddering of the ground. There was a sound like a large cannon. It sounded like it was right outside. "What is it, Sam?" I said.


  He looked down at me slowly, like he'd forgotten I was there. He seemed surprised by my question. He raised his eyebrows. "A war," he said. "Between Heaven and Hell. And we are right in the middle."
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  Chapter One


  An explosion shook the Deep Blue Sea, rattling glasses and liquor bottles, making them clink like chimes in a violent wind. I grasped the bar for support, but my hand slipped and my legs, wobbly to begin with, buckled. I fell to the floor with a grunt. I felt like I hadn't eaten in weeks. My throat was dry and my lips felt about to crack. Apparently, coming back from the dead is hard work.


  I felt strong arms pick me up and carry me across the room. A series of images flashed behind my eyes as a hand touched my bare arm. A woman in a wedding dress looking into my face with tears in her pretty eyes. A baby being handed to me in a hospital room. A living room covered in blood with a trail leading down the hall. Bobby Gage set me down gently on a hard surface and the images stopped. I sighed with relief. He looked down at me for a moment, his face hard and fearful at the same time. I relaxed and closed my eyes. I was in the booth Sam and I always shared. I slept, forgetting my hunger, my thirst, and the sounds of the world falling apart.


  I woke with a start and sat up quickly. I immediately regretted it, and touched my forehead as the dizziness subsided. Sam was sitting on the other side of the booth and pushed a bowl across the table towards me. I felt a draft and realized I was still wearing only Gage's coat. I pulled it tighter around me.


  "How long was I out?" I said.


  Sam shrugged halfheartedly. "Half hour. No more," he said. He looked tired. More tired than I had ever seen him. He had changed into fresh clothes, but his face was drawn and the circles under his eyes were so deep they looked like bruises.


  I looked down at the table to see what he had pushed toward me. A bowl of pretzels. I raised an eyebrow. He almost smiled.


  "Sorry," he said. "I don't have much in the way of food here."


  I picked one up and chewed. It was stale, but I was starving. I ate the whole bowl before looking up. "Natalie," I said.


  "Yes," he said. "I thought you would want to talk about that."


  "She's my sister," I said. I had told her I would return for her. But before I could get there, she had been taken. And then the war started.


  The bar shook with an explosion. A sound like rocks hitting the walls reverberated through the building. Sam closed his eyes.


  "Are we safe here?" I said.


  "Here?" he said. "Yes, we're safe. Nothing can get through that I don't allow. Only friends can cross that threshold. People that have been here before. And the ones that I wish to come."


  "Sam, I feel strange," I said. There was a tickle in my head, as if something in the back of my brain were trying to scratch its way out. And now that I was full of bar snacks, I felt a strange warmth welling out from my chest. There was a glass of water in front of Sam. I felt thirstier than I had ever been. He saw me eying it, and pushed it gently toward me. I drank the entire glass.


  "I think," Sam said finally, sadness in his voice, "you'll find that things will be a bit different for you."


  "Different?" I said, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. "Different how?"


  "That remains to be seen," he said. He ran a hand through his hair. "You were dead, Niki," he said. His voice was thick. "I just couldn't help myself."


  "What did you do exactly?" I said. "It hurt like hell, I remember that much. It hurt worse than..." I couldn't finish, it was too strange to say. But it was there, hanging in the air: Coming back from the dead hurt worse than dying.


  "It was forbidden," said Sam, looking at me. His eyes were stormy, shapes moving across the surface like black clouds in a hurricane. "It has been done before, but very rarely. Among my kind, the Arches, it is looked upon as...very dark."


  I hesitated. "Something that would start a war?" I said slowly.


  Sam nodded. "Yes," he said. "Something that would start a war."


  Another blast echoed through the Deep Blue Sea. I noticed that Gage was sitting alone at the bar, his shoulders hunched. I shook my head, trying to comprehend.


  "So, what's happening outside, this war, it's between Heaven and Hell?"


  "Yes," he said weakly.


  "And something like this hasn't happened since, what? The beginning of time?"


  "The One War," he said.


  "And all this is because of me?"


  Sam frowned. "In a way, I suppose. But it's not your fault. It's mine."


  "I chose," I said. I could feel the heat in my chest grow hotter. "You asked me to choose and I did. I chose to come back."


  "It wasn't fair," he said, shaking his head. "I never should have asked you to make the choice. You didn't know. This is my mess, Niki. I'm so sorry, so very sorry I've involved you. I just saw you, burning, black. Dead. It was as if the world no longer existed. No longer mattered. All I could think of was myself. How could I continue without you in the world? It was selfish." He closed his eyes again. "This is my mess," he repeated. "I have to fix it somehow."


  I felt like my chest was on fire. I couldn't get air. I squeezed my eyes shut. It was happening again. I was burning. Sam had brought me back but now it was happening again.


  "Niki?" Sam said. "What's wrong?" He sounded worried, but all I could feel was the overwhelming heat radiating from my chest.


  "Niki," said Gage, suddenly beside me, his voice laced with concern. I felt his hand touch my forehead. An image of a plump woman lying dead in a bed flashed in my head. Gage winced as he pulled back his hand. The image disappeared. "She's hot as hell," said Bobby.


  Two hands touched my shoulders firmly. I opened my eyes to see Sam's face, his hands clenching my shoulders. His eyes closed and his mouth pursed in concentration. I felt the heat cool slowly, and work its way, bit by bit, to Sam's hands. His cheeks colored as the feeling of burning left me, though the sensation in my chest was still there. I gasped as I could breathe again. He opened his eyes and looked at me, his eyes paler than I had ever seen them. They were shining, almost white. Then they returned after a moment back to their usual black. He had lost his bruised, tired look and almost looked like his old self again.


  "I don't understand," he whispered.


  "I thought I was dying," I said. "I thought I was burning again."


  "That wasn't death," said Sam. "That was power."


  "Someone want to clue me in on what just happened?" said Gage. "What the hell was that? I touched her and she was burning up." I looked at Gage and he held up his hand. His palm was an angry red. Sam turned to look at Bobby.


  "I don't know, Robert," he said. "I expected that she would take on certain mild abilities, but I'm at a loss." Sam looked back at me. "She was filled with power. Perhaps bringing her back triggered something."


  "Triggered?" I said, my voice hoarse. "What do you mean 'triggered?'"


  "Perhaps an ability, just below the surface, that hadn't manifested itself yet."


  "So I'm some kind of double Abnormal?" I said.


  "That power is far beyond anything I have ever felt in any humans, or, as you call them, Abbies," said Sam. "I'm just as surprised as you are."


  "I doubt that," I said.


  Gage sat down opposite us. "So Niki's got some kind of crazy-powerful ability, but we don't know what it is, or what it does, or how she got it?"


  "Yes," said Sam.


  I leaned back and sighed. "Peachy."


  "Robert," said Sam. "Would you be so kind as to get Niki a drink? I believe she would very much like a Jameson."


  Gage didn't move. I looked at him. He stared back, looking astonished. "What the hell are you looking at, Bobby?" I said, wrapping the coat around myself.


  "Jesus, Niki," said Gage. "Your eyes."


  "What about them?" I said. I grabbed the nearby chrome napkin holder and held it up to my face. Though the image was distorted, I could see very clearly what Gage had meant. My eyes were dark and shifting, like the clouds at night. Sam's eyes. Angel eyes. I felt the sensation of heat flare up inside me and for a moment my eyes flickered white, then back to black. I looked at Sam.


  "Oh, dear," he said.


  "What's happening?" I said. "What the hell is happening to me?"


  "I honestly have no idea," said Sam.


  Gage poured the whiskey while I sat, staring at my distorted reflection. My eyes continued to go from black to blazing white. I'd never be able to hide being an Abby now. Something told me that colored contacts wouldn't be able to hide this. As the building shook from the explosions outside, I wondered if it even mattered any more. If the fighting kept up much longer, nobody would be arguing about who was Abby and who was Normal. At this rate, everyone would soon be dead.


  Sam left and came back with some clothes from behind the bar. Mine had burned off in the fire when I died, and Gage had given me his coat. "I keep a change of clothes here. They'll be very long on you, but you can use my belt and roll them up."


  I looked at the garments. Pinstripe pants and a white, button-up shirt. I shrugged. "Could be worse," I said. Gage set the drink in front of me and I downed it in one gulp. The warmth of the whiskey spread down through my body, taking my mind off the other sensation, the feeling of heat deep behind my sternum. I took the clothes and walked barefoot across the bar and ducked behind the counter. The pants were loose and long. I pulled out the belt Sam had given me and cinched them up and rolled up the legs. I tucked the long shirt into the pants and rolled up the sleeves. I smoothed my hair away from my face and emerged, grabbing the bottle of Jameson and bringing it back to the table. I poured the whiskey in the glass, downing it again in a single drink.


  I looked from Sam to Gage, who seemed to have been struck dumb. They watched me as if in fascination. "Stop looking at me like that," I said. "It's pissing me off. What next?"


  "Next?" said Gage.


  "Where do we go from here?" I said. I was feeling stronger. The booze seemed to dampen the burning sensation and the food and water had rejuvenated me. Getting dressed seemed to have been the last step to feeling human again. If I was still human. I looked at Sam. "What do we do?"


  Sam took a breath. "Our only priority must be to stop this war."


  I thought about my godmother, Sofi. About Yuri Polzin, who helped me defeat the Blood and who saved Bobby's life. The former prison guard, Lou Craig, who helped us find Abaddon, and the only person besides Bobby who I trusted to guard Sofi. Lou had a daughter who was an Abby. Was she safe? What about all the children, Abby and Normal? The families who suddenly found themselves in the middle of a battlefield, in a war between angels and demons. "What about the people?" I said. "Are they safe?"


  "I very much doubt it," said Sam. "But the best thing we can hope for right now is to stop it. Stop the fighting, and the people will be safe."


  "Do you think it's everywhere?" said Gage. "Or is it just centered around you and Nik?"


  I swallowed hard. It was painful to think that this might be my fault. Mine and Sam's. Despite what he said, I felt the responsibility was mine too. I had chosen to live. Even when I knew it wasn't right.


  "It's odd," said Sam, "but I'm not sure. I can sense death, as you know. There are no deaths anywhere but here in the city. Not even natural ones. It's as if they've frozen time. But that's impossible."


  "Why is it impossible?" I said. "Isn't that what you do? You bend time to help people cross over, right?"


  "Yes, that used to be the way of it," said Sam. "But I am the only one that has that ability, and I can only use it for that purpose. And for anyone else to use it, for any other reason, even the finest of reasons...let's just say it wouldn't end well for the person wielding that power."


  "But no deaths anywhere but here?" said Gage. "That seems unnatural. People are always dying."


  "People might be safe then, right?" I said, thinking of Sofi. More than anything right now, I was thankful she was out of town, staying with her niece.


  "Perhaps," said Sam. But he didn't look so sure.


  A tremor shook the table. I thought at first it was another explosion, but there was no noise. Just a long, slowly-intensifying shiver that made everything vibrate. My head felt as if it were filling with thick gray fog. I blinked and closed my eyes, trying to shake away the feeling. I heard a sound like fabric ripping. Then the fog subsided just as quickly as it had come and Janis was standing in the middle of the room, next to a large man with blond hair. Sam got up from the table and looked at them, expressionless. I stood and looked at the man with yellow hair. His eyes were dark and shifting. Like Sam's. Like mine.


  "Janis?" said Sam, without taking his eyes from the man.


  Janis sighed and pulled a pack of cigarettes out of the pocket of her polyester pants. "I don't only work for you, Samael," she said in her gravelly voice. She pulled out a cigarette and returned the pack to her pocket. "I have to go where I'm called. You know that." She tottered over to the bar on her three-inch heels and sat on a stool. I heard the sound of a match being lit.


  "Robert," said Sam over his shoulder. "Do keep Janis company, will you?"


  "Dammit, Sam," said Gage. "I'm not your lap dog."


  "All the same," said Sam. "This doesn't concern you."


  "The hell it doesn't," he said. But he lumbered across the bar all the same and sat next to Janis.


  The blond man was smiling now. "Hello, brother," he said.


  "Brother?" I said.


  "Camael," said Sam, with a trace of bitterness. "What a pleasant surprise."


  "You don't seem pleased," he said. He approached us, looking straight at Sam. He was taller and wider, and wore a strange uniform. It was almost Roman, but with scaled metal pants and sleeves with a leather breastplate covered in symbols that glowed. His face, solemn and unsmiling, was marked with a prominent scar, and the backs of his hands were also covered in scars. "I am pleased to see you, Samael."


  "I'm sorry, I didn't expect you," said Sam. "I've had a lot of surprises lately. Did Michael send you?"


  "Let us sit," said Camael. His eyes landed on me. He arched an eyebrow. "Is this the human?" he said. "The one you risked your precious world to save?"


  "This is Niki," said Sam, looking uncomfortable.


  Camael frowned. "She doesn't look human." He stepped toward me and took my chin in hand and turned my head. I grabbed his wrist firmly. It was large in my small hand.


  "I don't care who you are," I said between gritted teeth. "If you touch me again I will break your wrist."


  Camael stepped back, surprised. After a moment of staring at me in astonishment, he smiled a thin smile. It didn't look right on his face. "I think I understand, Samael," he said, looking at me. "She's not like the women in Briah, is she?"


  "No, she is not," said Sam. "Niki, you will have to excuse my brother's manners. He forgets himself. Often."


  "How many brothers do you have?" I asked Sam.


  "Six," he said.


  "Five," said Camael.


  "Uriel?" said Sam. Camael nodded. "I...knew," said Sam. "Let's sit. Join us, Niki?"


  Camael sat down in the booth, taking up one side of it. I looked at Sam. "Are you sure you want me here?" I asked quietly. "This seems like family stuff."


  "I would like you by my side," he said. "I would appreciate it."


  "Why did you ask if Michael sent him?" I said. "Does he work for him?"


  "No," said Sam. He swallowed. "Michael is also my brother."


  "You could have that mentioned earlier," I said.


  "I'm sorry," said Sam. He sat and I joined them.


  "He wants to see you," said Camael, casting a distasteful look at me. "Both of you."


  "Michael?" I said. "Does he have my sister?" Camael raised his eyebrows, as if this were a stupid question.


  "If you mean the strange little human child, she is with him," said Camael. "That is why you are requested. Michael seems to be accommodating her."


  I looked at Sam. He was studying Camael intently. "Why?" Sam said.


  Camael leaned back. "She seems to be of some use to him. You know Michael. He is always tight-lipped about his real intentions."


  Sam narrowed his eyes. "And you go along with whatever he tells you to."


  Camael snorted. "Hardly. But I like a good war. It's been so long since we had anything to fight for. Briah is not the same city, brother."


  "Briah?" I said.


  "It is the City of Angels," said Sam, not looking away from his brother. "The Silver City. The City of Heaven."


  "Heaven has cities?"


  "Just the one," said Camael.


  "Is this a trick?" said Sam. "One of Michael's games?"


  "Please," said Camael. "I would not come if it were. Besides, even Michael can't cheat Death."


  "He would do his very best to try," said Sam coldly. "What about Niki? Why does she have to be there?"


  "I told you, the human requested it."


  "If she's a prisoner---"I began.


  "Who says she's a prisoner?" said Camael.


  "She did," I said, narrowing my eyes.


  "Did she?" said Camael, a small smile spreading across on his face. "How interesting. Maybe that's why Michael likes her so much."


  I felt a shiver pass through the heat in my belly, but it didn't spread this time. Perhaps the alcohol kept it at bay.


  "The meeting must be in neutral territory," said Sam.


  "Of course," said Camael, rising. "I'll let him know. Oh, and just so you're not surprised, Michael looks slightly different."


  "Different how?" said Sam.


  "He now has a quite magnificent pair of wings. It is quite an impressive sight, and seems to have strengthened the chain of command. Janis?"


  Janis slipped off her stool and stubbed out a cigarette. She tottered over to Camael. She made a sweeping motion with her hand and a thickness filled the room once again. I felt the fog assaulting my senses once again. There was a tearing sound and an almost inaudible pop, and then they were gone, the fog dissipating like smoke through an open window.


  "We must go to Limbo," said Sam.


  "So every one one of these people are in your goddamn family?" I said. "Do all your family reunions end with Armageddon?"


  "I should have told you," said Sam. He shook his head. "I left a very long time ago. For very good reasons. I'm not like them, Niki. My brothers are brutal and manipulative. They have no respect for this world."


  "Camael sure didn't seem to like humans very much," I said. "What's that about?"


  "Very old politics," he said.


  "What does that mean?"


  Sam sighed. "Can we discuss this later?"


  "No," I said. "If I have to go to some Limbo-land with Death and a guy that wants to kill me, I want to know the history."


  Sam sighed. "Very well. The Creator made the angels first---the Archangels, especially---then later made the world and all that dwell therein. Michael has always considered humans a corruption, a pale reflection of his kind." Sam sighed again. "Michael has always resented me for choosing to live in the world."


  "You don't live here," I said. "You're hardly ever here."


  "Not in this particular spot," he said. "I have to be many places. It's complicated. I cannot always be where I'm needed, though I try very hard for your sake."


  "Why?" I said. "Why me?"


  He looked at me blankly for a moment. "Why anything?" he said. "Why am I able to help the souls cross over? Why can you do it without even trying? Why did you come into my bar that night, when by all rights you should not have been able to see it? I didn't will you here, and yet, there you were, drinking cheap whiskey. The very person I'd been watching without you knowing."


  "That stalker thing is still creepy," I said.


  "It's time you stopped questioning everything," said Sam, leaning close to me, "and started accepting the fact that everything you think you know is wrong. The world is so much more than what you know of it. The universe is infinitely, impossibly rich. It's time you knew the real world. My world."


  The heat leaped in my stomach. Sam's face was close to mine, so close I could feel the heat of him. Just as I felt my own heat radiating off of myself. I swallowed. "Fine," I said weakly. "Let's go to Limbo."


  


  Chapter Two


  "I don't like it," said Gage, sitting at the bar. "It don't sound right. Why does this angel guy want to see Niki?"


  "Apparently," said Sam, "Niki's new-found sister is somehow involved with that decision." Sam looked at me for a moment, then shook his head and looked back at Gage. "I will be there too. No reason to worry. My brother wouldn't dare harm her in Limbo."


  "That's another thing," said Gage. "All these guys trying to destroy the world. You never told us they were your brothers."


  "It didn't occur to me to mention it," said Sam. "Until now, it didn't matter."


  "And why are you so quiet, Nik?" Gage asked me. "You usually can't stop talking."


  "They have Natalie, Bobby," I said. I realized I was still feeling weak, even after the sleep and food. The sensation in my gut had been less intense after I had a few drinks, but now I felt myself growing hotter again. If I were going to burn up again, at least I could try to help my sister before I went. I gripped the bar and closed my eyes as another dizzy spell hit me. This time I caught myself and didn't fall over.


  "Look at her, Sam," said Gage. "She's not fit to do anything right now. She needs to rest."


  "Her powers will be neutralized in Limbo," said Sam. "That's the entire reason Limbo exists."


  "I thought it existed for the spirits of unbaptized babies," I said, as the dizziness passed and I opened my eyes. "You know, people not good enough for Heaven, but not bad enough for Hell." The world kept alternating between normal color and whitewash. Like floodlights were swinging around, shining on everything. I supposed that was my eyes flickering.


  "Limbo exists as neutral territory," said Sam. "It is, for the most part, a place where the people of Heaven and Hell can meet without...well, dying. It was not created for dead babies. My, what a thought."


  "So you can't die there?" I said.


  "No," he said. "There is only one weapon that could kill in Limbo, but Michael wouldn't dare violate the sanctity of that place."


  "Wouldn't he?" I said. "The guy started a damn war. He's killing people."


  "It is a sacred place," said Sam. "Even Michael wouldn't defile it." He looked at Gage. "Do you still have your Casting book?"


  "Yeah," Gage said. "Why?"


  "I need you to stay here," Sam said, "just in case anyone else decides to pop in."


  "No way," said Gage. "I'm going with you. I'm not leaving Niki alone with a bunch of angels."


  "Do you think I'd cause her harm?" said Sam, actually looking hurt.


  "Not on purpose, but, look at her."


  Sam appraised me and frowned.


  "Damn it, Bobby," I said, standing up straight with difficulty. "Stop telling everyone to look at me. I'm going to help my sister. Stay here and make sure nothing bad happens. Can you do that?" I took a breath and said, softer, "Please. For me."


  Gage stared at me for a minute. "All right, sis," he said slowly. "You sure about this?"


  I nodded. "I think so. I don't see another way to get Natalie back." I looked at Sam. "Maybe I should have a gun."


  "It wouldn't matter if you did," he said. "Bullets would hardly stop Michael." He frowned. "We may not be able to get the child back. You should prepare yourself for that."


  "We'll get her back," I said.


  "I already lost you once today," said Gage, looking at me intently. "No matter what's going on with you, I need you to get back safely, Niki." Gage turned to Sam. "Take care of her, Sam."


  Sam nodded. He took my hand. "Don't let go," he said.


  "Don't we have to wait for Janis?" I said.


  "Some of my brothers do. I don't," said Sam with a small smile. "Janis is here to move the Deep Blue Sea. I come and go as I wish."


  "What should I do?" I said, suddenly nervous.


  "Don't let go," Sam repeated. "You may wish to close your eyes as well."


  I did, and at once felt the same thickness as when Camael had come and gone. The air pressed against us, and I clutched my free arm tight around Sam's waist. We were spinning and suddenly I couldn't feel ground under my feet. The hot sensation in my chest was dancing around, churning inside me. My heart beat fast. I felt the heat start to crawl, radiating out towards my arms and my legs. I felt tears well up in my eyes from the pain. We began to spin faster and faster. Sam suddenly wrapped his arm tight around my back.


  "Niki," he said in a panicked voice. "You have to control it."


  I opened my eyes. We were in total blackness. Opening my eyes was worse than keeping them closed. I couldn't see Sam's face in front of me. We were spinning in midair. I looked down and sucked in my breath sharply. There was no light in this place, but from my abdomen and hands a pale glow was shimmering. Weak, ghostly light emanated from me, reaching out in white, flame-like tendrils, and I could see Sam's hand grasping at my own, his knuckles white.


  "What is it?" I said, my voice high and thin.


  "Calm yourself, Niki," said Sam into my ear. "I can't make it stop or we'll be trapped between worlds. Breathe."


  I inhaled deeply through my nose, forcing my lungs to expand. Trying to calm yourself while spinning in total blackness when glowing tendrils of light are coming out of your body is not as easy as it sounds. I took long, slow, deep breaths, and my heart finally started to slow. The force inside me started to shrink bit by bit until it was contained again in my chest. Sam kept his arm around me, and I leaned into him, spent, my eyes squeezed shut.


  After a few long moments, the spinning stopped and we landed on solid ground. A breeze ruffled my hair. Sam let go of my hand and my knees buckled. I caught myself against him. "I'm sorry," I said, righting myself.


  "Are you all right?"


  "Yeah," I said, looking away. "Just really tired. So this is Limbo?"


  A dim, dusky light lit the landscape, though I couldn't tell where the light was coming from. We were outdoors, but the wind was stale, like the recycled air in an office or an airplane. There was no smell. The ground was packed, hardened earth with no vegetation, and flat as far as the eye could see. It made my eyes tired just to look at the aggressive flatness of the place. But the burning in my chest was gone for the first time since Sam brought me back.


  "We have to come back to this exact spot when we leave," Sam said. "Otherwise there will be trails, or tunnels, between the worlds."


  "It doesn't hurt anymore," I said, looking at Sam. He was looking past me, his eyes narrowed. I turned to see where he was glaring and saw three figures walking toward us, two large and one small. I swallowed. "Natalie," I said.


  "I have only one request, Niki," said Sam, not taking his eyes from the approaching newcomers. "Don't be brash."


  I almost laughed. "I think I'm more likely to fall over than kill someone," I said. My throat felt thick. I swallowed hard. Weakness did not come easily to me. I hated depending on Sam. But at the same time, I was grateful for his help.


  "If you fall over," he said. "Fall into me." He glanced at me, a small smile on his lips.


  We walked toward the figures as if moving through water. Every step felt forced and heavy. The large figure leading the other two had black shining hair that, I saw as we got closer, swung past his shoulders. Soon I could also see massive white wings sprouting out of his back. He fanned them as he walked, as if making sure that we noticed them. He wore the same uniform as Camael, the chain mail leggings clinking with each step. Natalie walked behind him with another man, brown-haired and shorter in stature, by her side. She was dressed in a white, gauzy dress that contrasted with her mocha-colored skin. I had forgotten how beautiful she was.


  "Hello, brother," said the man in the front when we finally met. His voice was deep and quiet.


  "Michael," said Sam coldly. "You do look different, just as Camael said."


  Natalie moved forward to stand next to Michael. She smiled. I had forgotten the madness in her eyes. I crouched down in front of her. "Are you all right?" I said.


  "Better than you, I think," she said. She giggled. "You have funny eyes now."


  "They didn't hurt you, did they?" I said.


  "Of course not," she said. "Why would they?"


  I frowned. "Natalie, you said you were kidnapped. What the hell are you playing at? This isn't a game."


  "Everything's a game," she whispered.


  I looked at the man trailing Michael. His hair was cropped and his body was stockier than the other two brothers. He didn't wear armor, but instead was wrapped in a robe made from rough, beige cloth. His face was ashen. He looked how I felt. I stood up slowly. I looked at Michael, who was watching me with interest. Everyone was watching me with interest.


  "What the hell is going on here?" I said, stepping back next to Sam.


  "I'm hungry," Natalie said suddenly, turning to the ill-looking angel. His shoulders sagged even further. He looked at Michael.


  "Feed the child, Raphael," said Michael.


  Raphael heaved a breath, withdrawing a dark knife from within his robes. He pulled up his sleeve. I cried out as he slid the blade along the wrist, grunting as he did so. A silvery-white substance began flowing out onto his arm. Natalie grabbed his arm and suckled the wound, like a baby at a mother's breast. Raphael's face was a mask of bitterness.


  "What is this, Michael?" said Sam. His voice was taut. "What have you done? Raphael is your brother."


  "Is it not better to have the child in control of someone with such a passive gift?" said Michael. "She causes far less damage when all she can do is heal people."


  "Why did you take her?" I said.


  "I think there's been a misunderstanding," said Michael. His dark eyes shifted. "I have not taken the human child. She came of her own free will."


  "You're lying," I said. "You sent Eliza to take her."


  "Sadly, Eliza has met her demise," said Michael. "Your sister killed her. Sweet Natalie forced her to Briah and then destroyed her mind. If she told you otherwise, I'm afraid you've been manipulated. It wouldn't be the first time." A look of pride came over Michael's face. "She is very good at manipulating you. I thought you would be used to it by now."


  I felt sick. Natalie gazed at me innocently as she fed from Raphael's wrist. I thought about the events of the past days. Frank Morgan coming to my door, Eliza hiring me, Naz killed by his own men. Every event took me one step closer to the Blood, the secret society that fed on angelwine. And to their leader, Dorrance, who kept Natalie. The girl imprisoned in the vault who said she was my sister. I had literally died to stop Dorrance and save Natalie.


  Without looking away from her I said, "Tell me, Michael. Who were the Blood really taking orders from?"


  Natalie let go of the angel's wrist and carefully ran a finger around her mouth, to collect the last drops of angelwine. Raphael grimaced and I watched as the wound foamed, then turned an angry red. Within moments it was gone. Raphael looked like he was about to fall over, but he managed to stay upright, though swaying a bit.


  "You were so easy," said Natalie. She giggled, her teeth silver from the blood. "Michael has promised to reward me."


  "Be silent, little human," said Michael, his voice low. Natalie closed her mouth immediately, her eyes looking suddenly fearful. Michael sighed. "I'm afraid there's no one alive that knows the answer to your question, Niki. You killed them all. Everyone but the child. Everything happens for a reason, though, does it not?"


  "Stop this," said Sam. "Stop it all. You are killing innocents, Michael. The war must stop."


  "You knew the consequences of violating our agreement," Michael said. "You started the war by choosing this...abomination," Michael said. "What is she exactly?" said Michael, stepping closer to me. "I can feel her. Even in Limbo, I can feel her. And she has the eyes of an Arch. Did you do that, brother?"


  "Of course not," said Sam. He stepped in front of me, blocking me from Michael, who had a gleam about his face that reminded me of Natalie. "I won't let you touch her."


  Michael straightened. "Ah, Samael. You always have loved your little humans, haven't you? I knew I could count on you."


  "As I understand it," said Sam, "you've been dipping your toes in the Creator's world as well. Don't be so quick to point fingers."


  "Only to achieve my purpose."


  "Which is?" said Sam.


  Michael smiled. "To give us back the Creator. To renew the Creation."


  "I don't understand," said Sam.


  Michael lowered his head and took a breath. He frowned at Sam. "You have been gone for a very long time, my brother. For that, I forgive you. You're different than the rest of us. You and Lucifer both. But Briah is dying, Samael. Our glorious city is decaying. The only thing that can bring my people together is to give them a New Creator. And at the end of this war, caused by a traitorous rebel angel who usurped the Old Creator's powers as his own, I shall give it to them."


  "Your people? You sound as though you fancy yourself some sort of king."


  "I am," said Michael.


  "The traitor is me, I suppose," said Sam irritably. Michael smiled, and spread his hands wide. "And what would the Creator say, Michael? Do you think he would condone this sort of brutality?"


  "The Creator is dead," said Michael.


  "You know that's not true," said Sam heatedly. "If He were dead, I would feel it. And you were the last to see Him in Heaven."


  "The truth is what I say it is," said Michael, smiling. "The Creator is dead and I am the king. The new Almighty. And I will raise Briah up again. Even if the Creator can't be bothered to come back. He left us. What else are we to do? The angels are starting to turn. And if they reject me, all will be chaos."


  "That's madness," said Sam.


  "It is simple truth," said Michael.


  "And what of the Creator's world?" said Sam. "Are its people supposed to just fend for themselves while you fight your war in their world?"


  "I have taken precautions," said Michael.


  "Like what?"


  "I've arranged for them to slumber. All of them. They won't be in my way."


  "Sleep?" I said suddenly, surprising even myself. "Your answer was to put people to sleep?"


  "Can you not control her, Samael?" snapped Michael, suddenly irritated.


  "There are bombs going off out there," I said. "Screaming and blasting and explosions that shake the walls. What happens when something hits a house full of sleeping people?"


  "That's not my department," said Michael. "That's Samael's problem."


  "We're not just something to be in your way," I said, my heart racing. "We're people. We have dreams and hopes and you're in our world."


  "We?" said Michael. "You hardly qualify as human anymore, I'm afraid."


  I looked at my sister. "Stop this, won't you, Natalie?" I said. "You could go inside his head if you wanted to." I crouched down next to her again and put my hands on her arms. It was the first time that while touching another person that I had not seen a series of flashing images. The dull flatness of Limbo neutralized my abilities, just like Sam had said. "Please, as my sister, try to see that this is crazy. People are dying."


  She gazed at me for a moment. She put her face next to mine so her mouth was next to my ear. "I'm not really your sister," she whispered.


  I recoiled as if she had hit me, and stared hard at her. "All those things you said. About Sasha. None of that was true?"


  "That part was true," she said. "Sasha is my father. He's not yours."


  A moment passed. Everyone was silent. Even the wind stopped blowing. I felt my heart beating, and I remembered to breathe. I blinked. "What did you say?" I said.


  She backed away from me, and when I tried to rise from my crouch I was too weak and fell back clumsily to sit on the ground. "Sasha isn't your father," she said. I stared at her in shock as she turned to Raphael. "I'm hungry," she said.


  "Later, child," said Michael softly. Natalie was silent.


  I felt gentle hands on my shoulders. I looked to see Sam. He held out his hand and I took it. He put his other hand under my elbow and helped me up. My head swam. What the hell was happening? I didn't understand any more.


  "Why did you ask us to meet you here?" said Sam. All feeling had left my legs, and I leaned against him.


  "Just a little chat between brothers," said Michael.


  "Just stop this, Michael," said Sam. "Please."


  "You want me to stop the war that you started," said Michael. "All that time among humankind has weakened your mind, just like theirs. None of them want to take responsibility for their own actions, and they plead with others to ignore their actions and erase the consequences. You are just as pathetic as they are."


  "If I could kill you here," said Sam, "I would."


  "You, kill?" said Michael. "Wasn't that another part of the agreement? You could live in the world only so long as you take no lives on your own."


  "If I could, I would. And it would be worth it," said Sam.


  "And a world with no Death?" said Michael. "What sort of world would that be?"


  "You know that I'm not involved in the actual dying," said Sam. "I only usher them in the right direction. They would do just fine on their own."


  "Don't be so sure," said Michael.


  "You're not the Creator," said Sam, suddenly angry. His voice rumbled in my ear where I leaned against him. "You never will be. You know nothing of the world. Of any of them. You're a selfish child."


  Michael clucked his tongue. "Careful, Samael. Words are more powerful than we know. We're going now. So nice to see you again. It's been a pleasure." He turned and began to walk away, back the way they had come.


  Sam pulled my arm gently, urging me the other way. I pulled it away from him, nearly falling over without his support. I fell against him. My head was swimming again. I didn't have the energy to fight. My voice rasped in my chest. I sobbed quietly against him for a moment but no tears or sound came out. I just shuddered violently against him. "Why?" I whispered, when I had caught my breath.


  Sam didn't answer. He put his arms around me and helped me walk. "I'm sorry, Niki," he said.


  "Is it true?" I said, my voice a croak. "About Sasha. Is he my father?"


  "I don't know," he said.


  I laughed and it hurt my throat. "I thought you knew everything."


  "Not everything."


  I passed out a few times on our return to the Deep Blue Sea. I awoke to the violent spinning and if there had been anything solid in me besides a few pretzels, I probably would have vomited. The second time we were just starting to slow down and I opened my eyes expecting to see total blackness. It was black, but there were shapes shifting around in the dark. Dark against dark, but they were there. Crawling and stalking against the sheer black background.


  Then we broke through and were standing in the Deep Blue Sea. I slumped against Sam on the verge of unconsciousness. "What were they?" I mumbled. "Those things in the dark."


  "The reason you don't want to get stuck there," said Sam. Gage looked relieved as he came forward to greet us, but I don't know what anyone said after that, because I couldn't hold on any longer.


  


  Chapter Three


  I slept. I dreamed I was burning and woke up in the corner, curled up on top of Gage's coat, with Sam's pinstripe suit jacket rolled up under my head. I sat up cautiously. I felt better. My head was clear and I wasn't nearly as weak. In fact, I felt damn strong. The odd hot sensation in my chest was still there, but it wasn't painful. I stood up, looking around. I heard Gage snoring, and saw him near the middle of the bar, and then saw Sam, resting on his back in our usual booth, his legs sticking out over the sides. I didn't see Janis anywhere.


  For a moment it was silent except for the sound of Gage snoring. Maybe the war was over. I listened hopefully for nearly a minute, my hopes rising every second, until another blast shook the bar and made glasses and bottles clink violently together. Sam stirred in his sleep. Bobby kept snoring. I sighed. Gathering up the jackets, a door caught my eye. It was around the corner from the bar. I was sure it had just been a wall before.


  I walked over, my bare feet making the floorboards creak. A restroom. I realized how badly I needed one. When had the Deep Blue Sea added a bathroom? Dropping the jackets on the floor I went in and closed the door. I relieved myself and washed my hands. I braced myself and looked in the mirror.


  I had caught a glimpse of my reflection on the napkin holder, but it was more shocking to look into the mirror and see someone else's face. My eyes, previously brown, were dark orbs. As I stood there blinking at myself, shadows moved within them. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing them back to normal, but when I opened them nothing had changed. Strange black eyes that I didn't recognize looked back at me from the mirror. I felt the heat inside of me lurch, and the black orbs changed to blinding white light. Like stars shining from my sockets. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. I couldn't do anything about it, I told myself. Avoiding my reflection, I splashed cold water on my face and smoothed my hair. Feeling calmer, I opened the door and stepped out, back into the bar.


  Sam was sitting up, leaning against the wall. He nodded at me when he saw me. "That's interesting," he said.


  I picked up the jackets from the floor and walked across, putting his in front of him. "What's interesting?" I said, sitting down.


  "I'm usually the only one that can change things around here," he said. "This may take some getting used to."


  "What, you mean I did that?" I said, waving toward the bathroom. "How?"


  He shrugged. "You have part of me inside you. The Deep Blue Sea is really just an extension."


  "It's part of you?" I said.


  "Exactly," he said.


  Gage sat up with a snort, looking wildly around. Spotting the bathroom, he went lumbering toward it.


  "Sam," I said. "If what Michael said is true, and everyone is asleep, why isn't Bobby asleep? Why am I awake?"


  "I assume only the humans were affected," said Sam. He rubbed his face. "You are not human."


  "Great," I said. "Not human. What the hell am I, then?"


  "You have angel eyes," said Sam. "Sometimes. Other times, I haven't a clue. You are full of some great power. Don't worry, we'll find out."


  "And Gage?"


  "He was here in the bar when they put everyone to sleep. The Deep Blue Sea would block any sort of magic coming from the outside."


  "So the demons and angels are unaffected?"


  "Seems that way, doesn't it?" he said. Muffled screams and gunshots came from outside.


  "I didn't mean for this to happen," I said.


  "Nor did I," said Sam. "But all we can do now is try to stop it."


  "If I were dead---"


  "Stop," said Sam, throwing me a glare.


  "Hear me out," I said. "Please." Sam sighed and leaned his head against the wall. "If I were dead, would it stop the war? I mean, would Michael's followers stop fighting?"


  "I have not set foot in the Eternal City for thousands of years," Sam said. "But what I have heard is just as Michael says. No one wants to follow Michael. He's a tyrant. They are starting to ask questions about the Creator. Many believe He is not dead, as Michael claims."


  "Including you," I said.


  "I have a unique experience. There is a balance in our worlds, in life and death. I can feel it. The longer the Creator has been gone, the more we have lost the balance. It is off kilter. It cannot be a coincidence. Humans evolving to develop all of these new abilities, the fighting of this war, and yet, I have never felt His death. The Creator. The force of Him leaving the physical world, that would knock over even me. The power would be enough to either end the worlds, or to restore the balance that has been moving further and further from its axis. I would know if the Creator were dead. He's not dead."


  We were both silent for a moment. "I'm still processing this Creator stuff," I said.


  "I told you there were things you were going to have to get used to," he said.


  Gage came out of the washroom and looked around. "What, angels don't drink coffee?"


  Sam raised an eyebrow. "I may have some Kahlua behind the bar."


  Gage looked at me. "You okay? Had me worried."


  "I'm feeling better," I said. "Much better, actually."


  Gage sighed heavily, then came and sat next to me. "So what's the plan? We just gonna sit here until the world is destroyed?"


  "No," said Sam. "I have a better idea."


  The walls stopped shaking. I looked from Sam to Bobby. There was silence outside again. There was a muffled growl and the three of us jumped as something big hit the side of the building. There was a scream, then silence again.


  "That was different," I said.


  There was a thud and the door shook on its hinges. I stood up and looked at the door, backing away from it. I reached for my Makarov, but found only clothing. I really wanted my gun again. Even if it couldn't help me, it made me feel that I had a little more control. The door shook again, as if someone were kicking it very hard, or throwing something very heavy against it. Gravel crunched as someone approached, then there was a sound of something being dragged across the ground. Sam and Gage moved up and stood on either side of me. Gage had his Casting book out and was flipping through the pages.


  There was the sound of creaking metal as the doorknob turned.


  "Should we be a little bit concerned here?" I said. My heart was beating fast. I felt the power inside me grow hotter. My vision grew white around the edges.


  "Perhaps," said Sam. He put a hand on Gage's arm. "Let's not be hasty. It could be an ally. As far as I know, my enemies cannot see the bar. And the ones that can...well, they don't use the door."


  "Way I heard it," said Gage, "we ain't got no allies."


  The door burst open to reveal a figure silhouetted against an electric sky. Crisscross bolts of purple lightning ran into and through each other, making a lattice across the heavens. The warehouses outside appeared to be gone, either blown to bits or burned to the ground. The figure in the doorway was tall and wide at the shoulders. With two points curling up out of his head.


  "Eli?" I said.


  Eli stepped inside, slamming the door behind him.


  "The world's falling in on itself out there," he said, his voice hoarse and excited. As he came into the light I could see he was covered in silvery blood. His face had been recently burned and healed over.


  His broad grin faded when he saw my face. He blinked at me. "Niki? What's happened?" I shook my head. It was too much to explain. Eli looked at Sam. "What the hell did you do to her?"


  "She died," said Gage. "Sam here thought it would be a good idea to bring Niki back from the dead."


  "That's not allowed, is it?" said Eli.


  "Thus the war," said Gage.


  "Do sit down, Mr. Cooper," said Sam. "Would you care for a drink?"


  "Hell yeah, I'd care for a drink," said Eli. "So all this," he gestured behind him, "it's all because of you and Niki?"


  "It's not her fault," said Sam irritably.


  "I was dead, now I'm alive. Get over it," I said. "I burned to death, if you care to know. Michael used it as an excuse to start a war. Got it?"


  Eli grimaced. "Burned to death?"


  "Yes," I said. "Now can we drop it?"


  He didn't drop it. "How did you burn to death?"


  "Angelwine," said Sam. "She burned from the inside out. I was too late."


  "Damn," said Eli. "You okay, Nik?"


  "Would you be okay if you burned to death, then got to experience it all over again when you were brought back?"


  "Probably not," said Eli.


  "Damn straight I'm not okay," I said. "I'm a goddamn mess. I'm afraid this thing in my chest is going to burn me up all over again. It terrifies me."


  "Thing in your chest?" said Eli.


  "Some shiny new power that I apparently have," I said. "It feels like hell."


  "I'm sorry, Nik," said Eli, reaching across the table. "But I'm glad you're not dead. I'd miss the hell out of you." He touched my hand. An image suddenly sprang to mind. A very old demon, wrinkled and withered, sitting at a long table, screaming at another demon. A flash and then I saw Eli's mother crying and gesturing at me like she was trying to tell me something. Another flash and I saw myself, before my eyes went funny, sitting on a car, with the neon sign for the Deep Blue Sea behind my head. I pulled my hand away quickly and it made a hissing noise as I rubbed it on my leg.


  Gage was sitting next to me. "What the hell was that?" he said.


  I looked at Eli. He was just as confused as everyone else staring at me.


  "I could really use a drink," I said.


  "Aw, hell," said Gage as everyone looked at him. "Where the hell is Janis?"


  "A very good question," said Sam.


  Gage got up and walked over to the bar. I looked up to see Sam staring at me from across the table.


  "What's happened, Niki?" Sam said. Eli raised his eyebrows questioningly at me.


  "Do you know what I would like?" I said through gritted teeth.


  "What?" said Eli.


  "I would like everyone to stop staring at me like a goddamn freak for five minutes. Is that too much to ask?"


  "We are concerned for you," said Sam.


  "Stop staring at me," I said. "If I have something to say, I'll sure as hell say it." Sam frowned at me and exhaled loudly through his nose, but didn't speak. "Eli," I said. "What the hell is going on out there?"


  "War, " he said, his eyes flashing with excitement. It seemed like decades since he was a policeman and we lived together. He had been gentle, almost too gentle, and I had loved him for that. He was devastated when he shot a man in the line of duty, and he was broken up for weeks when the man later died. Now here he was a half-demon with goddamn horns coming out of his head, soaked in blood, excited at the prospect of more violence.


  "Michael said the people were all asleep," said Sam. "Was he telling the truth?"


  "Oh yeah, they're asleep," said Eli. "That's why I'm here."


  "What do you mean?" I said.


  Gage came back and put our drinks on the table. Beer for himself and Eli, and amber liquid in a glass for Sam and me. He sat down next to me.


  "I came looking for you, Nik. I was hoping I'd find you here, but I wasn't sure. It's hit or miss with this place, you know?"


  "Why?" I said. I took a drink. It dampened the fire in my chest. Only a little, but it was noticeable.


  "It's Sofi," he said. "I didn't know what to do."


  "What do you mean?" I said. "She left the city to stay with Karen."


  "She must have come back," said Eli. "I went to your apartment to see if you were okay. After the war started, all the people had some spell cast over them. Everyone was asleep. It was damn creepy, I got to tell you. Whole houses and people just asleep where they were standing."


  "Sofi," I said. "What about Sofi?"


  "She's in your apartment," said Eli. He shook his head. "I didn't know what to do. I didn't know if the Deep Blue Sea was even going to be here. And I didn't want to carry her through that." He gestured toward the front door. "Did you see what I had to get through to even get to the door? She would have been killed for sure."


  "So you just left her there?" I said.


  "I didn't have a choice," said Eli.


  "We have to get her," I said, looking at Sam. He frowned and looked down at his drink. "Sam? Please." Despite the alcohol I could feel the flare of the heat in my chest.


  "Niki," said Sam gently, looking up at me. He shook his head. "It's not that I don't want to help you. She is the woman that raised you and you love her. But if I go outside, it will give Michael what he wants."


  "And what's that?"


  "Samael in the center of the war, leading the demons against the angels. Proof of the traitor's treason. A reason to escalate the war. To take the fight even further. Maybe even unmake the world."


  "But that's why all those demons are out there, right?" I said. I barely recognized my own voice, high and harsh. "They're fighting the angels, or whatever is out there. Against Michael. Against his tyranny. Right?"


  "The Hellions are fighting just to fight," said Eli. "There's no big cause. Sorry, Niki. They're just Hellions. That's what they do."


  "How can Michael possibly kill everyone?" I said. "That's ridiculous."


  "He put 'em all to sleep," said Gage. "Pretty sure he can do whatever he wants."


  "If Michael started killing without reason," said Sam, leaning forward and looking into me with his dark eyes, "he would have no support. He would lose his generals, his angels, everyone. They would find him mad. Even now, I have the feeling he's barely holding them. That he put the humans to sleep is proof of that. His men refused to fight if there were human fatalities. That would be like going against the Creator Himself. But if I walk out into the fray, Michael will use that as proof that I am leading the Hellions. I don't know what Michael has planned. I don't know what weapons he has. I only know that my brother is focused on this horrible catastrophe. He considers it a triumph. And I have no doubt he is keeping a sharp eye on my whereabouts."


  "So we're just going to sit here?" I said. I was breathing fast. I could feel the heat coming off of my body. "Just going to wait and see what happens?"


  "We have two options," said Sam. "We can find the Creator, if He's still alive. We can find Him and somehow get Him to end this." Sam frowned. "We don't even know where to start looking, though. He could be anywhere, be anything. He could be this bar and we wouldn't know it. He could be an angel, a demon, a human, a plant. He's the Creator. He is whatever He wants to be."


  "What's the other option?" said Gage.


  "We go to Hell," said Sam. He noticed my blank look and continued. "I'm not being facetious, Niki," said Sam. "We go to Hell and talk to Lucifer. If he withdraws his Hellions, the angels will refuse to fight. It's their nature."


  "It's not Michael's nature," I said.


  "No," he agreed, sadly. "Not any more."


  Eli interrupted. "No one talks to Lucifer," he said. "My father is the only one in Erebos who's even seen Lucifer in years. He won't see anyone else."


  "Your father has seen my brother?" said Sam. Something like hope crossed his face.


  "Don't you know where he is?" said Gage.


  "I can feel all my brothers," said Sam. "I know where they are, all of them. Always. But Lucifer, I haven't felt him in years, as if he disappeared. I knew he wasn't dead, but if your father can take us to him, we should go immediately."


  "No," I said. "I have to go to Sofi."


  "Niki," said Sam, an edge to his voice. "Be reasonable. This is the fate of the world."


  "This is my godmother," I said. There was heat spreading through my body. It burned and felt like I was on fire again. As if I had drunk all of the angelwine and now I was burning. "Goddamn it, Eli, this is Sofi we're talking about. Tell him." I slammed my fist on the table and a white light exploded. There was a rush of dense air and Eli and Sam slammed back against the seat. Eli hunched over, trying to get his breath again. Sam just stared at me with incredulity. I looked at my hand. For a moment something that looked like a cross between mist and snow white fire licked the air just above my hand. A second later, it was gone.


  "I'm going to get her," I said, slightly breathless. "You go to Hell. Don't wait for me."


  Sam pursed his lips, his eyes searching me. When he spoke, his voice was so low I had to lean forward to hear him. "I did not bring you back from the dead just so you could get yourself killed. I violated my agreement with Michael to get you here. And if you die today..." He scowled at me. "Don't make me do it all over again."


  I stared at him, surprised. "Sam, I'm sorry," I said. "But it's Sofi."


  "You're not listening," he said, his voice a husky growl. "If you die, the world will be destroyed. Do you understand?"


  "No," I said. "I don't."


  Sam shook his head. "No matter," he said. He glanced at Eli.


  "Sam, what the hell are you talking about?" I said. "Why will the world be destroyed?"


  "Because," Sam said, leaning forward. "If you are in trouble, I will have no choice but to come and find you. And I have no control over what I would do to save you. No control, Niki. Do you understand now?"


  I held his eyes. "I understand," I said. We stared at each other for a long moment. For just a second the thought occurred to me that if Sam were with me when the world ended, that wouldn't be so bad. Eli started to recover from the shock of my fist-pounding explosion, and began to cough. I looked at him. I'd forgotten he was there. I'd forgotten everything.


  Eli pounded his chest as he hacked, but he was looking from me to Sam with a strange expression on his face.


  "Eli, I'm sorry," I said. "Are you okay? I didn't mean to do that." I looked down at the table where I had slammed my fist. A huge crater had been formed, as if a bowling ball had been hurled there. I looked at Sam again. "Did I---"


  "I think we're all lucky it was just the table," Sam said. He smiled, but his eyes remained somber, shifting, forms passing within them. There was a groan and I looked down at Gage, rubbing his head on the floor.


  "Bobby," I said and jumped down to help him up. When he was on his feet he looked at me dubiously.


  "Damn, sis, warn a guy, would you?"


  "Sorry," I said. "You okay?"


  "Yeah, just a bump," he said. "But don't you go thinking you're going out there alone. I'm going with you."


  "It's too dangerous," I said.


  "On the contrary," said Sam. "You'll need help out there. If I can't go with you, Mr. Gage should." Sam nodded at Bobby appreciatively.


  "I'm going too," said Eli. "If Niki's going to do this, someone's got to protect her." He looked at me. "You think you're tough, Nik, but you can't do it all. There's carnage out there. You have no idea what you're walking into."


  "I don't know if that's wise," said Sam. "If word gets out that you have a demon protector, Niki, there could be repercussions."


  "I won't attract any attention," I said. "I just want to get to Sofi."


  "You won't attract attention?" said Gage. I looked at him.


  "I'll be as quiet as a mouse," I said.


  Eli joined Bobby in laughter. "Oh, Niki, we know you can't help it. But you're like a bull that goes into a china shop, blows everyone away, breaks all the china, and then kicks all the bodies for good measure."


  "I'm not that bad," I said. "I just run into trouble sometimes."


  "Run over it, you mean," said Gage. "And then you back up and shoot it in the head."


  I looked at Sam, something suddenly occurring to me. "Are the ghosts still out there?"


  "Undoubtedly," he said. "The barrier has not been lifted."


  "Will they still be able to sense me?"


  "Possibly," he said. "I'm not sure how they sensed you before, but it may even be worse now. They'll know you wherever you go. They may avoid you. But at this time, I doubt it. They will be desperate. Some of them may not even know what they're desperate for, but it won't stop them."


  "Can I ask you something?" I said. I glanced at Gage, then looked back at Sam. "Is it possible for them to remember? I mean, for long periods of time. Like years."


  "Not that I know of," he said. "As soon as they leave the place that they died, their memories start to fade. It's slow but relentless."


  "What if they don't leave the place they die?" I said.


  "It's rare," Sam said, "but yes, if they stay they can keep their memories. But they will have to relive their death. They'll see it every time they look at the place they died."


  I thought of my own death. When I died, I was consumed with a feeling of not being completely there in the world. I hadn't even left the place I died and I began to forget everything about my life, as if I had never been. I shivered. My bones ached just thinking about it. Bobby had been there and watched me die, helpless and sinking to his knees. I never wanted to feel that way again. I never wanted him to feel that much pain again.


  "You okay, sis?" said Gage.


  "I'm okay," I said softly. "How soon can we be ready?"


  "I just need my book," he said, holding it up.


  "Damn, you carry that thing around like a crucifix," I said.


  He snorted. "Since when was a crucifix helpful?"


  I looked at Eli. "Ready when you are, Nik," he said. He frowned at me. I thought he looked sad for a minute, but he smiled and his eyes flashed. "Let's get you to Sofi's."


  "Do you have a car?" I said.


  Eli raised an eyebrow. An explosion shook the floor. "Gotta have roads to have cars. Ain't enough roads any more, sweetheart," he said.


  I took a deep breath. I felt the fire in my chest vibrating with excitement, or panic, or fear. I had no choice. Sofi had given up her life to raise me. I'd been a stranger and she had given me nothing but love. If she died, it would be my fault.


  "Niki," said Sam. He had stepped away from the rest of us. I walked over to him and looked up into his face. He looked worried. His eyes bore into mine and I let him. He shook his head. "You're a blank slate. Why is that?"


  "Excuse me?"


  "It's nothing really," he said. "Just, I used to be able to read you, but now when I look into you, I only see you."


  "I'm sorry you can't see into the privacy of my mind," I said sarcastically.


  "You misunderstand me," he said. "It's part of what I do to look into people. It's become a habit. Not seeing everything all at once, it's not a bad thing. It's refreshing."


  I smiled. "Did you call me over to tell me that?"


  "No," he said. His brow furrowed but he didn't look away. "Niki, I'm begging you to be careful. I don't want to see you like that ever again."


  "You mean you're not going to stalk me today?" I said.


  He smiled nervously for a second. "No," he said. "Michael will know if I'm in the world."


  "Oh, right," I said. "Brother senses, or whatever."


  "We have a connection," he said. "May I say something?"


  "I'm quiet now," I said.


  "I don't remember this," he said. He took my hand. It didn't feel shockingly hot as it used to. I realized, though, that it wasn't that Sam had cooled, but that I was radiating heat just as he had. That was odd. Sam was quiet for a few seconds.


  "Don't remember what?" I said.


  "I don't remember what it's like to fear for someone. To care about one person this much. I worry about humanity all the time, of course. But one being. Angel, demon or human. It's been so long..."


  "Sam, we can talk about this when I get back," I said. I glanced at Eli who was painfully avoiding looking at us. We were far enough away that he probably couldn't make out what we were saying, but his body language was obvious.


  "I just want to ask you---to beg you---not to take any chances," Sam said. "It's not just you that gets hurt."


  "Oh, I forgot," I said. "The whole world is at stake."


  "Perhaps not," he said. "But still, I'd rather you didn't make me choose."


  "You made me choose," I said.


  "Do you regret it?" he said.


  I listened as shots fired in the distance. I heard a cry nearby, muffled through the wall. I shook my head, unsure.


  "If there were no war," Sam said, "no insanity caused by my brother. If it were just you and me and everything was back to normal, would you regret it? Or would you choose otherwise?"


  "I wouldn't regret it," I said. "But there is war and insanity and nothing is normal. Nothing has ever been normal for me. And now it's worse. But sometimes I think..." I couldn't finish. I looked away. "I should go."


  "Finish," said Sam. "Sometimes you think what?"


  I looked at him. My cheeks reddened. "Sometimes when I look at you, I think that if the whole world disappeared, and it was just you and me, I'd be okay with that." I shook my head. "I'm sorry, it's ridiculous."


  "Why?" he said.


  "Because it is," I said. "I shouldn't even be talking like this. You did something to my brain when you brought me back. Made it all mushy."


  He smiled. "It's time to go," he said.


  We rejoined the others waiting by the door. "Mr. Cooper, Mr. Gage, protect her."


  Gage nodded, but Eli was staring hard at me. I avoided his eyes. He didn't deserve this. Gage opened the door and the latticework of purple lightning filled the world with a surreal light. The wind blew on us, not the stale wind of Limbo, but an Earth wind laced with the smell of electricity and dust and water.


  I felt Sam behind me. He bent towards me, his mouth by my ear. "Don't lose your temper, Miss Slobodian," he whispered, his breath warm in my ear.


  "I'll try my damnedest," I said. We stepped out of the bar and into chaos.


  


  Chapter Four


  The three of us stepped out of the bar and stood there, in an eerie silence, staring transfixed at a world transformed by war. The air smelled of electricity and smoke, and a sweet, coppery smell that could only be blood. The lightning in the sky bathed the world in a wicked purple light that made everything look like an ugly bruise. The warehouses had been flattened or blown down. Several were still burning, the remains of the fires mostly embers.


  I could see the river from here. There was no sound of boat horns or dock workers. I searched for familiar landmarks and realized Sasha's warehouse was gone too. Good riddance. I had far too many bad memories of that place.


  I could see the spirits. They looked even more lost than before. They wandered around, empty-eyed and sullen. They still avoided the places where the buildings had been, even though the buildings were no longer there, perhaps just keeping to the same wandering paths they were used to.


  I turned and looked at our route to my apartment. The road had been blasted away about a block down. A crater reminded me of the entrance to Hell that Abaddon had used only a few months ago. Cars lay on their sides, or upside down. I saw an old Nova slammed against a brick building. It looked like someone had been in the driver seat. I looked back at the Deep Blue Sea. The neon still flickered, same as always. I wondered if others could see it as I could. The brick of the building was smeared with a metallic, shiny liquid: angel blood. I saw several bodies lying by the side of the building, drag marks on the gravel where Eli had pulled them out of the way. They wore plain clothes, some sort of beige, gauzy fabric. They didn't have ornate armor like Camael and Michael. I didn't see any weapons. Their faces were the faces of boys. I glanced around for their spirits before remembering they were angels. The angels and the demons were still allowed to cross over. I was relieved I wouldn't have to look at their empty childlike faces.


  "They're so young," I said. "Just kids. They're not even wearing anything to protect them."


  "Trust me," said Eli. "Even young, they have power. It wasn't innocent kids that I fought. They're raised to be warriors, and they fight to the last."


  "Like you?" I said.


  "Are we ready or are we going to stand here all day?" Eli said.


  "I'm ready," said Gage. "I've got a powerful protection spell. I can fend off anything."


  I heard the ghosts' mutterings grow louder. Looking behind us I could see them sniffing the air. "Let's go," I said. "The ghosts," I said. "They know I'm here."


  We were just passing the trench in the street, skirting around the edge, when the first blast lit up the sky. The crisscrossing lightning seemed to coalesce into a bright electric point, and then there was an explosion of light and sound and asphalt in front of us. A frigid blast of air made the skin on my face hurt. It happened in slow motion and I watched as a chunk of the pavement blew into the air and sailed toward us like an island in the sky. It fell, impossibly slow, and I was transfixed by it. Someone was screaming, and I was suddenly on the ground, Gage's big body on top of mine.


  I looked at where I had been standing and there was a giant chunk of road-covered earth. Eli was lying on the ground, his arm caught between the ground and the blown-up asphalt. I rolled out from under Gage and dashed over to him.


  "Eli, what happened?"


  "I was pushing you out of the way is what happened," he yelled through gritted teeth. His face was a grimace of pain. "Bobby, can you get this thing off of me?"


  Gage muttered, his eyes flashing. The asphalt glowed slightly as it raised up just enough for Eli to pull his arm out, using his good arm to tug the useless flesh. It was mush. Gage gagged and turned his head away.


  "I'm sorry," I said. "I don't know what's wrong with me."


  "It's fine," he said. I could see by the look on his face that he was not fine, though. Sweat was forming on his brow and pain filled his eyes. I watched as the little wounds and abrasions on his arm and hand -- which looked more like hamburger than fingers -- began to close up.


  "Will it heal?" I said.


  "Yeah, take an hour or so, though," he said. "You two will have to go on ahead. I'll catch up."


  "I can't leave you out here," I said.


  "I'll go back to the Deep Blue Sea," he said.


  "I'm so sorry," I said.


  "We'll go with you," said Gage.


  "No," said Eli. "You have to get Sofi. She'll die if you leave her there. Get her out. Put a protection mumbo jumbo on her." He glanced at me. "You would never forgive yourself. And I'd never hear the end of it."


  "He's right," I said. "You can do this, Bobby.


  "I don't know if I'm strong enough, Niki," he said. "I can't protect you. Not by myself."


  "You opened up Hell when we went after that Dark," I said. "You did it again when we went after Abaddon. You're goddamn Bobby Gage. You can do anything."


  Gage looked at me dubiously. "Okay, but don't do anything stupid."


  "Why does everyone keep saying that?"


  I set my jaw and walked. I stepped up onto the giant chunk of asphalt, Eli's blood still on the road where he had mashed his arm saving me. Another person hurt. I tried not to think that the war started because of me, but it was a hard thought to push away.


  There was a shimmer of pink and then it was as if we were looking through a soap bubble. Gage was muttering softly under his breath, casting. There was a flash above us and something bright hit a tall brick building to our right. I ducked, but there was no need. Particles came hurtling toward us, but bounced harmlessly off the shimmering pink orb around us. I looked over at the rubble. A pale arm stuck out of the pile, fingers pointing toward the sky, a single drop of blood trickling down the index finger. I walked toward it. The pink bubble didn't cover our feet. If someone was under there, I could help them. I pushed rocks out of the way, throwing bricks out. The bubble shimmered every time I threw something. Gage was unaware, lost in his casting. I put my hand on the pale fingers. They were still warm. I tugged and the arm came out of the pile, unattached to a body, burnmarks where the joint used to be connected to a person.


  I dropped the arm, but I stood there looking at it. The fingernails were painted pink. The heat in my chest lurched. I looked at Gage, but he just kept on casting. His lips moved almost imperceptibly. I swallowed thickly and squared my shoulders. I had to get to Sofi.


  I turned to continue on, but someone was blocking my way. A man with empty eyes. "Help me," he said, his voice hollow. He was a ghost, but he looked more solid than before.


  "I can't," I said. "I'm sorry."


  "Help me, please," he said. He reached out to touch me and I braced myself. If he didn't bounce off the protection spell, and I was pretty sure he wouldn't---magic usually didn't apply to spirits---his touch was going to be horrible. My body did not like the sensation when the ghosts touched me. No one else noticed it. No one else but Sam even saw them. But the wrongness of them made my muscles clench and my stomach turn. They were cold and clammy and so un-there. It was normal for me to vomit when they were reaching around inside of me trying to grab onto something, anything that resembled life. It was the warmth, I remembered. When I died, it was the feeling of never feeling either warm or cold that was the worst. Even burning alive was better than that. I watched as he grabbed for me, his hand going easily through the pink spell.


  And then he grabbed my arm.


  I looked up at the ghost, shocked. He was touching me. He had put his hand around my arm and was grasping my wrist. He pulled at me. "What the hell?" I said. The heat in my chest was growing hotter.


  "Help me," he said again.


  "Bobby," I said. "Something's wrong." Gage couldn't hear me. He just kept muttering. The man was pulling at me and he was strong. I was going to kick him but then I felt the sharp bricks under my feet and remembered I wasn't wearing shoes. No steel-toed boots, no gun. Not that a gun would do much, but a shotgun might drive him back a little. Maybe scare him. I yanked my arm. He still held on. A movement caught my eye. A woman with empty eyes was climbing the rubble heap. A fat man trailed behind her. More ghosts.


  Feeling slightly panicked, I hurled my arm away from the dead man. He let go at the last second and I fell back, skinning my elbows on the blown-up building. I felt something soft under my foot. I kicked the arm away in disgust. The man was reaching for me again.


  "Help," he said. His hand clamped on my leg. I kicked at him but he held on.


  "You can help us," said the woman's voice. She reached toward me and grabbed my arm. The fat man grabbed onto my hair. They were heaving me up, the fat spirit pulling my hair so hard it felt as though he'd just pull it out in clumps. More ghosts were coming. Women, men, they had caught up with me from the warehouses. I wondered if Sam would hear me if I screamed. Would he come? Did I want him to?


  "Goddamn you, Bobby, help me!" I kicked out with my free leg and hit Gage right in the shin with my bare foot.


  "What the hell?" he said, his eyes clearing. The pink bubble evaporated almost immediately. "What?" He looked at me and his eyes widened, trying to comprehend the situation. "What?" he said again, only this time with confusion rather than annoyance.


  "Can you see them?" I said. Maybe they had become material somehow.


  "See who?" he said. He swung his hand through the air, trying to fend off my combatants, but his hand went right through them. I was two feet off the ground now. There were at least a dozen spirits, all clawing, grabbing, and pulling me in different directions. I screamed as a chunk of my hair was pulled out by the roots. I felt a hot wetness run into my scalp. The heat from my chest was white-hot now. It burned and singed my insides as it coursed down my arms and crawled towards my gut. It climbed up my throat and I couldn't breathe, couldn't scream. I shook my head at Gage, wanting him to back away. I was going to die. I didn't want him to get hurt. Lightning crisscrossed the sky and I suddenly felt how powerful it was. I knew it was the source of the angels' power.


  "Get back," I croaked to Gage finally. I couldn't say more. He got the message, though. The purple sky became tinged with white. I looked at the ghosts. Everything was white. The whole world was white. I looked down at my body. Snow-white tendrils of the fire-mist came surging up, just as I had seen them start swirling in the in-between place. The ghosts stopped tugging on me and just looked down on me, holding me in midair. I couldn't stop whatever was inside me. I was going to die. I was burning again. I'd only postponed my death.


  I pulled my hand easily away from one of the ghosts. I looked at it, the white power rising out of my palm and my fingers like flames. More ghosts streamed up the rubble. Some didn't notice what was happening and started to pull on me again. "Help us, help us," they intoned. They were going to pull me apart if the the fire didn't kill me first. Gage had backed down the pile and was heatedly rifling through his book, glancing panic-stricken up at me. There was nothing he could do. He had no power over the spirits.


  Suddenly my throat opened up and I screamed as loud as I could. There was no sound, but a white-hot flame shot up out of my mouth. It didn't hurt anymore. It didn't burn. Or, rather, the burn felt right. I held my hand toward the first man that still held my leg and willed the power through my hand. A whooshing sound cut through the air like a jet plane, a white swath hanging in its wake. The man was thrust back, flying through the air.


  The other ghosts started to panic and pulled hard on me in all different directions. I had a leg on the ground now. I kicked my other leg out, and a woman went flying. Pulling out of their grasp, I felt strong. They were coming still. They would never stop. I would have to stop them.


  Holding my arms out, away from my sides, I made a sweeping motion through the air. White hung in midair as a wave of ghosts went away, hurtling through the air. I did it again and again, my power becoming a dance, spinning, spinning and thrusting my arms and throwing them away, through the thick mist that dripped through the air. Slowly my vision turned the world from white back to the dull purple color with flashes of brightness from the sky.


  No more spirits were trying to touch me, clamoring to climb on top of me, over me, to pull at me. My scalp ached where they had pulled my hair out. Sam's shirt was in tatters. I could still see them. I hadn't hurt them. They hovered, near the edge of the dense tingling smoke that was just starting to dissipate. They didn't look lost any more. Their faces had an expression I had never seen on a ghost in all the time I had been alive.


  It was fear.


  I looked at Gage. His expression was exactly the same as theirs. "What the hell did you just do?" he said.


  "I don't know," I said. I touched my head. My hair was sticky with blood. I walked carefully down from the destroyed building, trying not to hurt my feet on the rocks. "Bobby," I said. "The ghosts can touch me. They were going to kill me. Not on purpose, but just because...I guess they don't understand anymore. One of them pulled my hair out."


  "Glad you're okay," he said slowly. "But, Niki, I don't get it. What's happening to you?"


  "I don't know," I said. "I was dead. My body was practically cremated. Maybe when Sam brought me back he gave me too much of himself."


  "Never saw Sam do anything like that."


  I could see motion ahead. I swallowed. "We might need that protection of yours, Bobby. I'll warn you if the ghosts come again."


  He rubbed his shin where I had kicked him before. "Yeah, okay," he said. "Just stay away from my sensitive areas, okay?"


  We started again, Gage muttering and the two of us moving inside the rose shield. Lightning flashed continuously. The movement ahead of us, I could see now, were the forms of angels and demons. There was screaming and the smell of burning flesh, a smell all too familiar to me. I just had to get to Sofi.


  Inside Bobby's rose shield, the sounds of the battle were muffled, but I could still hear the voices, screaming, yelling, shrieking. I saw an angel with a sword glowing blue, slicing in half a demon with horns three times the size of Eli's. The demon looked at me as the light went out of his eyes and the top of his body slid to the ground a full second before the bottom half dropped. The angel turned to look at me. His eyes weren't like Sam's. They were normal. But when he saw me, he stepped back, trying to get as far away from me as possible. He stepped on the body of the demon he had killed and kicked at it in annoyance. The heat flared inside me but I pushed it down.


  Ahead in the middle of the street, a demon nearly as big as Abaddon tore off a hulking angel's arm and raised the arm over his head. The angel screamed and sank to the ground and a group of a half dozen angels landed on the demon with knives and swords. They continued to stab the demon long after he had stopped moving. They all backed away as the now-one-armed angel stood up shakily. He raised his remaining arm and fire shot from his hand and incinerated the demon in seconds. Seeming to sense me, they all turned toward me at once. Several eyes widened, and they all backed away from the road to let me pass. I saw them hit the ground as another blast came from the sky, obliterating half of a building next to me. I felt the force of the objects hitting the field around us, but I kept walking.


  I tried to make my eyes dead so I wouldn't have to see, but I saw. I saw everything. And the whole time the heat inside me was growing hotter and hotter, as I focused on keeping it from exploding again. I just needed to get to Sofi. I wasn't here to fight. If I fought, I would only make things worse.


  Angels traveled in packs, hacking demons who straggled alone. In an alley I saw an angel with a rifle, its barrel as wide as my arm. He shot a demon in the back of his head. The demon was on his knees. In the next block, a group of four demons descended on two angels crouching near some concrete ruins. There was a muted sound of tearing and ripping. One of the demons looked up at me, flesh hanging from his mouth. I felt his fear when he saw me. They all froze until I passed. Then I heard the sounds start up again.


  There was no order to the carnage. There were no formations, battle lines, movements, or organization of any sort. It was a jubilee of gore and cruelty and death. And I walked through it all like some sort of ghost myself. I felt haunted and angry and sick with grief. If this was the result of my choice to live, there didn't seem to be a point. If I had known, I would have chosen death.


  Everywhere I walked, the fighting stopped until I passed, as if from respect. But they looked at me with fear. Maybe they could sense Sam in me. The orb protecting us was beginning to flicker. With each flicker, I could hear the loud and jarring sounds of the fighting, as if turning the volume up and down on a horror movie. I looked back at Gage. He was waning. I could see the fatigue on his face. We still had a few miles to go. Half hour maybe. He'd never make it.


  There was a deafening explosion, and to my immediate left I saw a ramshackle three-story apartment building tumble to the ground like old wooden blocks. Electricity tingled in the air as the purple column retreated to the sky. The shrapnel bounced off the rosy field, but then there was a flicker and I heard a grunt behind me. Gage was on the ground, the side of his head bleeding. His eyes were glazed.


  "Bobby," I said. A group of angels stopped to look at me, a Hellion head hanging from the fist of the tallest. "Help me," I called to them. They backed away, sliding into the shadows. I heard their footfalls running away. I could see the lightning flickering in Gage's eyes. His head was cut, but it wasn't bad. He probably had a concussion. I put my hand over the wound, but I felt a strange bubbling sensation and Gage's eyes grew wide. Images flashed behind my eyes. A tent on the sidewalk. A feeling of grief and despair as I sat in a church. Sam's face. I pulled my hand away quickly and looked at the wound. It was blackened and burned. I looked at my hand. Not a scratch, not a drop of blood. I had cauterized the wound. I felt nauseated.


  "Bobby, can you hear me?" I heard a hard echoing blast that sounded like gunshots. I remembered the huge barrel of the gun the angel carried. I looked around for a safe place. Another explosion farther away was followed by the creaking and crashing of a large building going down. More shots. Screaming, crying. The smell of burning flesh. Electricity. There was nowhere. Nowhere safe.


  "Please, Bobby," I said. The burning was getting to be too much. It was feeding on my anxiety. On my anger. On my guilt. "Please be okay."


  He was breathing but his breath rasped. I looked down and pulled up his shirt. There was something wrong. He hadn't just been hit in the head. The entire side of his ribcage was a sickening fuschia color, about to turn black and purple with bruising. "Oh, God," I said. "Bobby, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have let you come."


  I looked around, panicked. I had no idea what to do. I had to help him somehow. Another explosion, this time closer. A voice cut off in mid-scream. A woman laughing. I closed my eyes tight. It was a struggle to push down the thing inside of me that was trying to get out. I squeezed my eyes shut so tight it almost hurt.


  And then there was a silence so complete that I could hear my own heartbeat.


  At first, I thought I had done something. I opened my eyes. I could hear whispers, like the ghosts talking, but this was different. Underneath the whispering was another sound. Music. It was very soft, but if I strained I could hear the sound of singing. I looked for the source of the sound.


  I turned and saw a man standing on the street. He was watching me intently. He was average height and about Sasha's age. He had a paunch and wore a plain green sweater vest. He was balding and his skin was a deep, dark brown. He didn't move, just looked at me.


  "Can you help me?" I said. My voice sounded odd. Like I was talking into a hole in the ground. There was no echo. It was like the air absorbed my words. But he must have heard me because he came over and crouched down next to Gage. His eyes were furtive and a little fearful. His hands shook as he reached out to touch Gage.


  I watched him closely. I could hear the whispers louder now, but they were no more distinct. I couldn't make them out. But the singing was so beautiful. I felt the roiling heat inside of me ease slightly. The man looked up at me.


  "I don't understand what's happening," he said.


  I blinked at him for a moment. "You're not an angel," I said finally.


  "Angel?" he said. He laughed nervously, but it turned to a grimace. "Are these guys supposed to be angels?"


  "They are," I said.


  "Not any angels I'd like to meet," he said. "What's happening to me?"


  "I don't know," I said slowly. "How are you awake? All the humans are asleep. Even the Abbies. How are you here?"


  He shook his head. "I don't know. My family, they just..." he squeezed his eyes shut and his face scrunched up as he fought tears. "They just fell down," he said. He wiped his eyes. "I thought they were dead. It was horrible."


  The whispers grew louder. "Can you help me?" I said. "We can at least carry him over there. Off the street."


  "I think I can do better," he said quietly. His eyes were scared. He put his shaking hands over Gage's face. The whispers grew quiet, but the singing grew louder. It was the most beautiful sound I'd ever heard. A shimmering glow encircled first the hands, then Gage's face, then his whole body. Gage vibrated violently for several seconds, then was still. The glow flowed back into the man. He let out a sob and took his hands quickly away, hiding them under his elbows. He looked at me.


  "I don't know how I did that," he said. "I'm not an Abby. I never have been."


  The whispers grew louder and the man blinked. Gage heaved air into his lungs and suddenly opened his eyes wide. The wound on his head was gone. I lifted up his shirt. There was no bruise, no broken ribs. The man had healed him.


  "Damn, what happened?" Gage said.


  "He healed you," I said. "You were in rough shape." Then I said to the man, "Who are you?"


  He shook his head. "I don't know how I did that," he said again. "I shouldn't be able to do things like that."


  "Hey, buddy," said Gage. "We can all do things like that." He hefted himself on his elbows and smiled at him. "Thank you. Hey, how come the noise stopped?"


  "I have to go," the man said. He stood up shakily.


  "Can we help you?" I said. "I'd like to repay you for your help."


  "Help?" he said. "I don't want this," he said, and held up his hands. "I can do things people shouldn't be able to do." The whispers were nearly as loud as his voice, but there were so many of them I couldn't make a single one out. Thousands of voices inside one man. What the hell?


  "Please," I said. "Don't go out there alone."


  "Buddy," said Gage. "Be reasonable. Let us help you."


  He shook his head. "I can't," he said. He backed away, looking at us with tears in his eyes, still shaking his head. He turned and ran down a side street.


  "No," I said, but he was gone and the noise had returned. Explosions, light flickering on the horizon like fireworks, screams. I helped Gage up. I couldn't leave him there to go looking for the man, but I was perplexed.


  "Who the hell was that guy?" said Gage.


  "I don't know," I said. He was on his feet now, but he was lightheaded and I caught his arm as he started to stagger. He caught his balance.


  "Did you hear those voices?" said Gage.


  "Yeah," I said surprised. "Did you?"


  "And singing," he said.


  "I thought maybe it was the ghosts," I said. "But you heard them too. Odd."


  "Sis, I don't know if I can cast for a while. Maybe we should head back to the bar."


  "We're closer to my apartment than the Deep Blue Sea," I said.


  Gage looked to our left. "Yeah, looks like apartment buildings are just as safe, don't it?"


  I threw him a look. "It's Sofi, Gage," I said.


  "Yeah, I know," he said. "Come on, let's do this." We began walking slowly down the street, avoiding the hole to our left. "Hey," he said. "Why was that guy even awake? He wasn't an angel or a Hellion. What the hell was he?"


  "I don't know," I said. "But if he was an Abby, I've never seen anything like him."


  


  Chapter Five


  I felt naked walking through the streets with no magical protection. The lightning was brighter, harsher, the landscape like an open wound. Every noise grated. The heat inside me had calmed momentarily when the man in the green sweater vest healed Gage, but now it rose up again as we walked. Gage plodded along behind me. He gave me reassuring smiles when I looked at him, but I could see in his eyes that he was afraid. I knew that I should have been afraid too, but I wasn't.


  The ghosts kept following me. They kept their distance, and were quieter than they had been for months, but they were still there. I was just grateful that they didn't approach me.


  Death surrounded us. Unnatural, cruel, bloody death. There was no natural way of things here. Only brutal pain with demons and angels alike ripped barbarically from the living world, their spirits blowing away to cross over like ashes in a windstorm. It was needless and ridiculous. The fighting rang false and ugly to me. It made me feel sick. It also made me feel an anger so deep that I could feel its heat in every cell of my body.


  The power inside of me twisted. I was barely breathing, trying to hold it down. A group of angels froze while extracting a blade from a slight, hornless demon with dusky blue skin. The demon was slumped over, dead. The angels stared at me. I made myself keep walking. Another angel, a man with skin the color of Natalie's and eyes the color of the purple sky, stood in the middle of several bodies that lay in pieces. He held a black sword in his hand. He backed away from me as I passed. A demon woman, her horns curving downward towards her cheeks, her breasts bared, screamed as she raised her hands to the sky, absorbing the lightning, bolts seemingly electrocuting her and lighting up her eyes. She smiled and held her hands toward a large group of angels that had surrounded her. They were smoking heaps by the time I passed her. She looked at me defiantly for a moment, then wavered, and bowed her head respectfully to me.


  "Who do they think I am?" I asked Gage.


  "Sis," he said, "I don't even know who you are."


  I looked at him, and he flinched. "Are you afraid of me, Bobby?" I said.


  "Yeah," he said. "Everyone is. And your eyes are glowing again."


  I turned away from him. The world had started to brighten and turn pale-white. I shut my eyes for a second, willing the power down, stomping it down into a little ball, praying it didn't spread again. "We're almost there," I said after a moment. I couldn't look at Gage. Everything about this power inside me felt worse when I saw how my friend looked at me. I swallowed hard.


  We turned the corner down my street. It was only a few blocks now. The usually-vibrant neighborhood, usually filled with vendors and thick with food smells, was a different place. There was no chatter of different languages, no babushkas out with their carts to do the shopping, and the tables of fruit and vegetables from the markets were full of smashed pulp of various colors that was starting to attract hordes of flies. A cart lay on its side. I recognized it. It was a cheesesteak cart where I used to buy sandwiches almost every day. The owner, Mac, lay on the ground beside it. All I could see were his legs. I walked around the cart and gagged. It looked like he had been trampled. His head was completely flat and one eye had come out of its socket and hung out of his face, resting on the curb. Melting ice from the cart trickled through the gore, turning magenta with his blood as it dripped into the gutter.


  "You know him?" said Gage.


  I looked around. A building across the street had been demolished. My favorite restaurant was now a pile of rubble and broken glass. A bloody sneaker lay on top of the pile like a grave marker. The old Korean woman that ran the market had fallen against a wooden shelf that had once held oranges. Her head was bleeding and her eyes stared out, unseeing. I saw blood on the corner of the fruit rack, which now dripped with orange pulp and juice.


  Except for the dead, the street was deserted now. I saw the lightning overhead roil into a circle in the sky far away on the horizon, saw light plummet down to the earth, heard an explosion in the distance.


  "Bobby," I said, my voice small in my ears. "You might want to hang back just in case."


  "Niki, don't," he said.


  "I'm not going to do anything," I said. "I'm just feeling very, very angry. And I don't know what's going to happen. I don't know if I can keep it down much longer."


  "Okay, sis. Do what you have to do. But don't forget what Sam said."


  Sam. If it hadn't been for Sam, I'd be dead. But if I was dead, all this suffering could have been avoided. Sam had done this. He'd made me this way. I would never live like a normal person again. Gage backed away from me. I saw the ghosts all around me, giving me a wide berth. They just watched me, waiting. I breathed, the sound loud in my ears. The feeling inside of me, the power, the light, rocketed around inside of me. I didn't know how much longer I could keep it inside my skin. The world was already becoming bright through my eyes.


  I caught my reflection in a window that hadn't been broken. My eyes blazed out of my face, my hair seemed to have life of its own. I was terrifying. I could see why Gage had been afraid. It wasn't me. I had come back from the dead as something else. Something that was no longer me. Something that wasn't human. Instead of calming me, though, the thought just seemed to amplify the heat inside of me. It filled every part of my body. I felt a lightness to my walk, and looked down to see that I was walking just above the ground, the power lifting me up. Each step landed on solid air.


  I sensed something above me. I looked up to see the lightning coagulating on a single spot in the sky. It was almost directly above me. I glanced down to see where it was hovering above and realized it was my own apartment building. The building where Sofi was.


  "No," I heard myself say. I raised my hands to the sky. The beam of light was coming down fast, but I was faster. I let go of the light inside of me, I let it go from my hands and my mouth and my eyes and my chest. I felt its release like agony that would soon be over. Like a shot of morphine in a gunshot wound. Like death after the pain of burning from the inside out.


  The two columns of light clashed in the sky, high above the building. They flared where they hit, like a vibrant mushroom cloud, one side purple, the other white. Spinning and twisting and turning into each other, they shot light through the sky, penetrating the dusky light. Even through my white-tinted eyes I could see it.


  I held steady for seconds that stretched into minutes and seemed like hours. It was almost torture and almost ecstasy. At each moment I didn't know how much longer I could last. I pushed with my mind, thrusting out with the heat inside me, forcing it all out, every centimeter of my body burning, scorching, forcing it all out and into the power in the sky that threatened to kill the one person in the world that I truly loved. I screamed as it exited, my throat raw and bare and feeling scarred and burned. I pushed with everything I had, no matter the pain I felt, and it was excruciating.


  It seemed it would do no good. Sofi was going to die, just like the vendor and the woman in the market. And if that happened, then I might as well die too. The war might end if I died, unless Sam was true to his word and came looking for me again.


  Just when I thought I had lost, the column began to move. Not towards me or the apartment building behind me, but up towards the sky, towards that one point above me where the lightning had been drawn. And then it exploded, the light so bright I was blinded. I felt the force of the explosion deep in my chest and my bones, jarring me, throwing me back. When my vision returned, the lightning was gone. The skies were stormy and gray and threatening rain, but they weren't purple with criss-crossed light. The world was now tinted back to reality. A reality where good people lay crushed in the street under the rubble of buildings, dead among the belongings that had been blown out through the broken walls: at my feet I saw a black and white photograph, a broken wooden chair, bloody sneakers. It was silent now in a neighborhood that used to be alive.


  This was the world now.


  I could still hear screams in the distance. I could still smell burning. There were still staccato bursts of gunfire. I'd changed nothing but the force in the sky focused on eradicating people lying helpless and asleep. I could think of no other reason to focus on the buildings instead of the war. There was no sense to it. There was no sense to any of it. I felt rough stones under my feet and looked to see that I was standing on the ground again, no longer propelled in the air. I had used everything I had, every pulse of energy in my body. I felt my knees buckle, and I fell forward, but someone caught me.


  "I got you, sis," said Gage.


  "I did it," I rasped. "I saved Sofi."


  He hefted me up, carrying me. "You sure did, Niki," he said. "You did pretty goddamn good."


  I looked up at Gage. He had a determined look on his face as he carried me through the door. And when he looked down at me, his expression wasn't of fear. It was pride.


  


  Chapter Six


  Gage set me down when we got to the front door of my apartment. It was unlocked, just as Eli had left it. I hobbled in, fending off Gage's help. Sofi was on her back on the couch, an afghan tucked around her. She looked peaceful. Her small torso moved with every breath, her aged face relaxed.


  I knelt on the floor next to her. I hadn't realized how hard it had been to breathe until just now. I exhaled and when I breathed in it felt as if it were the first breath after being underwater for a long time. I felt lightheaded and closed my eyes. I could feel the power in my chest. It hadn't left me, but it was docile and very small. I rested my cheek on the couch next to Sofi.


  "Sis?" said Gage after a moment. I turned slowly, my muscles aching. Gage was peering through the curtains.


  "What is it?" I said.


  "There's no lightning," he said. He shook his head. "None. Completely gone. What do you think that means?"


  "It means," I said, "that we're safe for a little while. Can you help me get Sofi into her bed?"


  "Do you really think it's safe?" Gage said as he lifted the frail woman and carried her carefully through the hall. He lowered my godmother into her bed. I pulled the covers down and over her tiny, birdlike body.


  "For now," I said. "But can you start working on something to protect this place? We can't carry her to the Deep Blue Sea. Can you make it invisible, or put one of those protection spells on it?"


  "I can try," said Gage. "But, Niki, this ain't like fooling humans. These are Heaven and Hell types. They see right through my casting. I could do what I did to the two of us to get us here, but you know how much energy it took just for the two of us. Imagine for a whole house. And it would only be for a little while."


  "Maybe there's another way," I said.


  "I'll work on it," he said. He left the room, muttering to himself. I closed the door behind him and sagged against it. I was so weak it felt as though I had died and been brought back again. I made it to Sofi's bed and lay down next to her. I stared at her. I would do anything to keep this woman safe. It scared me.


  Maybe dying again was the only answer. If I gave up my life publicly in front of the angels, it might show that Sam did indeed honor the Creator's power, and it would eliminate the original reason for the war. Michael would probably come up with a new story to spin against Sam, but if the angels were conflicted about fighting, maybe they would drop their support for the war.


  Maybe.


  I looked at Sofi. I wanted to keep all my childhood memories of growing up with her, even if it meant I would have to stay in one place and never cross over. I didn't want to become an empty spirit like the rest of the ghosts, even if it meant reliving my death over and over. But it probably couldn't be here. I couldn't very well die a public death, visible to all of the angels, in this apartment.


  I reached out for Sofi's hand. It was cold and tiny and fragile in mine. An image of a little girl's face flashed: My mother's face as a child. I let go of Sofi's hand. I remembered the other images, when Eli had touched me, and Bobby. But when Gage had carried me in just now, I'd seen nothing. I looked down at my clothes. Maybe skin had to touch skin. I hadn't been hallucinating, I'd been seeing their memories. I closed my eyes and sighed. Coming back from the dead was astronomically overrated.


  Sofi had never told me she knew my mother as a child. My arm moved of its own volition to again take Sofi's hand. Color images exploded in my mind, like flipping quickly through photographs, but with emotions attached. Sometimes I was able to linger over one or another, but most of the images moved very quickly.


  I saw Sasha, a young man and handsome. He was hugging my mother. They looked into each others' eyes lovingly. The next was a funeral. Everyone in formal black. Someone was extending towards me---or, rather, towards Sofi---a white rose. A ship, dirty and full of people. A tiny, windowless room lined with tables of sewing machines. This very apartment, empty and new. And then the memories changed. They grew brighter. Newer, maybe. Or maybe the tone changed. I saw myself, a tiny child, holding Sasha's hand. Me, playing with an old organ keyboard. Me, going to the school bus for the first time. Me, smiling. Me crying. Me at Sasha's trial, my face conflicted. Me sitting by the window looking pensive. My first day of college, looking happy as I headed for the door. Me, showing off the name on the door of the tiny office when I'd started my PI business. Me sitting in court at my own show trial as an Abnormal, my face stormy with anger. Me, the day I'd seen Sofi in the hospital and told her we wouldn't have to worry about money any more. Me waving goodbye as she went to visit her niece. A hospital, but one I didn't recognize. A doctor looking grave. Scheduling a date for surgery.


  I dropped Sofi's hand. She was sick. The cancer was back. The memories seemed to be key moments in her life, but nearly everything I had seen had been about me. Was I really so important to Sofi that she would define her life around me? I knew at once the answer was yes. But I had never realized it until now. I was Sofi's defining moment. My life was what she was most proud of. Hot tears welled up in my eyes and the taste of salt filled my mouth. She hadn't gone to Karen's. She had gone to the hospital. She didn't want to tell me she was dying.


  I sobbed next to Sofi's sleeping body. "Damn it, Sofi," I whispered thickly. "Why do you have to be so goddamn good?" I had to be here when she woke up. If I died while she slept, when she woke ---if she woke---she would be devastated. I was her daughter, not by blood, but because she loved me as much as any mother would ever love a daughter. I was the thing she was proudest of doing, in her whole life. Me. I almost laughed, but it was too damn tragic.


  I pulled the covers over her hands. As long as our skin didn't touch, I would be fine. I curled around Sofi's frail body and slept.


  I woke to shots being fired outside. I blinked for a minute and got my bearings. My stomach growled loudly. I needed food. I looked at Sofi for a little while, willing her to open her eyes. I gave her a hug, careful not to touch her skin, and just stayed there for a minute.


  "I don't know if you can hear me, Sofi," I said into her ear. "But I love you. Everything is for you. I'm living for you. I'll do what it takes to stay alive."


  When I walked into the kitchen, two somber faces looked up at me over coffee mugs.


  "Hey, Nik," said Eli.


  "We made coffee," said Gage. "Want some?"


  "Oh, God yes," I said. He poured me a cup and I sat down at the table. "What's happened?" I said. I took a drink. How had I survived without coffee the day before?


  "I'm supposed to bring you back," said Eli. "To the Deep Blue Sea."


  "Why?" I said, afraid of what the answer would be.


  "Sam wants you there. He's worried. You broke something. Something about the lightning. He's dead afraid that Michael's going to find out. Says you have to go to Hell right away. What happened?"


  Gage snorted. "Bastards were killing humans with the lightning," he said. "It only attacked buildings and whatnot. Niki here stopped it."


  "What do you mean she stopped it?" said Eli. "That thing from the sky that was exploding skyscrapers?"


  "Yep," said Gage. "You should have seen it. It was amazing. Our girl's damn powerful."


  "Did I make things worse?" I said.


  "Don't know," said Eli. "I think Sam was just glad to hear you were alive. He's been pacing since you left. Kept saying, Shouldn't have let her go." Eli took a sip of his drink. Avoiding my gaze he said, "So, what's going on between you two?"


  "Nothing," I said. "We're friends."


  Gage snorted. "Wish I had a friend like that."


  "It's good. I can take it," said Eli. "Just tell me."


  "Nothing," I said, an edge to my voice. "And if one more person asks me I'm going to get very upset."


  "She's got a point," said Gage. "You should have seen what she did last time she got mad."


  I smiled at Gage and rose from the table. "I have to eat," I said. I made some scrambled eggs and split them among three plates. The two men barely touched theirs. I wolfed mine down and ate their leftovers.


  "Feeling better?" said Gage. "I think you just ate ten pounds of eggs."


  "I was starving," I said. "Maybe because of, you know, that thing I did."


  "I'm always hungry after a big casting," said Gage. "Takes a lot out of you."


  "You figure anything out?" I said. "About Sofi, I mean."


  Gage's eyes lit up. "I had an idea," he said. "I can take her out of the city. The fighting's mostly happening here for now, right?"


  "For now," agreed Eli. "But Sam thinks it will spread soon. The war has taken on a life of its own. The soldiers want to avenge their dead."


  "Gage, I told you I don't want you taking Sofi outside. She needs to stay inside."


  "That's the idea," he said. "What if I could move inside somewhere else?"


  "What do you mean?" I said. "Like move the apartment?"


  "It's a dangerous spell, and I've never done it before, so I don't think I want to just cast on the two of us. But the building could work. I can leave little bits and pieces of it along the way without hurting anyone."


  "Bits and pieces?" I said. "So if you casted on people, that could happen?"


  "Yup," said Gage.


  "Sounds unpleasant," said Eli.


  "What about the other people in the building?" I said. "Would they get hurt?"


  "Nope. We could lose, you know, bits of brick and plumbing from the outside of the building. But everyone else inside the building would be safe, too. That's the bonus."


  "Where would you take her?" I said.


  "That's the tricky part," said Gage. "It's not really specific."


  "So you don't know where you'll end up?" I said.


  "You can choose a basic direction," said Gage. "I would want to aim west so we don't end up in the middle of the ocean. But the distance depends on the ability of the Caster."


  "And what's your ability?" said Eli.


  "One of the best as far as I know." said Gage.


  "Modest, too," said Eli, smirking.


  "He's pretty good," I said. "He opened up Hell. I can't imagine that's too easy."


  Gage shrugged. "I ain't going to pretend to be modest. It is what it is."


  "So, what?" I said. "You could end up in Kansas?"


  "It's possible we could go that far," said Gage. "But we probably wouldn't. The main goal is to get Sofi out of danger, right? This is our safest shot. Unless you want me to take her to Hell. I can do that too."


  "No," I said. "You're right. For now the fighting is in the city. The further away from the city, the better. But, Bobby, is it safe?"


  "She'll be fine," he said.


  "No, I mean, is it safe for you? I know how hard these big spells hit you. This seems like a huge one."


  "That it is," he said. "I'll be fine. Besides, it's important to you."


  I looked at Gage for a long time. Then I reached out and put my arms around him. I hugged his big body. It seemed to take him by surprise. He just stood there for a second, then, slowly, he hugged me back. I stepped back awkwardly.


  "Thank you," I said.


  "You're welcome, sis," Gage said, looking at me. He looked puzzled.


  "I should shower," I said, looking at Eli. "Then we can go."


  "That might be difficult," said Eli.


  "Why?"


  "The water stopped running right after we made the coffee," said Gage.


  "Why is the power still running?" I said.


  "Dunno," said Gage. "Maybe it's automated. Doesn't need humans to work."


  "Well, at least I can change my clothes," I said. I found a pair of jeans and an old T-shirt and slipped them on. There was a duffel bag in the back of my closet and I stuffed it with more pants and shirts. Then I reached into the top of my closet and took down a box, grunting under its weight. I dropped it on the bed and the contents clanked together. I pulled out an old Glock that Eli gave me when we were dating. I checked the clip and tucked the pistol into my pants. It might not kill any of these bastards, but it sure made me feel better to have it in my hand. New powers or no, there was nothing quite like the heft of a handgun to make you feel safe. I thought about taking my rifle, but decided it would be too awkward to carry. I wished I still had Sasha's Makarov, but I lost it when I died. Even if the H&H Financial building was still standing, it was too far a detour.


  I started to zip up my duffel, then, eying the box, I grabbed the pearl Taurus and threw it in my bag. Just in case.


  I left my bedroom and entered Sofi's room. Of course, she hadn't moved. She looked so natural I kept expecting her to sit up and ask me if I wanted tea. I sat down on the bed.


  "I love you, Baba," I said. "Gage is going to take you somewhere where you'll be safe. I don't think..." I closed my eyes. If she could hear me I had to get this right. "I haven't been the best person, Sofi. I'm trying, but it's been hard. The world makes you cold sometimes. I'm trying really hard, but I'm not doing a very good job." I took a breath. "I died, Sofi. For real. Some people wanted to hurt me. You, Sasha, other people, too. I fought them and I died. It was my decision. Then Sam showed up and gave me a choice of whether or not to come back. I chose to live. It was just so cold, I couldn't stand it. No, that isn't right," I said, "It wasn't just the cold. It was that it was nothing. No feeling, no memories, no joy. And I couldn't leave you. Not like that."


  I put a hand lightly on Sofi's stomach, feeling her breath rising and falling. "So now there's this war. Michael started it. He's an Archangel, only he's not good, like in the stories. He wanted a reason for war, so he's blaming Sam and me. It's so senseless. So much violence. More than I can comprehend. Just so much death. You're lucky you're asleep, it would break your heart. We are doing everything we can to stop it. I don't know how we can do it, but we have to try. I thought that maybe I just needed to die again, but it's probably too late, that might not make a difference any more. I might have to fight for our world." I watched Sofi for a minute. "If I die, Sofi, I want you to know I did everything I could. I'll use everything I have to stay alive. For you. I can see now how selfish it is to just think I can keep risking my life, keep dying, and that's that. It's not just about me, is it? There's you and Gage and even Eli when he's not being all demonic. And Sam." I shook my head. "I want to tell you about Sam, but I'm not ready yet. I don't think I can explain it right now.


  "I have to go now, Sofi. I love you." I rose and looking back at her tiny form on the big bed, I left the room, closing the door behind me.


  I walked into the kitchen where the two men were working quickly. Gage and Eli had pulled every package of food out of the cupboards and pantry. Eli was peering into the freezer.


  "What the hell are you two doing?" I said.


  "Rounding up grub," said Gage. "Dunno how long I'll be who-knows-where. And all you have are a bunch of packages of noodles, a bottle of whiskey that's nearly gone, and a couple of cans of soda."


  "Oh, I got you covered," I said. I walked to the closet in the living room. It was meant to be a coat closet, but I had it filled with something else. I opened the door and Gage and Eli came to peer over my shoulders.


  "Goddamn," said Gage.


  "Niki," said Eli. "I didn't know you were one of those."


  "One of what?" I said.


  "You know, those end-times people."


  "You say that like it's a bad thing," I said. "When I was on the Registry, money was running out. New Government was getting stronger and stronger, and Abbies were allowed to do less and less. I stocked up a little. Just in case."


  "A little?" said Eli. I saw his point. From floor to ceiling were buckets of dried food, cases of water and sports drinks, even a tiny propane stove. There were boxes of cans containing everything from carrots to meat. It was an impressive cache.


  "I just didn't know you were crazy," said Gage.


  "Why is it crazy?" I said.


  He shrugged. "You know. The end is nigh, stock up your food and water to get ready for the Rapture."


  The lights flickered off. I heard the refrigerator stop running. I reached over and flicked the light switch on and off with no result.


  "So, Bobby, you were saying it was crazy to stock up on food and water?" I said. "Because society couldn't possibly break down. Please, continue."


  "Smartass," said Gage.


  "How will we find you?" I said. "If we can end the war, I mean."


  Gage shrugged and gave me a lopsided smile. "I'll figure something out. And Niki?"


  "Yeah?"


  "You'll end it," said Gage. "If I know anything about you, it's that you won't stop until you finish. No matter what it takes. Just try not to die this time." His face grew serious. "Really, sis. I don't know if I could take it again."


  I nodded. "Okay, Bobby." He squeezed me in his bear hug. I was careful not to touch skin.


  Gage shambled over to embrace Eli and say goodbye. "If I'm going to do this, I need to do it now, before I lose my nerve."


  I picked up my duffel bag and slung it over my shoulder. "Ready?" said Eli.


  "I think so," I said. I glanced at Sofi's door. If I went in there again, I might not be able to leave.


  "She's going to be okay, Nik," said Eli. He touched my hand, and before I pulled away from him, more images flashed through my mind: A city, dark and bright at the same time; a remembrance of pain; a demon with his face caved in; an image of me talking to Sam in the bar, Sam's face close to mine.


  "Niki?" Eli said.


  "It's nothing," I said. "Let's go." Eli opened the door and stepped out into the hall. I looked at Gage. He had his casting book out. He blinked at me. "Keep her safe, Bobby," I said.


  "I will," he said. I nodded and followed Eli.


  We stepped out into the street and I felt numb except for the power in my chest. It grew a little hotter, a little bigger. I averted my eyes from my dead neighbors.


  "You okay?" said Eli. He was frowning at me. I looked up at his horns. I remembered the time before he'd had them. Before the Registry. I had loved this man, or so I thought. Looking at him now, though, I felt nothing. He was practically a stranger. Only weeks ago I had been willing to try again with him. But the old Eli Cooper was gone. I didn't even know who this person was any more. A scream nearby was suddenly cut off and followed by silence. There was a wet thud, then the sound of running. A gunshot far away. A battle cry of many voices in unison. Thick black smoke filled the sky. The smell of charred flesh.


  "I just want this to end," I said.


  We began to walk, our silence only seeming to feed the sounds the city was making now. There were no explosions, no falling buildings, and the light was no longer like a raw bruise. But somehow it was worse. The blood was dark red instead of a surreal tinted darkness. The dead glared at us through unseeing eyes. Humans, angels, demons. It was a nightmare of death and destruction and chaos, except it was no nightmare. It was more real than anything I had ever seen.


  I looked at Eli. His eyes flicked around, taking it all in. But instead of hopelessness and disgust, he looked excited. I didn't know this man at all. My Eli Cooper did not love death and feed on violence. Eli Cooper was depressed for days when he killed someone on the job. Eli Cooper was gone.


  The ground began to shake and I immediately looked at the sky. But the lightning was still gone. No columns of light. But an odd glow came from my building. The shaking intensified, the glow grew brighter. I shielded my eyes and I must have blinked, because my home was suddenly gone. An empty space between a pile of rubble and a brick building stared at us. An unattached basement saw light for the first time in years, the square, broken off cement of the foundation ragged and crumbling just above the ground.


  "Let's just get back to Sam," I said.


  


  Chapter Seven


  I tried not to think of Sofi as we walked back to the Deep Blue Sea. I tried not to remember the private memories I had seen. I tried not to think about the fact that she had been secretly dying all this time. I thought Sam had cured her. He promised he would. Had he lied? Then I tried not to think about Sam, about being drawn to him, drawn into his world. Why had he brought me back? All this, for one single person in a world full of people. He should have let me go. He should have let me stay dead. I didn't understand anything anymore.


  The ghosts were still keeping their distance, but I wondered how long it would be before they forgot why they were staying away from me. Eli saw me looking around at them, gauging the distance.


  "The ghosts still there?" he said.


  "They're there. They're always there."


  We came around the corner, the noise growing louder. We saw why. There was more fighting going on now. It seemed like the demons and angels had multiplied by ten. Eli walked beside me, his posture taut. His eyes danced at the violence. He was ready to fight. Even though it was to protect me, I felt slightly sick.


  Angel blood sprayed across a group of demons as they slashed open an angel's jugular with a long, jagged blade. They screamed in victory. A group of angels, running so fast they were a blur, landed on the demons with heavy club-like weapons covered in spikes. They beat the demons until their bodies were unrecognizable. I watched them as we approached. Eli made a sound like a snarl. The angels seemed to sense something, and their heads turned towards me in unison. Their triumphant faces went down in a fearful bow of the head and they backed away, gone as quickly as they had come.


  "Why do they do that?" I said.


  "Do what?" said Eli.


  "It's like they're afraid of me," I said. "Why?"


  "I don't know, Nik," he said distractedly. "Maybe they can smell your new boyfriend on you."


  I looked at him sharply. "Sam and I are not involved," I said. "And I'm really sick of people saying we are."


  He held up his hands in surrender. "Look, it's your business, I get it. But I can see it. I know what love looks like. At least I thought I did." Bitterness dripped from his voice.


  "I don't love Sam," I said. "I barely know him."


  "I wasn't talking about you," he said.


  The ground shook as something large came flying through the air. Whatever it was, it was screaming. It came right at me, so fast I couldn't even tell what it was. Instinctively, I closed my eyes and put my hands out, my chest and arms growing hot.


  "Niki," said Eli, his voice soft. I opened my eyes. "How are you doing that?"


  The white substance, part smoke, part fire and blindingly white, was flowing out of my palms. My hands tingled like pins and needles. The mist encircled something in midair, right in front of my face. Through the bright, shining fog, a face looked out at me. A terrified face. The face of an angel. Up the street, in front of a crater that took up the whole street was a massive demon, his skin a mottled blue. He looked like he was made of stone. He was frozen for a moment, looking at us, then he turned and headed away at a fast walk.


  I looked at the angel's face. He was blinking fast and shaking his head, his red curls plastered to his face from sweat. I realized I had my hands out still and clenched them into fists and dropped them to my sides. The angel fell to the ground, the shining white that had surrounded him dissipating instantly. I looked at my fists. They were still encircled with the stuff.


  Eli was staring at me. I realized that he had only seen me pound a fist on the table and knock Gage for a loop. "Oh yeah," I said. "I do that now."


  "Your eyes," he said.


  "Yeah, they're white. Get over it." I looked at the angel on the ground. He was panting and staring at me. He started to scramble to his feet. "Wait," I said. He froze, his bright blue eyes widening. I crouched down in front of him. "Why are you afraid of me?"


  The angel looked panic-stricken from me to Eli and back again. He looked at my hands and swallowed hard.


  "Um, Nik?" said Eli. "Because you just did some major voodoo and scared the crap out of him."


  "No," I said. "Everyone's afraid of me. Why?"


  The angel shook his head, confused. "Why?" he said, his voice small and shaky. "You're Death. Everyone's afraid of Death."


  "I'm not Death," I said. "I know Death. He's an angel."


  The angel looked baffled. "I'm sorry," he said. He stood up slowly, warily, then backed away, afraid to take his eyes from me. Then he turned and ran. He wasn't as fast as some of the others I had seen. He wasn't a blur, but he was fast enough. And I didn't feel like going after him, at any rate. I stood up and looked at Eli.


  "What the hell was he talking about?" I said.


  "I don't know," said Eli. "But there is something funny about you now. I can't put my finger on it. Maybe I can't see it because I know you." He frowned. "Or knew you. Before, I mean."


  "Are you afraid of me?" I said.


  He smiled. "I've always been afraid of you."


  We walked. Through the smoke pouring out of a bodega, around meteor-sized divots in the street, past cars either abandoned or containing people so deep in sleep it may as well have been a coma. We passed killing of every sort, past fighting demons and angels covered in blood, always pausing when they noticed me there. I made my eyes cold, and tried to stare straight ahead. Sam was right, ending the war was the only way to stop all this. But the thought of Sam made me feel cold all over. Sofi was dying. Hellions and angels alike thought I was Death. I had this thing inside me that I had no idea how to control. Sofi was dying, Sofi was dying, Sofi was dying.


  My eyes blurred with white and tears, but I didn't explode like I had outside my apartment building. I seemed to be able to control the power since grappling with the purple lightning, and tamping it down inside me didn't hurt as much as it had before. I could still feel its fiery tornado in the middle of my chest, occasionally flaring and spurting out of my fingers or my chest in tentative tendrils, glowing white.


  I focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Whenever something caught my eye I forced myself not to look. I felt the weight of the gun, heavy and cold and reassuring. Yet now it seemed unnecessary. I couldn't bring myself to add more violence to this sickening world of chaos. They were dying pretty well on their own. The only way was to stop it. And the only person that I knew that had any chance of stopping it was Sam.


  Sofi was dying.


  My mind was like a broken record. It wouldn't let me forget, even for a minute. I wanted to scream. I could feel myself losing control of the force in me again. Just a little, but my grasp was loosening. Everything was for nothing.


  I saw the neon of the Deep Blue Sea tinged in white. Eli, who had made little attempt at conversation, so distracted by the violence, lagged behind. He seemed to sense I was volatile. I entered the bar, moving my hand in front of me to swing open the door without touching it.


  Sam was pacing near the bar, his face haggard again. He looked up and walked quickly over to me, stopping just short when he saw me. He looked over my shoulder at Eli.


  "What's happened?" he asked.


  "I don't know," said Eli. "She's just been like this."


  Sam nodded. "Leave us for a moment, would you please, Mr. Cooper? I believe Niki wants to have a word with me." There was a creak, followed by a bang of the door. I heard muffled noises of gleeful fighting over by the river.


  "Niki?" said Sam.


  "She's dying," I said.


  He swallowed, nodded. "I know."


  I felt needles and pins, heat everywhere. I wanted to cry and scream and just lie down and die. The power burned again. My veins and nerves were on fire, feeling as though the white heat was burning them, charring them as it coursed through my body.


  "You said you could cure her," I said. My voice sounded strange. Thick and hollow at the same time. "You said she would live."


  "I did cure her," Sam said heatedly. A dark, pained look came across his face. "I cured her over and over again. I cured her until it took everything out of me and I had to sleep for days. At the same time, I was dealing with Michael and his scheming. I worked myself to exhaustion to save that woman's life, Niki. For you. All for you." He stepped closer to me. He was angry. I'd never seen him angry before. But somehow it just made the fire flare hotter. "That disease just kept coming back. Over and over again, and stronger every time." He shook his head, the sadness shining through the anger. He sighed and put his hands on my shoulders. "Sometimes death just happens and no one can stop it. Not even me."


  "You are Death," I said. "You brought me back from the dead. I was ash on the floor and you brought me back. Why me? Why not her?"


  "I tried, Niki," he said.


  "Why not her?" I said, my voice booming through the bar. There was a flash and then Sam was in the air, hurtling through the air, crashing into the wall. He crumpled to the floor. He looked at me, his face dark and dangerous. He stood up, glowering at me.


  "What the hell did you do to me?" I screamed. I pushed at the air toward him, a nuclear blast hurtling out of my hands towards him. He waved an arm and the air shimmered around him. The force of my blow hit him, seeming to stall at the invisible field around him, but he hit the wall again anyway. I pushed again, the dark bar white bright now. He narrowed his eyes at me. "What did you do to me, Sam?" I screamed. "What the hell am I?"


  "I don't know what you are," he said, his voice strained from the white mist trying to encircle him. "Are you going to kill me, Niki?" he said, his voice low and angry. "Are you just going to kill me and get it over with? Because I couldn't save your godmother? Go ahead. Kill me. You'd do me and Michael a favor. End it." He waved his hand and the field around him disappeared. The mist wrapped itself around him. "End it," he hissed. "You have the power now to kill Death. Do it." I took a step back. "What are you waiting for?" he screamed.


  I stepped back, clenching my fists. I sank to my knees, trying to stop the fire inside me. It burned painfully inside me, its excruciating leisure maddening.


  Sam was standing in front of me. I stared at his shoes. "Stand up," he said, his voice taut. I shook my head. "Stand up, Niki," he repeated. I gathered everything I had and pushed myself up. I felt the floor leave my feet and I knew I was hovering in front of him. "Control it," he said.


  "I can't," I whispered. "It hurts. I have to let it out."


  "Control it," he said again. He was looking into my face intently. I couldn't tell if he was enraged or if it was his own strange, dark power showing through.


  "It's going to kill me if I hold it in," I said. "I'm going to burn up again."


  "It won't kill you," he said, his voice steely. "I don't know what it is, but it's part of you. It can't hurt you. Control it, or you're going to hurt people. Stop fighting it. It's not against you. It is you."


  I closed my eyes. The thing inside me hurt so much, I didn't know how long I could hold it.


  "I'm not going to save you, Niki," said Sam. "You have to do it. Embrace it. Or it will destroy you."


  I felt for the power. It blazed inside me. If I let go I was afraid I'd kill Sam, if such a thing were possible. Embrace it? How could I embrace something that was ripping me apart? I opened my eyes, the world still white. Sam was watching me intently.


  "You're strong, Niki," he said softly, his voice warmer than it was before. "Make it part of yourself."


  The pain coiled around my every cell. I made myself breathe. I concentrated on the roiling power within me. It was like anger, pushing against everything in its path. I felt it and reached for it at its center with my mind. How could such a thing be part of me? It was alien to me, this power, but somehow familiar. Embrace it.


  Sam was right. It was a part of me now. No one seemed to know how or why. As Bobby would say: It is what it is. Experimentally, I released my grasp, just a little. I didn't push it away or try to get it out of my body, but just let go a little. The pain lessened. Just a small amount, but I felt encouraged. I let go a little more. The strain of holding it eased. It wasn't that there was less pain, but that the pain didn't hurt as much when I didn't fight it. The power wasn't crashing around inside me anymore, but was fusing inside my body, my blood and my organs and my muscles absorbing it like a sponge. I didn't fight, didn't move, barely breathed. The fire was no longer a fire, but a heat that filled me. And then, the pain was gone. I could still feel the heat burning in my chest, accessible if I needed it. But I felt easier, more in control.


  I staggered as the last of the pain left and firm, hot hands steadied me.


  "I've got you," said Sam.


  "I'm sorry," I said.


  "You did well," he said. He put an arm around me and led me to a nearby chair. I sat down heavily.


  "Are you hurt?" I said.


  "A bruised ego," he said. "Nothing that a drink won't cure."


  He went to the bar and came back with two glasses. He sat down next to me. His dark eyes bored into me, searching. "I tried to save her, you know," he said.


  "You should have told me," I said.


  "Yes," he said. "Yes, I should have told you. I suppose I was afraid."


  "Afraid?" I said.


  He smiled wryly over his glass. "You are quite intimidating. Even before your new abilities."


  I took a sip of my drink. It was warm and smooth going down and relaxed me a little. "Bobby took her away. Somewhere safe. Even he didn't know where he'd end up. Sam, they think I'm Death," I said. "Out there. The angels and the demons. They're afraid of me. I made an angel boy tell me why. They think I'm you."


  He drained his glass. "I'm afraid," he said slowly, "that part might actually be my fault." I raised my eyebrows. "When I brought you back, I had to give you a piece of myself. I think it was rather a large bit. I've never done that before. I didn't even know if it would really work. But you do remember when I told you that there would be side effects? That you wouldn't be the same?"


  "Yes," I said.


  "I wondered if that might be one of them." He frowned. "I'm sorry. You're lucky, though. I can't go outside without looking like a Hieronymous Bosch painting. "


  I smiled weakly at him. "Things can always be worse," I said. "At least I'll be alive when Sofi wakes up. She won't die grieving." I finished my drink and set the glass down.


  "Niki?" said Sam. "How did you know she was dying? Wasn't she sleeping?"


  "That's the other thing," I said. "I can see memories. Not all of them. But, you know, the big ones, the defining ones. It happened with Bobby and Eli. When I touch someone, I can see inside them. I touched Sofi. That's how I knew."


  "Can you see mine?" he said. He held out his hands, palms up.


  I sighed and braced myself. I put my hands in his. They were dry and warm. And then I saw...nothing. Silence, peace, a sense of warmth. I looked at him. His eyes were steady on me.


  "No," I said. I smiled a little. "No, I can't see anything. Just sort of a feeling."


  "What sort of feeling?" he said.


  "Like being warm."


  "Interesting," he said. He didn't remove his hands.


  "Is that what you see?" I said. "When you look into people. Do you see their memories?"


  "No," he said. "It's more like their sense of themselves. Their judgment of their actions in their lives, if you will. Good and evil, right and wrong."


  "Is it always so obvious?" I said.


  "Absolutely not," he said. "Most people are full of gray."


  "Was I?" I said. "When we met you said you looked into me."


  "You were different," he said. "You were all light. Not gray like most other people. Not good, not bad. Just light. You shone so brightly."


  "That seems a little weird, doesn't it?" I said.


  "Not weird," he said, the word sounding strange coming from him. "It was like waking up. Like feeling the sun on your face."


  "Yeah, I'm a ray of goddamn sunshine, all right," I said. Sam smiled. "So what's next?" I said. "What should we do?"


  "I believe we need to go to Hell," he said. "If I find my brother, he may be able to stop this madness. And if Mr. Cooper is correct, his father can help us."


  "I might need to rest before we go," I said.


  "I thought you might," he said. "I conjured up a bed while you were gone." He walked to the wall behind the pool table and tugged on a strap there. A Murphy bed pulled down out of the wall, complete with pillows and a thick comforter.


  "You did that?" I said.


  "You can do it too, when you wish. You recall the washroom?"


  I laid down on top of the comforter. I hadn't realized how tired I was. Just before closing my eyes, I realized that since absorbing the power in my body, my eyes hadn't flickered back and forth but were staying white. Now I looked out all the time through a glowing white veil. But when I closed my eyes there was nothing but darkness.


  


  Chapter Eight


  "Niki," said a voice.


  I opened my eyes and blinked a few times. Someone was lying next to me. My eyes adjusting, I realized it was Sam. His suit jacket was draped over the back of a chair and his slow breathing told me he was still asleep. It wasn't Sam whispering to me.


  I could hear the echoes of war outside. I don't know how I could have slept through it. Screams, the sound of blades clashing, gunshots. Death sounds. I looked at Sam. His face was more relaxed than I had ever seen it. He had a shadow of a beard on his cheeks and chin. I'd never thought about it, but for some reason found it humorous that angels needed to shave.


  "Niki," said the voice again. I looked around. There was no one in the bar. I frowned and recognized the voice was in my mind: Natalie.


  I shook my head. It still hurt to think of my half-sister---or if she was telling the truth, no relation at all---and I was not about to let her get inside my head. I closed my eyes and concentrated very hard on pushing her out.


  "Niki, I'm sorrˮ-- There was a feeling like a pressure being relieved, and then there was silence. I wasn't in the mood to be manipulated. I sighed with relief. I looked beside me and realized Sam was awake. He was staring at me with his dark eyes. Though now, through my eyes, they took on a light gray color.


  "Trouble?" he said. His voice was husky from sleep.


  "Natalie," I said. "Trying to get in my head."


  "Unfortunate," he said.


  "That's one way of putting it," I said. "When do we leave?"


  "We will need Mr. Cooper to come back to us. I had hoped he would be here by now."


  "He's probably having too much fun killing things," I said.


  "It's his nature, Niki," he said.


  "Never used to be."


  "Is anything as it used to be?" said Sam.


  I felt the heat in my chest and turned my head away. "Can I save her?" I said, not trusting myself to look at him. "Can I save Sofi?"


  He was quiet for such a long time that I looked over at him to see if he had fallen asleep again. He was lying on his back looking up at the ceiling. "No," he said. "No, she is beyond saving, I'm afraid." He looked at me. "I'm so sorry, Niki." I could tell he meant it.


  "It's okay," I said. But it didn't feel okay. I felt like crying but I swallowed the thickness. "At least you tried." Sam took my hand. I felt the familiar calm come over me. The heat in my chest flared. Our eyes locked and we stayed there frozen for a long moment. At last Sam looked away, shaking his head.


  "We should prepare," he said. He started to sit up, then smiled, looking down at his hand. I looked to see white mist surrounding both our hands, locking them together. I began to pull it back, but Sam's eyes went glassy, and the shimmering power holding us together congealed into a thin, pale stream that disappeared into his hand. He let go of me and flexed his fingers. For a moment, his eyes grew pale, even discernible from my whitened vision. Then they went back to normal. Something shifted there, like a pale cloud across the night sky.


  "How do you do that?" I said.


  He raised an eyebrow. I decided I liked him better unshaven. "How do you do whatever it is that you do?" he said.


  "I have no idea," I said.


  "Neither do I," he said. He picked up his jacket and shrugged it on.


  "What does it feel like?" I stood up and straightened the blankets and pillows. Sam bent down, lifted the end of the Murphy bed, and unseen springs pulled it back into the wall.


  "Usually, it's a bit painful," he said. "I feel it here," he put a finger to his forehead. "And here," he pointed to his chest. "But with you, it's different. Your power feels more like a drug. It's heat running through my veins and heart racing. And a feeling as if I could do anything."


  "It doesn't feel that way for me," I said.


  "Odd how that works," he said. I looked away, unsettled by how I felt when he looked at me like that. He wasn't even human. But then, I kept forgetting, neither was I. I wasn't used to anyone having a hold over me. Even when I was with Eli, I was in charge. I was in control of everything in the relationship. The way my stomach turned when Sam looked hard into me, it made me uncomfortable. And a little angry.


  "So we wait for Eli?" I said, taking a step back and straightening my shirt.


  "Yes," he said slowly. "We need to speak to his father. He can get us an audience with Lucifer."


  "You're the Angel of Death," I said. "Can't you just walk in?"


  "Yes, I could," he said. "But the demon race is different. They have their customs and traditions. And they aren't terribly fond of my kind, even an outcast. I could force him to tell me, but demon lords did not get to where they are by being truthful. He could lead us astray. And we simply cannot afford to waste time."


  I nodded. "I could go look for him. I could use some food anyway. This magicky bar thing, does it work on food? Or coffee?"


  "Afraid not," he said. "Only changes to the bar itself."


  "Couldn't have been a pizza place, could it?"


  There was the squealing of hinges and the bang of the door. Eli stood blinking at us. He held a plastic grocery bag in one hand.


  "Interrupting anything?" he said.


  "No," I said quickly. Maybe too quickly. Sam looked at me curiously. "What's in the bag?" I said.


  "A few things," he said coming over and setting the bag on the table. The front of him was covered in angel blood. "Here," he said. "I need to wash up."


  "Does that bother you?" I said when Eli had disappeared into the bathroom. "The angel blood."


  "It does," Sam said. "A bit. But I understand it. No one gets to choose sides here, Niki."


  "I could," I said. "If I wanted to, I could choose a side. I think if I wanted to, I could wipe them all out."


  "Do you really want to try? Do you want all those deaths on your hands?"


  I sighed. "Of course not."


  "And what's more," Sam went on, "what if you couldn't kill them all? You seem to have a tendency to pass out. If you didn't get them all, and I'm sure you couldn't, they would kill you. No questions. Just chop your head off."


  I remembered the demons feasting on the dead angel. "Or worse," I said. "But what would happen if I didn't kill them all? What if I just killed one?" I glanced at him.


  "You're referring to Michael," he said.


  "Yes," I said. "Do you think I could?"


  "If anyone could, it would be you," said Sam. "But if you kill my brother, Briah will rise."


  "The angel city," I said.


  "It would be monumentally disastrous. It would seem to confirm the lies that Michael told about us. Michael would be called a martyr and a hero. The war would not be small, and centralized around the Deep Blue Sea. It would span the entire world. The entire human population would be wiped out. Your world would end---become unmade, if someone in Briah has that power. "


  "I thought his people didn't even like him," I said. "They barely follow him, that's what you said."


  "Tell me, what would happen if someone from another country assassinated your president? Even if he's a terrible president. "


  "World War III," I said reluctantly. "Would it kill him if I shot him?"


  "Certainly not."


  "Can I do it anyway? Just for fun?"


  "Niki, are you trying my patience on purpose?" he said. He sighed and headed to the bar. I heard the clink of glasses. I looked down and opened the bag Eli gave me. It contained a loaf of sliced bread, some apples, and several cans of iced coffee. I picked up one of the cans. It was still slightly cold. I opened it and drank half the can in one gulp. Eli came out of the bathroom, slightly cleaner and less silver.


  "Thought you might be hungry," he said, taking an apple and biting into it.


  "Thanks," I said. I opened the bag of bread and took a slice. It was slightly stale, but I was so hungry it didn't matter. I ate four slices before I knew it and started on a large red apple. Sam appeared with two glasses and a bottle of beer.


  "You hungry?" I asked him.


  "Thank you, no," said Sam. "I don't need to eat as often as you."


  I finished the apple and took some more bread. I finished the coffee and opened another one. I looked up to find Eli staring at me and Sam trying unsuccessfully to hide a smile. "What?" I said, my mouth full.


  "You're pretty hungry, huh?" said Eli. I looked at Sam. He seemed to have found something interesting on the wall behind him.


  "I get hungry after I use my power," I said. "So what?"


  "Nothing," said Eli. He took a slice of bread. I munched on another apple and finished my can of coffee.


  "Thanks for the food," I said. "I wasn't looking forward to stale pretzels again."


  "Sure," said Eli, tipping back his beer.


  "Mr. Cooper," said Sam. "I need a favor."


  Eli looked from Sam to me. "I have a feeling I'm not going to like this," he said.


  "We need an audience with your father," Sam said.


  "Thought you might," said Eli. "I suppose you're cashing in that favor."


  "What favor?" I said.


  "Sam helped me get to Erebos," said Eli. "When I was looking for my dad."


  "Oh, that," I said. "Erebos?"


  "Hell City," said Eli grinning. "You're going to love it."


  "You'll want to drink that," said Sam pointing at my drink.


  "I wasn't going to," I said.


  "You?" said Eli. "I've never known you to turn down a drink."


  "Very funny," I said. "I think it makes me less able to, you know, use my power stuff."


  "That's what I'm hoping," said Sam. "Remember what happened last time?"


  "Last time?" said Eli.


  "Sam took me to Limbo," I said, not looking away from Sam. He arched an eyebrow.


  "Niki," he said. "You do not want to get caught between worlds. You'll be stranded. I won't be able to find you there. It's part of the Unsung."


  "Unsung?" I said. I looked at Eli, who shook his head.


  "You remember the movement you saw in the darkness?" said Sam. " Those are beings---beasts and angels and men alike---who were caught in between worlds. They go mad there. It's an area that I can't navigate except to pass through. I would not be able to sense anyone there, not even my brothers." He frowned. "Not even you."


  "You said part of the Unsung. So there are more of these places? What, like different worlds?"


  "Yes, many," Sam said. "I cannot go to most of them. Not even Briah is open to me. Because I chose to live here, Michael will never open Heaven to me again." He cleared his throat and his lips pursed slightly. But he saw me watching him and gave me a small smile. "There are many other places, too, that I can go to, but I have no power, no knowledge there. They have no need of Death."


  "So what happened last time?" said Eli.


  "It wasn't on purpose," I said.


  "Niki has a great power," said Sam. "She has not yet mastered it. I almost lost her."


  "I freaked out a little," I said.


  "Drink," said Sam.


  "You'd better drink," said Eli.


  I shrugged. "Bottoms up." I drained my glass.


  I didn't close my eyes this time. As the darkness closed in on me, it was the world that changed, and not me passing through it. Like the darkness was always there, waiting for someone to notice it. With my brighter vision, it wasn't so much an absence of light, but it became harder to breathe. Sam held his arms around me, and Eli held tight to Sam, an arrangement Eli protested heavily.


  I could feel Sam's heart beating, his chest moving slowly as he held me. I thought he was holding me a lot tighter than before, but that may have been because of what had happened on our previous trip to Limbo. I squinted through what was previously the blackest of blacks, and was now dark charcoal. Shapes moved around us, just out of sight, slightly lighter than the air around us. I couldn't ever spot one directly. They were just out of my vision, or at the corner of my eye. But I could feel them. What was it like being trapped in such a place?


  We began to spin, faster and faster. I could see Eli over Sam's shoulder. He looked like he was about to lose all the food we just ate. The darkness flooded my mind again, like ink in water. I felt the very air around us rip, then it grew thick and rich with the smell of spices, and so bright my eyes ached.


  My feet were on solid ground now and Sam slowly released me. Eli stepped around Sam to stand beside me. My eyes adjusted and I looked at him. He grinned. "Welcome to Hell," said Eli.


  


  Chapter Nine


  I looked around.


  We appeared to be underground, but there wasn't a closed-in feeling. Sheer rock cliffs made of dark red stone rose up to our left and right, with a road the same color under our feet. A diffuse glow illuminated everything. I could hear the clatter and murmur of the city echoing toward us down the road.


  I looked behind us. The road continued, but the light faded about fifty feet down to an inky blackness and an odd, muted quiet, even with the city sounds coming from the other way. I shivered despite the hot, tingly heat in my chest.


  "Erebos is this way," said Sam grimly. He started walking toward the noise. I felt the weight of the handgun on the small of my back, and it made me feel more confident. I wouldn't use it, but I felt better having it. I followed Sam and Eli hurried to walk in front of us. He spoke to me over his shoulder.


  "It's not going to be pleasant," he said. "We may need to fight. Hellions don't like outsiders at all." He looked pointedly at me. "And they are definitely not going to like you."


  "Why not?" I said. "I'm damn likable."


  Sam laughed, then covered it with a cough. I glared at him.


  "You're a threat," said Eli. "You even look like you're full of magic..."


  I cupped a hand over my eye, and a pale glow filled my palm. My vision was still white, which meant my eyes were still that unsettling white color too. Maybe they were even even glowing like the time I caught my reflection outside my apartment building. That meant I would see the landscape as more pale and washed-out, rather than muted and warm.


  "I don't suppose anyone has any sunglasses?" I said.


  "Don't worry," said Sam. "We'll be fine."


  "I wouldn't be so sure," said Eli. "I died once or twice on my first trip here."


  Suddenly I was struck by Sam's appearance. "Why," I asked Sam, "are you still you?"


  "I beg your pardon?" he said.


  "You're not all Death-y," I said.


  "Ah, you mean my appearance. A condition of existing in the world, I'm afraid. It doesn't apply in Heaven and Hell."


  "So when Hellions die," I said, "they see you?"


  "They don't usually need much help crossing over," said Sam, "but yes. I am known here."


  "At least you're easy on the eyes," I said. Sam smiled. Eli walked faster. It had been a joke, but I kept forgetting how hard Eli had taken our separation. He had always been the sensitive one in the relationship. At the time, it hadn't really bothered me much. But now I needed to be more careful around him. I didn't understand what was happening between Sam and me, but Eli and Gage were right. We were moving beyond friendship. I didn't know what to do with that information, though.


  The sounds of the city grew louder, and the light grew brighter. The cliff walls opened up, sloping up into dark mountains rather than sheer cliffs. And as we rounded a corner, I caught my first glimpse of Erebos.


  It looked like any other vibrant, crowded, jostling city. Vendors cooked fragrant meats, people with dusky skin of different colors---blue, red, black, green---moved through the clogged street, buildings seemingly erected anywhere there was room. There was even one small shack built right in the middle of the street. Demonic-looking figures stood around it, forcing the crowd to move in a single thin line to squeeze past them.


  The city spread out for miles, as far as I could see. Rising up through the center of the city was a black, spiky tower that rose beyond the reach of light.


  "Lucifer's Tower," said Eli, following my gaze. "He's not there, though. Hasn't been there for years. My father's house is over there." I followed the direction he pointed and saw a sprawling compound of homes made of the red stone that surrounded us. It was blocky and unusual in its primitive structure. It looked as if someone had just cut large slabs of stone and fitted them together. And then kept adding additional rooms and platforms.


  "Nice," I said. Remembering that Eli had asked me to come to Erebos and live with him, I realized that this was the home he had meant. Eli was looking over the landscape like a proud dictator, with a satisfied smile, but I had never felt more out of my element. Had he really expected me to be content here? I wasn't even content when everything was peaches and cream.


  "Let's go as quickly as we can," said Sam. I looked to him. He also was looking over at the city below us, but with a pained expression on his face. He was troubled by something. Eli set off towards the compound and Sam and I followed.


  "What's with you?" I asked in a low voice.


  Sam frowned. "It concerns me that the only being who may know the whereabouts of my brother is a demon lord. It seems we are wasting valuable time here."


  I glanced ahead to make sure Eli was out of earshot. "You don't think Eli's lying, do you?" Eli was the most truthful person I'd ever known. But he had changed so much since his transformation. Maybe he had taken up lying, too.


  "No," said Sam. "But I think he idolizes his father. He has gone his entire life without knowing where he really came from. It makes sense that he would drink in every word the demon says to him."


  "You make him sound like a child," I said.


  "In a way, he knows less than a child," said Sam. "He is like a boy finding his way. He is changing more every day. His very nature is changing into something he would once have found repellent. It must be very difficult to recognize the one nature encompassing the other."


  "Then why are we just going along with him?" I said. " I'm no goddamn princess, Sam. Don't tiptoe around the truth just because of me."


  Sam actually laughed. He looked at me. "Please believe me, Niki, when I say that I would never, ever, call you a princess."


  "Good," I said.


  "And it is nothing to do with you. What do you detectives say? Follow every lead? That is what we are doing," said Sam. "If we know something that has any chance of leading us to Lucifer, we must follow it. It's the most sure way to end the needless killing."


  "What if we find him," I said, "and he can't help? Or won't. I've met your family, Sam. They don't give me the warm fuzzies, if you know what I mean."


  "Lucifer is not like Michael," said Sam. "And yes, I have considered that. But I cannot contemplate it, not right now. I can only look ahead. To try to set things right. There's something wrong with the balance. I've been feeling it for a very long time. I think that without the Creator, reality will tip until we all plummet."


  "Into what?" I said.


  "The end of the universe."


  "What are you two whispering about?" said Eli. He was smiling, but there was a hard look to his eyes.


  "Current events," I said. "How about this global warming?"


  We approached the gate to the city. The smells were overwhelming. Demons from every color of the rainbow were doing everyday mundane things like shopping and chatting. Demon women were followed by demon children, their horns not yet sprouted from their heads. A few large, more muscular demons walked among the crowd in uniform, looking every bit the soldiers.


  "We should stay together, so nothing happens to Niki," Eli said. "If you haven't been here for a while, Sam, you might find that it's a more violent place than it used to be."


  "Erebos has always been violent," Sam said mildly. "And I am well aware of the risk for a normal human. If Niki were normal she would be torn apart. The children would eat her entrails."


  "Nice image," I said.


  "Regardless," said Sam. "There is no need to worry."


  Eli eyed him with thinly-veiled contempt, but turned away. I distinctly heard a low growl rise in his throat. If Sam heard, he ignored it.


  I braced myself as we passed through the large, black, rough-wood arch that rose over the stone road. I fought the urge to pull the Glock out of the small of my back. This seemed like a just-in-case moment if ever there was one. I knew I could do nothing if they mobbed me. One handgun would not help against thousands of demons, I realized, remembering the clambering ghosts. I raised my hands and looked at them. As I willed it, white mist rose tentatively from my palms. Sam put a hand on my arm and shook his head. I lowered my hands, but was prepared to use anything I could. If I died here, Sofi would have no one to wake up to.


  Sam moved slowly and easily. He was not tense or worried. I braced myself as we neared the edge of the crowd. Twenty feet. Ten . Five. A tall, thin female demon, hairless and skin dusky pink sniffed the air and looked around. Her slitted eyes appraised us. I barely breathed. I felt the mist surround my fists, ready when I was. A long moment passed. Then, without a word being spoken, she bowed her head and backed away, just as the fighters on the streets had done. Two young males standing nearby and having a heated argument that consisted mostly of snarls and gestures looked up at us. They did the same as the woman. Then a woman with a basket and red skin. As we passed, the crowd parted for us, much like Moses parting the Red Sea.


  Eli looked from Sam to me, puzzled.


  "As I said, Mr. Cooper, we need not worry," said Sam. "Even Hellions fear Death. Or at least have a healthy respect for it."


  The road was almost completely clear now, as the demons backed away from us to wedge themselves on either side of it. I remembered my hands and willed the mist back into myself. I flexed my fingers. "Same thing happened on the street," I said to Sam. "They just bowed out of my way like that. It was damn creepy."


  "They sense it, the Hellions," said Sam. "They know what it is. Humans spend their entire lives trying to forget that Death exists, and then they are always surprised when it comes. But demons and angels always expect it. They can feel it in the air. They may not welcome it, but they know. There's no escaping it."


  "So you knew this would happen to me if you brought me back?" I said.


  "I tried to tell you," Sam said. "You were intent on living, no matter the cost. Don't you remember?"


  "I've been trying to forget," I said.


  The demons were eying us from the sides, casting curious glances. Eli hung back, still looking stricken. I wondered if it was because he'd been wrong or because he was finally seeing the power that Sam had. That I had, too. I looked back and he frowned at me, shaking his head, confusion in his eyes.


  "What's happened to you?" he said, his voice a low whisper.


  "I could ask you the same question," I said, my voice cold and calm.


  Eli grunted and walked past me without looking at me. He trudged behind Sam as we moved through the crowded city, unchallenged. He didn't speak for a very long time. When he did, it was just to point out different landmarks: bars with rough-looking, scarred demons leaning against the outside of the buildings; places that sold strange, heavily spiced foods; even a grocery store where demon women with baskets looked out at us, anxious.


  We wound our way through the twisting streets. Sometimes the street ended completely and we had to walk through a building to get to another street on the other side. Several times the street doubled back on itself and coiled like a yellow brick road from the films, only to find its way, once again, in our direction of travel.


  Eli wouldn't look at me. Even when he pointed something out, he spoke to Sam. It did hurt a little that I seemed to disgust him so much, but then I realized that I felt the same way towards him.


  Sam walked solemnly, rarely speaking. His face was set in a look of determination and something else I couldn't quite make out. Grief, or anger. Maybe both. It was a long walk, fraught with tension. I retreated to my own thoughts. I thought about Sasha. About Natalie saying that he wasn't my real father.


  I looked nothing like him. With his angular bones and thick, stocky build, I was his complete opposite. My mother was a slight, small woman, so I always assumed I had taken after an earlier generation of the family, even though I had never met anyone else in the bloodline. I was taller than most women and some men, and stronger than most. My mother had green eyes, where mine -- until recently -- were brown. My hair was black. Her hair had been a light brown. Sasha's hair was almost blond before he went gray.


  And Natalie. She was crazy, her mind warped by a constant diet of angelwine. But I had always wanted a sister. I always wanted someone to share my secrets, and battle against the world. But if she wasn't really my sister, she could have just been playing me the whole time.


  And I had been easy to play. Desperate for family and a connection. Eager to help the little girl in the box. If Natalie had controlled a strong, powerful angel like Eliza, it was possible that she had also been controlling the Blood the whole time. Or perhaps Natalie herself had been played by Michael. How long had she been doing his bidding? If they had been controlling the Blood, perhaps Natalie had helped manipulate Sasha into releasing Abaddon from Hell. It made sense. Michael had wanted a war so badly. He needed a reason to blame Hell. He'd seen his opening. A Summoner with a powerful ability. Then once Sam had gotten involved, Michael had even more leverage. He knew what Sam would do to protect the world. Like Natalie, he had manipulated his own sibling. Only it was worse, because they really were brothers.


  I looked at Sam. He saw the realization in my eyes and nodded. "I know," he said.


  And then I realized what I'd seen on Sam's face. It was the realization of betrayal, and the shame of not realizing the manipulation. It was the same way I felt right now. Sam grasped my hand and squeezed it. "We'll set things right," he said. He let go of my hand and looked up. I followed his gaze to the large main house the color of dried blood. Eli looked back at us, a swagger to his step and a smirk to his face, restored to his position, safe in his own territory. There was a high wall around the compound of the same rough-hewn logs as the arch at the city entrance. Here the logs were jet black and sharpened at the tops. Eli pushed open a gate that swung noisily inward.


  We walked through. Immediately three large demons surrounded Eli, issuing growls and threatening snarls. Eli moved cautiously forward, his shoulders hunched, fists clenched, ready to fight. But almost as quickly the demons noticed Sam and me and immediately backed away.


  "What have you brought here, brother?" said one demon, one of his horns broken off.


  "He's brought Death upon our house," said the second, his skin as jet black as the gate, his eyes glowing yellow out of their sockets. "And Death's whore."


  "What did you just call me?" I said. I stepped forward and the demon shrank back. I felt the mist, like white fire, snaking out of my hand as I stepped forward. I grabbed his face and the power wrapped itself around his neck. His yellow eyes widened and he gave a high-pitched moan. "No one calls me that," I said.


  "I'm sorry," he rasped.


  "Niki," said Sam. "That's enough. We have a task."


  I let go of the demon and walked away. There was the sound of liquid and a powerful stench and Eli snickered. I looked back to see that the demon had lost control of his bowels in his sudden fear. A stinking urine steamed upon the red ground, darkening the area around his feet. I was glad I had moved away.


  "Best not terrify the family, I should think," said Sam. But there was a look of satisfaction on his face when he looked at the demon. "But," he said to them, "best not to offend Death either. Wouldn't you agree?" The demons didn't speak any more. They bowed their heads as Eli led us into the house.


  


  Chapter Ten


  "How did I get so lucky?" said Grazial. He was hunched over an ornate cane, his back bent and twisted forward. He shook a stocky demon off his free arm and staggered a little, catching himself with the cane. Sam, Eli and I were sitting at a long wooden table. I recognized it. Recognized the room. I had seen it when Eli touched me back at the Deep Blue Sea. Just as I recognized Eli's father as he limped over to the table across from us. The demon that had tried to help support him pulled out a chair and Grazial sat. "Get out," the old demon snarled. The demon showed no emotion, but closed the dark, metal doors as he left.


  "Hello, father," said Eli.


  "Don't speak," said Grazial, his voice cold. He nodded to indicate Sam. "You bring this into my house. Blood House comes from a long line of bold and brave demon lords. And now this. An angel. An Arch. My own blood betrays me."


  Eli lowered his head. His horns were black and even in the dark room, through my whitened vision I could see they had a sheen to them. I could also see that there were bald patches on the back of Eli's head. Instead of white skin underneath, there was a scaly darkness. I could see it crawling up his neck as well. Eli was becoming a full demon.


  Grazial chuckled, a deep rasping laugh that sounded like the beginning of a cough. "She sees it," he said, looking at me. "Soon there will be nothing human left in the boy. But apparently," his yellow eyes flashed with anger as they looked at Eli, "there is still some left. We will beat it out of him." He looked back to me and gave me a reptilian smile. "Don't worry, my dear. He will heal."


  "Lord Grazial," said Sam. "I apologize for coming on such short notice, but it is quite urgent."


  Grazial leaned back in his chair. His lip curled as he looked at Sam. "I'm listening," he said.


  "It is very important that I find my brother," said Sam. "I've been given to understand that you know where he is."


  "I'd start in Briah," said the old demon. "That's where your kind belong."


  "You know that I am seeking a different brother," said Sam. His voice was cordial, but his dark eyes were hard. "You also know what they say about playing games with Death."


  "No, I'm not familiar with that particular figure of speech," said Grazial, and looked at me. "I know you. You're Slobodian's daughter, aren't you? Looks to me like Death likes to play games after all." He smiled at Sam. "Tell me, angel. Was it worth it?"


  "Watch your tongue, Grazial," said Sam mildly. "I could make things very difficult for you."


  The old demon laughed. "Your threats are meaningless. Angels haven't had a say in Erebos for a very long time," he said. "I think you know that. "


  "Perhaps," said Sam. "But Ba'al considers me a very close friend. Do you think he would like to hear of your rudeness?"


  The smile left Grazial's face. His lip twitched like he itched to snarl at Sam, but he contained it. He studied Sam for a long moment. Neither blinked. "Leave us," he said finally. Eli stood immediately and went to the doors, where he turned to look at me. Grazial was glaring at me. "You, too, girl," he said.


  "She stays," said Sam.


  Grazial glared at me for a moment more. "Go on, halfling," he called over his shoulder. Eli disappeared behind the heavy doors.


  Sam raised an eyebrow. "You want to tell me something," he said. "What is it?"


  Grazial leaned back in his chair and looked at Sam. His horns looked as though a great deal of time were spent on their upkeep. There was a sheen as if they'd been polished or waxed. But as I looked at them I could see fissures, cracks and chips. The tip of one was broken. They looked fragile, like a dying human's fingernails. Eli's father was dying. I knew in an instant. I couldn't explain the knowledge, even to myself. But I knew.


  "I don't know where your brother is," Grazial said. "No one does."


  "You met with him, though," said Sam.


  "No," said Grazial. "My son spoke out of turn. He does not yet know our ways. But he's learning." There was an odd sort of warmth to his voice. Something like pride, in his own way. Grazial sighed heavily and nodded. He looked very tired. His eyes were bloodshot. "There was a fray," he said. "The Outsiders. One of them scaled the eastern city wall."


  "There is no city wall," said Sam.


  "There is now," said Grazial, his voice now grave. "Something's wrong. The last few generations. Some say it's the angels getting revenge. Putting something in our water. Poisoning us. But they're only children. At least when they cast them out they're children."


  "What are you talking about?" said Sam. He was frowning.


  "It's not the way. Not our way," said Grazial. "The other Lords, they've banded together. They say if we keep them out, we won't be cursed. But they are only children." He frowned and looked down at his hands, wrinkled and warped like gnarled driftwood. "I'm old, angel. No one listens any more. There is no respect. The Lords ignore me. They tell me to go off with the General." He laughed bitterly. "Imagine. The only other person talking sense is a damned human."


  "Human?" I said. Sam gave me a look and shook his head. Grazial continued as if he hadn't even heard me.


  "They look the same at birth, you know. The demon children look normal until about their tenth year. Then little things are noticed. Hair, maybe. Perhaps their skin is too soft. Or they cry. Then they cast them out. Their parents don't care. They let their children go like they're nothing. Can you imagine? Their children, their successors. Makes me sick. This is not our way. This is evil."


  I looked at Sam. He was clutching the table and staring at Grazial. He looked at me, his eyes wide, then back at the old demon. "Are you saying," Sam said slowly, "what I think you're saying?"


  Grazial looked at him and nodded. "There are more and more living outside the gates. The Outsiders," he said, "They were born different. The demons of Erebos are becoming human."


  Sam was quiet for a long time. Grazial had closed his eyes. He opened them now and they fell on me. "You love him," I said. "Eli, I mean."


  "I love no one," he said.


  "I can see it," I said. "And if I can see it, maybe everyone can see it."


  "What are you getting at, girl?" Grazial said, his voice dangerously low.


  "The Lords that you spoke of," I said. "They can't be very happy that you've allowed Eli to become your successor. He's a Halfer. Half human. An outsider himself."


  "He's my blood," Grazial said, his voice rising. "He fought his way here, and then he fought his way through all my other sons. He's earned the right to be here."


  "Do they see it that way?" I said.


  Grazial glared at me, but then he looked down at his hands. "No," he said. "They say I should throw him over the wall with the others."


  "This is all very enlightening," said Sam. "But what does it have to do with Lucifer?"


  "The Lords wanted to send soldiers over the wall," said Grazial. "They wanted to kill the Outsiders. Just because one boy climbed in to steal some spiced meats. I told the Lords that I had spoken to Lucifer, and he had threatened us with the Scourges if we harmed a single one of them. Eli was there and heard me. I was too ashamed to tell him the truth later."


  "A demon ashamed?" said Sam. "That's very unlike you, Lord."


  "I am old," he said. "Eli's mother..." he trailed off. He shook his head. "I have never forgotten her. And I have been doing too much remembering lately. With Eli here, it's as if she is here."


  "She's not dead," I said. "At least as far as I know."


  "She would never have me," said Grazial. "Not like this. An old demon, falling apart. Dying. And to go above is to fight. I am no longer able. I am weak." He looked at Sam. "I'm sorry, angel. You've wasted your time. I don't know where your brother is."


  Eli led us out of the house. The glowing light outside was almost bright compared to the dark red inside the house. The demons stationed inside the gate stayed well away from us.


  "Niki," said Eli as we were about to pass through the gate. I turned and looked at him. He was frowning. "I'm not going with you," he said.


  "That's crazy," I said. "You can't stay here. We have to stop the war. Everyone is in danger up there."


  "My place is here now, with my father," he said. "I can't leave him."


  "Didn't you hear me?" I said. "Everyone you know in the world is going to die. Don't you care?"


  He looked hurt. "My mother's dead, Nik."


  "What? When did that happen?"


  "I saw her body," he said. "It was before I found Sofi. She was in pieces."


  "Does your father know?"


  "No," he said. "I don't think I'll tell him. He's pretty frail. Despite his talk."


  "I gathered that," I said. "Eli?" He looked up. "You don't seem very upset about your mother."


  He shook his head and looked toward his brothers by the gate. "I can feel it," he said, putting a hand to his chest. "But it does no good to show it. It's not the way things are done here. You don't understand," he said. "You couldn't. It's not your fault."


  "That's crazy," I said. "Please, Eli, come with us."


  Eli looked past me. Sam was waiting just outside the gate. "Things change, Nik," he said. "You should know that. You could never stay here. I can never live up there again. You go. Stop the war. My father needs me. He's dying."


  "Why?" I said.


  "Why is he dying?" said Eli.


  "No," I said. My chest hurt. I still felt something for Eli. Not who he was now, but who he was before. "Why did you have to change?" I said.


  "I had no choice," he said. "Just like you." He touched my hand, squeezed it. Images of Grazial popped into my mind. Grazial laying an affectionate hand on my head, Grazial nodding in approval, Grazial coughing over a bloody handkerchief. I let go of Eli's hand. He looked at me and tried to smile. Then he turned away and walked toward the house.


  "You're wrong," I said quietly. "I did have a choice." But Eli didn't hear me.


  I joined Sam and the gates banged shut behind us. I imagined they were more than relieved to see us go.


  "Come," said Sam. "We need a drink."


  I followed him down a narrow street. The way the demons were bowing to us was starting to piss me off. I knew that if I were human they would tear me apart in a second. But that didn't stop me from glaring at them. Maybe I was mad at Eli for choosing a father he barely knew over the world we once shared. Maybe it was this place, closed in like a tomb, that I couldn't quite wrap my mind around. But I could feel my chest growing hot and I clenched my fists to keep the power inside me.


  "You'd best keep that in check," said Sam without looking at me. "Don't want them to blame your actions on humankind and start another war." The thought chilled me to the marrow. I felt the heat in my chest calm to a dull throb.


  Sam led us into an alley between two stone buildings where vendors were selling root vegetables and a slimy white meat. On the right was a rusted door that was heavier than it looked, as I pushed it open in front of Sam. The place looked familiar and oddly friendly. A bar is a bar, no matter what world you're in. Tables and chairs were arranged across the floor, leading back to a bar complete with stools.


  A female demon was behind the bar, her rough skin the color of raspberries, her hard eyes fierce. Sam and I sat down and he held up two fingers. She didn't seem as wary of us as the other demons had been. She came back with two smeared glasses filled to the brim with a clear liquid. The bartender watched me, leaning against the wall behind the bar.


  "You're not afraid," I said.


  "Why should I be?" she said, tilting her chin up.


  "I thought everyone feared Death," I said.


  "Anything is better than this life," she said. She went around the corner and I heard the clinking of glasses.


  "It's best to drink this fast," said Sam. "It's not pleasant."


  "What the hell are we doing here?" I said.


  "I thought that was fairly obvious," he said.


  "We should be up there, fighting, helping people. Instead we're having a goddamn drink? We need to go, Sam. We need to stop it."


  "How?" he said, looking at me for the first time since Blood House. "Just how are we going to stop the war, Niki? By killing every angel and demon in the world? Michael will send more. As you can see, there are plenty of demons here that would go up in a heartbeat. Are you going to kill them all?"


  "If I have to," I said. "There are innocent people dying. They don't even have a chance to fight for their own lives."


  "And what will happen after this great display of your power, do you think? If you're lucky, you'll be killed while you're passed out. If you're unlucky, you'll be taken by some Hellion who wants to do horrible things to you before he kills you. If you're very unlucky, Michael's angels will take you to Briah."


  "At least I'll go down fighting," I said.


  "You'll make it worse," Sam snapped. "You'll give him a reason to escalate the war. He will spread the killing, pillaging, fighting all over the entire world, for no reason. It's foolish. You still haven't figured out how to think, Niki. All you do is react. We have to be smart. And I think better when I have a drink in my hand. No matter how vile." He emptied his glass, gasping as he put the empty down on bar. He blinked hard, shaking his head.


  "You're right," I said grudgingly, surprised at myself. Normally I would have gotten angry if anyone said something like that to me. But I knew Sam told the truth. I shook my head. "I get carried away. I want to fix things, it's my nature."


  Sam nodded at my glass, urging me to drink. The taste was as terrible as Sam's reaction told me it would be. It was a putrid vodka, and I gagged on it, but got it down.


  "What can we do?" I said after I recovered. "Should we look for your brother?"


  "We have as much hope of finding him as finding the Creator," Sam said. "He's gone. I don't know where. Maybe he's dead. Maybe the Creator's dead, too."


  "You're thinking about the problem," I said. "What's the solution?"


  I sensed someone behind me. "Your solution is right here," said a deep, accented voice. I turned and saw Alexei Slobodian. His smile faded when he saw my eyes. "Nikita," he said, his voice low. He raised his hand as if to touch my face, but stopped short and ran his hand through his steely-gray hair instead. "What has he done to you?" He looked over my shoulder at Sam. "What have you done to my daughter?" he screamed.


  Sasha moved toward Sam. I reached out with my power and wrapped it easily around Sasha's body, holding him back. He looked down, then looked back at me. "What is this, Nikita?" he said. His voice was filled with confusion and sadness. "What has happened?"


  "I died," I said. "Sam brought me back. There were some side effects."


  "You..." He frowned and I pulled my power back in. It got easier to use every time. I didn't know if that pleased me or terrified me. Maybe a bit of both. "She died?" Sasha demanded of Sam.


  "She did," said Sam. The two men's eyes locked for a moment. Sasha nodded.


  "How?" said Sasha. The bartender had come back out and was leaning against the wall, watching the events like a tennis match.


  "Maybe we should get a table," I said. The bartender snorted derisively.


  We settled in a dark little corner, far from the bar.


  "I was looking into the disappearance of a politician," I said. "Frank Bradley." I watched Sasha's face for recognition.


  "Bradley?" said Sasha. He swallowed. "What do you know?"


  "Everything," I said. "The Blood, Natalie, everything."


  Sasha looked up at the ceiling for a moment, then back at me. He smiled. "I had my reasons, Nikita. For working for The Blood. For keeping your sister's existence a secret. I didn't expect to end up here."


  "I died trying to save Natalie," I said. "And you."


  "Me?" he said.


  "The Blood's Summoner," I said. "They were going to bring you up out of Hell. For your blood."


  "Why would you put yourself in danger for me?" said Sasha. His voice had gone cold. "I am an old man. I never want you to do that. Is no reason for you to die, Nikita. That was stupid."


  "I didn't want them to kill anyone else," I said. I was surprised how level my voice was. It still felt raw, but after talking about it I just felt tired.


  Sasha was quiet. "Who else?" he said finally.


  "They killed Naz," I said.


  "Are you sure?" said Sasha.


  "I saw it," I said. "He was saving me. The guys that killed him are dead. They're all dead."


  Sasha slumped in his chair. He looked at me for a long time. His cold, pale eyes looked tired. He nodded, breathing in deeply through his nostrils. "Good," he said. "Naz was like family to me."


  "And to me," I said.


  "You would have been proud," Sam said to Sasha. I had almost forgotten he was there.


  "I am always proud of Nikita," said Sasha. "Always."


  "She sacrificed herself," said Sam.


  "What?" said Sasha.


  "I drank angelwine," I said. "I burned up. And that is all I want to say about it."


  "And Natalie?" said Sasha.


  I looked at Sam, unsure how to say it. Sam looked as clueless as I felt.


  "Natalie is alive," I said. "In Briah."


  "Briah?" said Sasha. "Kidnapped?"


  "No," I said. "That's what I thought, too." Sasha looked at me uncomprehending. "She played us all, Sasha. You, me, The Blood. She played everyone."


  "She is only a child," said Sasha. "What are you talking about?"


  "She works for Michael," I said. "She always has. At least since before you broke Abaddon loose."


  "No," said Sasha. He laughed. "How could this be?" He shook his head. "No," he said again. "Is not possible." His smile turned to a grimace as he thought about it.


  "She helped Michael start his war," I said. "She used us. She used Sam. And she doesn't even know it was wrong. She's...she's not right, Sasha."


  Sasha looked old suddenly. He raised his hand to the bartender. She came over with a tray of the horrid clear drinks. It went down easier this time. Sasha drained his glass without even making a face. He was probably a regular here, used to it.


  "She told me something," I said, looking into my empty glass.


  "Niki, maybe this isn't the right time," said Sam.


  "What did she say?" said Sasha.


  "She said you're not my father."


  "Angel," said Sasha gently. "Can you give us a moment?"


  "Of course," said Sam. He strode over to the bar. I looked at Sasha.


  "It's true, isn't it?" I said.


  Sasha just looked at me for a minute. He looked hollow, the husk of the man he had been before prison, before Natalie, before Abaddon. "I loved your mother," he said.


  "What the hell, Sasha?" I said. "Everything you've ever told me was a lie."


  "I had to tell you lies," said Sasha. "You do not understand, Nikita. I had to say I was your father. If I told you the truth, you would be killed."


  "Killed?" I said. "Why?"


  "Because you would go looking for your real father. And that is a very dangerous thing."


  "Who is he?" I said. I felt like my heart was breaking but I didn't know why. I never wanted Sasha as a father. I had resented him since I was a child. His violence, his erratic behavior, then later his incarceration made my life hell. But hearing that I really had no connection to him changed all that. I was just coming to understand him, and now I was losing him. He was the only father I had ever known. He had been a royally shitty father, but he had been my father.


  Sasha frowned and looked at his hands. "I only know that the angels look for him. And that he is powerful. More powerful than me. More powerful than him maybe," he gestured over his shoulder at Sam. "I don't know for sure, but I do not think he is human."


  "My father is on the run from the angels?" I said. "That sounds a little farfetched."


  "What does not these days?" he said. "Look, Nikita, I have always thought of you as my daughter. I know it has brought you pain sometimes, but I will never leave you." He smiled. "This changes nothing."


  "My mother," I said. "You killed her. I remember."


  Sasha grew solemn. "Yes," he said quietly.


  "You never told me why," I said. "I've been asking you my whole life why you did it. You always say I'll understand someday. Sasha, why did you kill her?"


  Sasha hesitated. He clenched his jaw, avoiding looking at me. "I did it because she asked me to."


  "You expect me to believe that?" I said.


  "She begged me to do it," he said. "I wake up sweating every night with your mother's name on my lips. I have regretted it more than anything I've done in my life. And I have done some very foul things."


  "Why would my mother ask you to shoot her in the head?" I said.


  Sasha finally met my eyes and I knew he was telling the truth. "To save your life, Nikita."


  I was taken aback. I tried to form words but there were too many questions.


  "It was a bad time," said Sasha. "You were so small. Sweet little Nikita. Your mother was pregnant with you when I met her. I loved her in an instant. I would have done anything for her. For you, too. We were a family for a time. But your mother had a connection to your father. Something they could sense. It was a trail that led to her. If they found her, your mother told me, they would kill her."


  "They?" I said.


  "Very powerful killers," he said. "They work for the angels. That is all I know about them."


  "You never saw them?"


  "Never," he said. "But they were there, many times. Your mother, she felt them. She knew where they were at all times. She was that way. She could find people. She found me."


  "She was looking for you?"


  "I think," said Sasha, "that at first she wanted me as a protector. I do not need to remind you, I was not the model citizen. At first it was this way. I protected her and she pretended to like me. Later, we grew very close. And I think, in the end, she came to love me in her own way."


  "Did she know where he was?" I said. "My father." Sasha flinched, but tried to hide it. He rubbed his forehead with his hand.


  "She swore she did not," he said after a moment. "I asked her many times. Always she said no. But this connection, it was forbidden by the angels. I do not know why."


  "Why didn't you just leave?" I said. "If you were supposed to be protecting her, why didn't you just get her out?"


  "It was not so simple in those days," he said. "I tried always to find a way out, but these things take time, yeah? Papers had to be forged, passports, birth certificates. Finally I was able to buy our way onto a boat. It was a done thing. But they found us. The night we were leaving, your mother had a fit. She could sense them. The mercenaries were coming, she said. She wanted to save you." Sasha turned his face away. I could see the grief, the tears. I had never seen Sasha cry. Not ever. But he was racked with sobs now, talking about my mother. "She loved you more than any person has ever loved a child," he said thickly. "She begged me to save you. To break the connection. She said if they found her, they would kill you too. All those of the blood."


  "The blood?"


  "That is what she called it. It seemed only a coincidence that I worked for The Blood. I thought it was not related, that we were so far away there could not be a connection. I know now I was wrong."


  "Michael had control of The Blood the whole time," I said. "And later, he had control of Natalie."


  "Yes," he said, sounding tired. "I was foolish to think I could escape. But they never knew who you were. Not until you killed them, I'm guessing."


  "I had help," I said. "Yuri Polzin."


  "Yuri?" he said, thoughtfully. "That is a name I have not heard for some time."


  "So you killed her," I said.


  "Yes."


  "She asked to die," I said.


  "Yes. She asked to die."


  "To save me."


  "I cried, I yelled, I begged her not to ask me," he said. "There had to be another way. But there was no time. We argued all night about it. Until even I could feel them coming for us. I knew she was right. I wish I had spent all that night holding her close to me instead of arguing. It is another regret." He sighed heavily and closed his eyes. "In the end, I picked you up and brought you to America, land of the free." He snorted. He opened his eyes and looked at me. "So now you know. I killed your mother. Now you will leave and never see me again. You can hate me if you want, I would understand. I miss your mother every day. But you, Nikita," he shook his head and smiled through his tears, "you will change the world. I know this. You can fix this."


  "I don't hate you," I said. My voice was hard, I realized. I shook my head and tried to smile. "I don't hate you, Sasha. I would have done the same." I got out of my chair and for the first time I could remember, I willingly leaned over and hugged Sasha, being careful to only touch clothes. I didn't want to see the things that Sasha had seen. When I pulled back, he was wiping his eyes. I could feel the burning sensation in my chest. I wasn't angry with Sasha, but I was angry. My mother had been hunted. For years they had hunted her. She had been forced to stay with Sasha because she was afraid for me. She had done whatever she had to do to keep her child safe.


  We sat in silence for a while. Sasha looked over at me from toying with his empty, greasy glass. I heard the bartender laugh at something Sam said. "So you have come to tell me about Naz?" Sasha said. "Or Natalie?" There was pain in his eyes when he said his daughter's name.


  "No, something else," I said, brought out of my thoughts. "We had to talk to Eli's father."


  "Ah, Grazial," said Sasha. "He pays me for protection, you know."


  "You?" I said. "What can you protect a demon from in Hell?"


  Sasha shrugged. "Everything. I have many connections."


  "Of course you do," I said. "I heard you had an army."


  "Something like that," he said.


  "Why aren't you above?" I said. "That's where all the action is."


  "I do not get involved with wars," he said. "Much more lucrative down here. Money to be made."


  "Sasha," I said, suddenly realizing something. "Why aren't you dying?" His skin was rosy and he had even bulked up his big frame. The last time I'd seen him he had looked like a pallid skeleton, his skin hanging from the bones. He'd been wasting away.


  There was a glimmer in his eye. "What makes you think I'm not?"


  "I just know," I said. "When I last saw you you were practically dead. How are you walking around healthy?"


  "Well, Nikita," he said, "you can meet the most interesting people in Erebos. People that know things. People that practice certain kinds of magic. And everyone can be bought here. Doesn't matter who they are."


  "Must be paradise for you."


  "It is not a bad life," he said. "But the food, it is terrible."


  "The booze is not so good either," I said.


  "No," he said smiling. "It is not. Who are you looking for?"


  "What makes you think we're looking for someone?" I said.


  "Please, Nikita. You are with the dark angel. You just came for a friendly visit with Grazial? He is horrible demon. And he smells."


  "We're looking for Sam's brother," I said.


  "Which brother?" said Sasha without missing a beat. His face had gone serious.


  "Lucifer," I said.


  "Always you should come to me first, Nikita," Sasha said. "I can take you to the Morning Star."


  "You can?" I said, shocked.


  "There is a lot of gossip in Erebos," he said. "People like to talk. There is a nugget of truth in every gossip, every myth, every lie. And I make friends with all sorts. Even people everyone else hates."


  "Like?"


  "The Outsiders," said Sasha. "They see things that city people do not. Strange things that happen out of bounds. And they talk about something strange outside the city. I can take you to Lucifer, Nikita. I know where he is."


  


  Chapter Eleven


  It took a little while to convince Sam to follow Alexei Slobodian outside the gates of Erebos, but he finally relented. There really wasn't anything to lose. Sasha wanted to bring some of his guard for protection.


  "I don't think that will be necessary," I said.


  "Why?" said Sasha.


  "No one wants to go near Death," I said.


  "And if he leaves you out there?" Sasha said to me. "What then?"


  "He won't leave me," I said. "And even if he does, that won't be a problem either."


  "She holds the essence of Death," said Sam. "They find her far more terrifying than they find me."


  Sasha frowned. "You do not know what you ask me, Nikita," he said.


  "Trust us," said Sam.


  Sasha barked a laugh. "Trust an angel?"


  "I'm no ordinary angel," said Sam.


  "No," Sasha agreed. "You're Samael. They say you are mad. Been living in the human world too long."


  "Then trust Niki," said Sam. "No demons."


  Sasha stared at me hard. "Fine," he said. "I trust you. But not him." He pointed at Sam.


  "Fair enough," said Sam. "Where do you suspect my brother is hiding?"


  "Where no one would ever look for him," said Sasha. "He is in the Unsung."


  Sam's eyes widened in surprise. "Where?" he said.


  "In Sheol," said Sasha meaningfully.


  "Are you sure?" said Sam.


  "Almost positive," said Sasha.


  "What's Sheol?" I said. "Another in-between place?"


  "Something like that," said Sam. "It's where the worldly souls rest. Before Judgment Day. A living being would go mad there."


  "Peachy," I said. "Another crazy angel. Are you the only sane one in your family?"


  "Most say it's the other way round," said Sam, looking at Sasha. "All right. Let's go to Sheol. We have nothing to lose."


  "You have everything to gain," said Sasha.


  We made our way out of the city. Sasha had slipped some money to the bartender, and now sipped out of a small bottle he kept in his pocket. I didn't ever want to taste the disgusting Hellion alcohol ever again, so when he offered me a sip it was easy to refuse. Sasha threw me a look when all the demons backed out of our way again as we went out the way we'd come in. We crossed under the roughened-wood arch, and back to our starting point, but instead of returning to our world, we kept walking.


  The light dimmed as we walked further from the city. We didn't speak, and as the sounds of Erebos receded in the distance, soon the only sound was that of our footsteps echoing against the steep stone cliffs. I looked up once and noticed movement high on the cliffs, like small figures scaling them. As I looked hard I could see indentations in the side of the cliffs caves or burrows set into the stone. Occasionally I could see a shining set of eyes watching us.


  "What do you see, Nikita?" said Sasha, squinting into the darkness. I realized that I could see what the other two couldn't. It must be very dark for them here.


  "People, I think," I said. "There are caves up there?"


  "Yes," said Sasha. "They are Outsiders. They usually keep to the other side of the city, but no one bothers them here. No one looks for them here."


  "What do they eat?" I said.


  "Whatever they find," said Sasha. "Is tragic. But nothing to be done."


  Sam didn't seem to be aware of us. He walked with his head down, deep in thought. I thought it best not to bother him. I would need time to collect my thoughts too if I were about to see a long-lost brother, missing for hundreds of years. And if Sam couldn't convince Lucifer to stop the war, I couldn't even fathom the consequences. The end of the world, at least as anyone knew it. I didn't like the way the world had been going for the past few years, but I had the feeling I'd like the change even less.


  Sasha muttered something and a flame sprung forth from his hand to light the trail. He grinned. "I learn a few things down here as well."


  The road was changing. It had gone from smooth, sanded-down stone to jagged jumbles of rocks that caught my feet and threatened to trip.


  "So this Sheol place," I said to Sasha. "It's part of the Unsung? Like the place in between worlds?"


  "Yes, Unsung," he said. "Is not a good place for the living."


  "You've been there?" I said.


  He hesitated. "One time I have been to Sheol. Only one."


  "Why did you go there?"


  He looked at me, his face glowing by the light of the flame in his hand. "I went to see your mother," he said.


  "My mother's there?"


  "Everyone from the world that has crossed over is there," he said. "Is like a graveyard without the dirt. And..." He frowned.


  "And?" I said.


  "There are voices," he said. "Like the souls are dreaming and you can hear it. Whispers and shouts and laughter. Maybe is what you hear every day. But it makes me feel cold to hear. I don't know how anyone could stay there. They say Lucifer has stayed there for very long time. I think the mind must give way."


  "You think Lucifer is crazy," I said.


  "Yes," said Sasha.


  I looked at Sam. If he was listening, he was doing a good job of ignoring us. Sam had spoken of Lucifer fondly, something he hadn't done with any of his other brothers. I got the feeling they had been close. "I hope you're wrong," I said.


  The road narrowed, and got worse. The cliffs squeezed tightly to become a narrow canyon and the road itself was broken, the pieces shoved together and rising in peaks. We had to step carefully, avoiding rocks that had rained down from above. Even with my vision it was cloyingly dark. The dim glow of Sasha's magic fire was all that was visible around us now. Sasha had to sweep his hand to see behind the mounds of the treacherous road at our feet.


  I started to feel claustrophobic. We were barely clearing the rock walls on either side of us. It was so dark it was hard to breathe. It felt like we were walking into the mouth of some monstrous beast. The air was hot and had an odd smell to it, like fresh earth and fire and rancid standing water. And then there was a faint glow ahead, pale and golden. I peered towards it. There was a wide, arching doorway that seemed to push against the cliff walls, opening up the path. The glow was a watery, faint light that barely illuminated the crumbled road leading into the arch. There was no door, just a cracked, leaning stone arch, and beyond it, stairs leading down into the earth. Sasha stopped in his tracks.


  "I wait here," Sasha said.


  "What?" I said.


  "I do not like this place. Too many voices. Makes me twitchy. I wait here, yeah? I will be here when you come out."


  Sam shrugged.


  "Some protector," I said.


  Sasha smiled. "You do not need a protector. Still, you must be careful,."


  Sam turned from the gaping entryway and looked at me and spoke his first words since leaving the city. "Ladies first," he said with a grim smile.


  The stairs seemed to go down forever. The air grew cold, which was better than the steaming humidity of the road, but the air was still wet and the walls were slimy when I reached out a hand to balance myself. As we descended, even the stairs, carved out of the stone, grew slippery and green and it would be easy to take a wrong step and fall and fall. How far? The stairs didn't seem to bother Sam. He took each step surefooted and lost in thought.


  My legs were like jelly, and my calves were sore by the time we finally reached the thick, rough-wood double doors at the bottom of the stairs. They arched high above us like a grand entrance to a castle. I could hear voices behind them, and a yellow light shone out from under the door and in cracks between the doors. The doors themselves were covered with a layer of mold which obliterated almost all of the carved symbols in the wood. I could see an eye in the center, but I couldn't make out any of the others. Sam pushed the doors open, bracing his arms and using his whole body to push them slowly, creaking as they slowly opened. I covered my ears as the cacophony of voices assaulted us.


  I had to close my eyes. It was like looking into the sun after being in the dark for so long. My eyeballs ached with the brightness. And the noise was loud with a million whispering voices. But after a moment I could look into the arch without pain, and I saw what was making the light.


  As far as I could see, there were rows of flat stone slabs, one after another. And on each slab lay a human form, sleeping. The forms were pale and slightly translucent, each one glowing, the light pale yellow and shining all around them. Spirits. This was, without a doubt, the resting place of the dead. Slowly, I took my hands away from my ears. I stepped past Sam into the cavernous, immense room. I walked to the first slab and leaned toward the young woman lying there. I could hear her voice, whispering all around me. It seemed to be in my head.


  My mother, my mother will never recover. I wish I hadn't gone out that night. I wish I was with her now.


  I looked back at Sam. "Can you hear them?" I said.


  "Of course," he said.


  "Oh," I said. "What's wrong?" I said, seeing his stricken look.


  He realized I was watching him and shook his head. "I just haven't been here in a very, very long time," he said. "Old memories."


  "What are the voices?" I said. "Dreams?"


  Sam swallowed. His face looked haunted, pained in the light. "Regrets," he said. "Things left undone, people left behind, sins, unhappiness. Occasionally, happiness. The stuff of spirits."


  "Why are they here?" I said. "I don't understand. You said they've crossed over."


  "Yes," said Sam. "And now, they wait."


  "For what?"


  "Judgment."


  "So they lie in a cave in Hell?" I said. "What about Paradise? Redemption?"


  "It will come," said Sam. But he looked unsure.


  "Who does the judging? You?"


  "Certainly not," he said.


  "Don't tell me it's Michael," I said.


  "The Creator is the only being that has that kind of power," said Sam.


  "The Creator's gone. So they could be waiting forever," I said.


  Sam didn't say anything. I turned and began walking up the rows. I could hear the whispers of each spirit. There were men, women, children. But they were all the same here. All on the same stone slabs, all resting in uniform rows, each glowing with the same luminosity. They spoke in different languages, too.


  "I didn't mean to hurt her."


  "I remember that house. There was a tire swing in the front. The children loved that swing so much."


  "I've never seen Daddy cry before."


  We walked for a long time. There was another arched passageway at the end of the chamber, but when we passed through, it was into another, identical chamber. After passing through the third arch, I could hear a muffled screaming in the distance. I looked at Sam.


  "The deranged," he said. "The clearly evil are kept away from the rest. Lest they be disturbed."


  "What would they do if they were disturbed?" I said. "It's not like they're going to wake up." I looked out over the bodies lying on the slabs, then looked back at Sam. "Are they?" I said.


  "No, they won't wake," he said. "They're not asleep. They're dead."


  "They don't sound dead," I said.


  "Don't they?" He looked past me then, frowning. "We don't have much time, Niki," he said.


  "What are you talking about? I know we don't have much time."


  Sam only nodded at a slab behind me. I turned to look and I felt myself sigh.


  She was lying on the stone, glowing slightly, just like the others. But I knew her. It was my mother. The mother I last saw on the night Sasha shot her in the head, just before we raced through the darkness to board a boat and flee the country. The mother I remembered only from periodic nightmares in which I was splashed with her blood.


  "Mamo," I heard myself say, the old word coming easily to my lips.


  I went to her as if moving through quicksand. I looked into her face. She had been breathtakingly beautiful. I hadn't remembered that. I hadn't really remembered what she looked like. I stared hard at her, trying to ingrain her face into my mind so I would never forget again. "Mamo," I said again, my voice a whisper. I reached out to touch her face, but my hand went through, making my breath catch in my throat. Apparently I could only touch the ghosts that had not yet crossed over. I put my hand over hers and it went through to the cold stone underneath. I left it there. There wasn't a chilly clamminess like with the ghosts. There was just...nothing.


  "I miss you," I whispered, surprised by the emotion I felt. "I don't remember you, not really, but I miss you." The whispers around her were low, quieter than the others. I bent closer to listen, concentrating on the sound. Would she say my name? Would she worry about leaving me behind?


  I frowned as I put my ear practically on top of her. When I did hear, it was even more puzzling than before. She uttered only one word, over and over and over. So low that it was hard to register. "Pineme," she said. Over and over. "Pineme, Pineme, Pineme, Pineme." I racked my brain. I hadn't spoken Ukrainian since I was eight, when I'd asked Sofi to start speaking only English around the house. Since then I'd refused to speak my native language. I couldn't remember the word. And somehow I knew it wasn't a word. Not Ukrainian, anyway. Not in any language. How did I know that? Perhaps it was a name, but what sort of a name?


  I bent low to her again, hoping to hear something else, something that made sense, but she just kept saying the same word over and over. Pineme. It was like a mantra. I looked into her face again. "What does it mean, Mamo?" I whispered. I knew she wouldn't answer, but I was still disappointed. If she were alive I could touch her and know her memories instantly. We could talk. I could ask about my father, ask why she was hunted. I could wrap my arms around her and grab onto her without letting go.


  "Niki," Sam said softly in my ear. "We must go. I'm sorry." He put a hand on my back.


  "Right," I said, wiping at my cheeks. "I'm sorry. I forgot for a minute." Sam was looking at my mother, and he frowned. "What is it?" I said.


  He looked back to me, confused for a moment. Sam shook his head. "It's nothing," he said.


  I stared at him. "Sam, do you know something?"


  Sam looked at my mother again. He moved closer, listening, then looked back at me. "We'll talk later," he said. "Right now, we have to stop a war. That is our only goal right now. Are we agreed?"


  I felt the power in me flare up, but I pushed it down. I wanted to be angry at him, to hit something until I knew everything, but I knew Sam was right. There would be time for questions later. Right now we had to stop the fighting. People were dying while I cried over my mother who had been dead since I was a little girl. I nodded. "Fine," I said. "Let's go find Lucifer."


  At the end of the chamber, there were more stairs leading further down. The air felt wet and frigid as we passed through chamber after chamber. My legs throbbed and my feet hurt. We descended yet another set of stairs.


  The voices echoed louder the deeper we got, as if we were immersed in a pool of whispers. I could see why a living person could go mad here. I was going slightly batty and I hadn't even been here that long. A few times I put my hands over my ears to muffle the noise.


  "How far do these go down?" I said.


  "How many people have died in the world?" said Sam.


  "Ever?" I said. "I don't know. Billions, I guess. "


  "Then that is how far the caverns go."


  The chilling sound of thousands of whispering voices suddenly rose. There was a flickering of the golden light, and I saw that the souls themselves were flickering like electric lights in a power surge. The voices filled my head and even with my hands over my ears the noise was deafening. I staggered back. Sam looked over the slabs, his eyes sharp and his lips tight. He reached out and steadied me with a firm grasp on my arm.


  "What is it?" I shouted. "What's doing this?"


  Sam didn't answer, just kept searching the room with his eyes. He began walking forward, pulling me gently by the arm. The whispers grew still louder. Just when I thought I would burst an eardrum from the frightening murmurings, the room went silent. It was a thick silence, like when I had traveled with Sam to Limbo and could feel the darkness invading my mind. The bodies lying on the slabs grew brighter. They were no longer flickering, but they glowed with an intensity that made my eyes feel as though they were being stabbed with needles. I took my hands from my ears and shielded my eyes.


  A figure entered the arch at the other end of the chamber. As he passed each slab, the souls flickered, and then resumed their whispering. It seemed a low volume now compared to the explosion of sound we had just witnessed. I looked at Sam. He released my arm and was staring hard at the man walking toward us.


  "It's him, isn't it?" I said. "It's Lucifer."


  "Yes," said Sam.


  I felt a shiver as I watched him walk toward us. An intense feeling of foreboding. He was large and dirty, his face and legs smeared with dirt. His golden skin matched his hair, which hung in matted ropes around his face, little bits of debris stuck in it. He was wearing what was once a light-colored tunic, but it now hung from his body in filthy shreds. I could see his eyes when he was almost upon us. Sam's eyes.


  "How did you find me?" Lucifer said, glaring at Sam.


  "It wasn't easy," said Sam. He didn't seem at all intimidated by his brother, who was taller and wider than him. "I've been looking for you for a very long time."


  "I didn't want to be found," growled Lucifer. He looked from Sam to me. "You should be dead," he said. "You reek of death."


  "Thank you," I said.


  Lucifer looked back at Sam. "You broke your oath, brother." Lucifer looked back at me. "For a human." He narrowed his eyes. "No, you're not a human, are you?"


  "Neither are you," I said.


  "You're familiar, though," he said. "What are you exactly? It's as though I can't quite place it."


  "I'm Niki Slobodian," I said. "And we need your help."


  "Tell me, Niki Slobodian," said Lucifer, stepping toward me, his black eyes looming in front of my own. "Are you a good person?"


  I looked at Sam, then back at Lucifer. I raised an eyebrow. "A good person?" I said. "What is this, a Girl Scout interview?"


  "You've lived in the world, I can smell it on you," said Lucifer. "It's as sure as you smell of death. The stench of the city, of blood and sin and mediocrity. You might not be human, but I know you've lived as one. Are you good? "


  "I've never had the chance to be good," I said. "But I don't know that I'd pick it even if I could."


  "You see?" said Lucifer. "That is how it is these days. Humans expect things. They want and want and take and take. And in the end, in the very end, they don't see their action as good or sinful. They only think of what they didn't take. What they didn't have. You've killed before, haven't you? You've taken life."


  "Yes," I said.


  "Does that make you evil?"


  "No," I said. "The people I've killed have been evil men."


  "And that is for you to judge?"


  "Who else is going to?" I said with more venom than I meant to. "When someone you love is in danger, it would be evil not to protect them. And if it weren't for your brother, I wouldn't have been in the position where I had to kill them."


  "Samael?" he said, the scowl turning to surprise.


  "Not Sam," I said. "Michael."


  "Oh," he said. "Oh yes. Michael will have to pay, no doubt about that."


  "Why are you here, Lucifer?" said Sam. "Are you hiding here from Michael?"


  Lucifer snorted, turning away. "Michael can't trouble me," he said. "He's like a jealous child. Still angry that the Creator loved me. I could swat him down if I wanted to."


  "Then why don't you?" I said.


  Lucifer turned and looked at me with interest. "Why should I?"


  "He's killing people," I said. "Started a war for no reason. He has pitted Heaven and Hell against each other."


  "Maybe those people should die," said Lucifer.


  "They're innocent, brother," said Sam.


  "No one is innocent!" screamed Lucifer. He closed his eyes and seemed to be getting control of his emotions. He was trembling. Sam frowned at him. "No one is innocent," Lucifer said again, this time in a calmer voice. "Not anymore. Not in the world. There is no innocence, no sin, no beauty. No Creator. Only dirt and grime and blood. Humans have ruined their gift."


  "Gift?" I said.


  "The world," said Sam. "What's happened to you, Lucifer?"


  "To me?" he said. "To everything. Have you lived in the world for so long that you can no longer see it? The decay. It sickens me. If the Creator were Himself, He would wash it all away again. Cleanse the world of His mistake." Lucifer bowed his head. "Leave me, brother. I do not wish to save a world that I hate." He began to walk away.


  "What did you say?" said Sam. There was realization on his face. His eyes were wide and his nostrils flared, like he was excited about something.


  Lucifer turned with a dejected sigh. "Did you not hear me?"


  "You said 'if the Creator were Himself,'" said Sam, his voice taut. "What did you mean by that? What do you know?"


  Lucifer walked back to Sam. "My power is in the Afterlife, Samael. Justice, penance, paying for one's sins. I have no wish to get involved in this pettiness."


  "What do you know," said Sam slowly, "about the Creator?"


  Lucifer almost smiled. "The dead speak, you know," he said. "If you listen, they never shut up." He nodded at me. "She knows it. I hear them, too. Maybe you as well, brother. You hear such things when you listen. And I've been listening for such a long time. I've heard things that would chill your blood. Things that would make you wish for the end of the world, as I do."


  "You've been here too long," said Sam. "It's making you mad."


  "No," said Lucifer. "It's made me awake."


  "There must be good things, too," I said. "What about love? Family? Hope?"


  Lucifer nodded. "I see that in you, child," he said. "Something old, when there was hope. You're a sinner, make no mistake. But you want redemption, don't you? Quite badly, I think."


  "It's not about me," I said.


  "Isn't it?" said Lucifer. "What was Michael's reason for starting the war?"


  "There was no reason. There was only a pretext," said Sam. "You said it yourself, Lucifer. He is a child."


  "You brought her back," said Lucifer. "You broke your agreement with him, with all of us. He had every right to punish you, as foolish as this war may be. "


  "You can't really think that he was justified in this," said Sam. He narrowed his eyes. "He is killing, Lucifer. He has been killing for a long time. How do any of my actions give him any right to murder? Manipulate? Conceal? Lie?" Sam pointed a finger in Lucifer's face. "You've been with the dead too long, brother. It's made you cold."


  "What you did," said Lucifer, "violated everything the Creator stood for."


  "It did not," said Sam heatedly.


  "Why?" said Lucifer. "Because you believe that you did it for love?" Sam looked at me, then looked quickly away. "Some kinds of love can be selfish, Samael. You did this for yourself."


  "As did you, Lucifer," said Sam softly. "Didn't you?"


  Lucifer was quiet. He looked at Sam and I saw sadness in his eyes. "You could have learned from my mistake, Samael."


  "I do not think either of us made a mistake," said Sam. "What have you heard about the Creator?"


  "It's nothing but hearsay and gossip," said Lucifer. "Ramblings of the dead."


  "Just goddamn tell us what you know," I said. Lucifer and Sam looked at me in surprise. "Quit bickering. You're giving me a goddamn headache."


  "Very well," said Lucifer. "From the pieces I have gathered from the souls of humans, and the souls of angels---"


  "Angels?" said Sam. "Have you been to Briah?"


  "Yes," said Lucifer. "Long ago. Before Michael stopped letting me tend to the souls."


  "The Creator?" I said, irritated.


  "Patience is not one of your virtues," said Lucifer.


  "Never said it was," I said.


  He sighed. "All that I have heard suggests that the Creator is in the world."


  "That doesn't make sense," I said. "Wouldn't Sam know? Don't you guys get all tingly?"


  Sam looked at me and raised an eyebrow. "I can sense my brothers, yes." He turned to Lucifer. "I imagine I would be able to sense if the Creator were in the world."


  "Would you?" said Lucifer. "I understand you do not even remember him."


  "What does that have to do with anything?" said Sam.


  "Do you not think it odd?" said Lucifer. "We all remember. Why don't you?"


  He had struck a nerve. Sam glowered at him. "I would know if the Creator were in the world," he snapped. "I would know."


  "Not if he were human," said Lucifer.


  There was a stunned moment of silence as we considered his words.


  "Oh yes," said Lucifer. "I imagine he has died thousands of times by now. Or maybe never. Perhaps when he takes on a human form he does not even remember us. "


  "Hang on," I said. "How is this even possible? Why would the Creator go to the world in the first place? I mean, he's God, right? What's the point?"


  "The Creator loves the world," said Lucifer. "When He made it, it was beautiful, pure. The humans were almost like his pets then. He would watch them for days. He taught them small things, and they were able to learn more on their own. They started making tools. Hunting. Building their own shelters and houses. Making things. It fascinated Him. He sent angels down to watch over them, keep them from harm. The Watchers."


  "So He went there because He loved it so much?" I said.


  "I believe He wanted to experience exactly what it was like to be human," said Lucifer. "It is one thing to know your Creation as the Creator. It is quite another thing to be the Creation and to experience it completely." He narrowed his eyes at me. "You've seen Him."


  "What?" I said. "No I haven't. I'd know if I'd seen Him."


  "Would you?" said Lucifer. "He's been human for a long time. He probably doesn't even remember who he is."


  I looked at Sam. "Did you see him?" said Sam. "Did you see anything unusual when you went out?"


  "Only a bunch of angels and demons killing each other for no reason," I said. "And killer purple lightning, of course."


  "Think harder, girl," said Lucifer. "You know more than you think."


  "Oh," I said suddenly.


  "Oh?" said Sam.


  "There was a man," I said. "Bobby got hurt and this man came. He was wearing a sweater." I frowned trying to remember. "I heard voices. Singing. It was the most beautiful music. He was scared, kept talking about his family."


  "Family?" said Sam.


  "Yes," I said. "He kept saying he didn't understand. And then he healed Bobby."


  "Is that all?" said Sam.


  "Well, he seemed human," I said. "He was an Abby, I thought, but human."


  "And?" said Sam, not seeing the point.


  "I didn't think about it then," I said. "But all the humans were asleep."


  Sam was silent for a moment. "If the Creator is indeed human," said Sam, "what is he doing in that city at that time?"


  "You did skew the balance," said Lucifer.


  "The balance was already skewed," said Sam.


  "Then you grabbed the balance and hurled it into the sea," said Lucifer. "You know what has to happen, don't you?" Lucifer's lip curled. "She has to die. The war will end when her life ends as well. Her death must be public. And it must be by your hand, brother."


  "Stop it," hissed Sam. "Stop this, Lucifer."


  "You came to me for help, did you not?" said Lucifer. "I'm giving you specific directions. How to end a war in minutes. Kill the girl." He studied me. "It won't be simple. She won't die easily. It will take a great amount of force, I think. A pity. I'd like to figure out what she is."


  "Nobody is killing Niki," said Sam. "There must be another way."


  "There is," said Lucifer. "Find the Creator." He leaned forward to look into my eyes, and repeat emphatically: "Find Him. Bring Him back."


  "How?" I said. "How do you find a god that doesn't want to be found?"


  "You'll know, Niki Slobodian," said Lucifer. "In the end."


  "Niki?" said Sam. "Why will Niki know?"


  "She just will," said Lucifer. "I don't know the why. I just know that she will be there at the end." He looked at Sam. "Unless you kill her, of course."


  Sam looked hard at his brother. "Will you help?" said Sam. "Can you help us find the Creator, Lucifer?"


  "No," said Lucifer. "But you're right. I need to leave this place. I've suffered on my own long enough. It's time to go home and take action."


  "So you'll help?" said Sam.


  "I'll help," said Lucifer. "But you may not like it."


  "Why?" I said. "Why won't he like it?"


  "Ask Samael about the Scourges," Lucifer said to me.


  Sam was stunned and visibly shaken. "No, brother," said Sam. "Please."


  "It's time the world was cleansed," said Lucifer. "If I set them free, it stands to reason that the Creator will be the only one left. He'll be easy to find then."


  "Oh my God," said Sam. He pressed his hand over his mouth like he was going to be sick.


  "What are the Scourges?" I said.


  "If you don't restore the balance one way or the other," said Lucifer, "I will set them loose. You may want to hide her, brother. The Arches will be safe, of course. But whatever she is, it will be interesting to see if they will consume her with all the humans."


  "Don't do this," said Sam, shaking his head. "You can't do this."


  "I can," said Lucifer. "In fact, it's my purpose, isn't it? One of them, anyway."


  "It will unmake you, brother," said Sam. "Please."


  "Perhaps," said Lucifer. "If it does, so be it. I'll give you two days."


  "Two days to stop a war?" said Sam. "If you had been where you were supposed to be, your Hellions wouldn't be fighting right now and there would be no war."


  "If you hadn't brought Niki back from the dead, Michael wouldn't have had an excuse to start one."


  "You of all people should know, brother," said Sam. "You should know how it feels. And the consequences of walking away."


  "Walking away is the right thing to do," said Lucifer, but there was bitterness to his voice. "It's the natural way of things. People die. Even when you love them. Even when the pain is unbearable and you cannot watch." Lucifer turned his back to us. "Two days," he said over his shoulder. And he walked back the way he had come. The souls flickered as he went.


  "Sam?" I said. Sam was staring after his brother, a look of utter shock on his face. "What are the Scourges?"


  Sam looked at me slowly. His eyes were red and for a moment I thought he would cry. It was odd to see him that way. Like he could break. "What?" he said.


  "What are the Scourges?" I said.


  He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them to look at me. "They're the end," he said.


  "The end of what?" I said.


  "The end of the world."


  


  Chapter Twelve


  "You have to kill me," I said. We were going up the long flight of stairs that led back to the road to Erebos. "It's the only logical thing to do."


  "Don't be stupid," said Sam. "I'm not going to kill you. That was Lucifer taunting me."


  "It makes sense," I said. "I said it myself, before. I'm the reason Michael declared war, right? So if you kill me, he won't have an excuse."


  "He'll find another one," said Sam. "It makes no difference."


  "But it won't be because of me," I said.


  "That's selfish," he said. "I'm not killing you, Niki. End of conversation."


  "Lucifer was right," I said. "It was selfish of you to bring me back. You should have let me stay dead."


  Sam froze in mid-step on the stairs. He looked slowly round at me. I had hurt him, I knew. But all this death. It wasn't right. I couldn't stand the fact that it was my fault. "Yes," said Sam, his voice low. "It was selfish. I'm sorry. It was selfish of me to not tell you what you were getting yourself into. I didn't know myself. Not really. It was selfish to see you there, dead on the floor. It was selfish to feel like my soul had shriveled and become as cold and black as your body was." He was very close to me and I felt dizzy. His dark eyes were in front of mine, shifting and full of pain. I braced myself against the wall behind me so I wouldn't slip on the stairs. "It was selfish, Niki. I know it. You know it. The whole damn world knows it." There was an angry edge to his voice. "And the hell with them all. I wouldn't take it back. I honored my agreement with Michael the entire time that I was in the world. I followed the rules, I did my job to the letter. But for you, I would do it. In a second, in a half a heartbeat, I would go back and do it all over again. I love the world. I chose it over Heaven, chose it over Hell. But for a single chance, Niki..." He shook his head, swallowed heavily, as if he had something in his throat. "You have to know, to keep you alive, I would let it all burn."


  It was hard to breathe. "Why?" I said.


  "I don't know," he said. There was an earnestness to his voice, as though he'd thought about it before and couldn't work it out himself. "Because you're not afraid."


  "Afraid of you?" I said. "Why would I be afraid of you?"


  "Everyone's afraid of me," said Sam. I knew it was true. But I had never thought of Sam that way. Even after I knew who he was. What he was. The angel of death. To me, he was always just Sam.


  "So because I don't run away from you, because I don't bow down when I see you, that's why you'd let the whole world go to shit? Seems a little flimsy."


  "No," said Sam, his voice echoing in the stairwell. "That's not all."


  "Oh," I said. He was so close. I could smell him, feel his heat. I hated myself a little for liking it. For more than liking it. For craving him, his closeness, his heat.


  "You're fearless."


  "You said that already," I whispered.


  "Everything you do, you do with every inch of your soul. You don't back down. You have passion, even when everything around you is vile and ugly. You're so human that it takes my breath away. You shine in all this darkness. Even before."


  "I'm not human," I said. "You said so." I didn't know how he was doing this to me. Some kind of magic trick. I always had something to say. Some last line. That's just how it was. I was horrible in an argument, and I was never wrong. I could barely speak, though. I felt the white stuff inside me spinning around my chest, making me dizzy, lightheaded. I saw the reflection of my own eyes in Sam's dark ones, growing brighter like adding gas to a flame. He was so close, but I didn't trust myself to move. I might topple down the stairs.


  "No, not human," he said. He reached up and touched my hair with a finger. "Something much more." Then his lips were on mine. Hot and burning. If I weren't just as hot as he was, he might have scorched me. I felt the power in me lurch up and reach out, out of my chest and hands and out from under my closed eyelids. I felt it wrap around Sam, pulling him closer. He was so solid, so warm against my body. He pulled me further towards him even when we were as close as we could be. I couldn't breathe, but I didn't want to. I didn't need to. I just wanted to stay here with him forever.


  He raised his head, gasping for air. "Niki," he said. "Too tight."


  I realized the tendrils that had wrapped around him were crushing him. "Sorry," I said, forcing them back into my body. They were easier to control now. At least when I remembered to. Sam smiled. I looked at him. "People are dying, Sam," I said.


  "I know," he said, his face growing solemn again. He took a step back. "I know."


  "It's my fault."


  "No," he said. "It's Michael. Not you. You must stop thinking that."


  "You're not going to kill me, are you?" I said. He didn't answer. Just looked at me. "I didn't think so," I said.


  "Niki," Sam said. "Would you know the Creator if you saw him again?"


  "Of course," I said.


  "He's in the city," he said. "Your city." Sam's face grew excited, his eyes dancing. "I think we can find him."


  "It's a big city, Sam," I said. "And there's a war on."


  "A little bit of detective work?" he said, raising an eyebrow. "This is right up your alley, Ms. Slobodian."


  "So it is," I said. "Well-played. Fine, let's go scour a major metropolitan city for a frightened man with a potbelly wearing a green sweater vest. But first tell me something. What are the Scourges, exactly?"


  He looked down at his hands and breathed out through his nose. He looked at me. "The Creator made many things, including your world. Before he made the humans, he made the Scourges. They were meant to be an emergency measure in case things went bad. I don't remember, but it is told in Briah, passed down from generation to generation."


  "Maybe it's just a story," I said.


  "They have no stories in Briah," said Sam. "They tell only things that have passed. The Scourges are great beasts. There are three of them. Behemoth, Leviathan and Ziz. One for the earth, one for the sea, and one for the air."


  "What do they do?" I said.


  "They destroy," he said, his eyes suddenly tired and cold. "They consume everyone in their path that has even thought of sinning. Anyone who has ever entertained an impure thought, considered hurting another person, blasphemed, committed adultery, killed, thought about killing, spoken back to an elder...shall I go on?"


  "I think I get the idea," I said. "Basically everyone on the planet."


  "Yes," he said. "It was never meant to be used, unless something went horribly awry."


  "Like a war?" I said.


  "No," he said. "Not even then."


  "Then why is Lucifer using them?" I said. "Why is he allowed to do this?"


  "Lucifer was the Creator's favorite," said Sam. "He used to have ideas, dreams. Lucifer had integrity. He offered solutions to problems. He was strong in the face of adversity. He was so strong. Stronger than any of us. He was to be in control of the souls after Judgment Day, if that day ever came. I doubt it would have, had the Creator stayed. But Lucifer had the power to set it in motion. Maybe, even then, the Creator knew He would be gone." Sam laughed bitterly. "How could anyone know that the best of us would go mad?" he said, looking slightly crazy himself. He ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. He looked at me. "How could we know?" he said.


  "Stop it," I said. I reached out my hand and he took it. "We'll stop him. I don't know how, but we'll stop him. He said if we end the war he won't set them loose, right?"


  "That will be nearly impossible," said Sam. "These creatures want to fight. Angels and demons. It's their nature to love fighting one another."


  "You said 'nearly impossible,'" I repeated. "That means there's a way. It's not like we haven't done the nearly impossible before, right?"


  "This is different," he said. "It's not one demon, or a group of evil men that consume angelwine. It's war."


  "Can we stop Michael?" I said.


  "It's not Michael we have to convince," said Sam. "It's everyone else. To do that, to get them to stop, would take a miracle. I'm not even convinced your death would appease them."


  "Then we go to Plan B," I said. "We find the Creator. I've seen him before, he's not really difficult to pick out of a crowd. Just look for the ugly sweater." Sam laughed and I squeezed his hand. "We can do this," I said.


  Sasha was waiting outside, his arms crossed and his back leaning against the cliff wall. He looked from my face to Sam's. "You found him," he said.


  "Yes," said Sam. "We found him."


  "And?" said Sasha.


  "And if we don't end the war, he will," said Sam.


  "Is good, right?" said Sasha.


  We explained what would happen in two days. Three beasts to consume everyone on the planet. I told Sasha about the Creator, about how he was in the world, how I had met Him. How I had to find Him.


  "Niki, I want to help you," Sasha said. "I don't care what it is. If you are doing it, I know must be the right thing."


  "Sasha, what you told me today doesn't change anything," I said. "I'll always think of you as my father. No matter what. You've been a really shitty father, but a father nonetheless." Sasha laughed and nodded.


  "Yes, shitty. I have been this. That is why I owe you, Nikita. I owe you this respect. I owe you so much more, but respect is what I give you now. And, my army."


  "How will you get them to the world?" said Sam.


  "Sam," I said, "he doesn't need to be involved."


  "Well, we cannot possibly search the entire city on our own, can we?" said Sam. "For a single man? We'll need help."


  "We have a door," said Sasha. "I opened a portal three days ago. I hear things."


  "Can you meet us above?" said Sam. "At the Deep Blue Sea?"


  "The what?" said Sasha.


  "Meet us where your old warehouse used to be," I said.


  "By the river?" said Sasha. I nodded.


  We parted ways with Sasha at the place where we had entered Hell. He continued on towards Erebos. "Are you ready?" said Sam.


  "No," I said. "How are we going to do this?"


  "How do you usually do things?" said Sam.


  I smiled. "By the seat of my pants, screaming and shooting my way to the exit."


  "Then that is how we will do this," said Sam. "Minus the screaming, I hope." He held out his arm and I hesitated a moment before wrapping my arms around him and bracing myself for the dizzying ride through the Unsung. I concentrated the whole time on trying not to notice the heat of Sam through his jacket, or the feeling of his hands around my waist. I concentrated on trying to feel sick this time.


  It didn't work.


  The pain started as soon as we broke through to the Deep Blue Sea, and I immediately doubled over, putting my hands over my ears. The noise was so loud I couldn't function. A screaming voice was causing the shrieking pain inside my head. Putting my hands over my ears did nothing. It was as if the screaming was coming from inside my head. I sank to my knees.


  I felt arms around me, other voices, but couldn't make out the words. I realized I was also screaming, and willed myself to stop, trying to breathe through the pain. Sam was touching me, comforting me, but it did no good.


  And then the noise became words. Fight for Michael, Slay the demons. The pain suddenly disappeared, leaving me panting on the floor. Sam was holding me up, sitting behind me and supporting my shoulders.


  "Niki?" he said. He sounded angry. No, I realized, not angry. Scared. He was afraid. Afraid for me.


  "I'm okay," I said, but my voice sounded small.


  "The hell you are," he said. He seemed to sag back a little. "Niki, you scared the hell out of me."


  "I didn't do it on purpose," I said, trying to stand up. My head was spinning, and I sat back down.


  "What happened?" said Sam.


  "I'm not sure," I said, trying to get my bearings. "I think," I said slowly, "that Michael just tried to recruit me."


  "Recruit you?" said Sam. "To fight for him?"


  "Yeah," I said. "A voice said, Fight for Michael, Slay the demons."


  "Why would he do that?" said Sam. "He knows you wouldn't fight for him."


  "I'm not sure, but I don't think it was meant only for me."


  "He did this to others?" said Sam.


  "Could he be losing already?" I said. "Could he be so desperate he's recruiting humans?"


  "He wouldn't recruit humans," said Sam, his voice wooden. I turned around to look up into his face. He looked at me and shook his head. There was something between shock and horror on his face. "He'd recruit Abbies."


  What little strength I had seemed to evaporate. I forced myself to stand. Sam let me go. I walked across the bar, as if weighed down with sandbags. Each step took so much effort. I opened the door and stepped outside.


  The fighting had left the warehouse district. I walked out to the street. There were no explosions here any longer, only occasional screams. A wet thud. A dull clang as a blade hit stone or concrete. A gurgle. The strangled cries of victory followed by a short, eerie silence. The dead lay where they had fallen. The road was washed in silver and black and red, the blood of angels and demons and humans.


  I walked up the street. I had no fear, only dread. Two blocks up, where the residential apartment buildings started. I heard crying from a pile of rubble on my right. I went to it and cleared debris away to find a little boy, his blue eyes blinking at me, pleading for help just before they went empty. I looked down to see he had been crushed by a beam. His midsection was the stuff of nightmares. I looked at his innocent, dead face. He hadn't asked for this. His spirit appeared before me in a swirl.


  "What happened to me?" he said.


  I closed my eyes, fighting the emotion I felt. I shook my head and forced myself to look at him. "I'm sorry," I said. "You died."


  "Will I go to Heaven?" he said.


  "Soon," I said. I felt wrong for the lie. At least I suspected it was a lie. But it was the kindest thing I could say to him.


  "Are you an angel?" he said.


  "I don't know," I said truthfully. "I'm not sure what I am." I tried to smile, but my eyes burned. "Maybe I'm an angel." The boy smiled.


  "Are my mom and dad dead too?" he said.


  I looked at the pile of bricks that used to be his home. "Yes," I said.


  "I'm going to find them," he said.


  "They might not remember you," I said. "But they'll remember again when you get to Heaven. Okay?"


  He nodded sagely. "Okay. Will you help me find them?"


  "I'm sorry," I said. "I can't."


  "Why not?"


  "I have to go save the world."


  "Do you think you can do it?" said the boy.


  "I hope so," I said.


  He looked at me skeptically. "You don't look very strong." He shrugged and ran off down the street. As I watched him, I noticed a group of ghosts still keeping their distance. Across the street, a door slammed and a man staggered out of the building. He saw me and came walking toward me.


  "Is it true?" he said. He surveyed the carnage with a shocked look. "Is it really a war between Heaven and Hell?"


  "Yes," I said.


  "I want to help," he said. "I want to help Michael."


  "Why?" I said.


  "I'll kill these demon bastards for him," he said. He help out his hand and a ball of green energy appeared in his palm. "I can fight," he said.


  "Why do you want to kill the demons?" I said. "Because the voice in your head told you to?"


  "No," he said, looking at me like I was stupid. "Because Heaven is good. Everyone knows that. Hell is evil."


  "I wouldn't be so sure," I said. "Michael started this war."


  "He must have had a good reason," he said.


  "No," I said. "He didn't. He's crazy. He started it because he just wanted a war."


  "Well, it's demons, though," said the man. He seemed to become aware that I made him feel uncomfortable. He stepped away from me. "Demons are evil. I have to go." He took off down the street. I watched until he turned a corner and was out of sight. I felt Sam behind me, and turned. He was in the form of Death, his robes billowing in the wind. I could see the man underneath, but no one else would be able to, except maybe his brothers.


  "You're outside," I pointed out.


  "Nothing to lose now," he said. "In two days, Lucifer will loose the Scourges."


  "Is there any way to stop the Abbies from joining up with Michael?" I said. "Without hurting them?"


  "The best thing we can do is find the Creator and stop the war. Sasha and his people should be here within the next few hours. We should prepare."


  I allowed Sam to lead me back to the Deep Blue Sea. I looked over my shoulder at the sound of a gurgle to see an Abby woman surround a black-skinned demon with a ball of water. He thrashed and jerked in the bubble, then went limp. The water lifted into the air and the demon dropped to the pavement. The woman sucked the water back in through her mouth and wiped her lips with the back of her hand, then got on her knees with her hands clasped. I realized she was praying. She was goddamn praying. I turned my back to her.


  "Do they even deserve to be saved?" I said.


  "You tell me," said Sam. "Would you let Sofi die?"


  "No," I said.


  "Robert Gage?"


  "Of course not."


  "Then it's worth it to save them all."


  "Stop being so goddamn right, Sam," I said.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  The Deep Blue Sea was dead quiet. I went straight for the bar and poured myself a drink. I drank it all at once and then poured another. Sam sat down at the bar and I poured him one too. He looked at me solemnly while sipping his drink.


  "Why do you look like that?" I said. "Out there, I mean. You don't look different in Erebos. Why here?"


  "A cruel caveat," he said, taking a sip. "Michael's condition. I was permitted to leave Briah to live in the world. But I couldn't live a normal life. I had to assume a terrifying form when I moved among people. "


  "So, what happens to your agreement if Michael dies?" I said. "Would you be able to live like a normal person?"


  "Normal?" he said.


  "Well, more normal," I said.


  "In the way that you're normal?" he said. "Possibly," he said. "I don't think about it any more. At least I didn't." He looked at me contemplatively. "She's far away, you know."


  "What?" I said, surprised.


  "Your godmother. You're thinking of her, aren't you? Wondering if she's all right? Mr. Gage has done right by you, Niki. They are both far away."


  "How do you know?" I said.


  "I just know," he said. "They're safe. They are far from the fighting. For now. You know, if Michael is using the Abbies, that could mean that he's already losing."


  "You think the Hellions were winning?" I said.


  "I suspect," said Sam, "the angels were not all keen to fight. I'm not sensing an overabundance of death in Briah. Perhaps many are just refusing to fight."


  "Wouldn't Michael just have them killed if they refuse?" I said.


  "Not necessarily," said Sam. "There are many prisons in Briah. He could have them arrested."


  "So his people are refusing to follow him?" I said. "Even with his cause?"


  "It's quite possible," said Sam.


  "That doesn't make what he's doing to the Abbies any less horrible," I said. "They'll be dying out there. He doesn't care about humans, Abbies or not. They're expendable to him. He needs to be stopped." I finished my glass. "I don't like any of this. It's bullshit. Abbies were persecuted by New Government, then their own people. And now Michael is using them. And none of this will stop Lucifer from destroying the world. I'm sick of it all. Why here? Why us?"


  "Why do human armies march on countries and civilizations that are ill-suited to defend themselves?" said Sam.


  "I don't know," I said. "Oil? Money? Sex, drugs, rock and roll?"


  "No," said Sam. He put his glass to his lips and drained it. He set the empty back on the bar and looked at me. "Because they can."


  I picked up the bottle and filled his glass again. I tipped it to fill my own, but I jumped as a voice resounded in my head. Niki. Help me. Please. I dropped the bottle and it broke with a wet clatter.


  "No!" I said, holding my head. "Leave me alone, Natalie."


  Sam was staring at me.


  Niki? said the voice. It was so loud that it was like someone yelling in my ear. Natalie sounded strange. She was usually calm, withdrawn. But something was wrong with her. I shook my head. It didn't matter. She had betrayed me. Betrayed the whole damn world. She didn't deserve my pity. It was probably a trick anyway.


  "Your sister?" said Sam.


  "She's not my sister," I said. I got down from my stool to fetch a towel to clean up the whiskey and broken glass. It had been the good stuff, too. Just another casualty of Natalie. I sighed.


  "What did she say?" said Sam.


  "It doesn't matter," I said, gathering up the big chunks of glass.


  "I think it does," said Sam. "It might be a clue as to what Michael's up to. Besides, it obviously matters to you."


  "You don't know me nearly as well as you think you do," I said.


  "Perhaps not," said Sam. "But you're bleeding."


  I looked down to realize I had been scrubbing the floor with the towel and glass had gone through and cut my hand.


  "Damn," I said. I left the mess and went into the bathroom. I ran the cut under cold water. I looked closer. The blood was still red, but it was tinged with silver. I rubbed at it with my thumb. The red rubbed off and blood welled up in the wound, but it was no longer red. It was full silver.


  I avoided my reflection in the mirror. I couldn't see my own face right now. It was too jarring. My eyes looked so alien, so supernatural. Like something from a movie. I didn't want to see. I splashed water on my face. My hand wasn't bleeding any longer. I touched the dried silver and it flaked off.


  "What the hell?" I said. I ran water over my hand. There was no cut. No evidence there ever had been one. I braced myself on the counter again. What the hell was happening to me? I felt the power in my chest begin to agitate. I felt dizzy. I needed food. I opened the door and walked across the bar to the table where Eli had left some bread and apples. There wasn't much left. Just a stale end of the loaf and the last apple. I ate them both quickly. Sam came over and stood next to me, staring at me.


  "What?" I said through a mouthful of apple.


  "I'm sorry, Niki, but we need to plan our search."


  "I just need a minute, Sam. Okay? I'm starving."


  He opened his mouth to speak, but there was a ripping noise. I sat down in the chair next to me as the blackness invaded my head. "What now?" I said. Only one figure emerged, this time, though. Janis was alone. She closed the gap behind her, the thickness disappearing from my head, and stood there blinking at us, her eyes magnified by her eyeglasses. She looked at Sam and her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. I looked down at the front of her. She was covered in silver angel blood. She held her hands out like she didn't know what to do with them.


  "Janis?" said Sam. He rushed to her. "What's happened?"


  She shook her head. She reached up to put her hand over her mouth, but remembered at the last minute that she was covered in blood. She just looked at her hands, holding them in front of her face. "I didn't know what to do," she said, her voice a raspy croak.


  I brought a chair over to her. She sat down slowly, stiffly.


  "What happened?" I said. She looked up at me like she had forgotten I was there. She shook her head. She seemed shell-shocked.


  "She was just so small," she said. "Just a little thing. It wasn't right. But I didn't know what to do." She looked at Sam. "You know I have to help someone travel if they ask me. I can't choose who to help. I had to take her, but I didn't know where else to go."


  Sam stood up straight, an expression of realization on his face. "Someone is in Limbo," he said. "Who have you taken there, Janis?"


  "Natalie," I said.


  "Yes," said Janis.


  "Is that her blood all over you?" I said.


  "Yes," she said. "He was going to kill her. She's just a little thing. I can't ever go back to Briah. She did something," she said. "To Michael. Something in his head. He got very angry. He went after her with that sword of his." She shook her head, her eyes wider than seemed possible behind her glasses. "She ran and hid behind that other angel, the healer."


  "Raphael?" said Sam.


  "That's the one," said Janis. "He tried to talk to Michael, to reason with him. But Michael was out of his head. He was screaming about how he was the New Creator. He pushed Raphael out of the way and ran that little girl through."


  I caught my breath involuntarily. "He stabbed Natalie?" I said. I didn't know how to feel. Emotions were churning inside me, feeding the already-roiling power in my chest.


  "There was blood everywhere," said Janis. "Just a little thing. I couldn't believe it. She's so small. She looked at me and told me she wanted to go to Limbo. So before Michael could kill her, I put my arms around her and traveled."


  "Is she still alive?" I said.


  "She was when I left her," said Janis. She looked at Sam. "I was going to bring her here, but I thought Michael would follow her and kill her. He isn't allowed to kill in Limbo."


  "You did the right thing," said Sam.


  "We should go to her," I said. "Try to help her."


  Sam raised an eyebrow. "Have you forgiven her?"


  "It doesn't matter," I said. "It's the right thing to do. She's just a little girl."


  "What about the Creator?" said Sam. " And Sasha?"


  "Sasha can wait," I said. "We have to go to Limbo."


  Sam breathed hard out of his nose. "We have two days to find the Creator before nearly everyone on the planet is eaten alive," he said. "Do you really want to waste any time on this person? She helped to start the war in the first place. She lied to you, hurt you, broke your heart. And don't tell me you're not heartbroken, because I can see it on your face whenever her name is mentioned."


  "I know," I said. "All of that's true, whether I like it or not. But we have to go, Sam. You know we do."


  "I know no such thing," he said.


  "Please," I said. "For me."


  He looked at me hard. "Fine," he said. Sam looked at Janis, shaking and practically glowing with silver. "Stay here where you're safe. Wash up in the washroom, if you like."


  "The washroom?" Janis said. "We have a washroom now?"


  "Niki added them," said Sam.


  Janis looked at me. "Maybe you're okay after all," she said.


  "I have my moments," I said.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Limbo was as I remembered. The stale wind whipped at my hair. I began to walk across the barren landscape, in the direction Michael and Natalie had come from last time I was here.


  Niki, her voice echoed in my head. Help me.


  Then I saw her. A crumpled heap on the ground in the distance. As I walked I felt the weight of the gun tucked into my pants. How long had it been since I left my apartment? I didn't seem to need sleep or food quite as much as I used to, so it was hard to measure time. I raced toward the lump on the horizon.


  She was still alive. The silver that had soaked through her clothes looked a dull gray here. I could see her form barely moving as she inhaled and exhaled. Her hair was caked to her face with sweat. I crouched down to look at her. She was lying on a woman's jacket, which was presumably placed there by Janis. Natalie's midsection was dripping with silver. Bracing myself I pulled her robe aside to look at the wound. I had to turn my face away, suppressing a gag. Her stomach had been sliced on the left-hand side. There was no way she was going to make it. Natalie was dying. The jacket underneath her was soaked with silver blood.


  I sat down and gently lifted her head into my lap, stroking her hair. Her eyes fluttered and then opened. She was such a pretty girl. Her dry lips opened as if to speak, but her face crumpled with the pain. She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again there was a determined look on her face.


  You came, she said into my head.


  "Yes," I said aloud.


  Why?


  "I don't know," I said. "I guess I couldn't let you die alone, no matter how I feel about you."


  How do you feel?


  "Sad, angry, betrayed."


  I made you feel like that? she said.


  "Of course you did," I said. "You lied. To Sasha, to me, to everyone. And for what, Natalie? What was so important that you would let the world die for it?"


  He told me that if I did it, if I did everything that he said, he would make me a princess. Not a pretend one, like Dorrance made me. But a real one, with a castle and a crown. I just wanted to be a princess, Niki. She coughed a wet cough. She didn't have a lot of time.


  "A princess," I said. I looked into her face. She was only a child. A child that had been given extraordinarily powerful abilities. She had been conditioned since birth to be a force of destruction. How was she to know the difference between right and wrong? The Blood had kept her in a bank vault her whole life. All she wanted was what every little girl wanted. Natalie just didn't realize it was make-believe. Michael told her she could be the real thing, and she had believed him. And all she had to do was tell a few stories. "Oh, Natalie," I said. "I always forget that you're just a little girl."


  I just wanted to be a princess, she said again. I'm sorry. Tears were falling heavily down her ashen cheeks.


  "I forgive you," I said. "Just try to rest. You're hurt really badly."


  I went inside Michael's head, she said. It was all scrambled in there. I just wanted to feel what he was like in there. But it scared me. He was all hunger, but not for food. I didn't like it. I tried to get out before he woke, but he felt me there. Natalie started crying silent tears again. I didn't know it wasn't allowed. But he's not God, Niki. He says he is, but he's so hungry and empty and tangled up. He's not God, Niki. He's not.


  "Shhh," I said. "It's okay. I know he's not. We're going to find a way to stop him. Don't worry."


  Did I make things bad? Did I ruin things? When I was a princess, I was going to make you a queen. Even if we're not really sisters, I wanted that for you. Because you're already like a queen. Natalie arched her back as pain coursed through her body.


  I looked at Sam. He was crouching next to us, watching the seemingly one-sided exchange with a helpless look. "Can you help her?" I said.


  His eyebrows suddenly went up. "Michael has left Briah," he said. "He's coming."


  "She's a child, Sam," I said. "Do you know why she did what she did? Michael told her she could be a goddamn princess."


  "A princess," said Sam. He rubbed his forehead. "Every little girl's dream."


  "Can you help her?" I said.


  He lifted her robes and looked at her shredded abdomen skeptically. "I'm no healer," he said. "Cuts and bruises, maybe. And I can absorb magical energy. But this? I can't help her, Niki. I'm sorry."


  "If it were me, you would find a way."


  "Yes," he admitted. "But she is not you. By all accounts she shouldn't even still be alive. The experiments the Blood did on her, her need for angelwine to survive, she shouldn't have lived as long as she did. It's made her insane. And given her too much power for one child to have."


  "Please," I said. "Try. Try to help her."


  There was a ripping noise. I saw a figure materialize a hundred yards away.


  He's here, said Natalie. Her breathing was fast. Her pulse racing. I could see it beating a weak rhythm in her throat. I don't want to die, Niki. Do you think I'm going to?


  I looked up at Michael, who was walking toward us, his steps determined. He was swinging a sword that suddenly burst into flame.


  "What is that?" I asked Sam. What does he have?"


  Sam stood up. and quickly walked toward Michael. "I'll try to give you some time," he said over his shoulder.


  Why don't you answer me? Natalie said. Am I going to die?


  I looked down into her face. A child's face. I remembered the boy that had died in the street. That child had been innocence. Natalie was older, but her mind seemed younger. She hadn't been taught enough. The people around her were too afraid of her power to do anything but agree with her. If they disagreed, she might kill them.


  I decided she deserved the truth.


  "Yes, Natalie," I said. "You're going to die."


  She didn't cry or panic. She just nodded slowly and blinked at me sleepily. Sam met Michael in his path to the girl, but Michael only stopped for a moment before barreling around Sam and continuing toward us. He held the fiery sword in front of him with both hands. I felt for the power in my chest, but it was gone. Or subdued, at least.


  "Damn. Limbo," I thought.


  Natalie's breath was coming fast. Her blood had soaked into my pants where I sat.


  I can't do much, said Natalie, but I can try to help you before I go.


  "Wait," I said. "No one can die here. I remember Sam telling me."


  You don't know about the flaming sword, said Natalie. It's justice. Punishment. It can do whatever Michael wants it to. He told me so. I've made a mess of things. I can't fix things, but I can try and help.


  "No," I said. "It wasn't your fault. You're a child."


  I was selfish. I think I know what the hunger was in Michael's head. Because I've felt that hunger too. But it wasn't like his. I wanted people around me. I wanted to be loved. I thought being a princess would do that. But I really just wanted a family. A father. A sister.


  Sam blocked Michael again and Michael pointed his sword at Sam's chest. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but Sam seemed to be doing most of the talking. If the sword really could kill in Limbo, Sam was putting himself in a great deal of danger. Michael suddenly removed the weapon from Sam's chest and pointed it right at me.


  He loves you, you know, said Natalie. That death angel. He loves you so much it hurts him.


  I nodded. "I know."


  How does that feel to have someone love you so much?


  "Scared," I said. "Nervous, helpless, and just a little bit angry." I looked at Sam who was gesturing at Michael, who lowered his sword. "It feels a little bit like dying every time I look at him, but in a good way. It's like, if I can just reach the other side, if I can break through, it'll be Heaven. Not Briah Heaven, but the real Heaven. The one they say exists. So I keep trying to break through. And I keep dying over and over again. And I'm afraid every time, but I do it anyway. Someday I'll get to the other side and I won't be scared anymore. But it's strange. With him, I don't mind dying. As long as we're together."


  Natalie sighed. She smiled and her teeth were silver with blood. That's what I thought it would be like. Promise me you won't get scared and run away from him?


  "What?" I said.


  Promise me, Niki.


  "I promise," I said.


  Natalie nodded. This might be very loud for you, she said.


  Michael was coming. Sam was calling after him, but the wind was loud in my ears. I couldn't make out the words. He swung the burning blade in front of him as he walked. And then Natalie's voice was screaming in my head. It hurt, like Michael's message to the Abbies. It took me a moment before I recognized words in the stream of sound.


  Slobodian! Natalie shrieked. Slobodian! Don't trust the angels, the only one you can trust is Slobodian! Slobodian! Slobodian!


  There was a flash of light in front of my face and the screaming stopped. I blinked. Something was wrong. Natalie was silent. Michael was standing over us, panting, his sword at his side. I smoothed Natalie's hair and her head moved. I looked down and for a moment couldn't process what I saw. Natalie's head still lay on my lap, her eyes faraway and glassy. She was dead. And her head was no longer connected to her body. She stared up at the nothing sky, her eyes as dead as Limbo felt, and I screamed.


  I only stopped when I saw her appear over her own body. A paler, transparent version of her. She looked at me sadly before she disappeared in a swirl of dust and spirit.


  "This is blasphemous, Michael," Sam was saying. "She was a child. How dare you sully this place. The Creator made this place in the interest of peace."


  "I'm the Creator now," said Michael. "And you, Samael, are the traitor. Besides. I did as you asked. I spared the one you care about. Though I should have her head as well. She destroyed my lightning."


  "You're insane," Sam said, his voice low and taut. I looked slowly up at them. Sam was in Michael's face arguing almost nose to nose. Michael had a pompous, imperious look on his face. "Lucifer is unleashing the Scourges in less than two days, and all you think of is killing a little girl? You're sick, brother. What will you do if Lucifer succeeds? The Scourges cannot be barred from Briah. They will attack your city as well as the world."


  "Good," said Michael. "It will save me the work of rooting out those who are disloyal."


  "Disloyal to you?" said Sam. "Or the real Creator?"


  "The Creator is dead," said Michael. "You may as well get used to obeying me. To rebel could be hazardous to you, Samael. And to whatever your female is." He nodded towards me.


  I looked down at the head in my lap. Natalie's eyes were already filmy. My clothes were wet and soaked through with blood. She was just a little girl. All she wanted was to be a princess, but men had made her a slave, shaped her to their own desires, made her a monster that didn't understand how to control her own destructive whims. The Blood had called her the Morrigan, their goddess of death. Michael had used her to manipulate everyone. No one had ever asked her what she wanted.


  I stood up, cradling Natalie's head in my arms. Sam stopped yelling and looked over at me. His eyes widened. I ignored him. My focus was on Michael. I stood up straight and looked at him. His eyebrows went up. I looked down at Natalie's face. I clenched my teeth. I lifted her head and turned it so her face was looking right at him. He stared at me.


  "Do you see her?" I said through my clenched teeth. "Look at her! Do you see this little girl?"


  His eyes flickered to the head, then back at me. "Calm yourself before you get hurt," he said, his voice a low warning. He leaned on the sword. I smelled the scorched earth as it burned the ground beneath it.


  "You killed my sister," I said. "Who the hell do you think you are?"


  "I am the New Creator," he said. "I am your God, girl, and the same fate awaits you if you do not hold your wicked tongue."


  "You're not anyone's God," I said.


  "It is not something you can choose." Michael was glaring at me now. Sam had moved next to me.


  "Niki," he said softly. "I think you should put her down now."


  I looked at the head I still held in my hands. Michael looked at it too, curling his lip in repulsion.


  "She's not your sister," said Michael. "Even you must know that."


  "No," I said. "Not by blood. But I held her when she died. When you killed her."


  "She deserved to die," he said.


  I went cold. I looked at Michael. "You're not a god," I said. "You couldn't even live up to your brothers."


  Michael's eyes flashed. "I am warning you for the last time, girl," he said. "Watch. Your. Tongue." He looked at Sam. "Control her or she dies, brother."


  Sam glared at Michael. Then he turned to me. Gently, he reached out to take Natalie from me. I held on at first, but I let him take her. I touched her hair as Sam took the head away. He lay it down tenderly with her body. Then he stood by me. "We haven't much time," he said softly to me. He touched my arm soothingly.


  "I know," I said. "I won't be long." My eyes didn't leave Michael. He looked back at me angrily, but there was uncertainty in his eyes. I made him uncomfortable. He was no different than the men and angels and demons I had seen in the city. No different than the people in the market in Erebos. He was just a guy with a sword. He stood up taller as I stared at him, raising his chin slightly to look down on me.


  "Sam?" I said. "You said no one can die in Limbo. Except by the flaming sword. Right?"


  "That's right," he said slowly.


  I took a step back and Michael smiled. He thought he had won. I reached for my gun and leveled it at Michael's chest. Michael's smile slid from his face and he raised the sword, but he was out of reach.


  "What do you think you're doing?" Michael snarled.


  "Are you a god?" I said. My voice was cool.


  He frowned for a moment, confused.


  "Niki, be very careful," said Sam.


  "I know what I'm doing," I said.


  "I know," said Sam. "I trust you."


  My eyes flickered to him for a moment. I was accustomed to people trying to stop me. Sam nodded. I stared at Michael.


  "Answer the question, angel," I said. "Are you a god?"


  "Yes, of course I am," he said haughtily. "If I were not, the men of Briah would not fight for me. They die for me. What mortal could make that happen?"


  "You haven't spent much time in my world," I said.


  "Your world disgusts me," he said.


  "And you disgust the hell out of me," I said. "You say you're a god. Tell me. Do gods bleed?"


  Fear passed behind his eyes. "Do they what?" he said.


  "You heard her," said Sam. Michael looked at him and narrowed his eyes.


  "You must hate that world, brother," said Michael. "If you cross me, nothing will be the same again."


  "The world is lost if we don't find the Creator," said Sam. "You are small, Michael. You are meaningless. You quiver under a mortal weapon."


  "I am not small," said Michael. "I am God."


  "No, you're not," I said. "Did the Creator ever bleed?"


  "No," said Michael. "And neither shall I."


  There was a ripping noise. Beyond Michael I saw three large men emerge. I recognized one as Sam's brother, Camael. They came walking toward us. Michael looked at me triumphantly. "You will pay for what you have done on this day," he said.


  "If you're God," I said. "Take this gun away from me."


  "I will dismember you in a way that makes the child's death seem kind," he said. He raised the sword and held it high in front of himself.


  "The Creator didn't need a sword," I said. "Did he?"


  "No," said Sam, looking bitterly at his brother.


  "Can you take the gun from me?" I said.


  "I do not wish to," said Michael. The other men were almost to us. Twenty feet away. Fifteen. Ten. "Your weapon cannot harm me." He turned, suddenly aware that he wasn't alone. He looked back at me. "I am all-powerful," he said louder.


  "Good," I said. "Then this won't hurt at all." Michael suddenly raised the sword and came running toward me. I squeezed the trigger and felt the gun recoil. Michael stopped. I squeezed again. The shots were dull in the thick, dead air. No echo. I squeezed again. The men had stopped. Michael stared at me, his face a mask of shock. He dropped his sword on the ground where it sizzled and burned the ground black. He looked down at his chest and touched the two holes I had opened up, looked at the silver blood on his fingers. Blood oozed from wounds in his chest and abdomen.


  The men were now rushing toward Michael. They caught him as he fell. Camael turned to me angrily.


  "Since when does a god bleed, Camael?" I said.


  Camael looked back at Michael. The two others were staring at him, at the blood.


  "He's no god," said Sam. "Explain this to your men. Explain to them that the real Creator does not bleed."


  Camael was speechless. He just shook his head. He looked at the other two and they looked as dumbstruck as he did. I realized they were Camael's subordinates. Word about this would spread quickly through the ranks. Camael picked up the sword and walked back to where the men stood around Michael, who was struggling to regain his composure . Camael said something to the men, and they helped lift Michael to his feet and support him as they returned to the place they had entered Limbo.


  "They might stop fighting, you know," I said. "The angels. Word will spread. That he's not God."


  "No," said Sam. "It's not over until Michael says it's over. They still look to him to command. They are soldiers." Sam hesitated over Natalie. "Will you help me?"


  "Yes," I said. I looked down at Natalie. Her body was tiny, but there was so much blood.


  "Do you want to bury her?" said Sam.


  "Yes, but not here," I said. "This place is soulless. I won't have her resting here." I felt cold and empty.


  "It will be safer if we come back for her," said Sam. "We don't have much time left."


  "We're taking her back," I said, more angrily than I meant to. Sam flinched, but nodded after a moment.


  "Okay, Niki. We'll take her back."


  I took off my own jacket and laid it on the ground. I looked at Natalie's face for a long time. I couldn't cry. I felt filled with heat and cold at the same time. Even Limbo couldn't take the feeling away. And at the same time I felt empty. I lifted Natalie's head onto my jacket. I closed her eyes with my fingers. I bent down over her hair.


  "They're going to pay," I whispered into her ear. "I don't care what anyone says. You're my sister. And no one messes with a Slobodian."


  I wrapped her tenderly in the jacket. I put the bundle on top of her tiny, tiny body and gathered her up. She was so light. It was like picking up a doll. I looked at Sam.


  "What are you thinking?" he said.


  "Why?" I said.


  "We must find the Creator at all costs, Niki," he said. "I understand your grief. But it has to wait."


  "Wait?" I said. "You don't know the first thing about being human, Sam."


  "You have a responsibility," he said harshly. "Your powers are far too great to squander them on a petty vengeance."


  "Let's go, Sam," I said.


  "Promise me first," he said. "Promise you won't go on a murder spree for a mad child that started the war that just may end the world."


  "I promise," I said.


  "You're lying," he said.


  "I thought you trusted me," I said.


  "I trust you," he said. "But I don't trust this. This revenge machine that speaks with your voice."


  "This is me, Sam," I said. "Like it or not, it's me."


  "It's not you," he said. "It's Sasha. He's obviously influenced you with his skewed sense of justice."


  "If he didn't," I said, my voice rising, "everyone around me would be dead. Not just Natalie. Bobby was nearly killed by the Blood. Sofi almost died in her sleep. Even goddamn Eli Cooper."


  Sam frowned and clenched his jaw. "Why do you let it take you over, Niki?" he said.


  "Everyone is going to die, Sam," I said. "Everyone. Maybe even you. Don't you think that deserves some justice?"


  "It doesn't matter," he said. "There isn't time to discuss this now. Just promise me you won't do anything rash. The entire world is on our shoulders right now. Just remember that."


  "I remember, Sam," I said bitterly. "How the hell could I possibly forget? Everyone keeps reminding me this is my fault."


  I pulled Natalie close to my chest and reluctantly let Sam stand behind me and carry me through the Unsung. I closed my eyes, but it wasn't to avoid the terrifying shapes in the dark. I closed them and tried to remember everything I liked about the world. Besides the people, I couldn't think of much. The smell of bread. Good whiskey. A really good cheesesteak. Walking along the waterfront on a cold day. But it didn't matter if the world deserved to be saved. It only mattered that it didn't deserve to be destroyed. Humans deserved a chance. Natalie had deserved a chance, too.


  I thought of Michael's smug face. Those stupid wings. He was like a goddamn show dog. I wish I could have killed him. The only consolation in the imminent destruction of the world was knowing that his world would be destroyed, too. But not him. Not the Archangels. They would rebuild his world as he saw fit. We had to find the Creator. I had to believe he could fix this. Even if I had my doubts in the back of my mind, I had to believe. I had to have hope. If I thought about all the things that might not work, that could go wrong, if I thought of all the impossibilities about this plan, all would be lost before we started. I would just curl up in a ball and rock back and forth until the Scourges came to devour me. But that wasn't me.


  I would stop this. Sam might not be able to kill, but I was certain I needed him at my side. Even if he didn't remember the Creator, he might still have some sort of connection. And besides, I liked having Sam by my side. He called me on my bullshit. Even when we argued, I felt close to him. Closer than anyone. Maybe even closer than Sofi.


  We broke through into the Deep Blue Sea. Janis was sitting at the end of the bar, chain-smoking. There was a full ashtray in front of her. When she saw the bundle in my arms, she let out a hoarse sob. She covered her mouth tight, as if to stifle the sound, and started shaking. Sam went to her and put an arm around her.


  "You gave her extra time, Janis," he said. "Time to be with Niki. She was able to be with her family at the end."


  Sam held Janis until she had cried herself out. I found a spot in the corner where I gently placed Natalie's body. I knelt beside her. I touched her cold little hand. Janus quieted behind me and I felt Sam crouch down next to me.


  "I wanted to give her a chance," I said.


  "I know," he said. "I'm sorry I got upset. Of course you need to grieve."


  "If she had left with me," I said. "The first day I met her. I tried to take her with me. I could have given her a chance. She could have had a childhood."


  "It was too late even then," Sam said gently. "She needed angelwine to survive."


  "Anything would have been better than this," I said. "I would have kept her safe. Taught her how to use her power. She was just a child."


  "Okay, Niki," said Sam. He touched my arm. "Do you want to bury her now?"


  "No," I said quickly. "No, I'll bury her when this is over. Sasha should be here, too. Is he here yet?"


  "Janis says he is assembling his soldiers near the river," said Sam, nodding toward the front door. "He does, indeed, have an army of demons."


  "Good," I said. "Let's find the Creator. It's time to stop that asshole brother of yours."


  "Couldn't have said it better myself," said Sam.


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  An army of demons lined the street outside. It was odd seeing them standing there so still, like hundreds of terrible statues. Their eyes flickered towards me as I moved to the middle of the street. A large demon moved among their ranks. I recognized him as one of the uniforms that had been moving through the marketplace in Erebos. The fact that he worked for Sasha showed how much pull my father had managed in the short time he'd been in Hell. Sasha's army had become the local police force down there. The large demon nodded to me, then continued his inspection. He looked hard at each demon as he passed. It was a phenomenal sight. The straight lines of demons of every color stretched as far as I could see along the streets near the river.


  A movement caught my eye. Down the street, Sasha was waving me over. I went to him. He stood on the sidewalk looking at his men, much as I imagined a king would look out over his countryside.


  "How did you do this?" I said. "You haven't been in Erebos that long."


  He shrugged. "I am Summoner," he said. "What do you expect?"


  "You used a Summoning spell on all these men?" I said.


  "There are women, too," he said. "Quite a few, actually. They are even more fierce than the men."


  "So they're here against their will?" I said.


  "I did not use a spell on them," Sasha said. "But I have a natural magnetism with demons. They take to me, you see? Want to do as I ask. Has always been this way. Not with all demons, of course, but these," he motioned to the lines in front of us, "were very eager to join me."


  "Eli said they left their lords to join you because you didn't beat them," I said, remembering.


  "Yes," said Sasha. "There is that. Nikita, why you take so long to come? We wait for very long time."


  "I'm sorry," I said. I suddenly realized I needed to tell him. He deserved to know. "We need to talk," I said. "Can we step into the Deep Blue Sea?"


  "Now?" he said. "We do not have time, Nikita. We go now, yeah?"


  "It's important." My face must have told him the severity of the situation because after a moment he nodded.


  Sam was behind the bar for once. He was pouring a drink which he placed in front of Janis. He looked surprised when we walked in. Janis's face was still puffy, as if she'd only just stopped crying.


  "What is this?" Sasha said. "What has happened?"


  "You may want to sit down," I said.


  "Niki," said Sam, who was suddenly beside me. "Perhaps you should wait to tell him."


  "He deserves to know," I said. "It's the right thing to do."


  "The right thing to do might be to find the Creator with a calm head," said Sam.


  "Nikita," said Sasha. "You tell me now. What is it?"


  "Natalie," I said.


  "Oh," Sasha said softly. "Oh." He sat down hard on a nearby chair. He paled as he looked up at me. "She is dead," he said.


  I nodded. "I was there," I said. "I held her at the end. In Limbo. Michael had this sword and he..." I trailed off. "I held her at the end," I said again. "I held her and I stroked her hair. Even after it didn't matter any more. She wasn't alone."


  He nodded his head. "I am glad you were with her. Can I see her?"


  I'd seen Sasha cry twice in one day now. Hard to believe it had only been a day. It seemed like weeks. He took it well, considering, when I showed him Natalie's small body, her sweet face wrapped in my black jacket. There was a hardness to his eyes, though, that seemed familiar to me. The edge of a memory from childhood. The cold look had been there a lot back then. I wondered how much of that came from what he had to do to my mother. I shied away from the thought. The things Sasha had to do to save my life turned my stomach. It wasn't because I was disgusted with him, but because it hurt all over again.


  Blearily, he made his way to a table and sat down, rubbing his lips, his eyes rimmed in red.


  I looked over at Sam who was watching our exchange with a mixture of interest and worry. "Sam, can you bring Sasha a vodka? Just bring the bottle."


  "Of course," said Sam.


  "No," said Sasha. "I need to stay alert." Sam looked to me and I shook my head. Sam sat with us.


  "I'm sorry," I said.


  Sasha looked at me, surprised, his face blotchy. "Why are you sorry?"


  I shook my head. "I couldn't save her."


  Sasha took my hand. His hands had always been warm. But compared to me now he felt icy. "Natalie was broken," he said. "Was not her fault. Is not your fault. " He sniffed and looked at me. He frowned and pursed his lips. "This Michael," he said. "He is poison. We stop him."


  "By finding the Creator?" I said.


  "Sure," he said. "Maybe. Any way we can. But if we do not find God, what then?"


  "We can't get into Briah," said Sam.


  "You can call Michael here, can't you?" said Sasha. "He is your brother. He would come."


  "I doubt that," said Sam. "He doesn't trust me. And he's wounded. It will not take him long to heal, but he may be skittish about facing us again. Or, rather, facing Niki again. He's vulnerable in the world."


  "Why?" I said.


  "Because he can die here," Sam said.


  Sasha looked at me with interest. He raised an eyebrow. "He is afraid of you. Why?"


  "I may have put a few bullets into him," I said.


  "Good girl," said Sasha.


  "What would it take to kill him?" I asked Sam. "If he does come, I mean."


  "It is almost impossible to kill an Arch if he does not want to die. Perhaps if he were to lose an excessive amount of blood. But you have to understand, we are extraordinary healers. You would have to wound him and keep wounding him. Other than that, the only being that can end an Arch's life is the Creator. Otherwise, we will go on and on forever." The last was said with slight bitterness.


  "Is good to know," said Sasha. "Should the need arise. Where do we start looking for this Creator?"


  "Do you have a map?" I said.


  I could feel Sam walking beside me. "Why don't you let them see you?" I said. "What does it matter if they can all see Death? It seems appropriate. Besides, they can see me and that seems to be about the same thing."


  Sam was quiet for a moment. "That face isn't me," he said.


  "And I look normal to you lately?" I said.


  "It's not the right thing to do right now," he said.


  "Why? Because it's forbidden?" I said. His hesitation was the only answer I needed. "Michael has no authority over you," I said. "There was an agreement, and now both of you have broken it. It's over. Besides, he's done. No one is going to follow him."


  "Don't be so sure," said Sam. "If Michael wasn't in power, I wouldn't look like this."


  I looked over at him. The others couldn't see him, but I was sure they could feel him. His black robes dragged along the ground. I could see his handsome face, transparent and ghostly over the more glaringly white grinning skull underneath.


  "It is not forbidden," Sam said finally. "It is more of a question of morale. I don't want to terrify the soldiers any more than necessary. The humans in particular would be very disturbed to see me."


  "Good point," I said. I watched as an angel who looked like a teenager came wheeling around the corner. He stopped, frozen when he saw the army of demons marching towards him. The angel turned around and ran fast the way he had come. The war had moved off the main streets, but I could hear the cacophony of killing not far away. Sasha fell into step next to me.


  "We will bury her," he said without looking at me.


  "Of course," I said.


  "When this is all over. She will have a real funeral."


  "Yes," I said.


  "We find the Creator first. We will find him. My boys, they are smart. And strong. They can do anything."


  "As long as they don't tear him apart when they do find him," I said, looking at a particularly fierce demon nearby with blood-colored skin.


  "You don't know them," spat Sasha. "They are good boys. "


  "Sasha," I said. "I had to clean up your mess with Abaddon. Don't expect me to love your demon horde." A demon on the other side of Sam snorted. "No offense," I said.


  "Nikita, I want to help you, but you make it difficult," said Sasha. His voice was weary. "I am sorry about Abaddon. Was my fault. But these boys are not like him."


  "They're good boys," I said. "I heard you."


  "You'll see," he said. "They'll find your god."


  "He will be in human form. Make sure they don't harm Him," I said. "Even Erebos would be in trouble. No one knows what the Scourges will do, once free."


  "Stop," said Sasha.


  "What?" I said.


  "You have to let go of control sometimes, Nikita. This I have told them already. You do not worry about this thing. We will tell you when we find Him. Yes?"


  I sighed. "I guess so."


  "You trust me, okay?"


  "Really?" I said. "Trust you? The guy that just today told me he wasn't my father? The guy that might have started this whole damn war by releasing Abaddon from Hell?"


  He was silent, and I saw his jaw clench.


  "I'm sorry," I said. "You're right. I'm sorry. But you can't blame me for having a hard time with trust."


  He snorted. "The apple does not fall far, yeah?"


  "Something like that," I said.


  "Nikita," he said. "I want to tell you something." He saw my face, and quickly added, "Is not a bad thing this time," he said. He looked at me, frowning when his eyes reached mine and looked forward again. "Everything was for you, Nikita."


  "Sasha, you're not going to die," I said. "You don't have to say this."


  "No?" he said. "Maybe not. But you are my confession, yeah? I am not religious. I always mean to be, but look. I lead demons out of Hell to go look for God..."


  We both smiled.


  "But this life, Nikita. Is not what I wanted. I wanted to be a good man. Not at first. At first it was all for the money. The guns, the drugs, the women. But after I meet your mother, something happened. She changed the things I wanted. I do not know if she felt the same way. I will never know. But I loved that woman with all my heart." Sasha's voice caught. When he had recovered he smiled, a sudden and surprising thing.


  "And then I love you, Nikita," he said. "I never thought I could love a person as strong as I love your mother. Until you came. And you were perfect and beautiful. You still are. I wanted to protect you. I think I have, though it has not been easy for you, to have Alexei Slobodian as your protector. I am sorry about that. I wanted you to have the life of a princess. But you are a fighter. So strong. Like me. Stronger even than me. I do not regret the things I have done to keep you safe. I am not a good man, not like I wanted to be. But I have done one good thing. One solid thing. You. You have always been my salvation. Even when you hate me. I sleep at night because you are still here."


  I swallowed, a lump in my throat. I didn't dare look at him. At my father. "Why are you telling me this, Sasha?" I said. I focused on my feet. Putting one in front of the other.


  "Because you deserve to know. I lose one daughter today. I barely knew her. I didn't know her at all, I think. But you are still here. They whisper in Erebos about you."


  "What do they say?" I said, my voice low and hoarse. I focused on continuing to walk in unison with the demons around us.


  "They say you would not die easy," he said. "They say maybe is impossible to kill you. They say you can do anything. They say that someday you will be Death."


  My stomach turned at his words. I felt cold and somehow more afraid than I had been since Sam brought me back. I felt like ice water had replaced my organs. The heat in my chest died down and was replaced with a feeling of numbness. "That's ridicuous," I said.


  "Is it?" said Sasha. "I do not know. Point is, maybe you will not die on this day. Even if the Scourges come. Maybe they will not take you. But they will take me."


  "No," I said.


  "Yes," he said. "Is okay. I have done everything that needed to be done. We will try to find this god. Maybe it will work. Maybe the Scourges will come anyway. Maybe I will die fighting on these streets. But I feel it. I may be gone by the end of the day. I do not want to go without telling you."


  "Tell me what?" I said, my voice sharper than I meant it to.


  "I love you, Nikita." Sasha glanced at me, but I still couldn't look at him. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him nod, as if satisfied. He turned and started to move towards his place near the front of the line.


  "Sasha, wait," I said. He turned, walking backward. "I love you, too," I said. After a moment I looked away awkwardly. It felt strange to say. Sasha laughed.


  "Is a good life, yeah?" he said.


  "Yeah," I said. "I guess it is sometimes."


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  Corpses lined the street. A corps of demons had been assigned to clear our path so we didn't have to step over them. Within the first half mile, we had almost caught up with the cleanup crew who, despite their numbers, were having a hard time staying ahead of us. I could see them in the distance, dragging the bodies to the side of the road. I looked over and saw a young boy in jeans and a blue tee shirt, lying dead where the demons dragged him. A human boy, probably an Abby. Angels in their simple pale clothes, demons, and human after human. All dead. I hadn't seen any angels in uniforms or the chain mail that Sam's brothers seemed to favor. Such things might have protected them. All the angels I had seen were in regular clothes. Commoners, probably. Many of them very young.


  I could hear the sound of fighting, but it was oddly muted. My world, my city, had become the place of nightmares. The spirits of the dead Abbies wandered, bumping into each other as they passed. Children, women, men. Unable to cross over and forced to fight in a war they couldn't possibly understand. I knew as much as anyone what was going on, and I couldn't even understand it.


  "Sam," I said.


  "Don't look," he said. "Just concentrate on the task at hand."


  But I had to look. It was shocking. Like those old black and white photos of cities that had been invaded in World War II. Only this wasn't some grainy photograph. This was reality. Blood and guts and brains streaked across the road where the bodies were dragged. Silver, red, black. Everyone was dead.


  If Sasha had brought his army sooner, could we have stopped it? If Sam had agreed to use his power, and the hell with the consequences? If I had gone out and killed every angel in sight? Every demon, for that matter. But that was no good either. Common angels with no armor, half of them scared to death. And killing demons for no reason was about as fulfilling as killing Eli. It wasn't their fault that they relished battle. It was no use going over the what-ifs. We just had to stop Michael. He was the monster. The Scourges were nothing compared to what he had done. He had started the war and changed people, angels, and demons into killers. You never forgot killing. Even if they deserved it. You never got over it. Not ever. It changed you. It made you colder, harder. Michael convinced people that they were fighting for good. For God. For all that was holy. He didn't care if they died or were scarred for the rest of their lives. He didn't care. Just as he hadn't cared about Natalie. He had as much as created her. Then when he was done with her, he killed her. I wanted to even the score for that. I wanted to make him hurt and bleed and scream.


  The hatred surprised me. The heat in my chest bubbled up and I felt sick. I had wanted to kill before, but I had never felt like I wanted to torture, maim, and cause every kind of pain that I could. But when I thought about Michael that was all I could think about.


  "Niki?" said Sam.


  "I'm okay," I said. I inhaled deeply and focused on containing myself. I swallowed down the bile and kept walking. "If we find the Creator," I said, "what will happen? Say we can somehow bring the Creator back. Will he punish Michael? Will he hurt the bastard?"


  "I don't know exactly," said Sam, "but I have heard stories."


  "And?" I said.


  "I think that the Creator, if he finds that Michael has done wrong, will wipe him from existence."


  "What does that mean?"


  "He will unmake him. Unravel him. Until there is nothing left. It is what happens when Arches break the Sacred Laws."


  "It didn't happen to you," I said.


  "Bringing people back is against our own agreements. There are consequences, but they are among ourselves. Michael could have chosen to overlook this if it had suited his purposes. But the Sacred Laws are abuse of the Creator's powers. If Lucifer unjustly unleashes the Scourges while the Creator is still alive, he will become undone. Only the Creator is meant to judge. Michael has used his authority to try to take the place of the Creator. Surely, when the Creator returns, Michael will become unmade. I would be unmade if I used His power to stop time. That is not my power to use. Not for any reason other than the ushering of souls."


  "Haven't you used it before?" I said.


  "Of course," he said. "For my duties. Back when every soul needed help crossing over. Otherwise it would have been impossible to help everyone cross. But that is all I am permitted to use it for. Think of it like this: this power is not mine. I am borrowing it from the Creator. And if I use it for something, anything other than what it was intended for, even the Creator would not even be able to stop my unmaking. It is simply the way of things."


  I looked at him dubiously. "He wouldn't allow you to stop existing," I said. "Not for saving Him, right?"


  "He would have no say in it," said Sam. "The Sacred Laws just exist. There is no arguing with them. Not even the Creator can change them."


  "Will the Creator bring back all the people that have died because of Michael?"


  Sam hesitated. "No."


  "Then what's the damn point?" I said. "We should be figuring out a way to get into Briah. To stop Michael. To kill him."


  "Would you want the Creator to bring them back?" said Sam. "Imagine hundreds of humans running around going through the same thing you're going through." I didn't answer. "It's not right, Niki. I know that. But if we restore Him, the Creator can let them cross over again. They can find peace. Isn't that enough?"


  "It'll have to be, won't it?" I said.


  "Wouldn't you do anything for a little peace?" Sam said. "To just be able to go to sleep. To finally rest. To really rest."


  "Well, I can't," I snapped. "I'm stuck here, aren't I? Did you hear what the demons are saying about me?"


  "Yes," he said.


  "Is it true? Am I some kind of freaky immortal now?"


  "I'm sorry, Niki. I just don't know. It shouldn't have happened that way. No one has ever reacted that way."


  "It's been done before?" I said. "I thought you said you'd never done it."


  "Not by me," he said.


  I remembered something that Sam had said to Lucifer.


  "Lucifer?" I said.


  "Yes," said Sam. "It did not end well."


  "She died," I said.


  "She was killed," said Sam.


  "Who killed her?" I said. "Lucifer?"


  "No," said Sam. "Petty Hellion politics. It was tragic. Even by Erebian standards. That poor girl died for no reason."


  I looked around at the dead piled onto the side of the road like sandbags. These people had died for no reason as well. Petty politics, as Sam had said. "You might say Erebos is Hell, Sam, but you're wrong. This is Hell right now. Right here on Earth."


  Sam didn't respond for a long time. When he did his voice sounded weak, strangled. "Yes," he said. "It most certainly is."


  We marched. Most of the demons didn't wear shoes, but our footsteps echoed in the empty streets all the same. When we came to chasms in the street, we switched to single file. The first in line would break ranks to help clear the streets of the dead, and then fall back into step at the back. I tried not to look at the decimated buildings, tried not to think about all the people crushed in their sleep. Or worse. Sofi had gotten out, but maybe I should have tried to save more. I could have packed that building full of people. It wouldn't have taken long. Bobby could have moved them all. Why didn't I think of that before?


  A rag-tag group of demons ran out from a side street and stopped short when they saw the army in formation. Sasha stepped out of the lines.


  "Move along," he said. "We have no wish to fight you. But we will if necessary." The newcomers backed away and ran down the street. The fighting seemed closer now.


  Several blocks from where I had seen the Creator, Sasha held up a hand and the army stopped. I couldn't hear the orders he was giving, but smaller bands of demons began fanning off left and right. I saw a group of five start searching buildings that hadn't fallen down yet. The demons that had been moving the bodies were no longer ahead of us. Sam and I were left with Sasha and about fifty demons.


  "They know what to look for?" I said to Sasha.


  "We have been over this, Nikita," said Sasha, sounding exasperated. "Confused black man in a sweater vest. Singing that seems to come from nowhere. Yes?"


  "Yes," I mumbled. He was right. I did need to let go of control. But how could I when the stakes were so high?


  "Now," he said, "we go to where you see him last. Then we track him, if we can."


  "You have a tracker?" I said.


  "Mastema," Sasha called. The big demon in the uniform that I'd seen in Erebos stepped forward. "Niki, this is Mastema. He is an excellent tracker."


  "If He can be tracked," said Mastema, "I will find him. We all want the balance back. Even in Erebos."


  We walked, the area quieter than the last time I had been here. I wished Bobby was with me. I'd never tell him to his face, but I missed the hell out of the guy. He was also a damn good Caster. I needed someone to have my back. After Abaddon I was having a hard time trusting demons. Sasha was trying, but he was also grieving. I could see the empty heat behind his eyes, threatening to come out. He was doing a good job of hiding it, but I knew grief. I could spot it in a crowd. And he was full to the brim.


  Every other step was over a body. I felt my ribs grow a little tighter and my chest grow a little hotter and more dangerous with every step. I pushed the sensation down.


  Two blocks from where Gage fell, I started to hear a noise above the sound of stomping feet. Like an angry crowd. We rounded the corner, the voices growing louder. A group of people, Abbies, were arguing. There were so many of them. It looked like a neighborhood forum. A woman stood atop a pile of rubble and waved her hands trying to silence the crowd. I put a hand on Sasha's arm and he stopped the remaining demons with a hand. We joined the crowd. I could feel Sam close to me. I didn't look around for him, but I knew he was there.


  "Let's just try to keep religion out of this for the time being," the woman at the front was calling to the crowd. "We all heard the voices, so don't be afraid to speak up. None of us really knows what's going on here, so let's just try to work through this, all right?"


  "It was the voice of God," said a man close to me. He was balding, but fairly young. He had a clean-cut look about him, though he had the beginning of a beard on his face. "The Lord works in mysterious ways. If He tells us to kill for him, then we should do it. No question."


  "There were two voices, though," said a middle-aged woman with short, spiky hair. "One said kill the demons and the other said kill the angels. And then something about Slobodian."


  "Obviously the second voice was the voice of the adversary," said the first man. "Slobodian is a code for the Devil."


  Sasha sniggered, but put a hand over his mouth and coughed to hide it.


  "Do you see Him here?" said Sam into my ear. "In the crowd?"


  I looked out. "I don't know," I said.


  "It was the voice of a child," said an older man. "How do you explain that?"


  "If the Lord can work in mysterious ways," said the first man, "then Satan can work in devious ways."


  An outcry of voices roared up. The man closest to me seemed to sense something and turned quickly to look at me. His face turned to surprise when he saw my eyes and he backed away. He slunk around the crowd to stand on the other side. A boy about seventeen did the same, then an older woman with oval eyeglasses. One by one, the crowd quieted, faces turned toward me and staring. Soon there was no sound at all.


  I walked to the front of the crowd, the faces of the people following me the entire way. I climbed easily up the pile of rubble and smiled at the woman leading this impromptu meeting. She backed away fearfully. I looked at the faces. The Creator wasn't here. I shook my head at Sam. But these people. I could save them. I knew I could. I could get them to stop.


  "Stop fighting," I said. "That is all you have to do. Stop fighting. Killing is not making you better people. It's not helping. The only fighting you should be doing is when you're protecting yourselves or the people you love. Why are you out here? Why aren't you making sure your families, your friends are safe? Ignore the voices in your heads. Just stop fighting."


  There was a heavy silence. Finally a blonde woman in her twenties stepped forward. "Who the hell are you?" she said. "Are you one of us?"


  There was a clattering and Sasha was standing beside me. "I am Sasha Slobodian," he said, his voice loud and clear. "This is Nikita Slobodian. She has been fighting for you even before you woke up. She is the only thing between you and the end of the world. You should not be afraid of her, you should be thankful to her. "


  But a new whisper was rising up. Slobodian? Did he say Slobodian?


  "Listen to me," said Sasha. "In this war today, I have lost a daughter. We have all lost neighbors, friends, people that we love. That is all we know. If you think you know anything else about this war, you are wrong. It is war. Both sides hate, and lie, and kill. Nothing you think you know about either side is true. All you can really know is that your friends and families are dying. There is nothing you can do except to stop fighting. Stop killing. Stop hating." Sasha looked at the man that had suggested the second voice had been Satan. "Every single one of us has the ability to do good, and to do evil. I have done bad things," he said. "But I am not the Devil. Not completely. There is no Devil, you understand? Not here. Only us. Humans. Angels. Demons." The crowd whispered among themselves. I couldn't make out what they were saying, but they were no longer looking at Sasha with suspicion.


  Sam was standing beside me. "He should have gone into politics," he said.


  "Yeah," I said. "I'd vote for him."


  "What were the voices?" said the middle-aged woman with spiky hair that had spoken earlier.


  "You are Abbies, yeah?" said Sasha. Several heads nodded. "You know there is magic in the world. There are powers that you do not understand. There is a man, an angel, that has power. He is using it to take over and he wants you to kill for him. He is outnumbered, he needs you to fight and die for him for his own selfish gain. He is not a good man. He was the first voice."


  "What does he want?" said an older man.


  "He wants to take the place of God," said Sasha.


  Several people shouted in derision. "Not this religious nonsense again," said the woman with spiky hair. "We may as well go back to the Dark Ages."


  "Where do you think you get your abilities?" said Sasha.


  "There must be a scientific explanation," she said.


  "Like there is explanation for what you are?" said Sasha. "I am Summoner. I can control powerful demons. You see over there?" He pointed toward the fifty demons waiting patiently for him. "Is no explanation for that. Niki can see spirits. Among other things. Is no explanation. What can you do?"


  The woman shrugged, her cheeks reddening. "I can turn things to ice," she said.


  "Is there an explanation for it?" said Sasha.


  "There must be," she said. "We just haven't found it yet."


  "Is not science. There is no balance. And the reason there is no balance is that the Creator is missing."


  "The Creator?" said the religious man. "You mean God?"


  "Yes," said Sasha. "And we are going to find him."


  "You think God is here?" said the spiky-haired woman. "Now I know you're crazy."


  "I told you who the first voice was," said Sasha. "Now I tell you about the second. A child. My own daughter. She was killed by the owner of the first voice. Michael killed her." His voice broke, but he closed his eyes for a moment and got control. "Michael killed her right in front of Niki here. He cut her open like she was nothing. A child. A baby, really. There is no good in this man."


  "Are you talking about Michael the Archangel?" said the religious man. He laughed a dry laugh. "You are trying to convince us that the right hand of God is trying to take over the world?"


  "Worlds," corrected Sasha. "He thinks he is God. But he is full of hate. He hates you, too. Anything human. He will destroy you all if he has his way."


  I noticed some figures roaming in to join the crowd of onlookers.


  "Stop fighting," said Sasha. "He cannot win if you stop fighting."


  "There's no point to this," I whispered to Sam. "They could all die anyway if we don't find the Creator."


  "They need hope," said Sam. "They need to stop killing and to believe in something. It's important. Sasha is doing something very powerful, Niki."


  "Giving them false hope?" I said.


  "No," said Sam. "He's giving them back themselves. He's giving them peace. Even if they die today, they won't be committing crimes of hate. They will be committing acts of love. Comforting and protecting those they care for. Do you understand?"


  "I'd rather fight than sit there waiting to die," I said.


  "But you are not human," said Sam. "Are you?"


  "I used to be," I said.


  "Possibly," said Sam. "But it would appear that Sasha has hit a chord with more than the humans."


  I looked at the newcomers again. They weren't other Abbies. They were angels. And their numbers were growing. Angels wandering in from all sides.


  "Michael is not a god," Sasha said. "He wants you to think he has evolved, but he has not. He is as ordinary as you and me."


  Sam leaned toward me and whispered in my ear. "Michael is leaving Briah," he said. "He's coming to the world, I believe."


  "Why would he do that?" I said. Sam shook his head. "Doesn't he need Janis?"


  "Why should we believe you?" said a slight angel in a dirty robe in the back. "Maybe Michael really is the New Creator."


  "He bleeds," I said, stepping forward. "If you went to Briah, they will tell you. I'm sure you will hear it from others soon. I shot him. And he bleeds. Does that sound like the Creator to you?"


  The humans looked at each other, confused, but the angels whispered heatedly among themselves. Sasha nodded at me.


  "He bleeds," said Sasha. "He is not the Creator, he is just an angel, like you. And he tells you lies. He claims the Creator is dead. But the Creator is alive. Niki will find him, I know she will."


  "If God is here," said the religious man, "if I were to believe any of this rubbish you're feeding us, why has He done nothing to stop it?"


  There was a sudden bright light in the sky, like a high-powered spotlight. There was a sound like ripping fabric and a shape emerged in the light. A floating, slowly-descending man-shaped form. I looked at Sasha.


  "He's here," said Sam.


  All eyes were on the shape descending from above. Michael spread out his arms majestically and as he got lower I saw that his eyes were closed. His wings were also spread out, their blinding whiteness magnificent in the bright light. The holes in his chest and abdomen had scarred over but were still an angry red color. He alighted in the middle of the crowd, which parted for him, backing away with curious looks on their faces.


  He opened his eyes and looked at me. And smiled. The bastard smiled. I felt the bile rise in my throat again. Michael looked out at the faces staring at him.


  "Do you know who I am?" he said.


  Several of the people, including a few angels, looked up at me and Sasha before looking back at the winged man in their midst. The angels looked frightened. The religious man stepped forward boldly.


  "Are you the right hand of God?" he said.


  Michael's nostrils flared. "I am not the hand of God any longer. I am God. I am the New Creator."


  The man faltered. His smile fell. He glanced at me. "How can there be a new God?" he said.


  "The Creator is dead. He left us," said Michael. He wouldn't look at the man, but instead looked over the crowd toward the angels. "He's not coming back. I am willing to take the helm. I will be your new god, just as powerful and righteous as the one that left you."


  "You're saying that God left us?" said the man.


  "He didn't leave," I said. "He's here. I've met him."


  "Lies," Michael spat. "This person has just come from Hell. She is on the side of evil. Just look at her. She's frightening, is she not? Her own father has brought an army of demons here. This is not someone you should be listening to." He fanned his wings. "I am Michael Archangel. Follow me and you will be judged as worthy to join me forever. I will bless you with eternal life."


  "You don't have that power," I said.


  "Do I not?" he said. "Do not presume to know all, child. Being Death's whore does not make you wise." I felt the heat rise considerably in my chest. I felt my eyes flare bright.


  I felt Sam at my side. His presence felt stronger and I heard a few people gasp. I looked to see him. He had made himself visible and was walking through the crowd. People scrambled out of his way, eager to be far away from him.


  "Samael," said Michael. "I thought I felt your unpleasant presence here. How are you, brother?"


  "Stop this," said Sam.


  "Stop what?" said Michael. "The path to righteousness? Maybe you should join me. We'd make a great team."


  "No, we wouldn't," said Sam.


  Michael sighed theatrically. "Perhaps you're right. You're far too drab and serious for me. Besides. You'd have to pay fealty to me. I have my doubts that you would do that."


  "You're right about one thing, at least," said Sam. "Stop this. Stop the fighting."


  "I've yet to wake the rest of the Abnormals," said Michael. "So far I have only awakened those within this disgusting city. When I wake the others, the entire world will fight for me."


  "You're losing," said Sam.


  "I'm not," said Michael. "I can't lose. I am the Creator."


  "You're insane," said Sam. "Let these people go. Let the angels go. Stop the killing."


  "Even if I did tell them to stop, they wouldn't," said Michael. "Gabriel and Camael are warriors, remember? They haven't come down yet, because I've forbidden it. But when they do come, they will fight. I'm barely restraining them as it is. You remember what they can do, don't you? Entire countries will be decimated. I would think that you, who claim to love this world so much, wouldn't want that. If something were to happen to me, they would avenge me. They would take command of the war. If you think I am cruel, you would not like to see what they can do."


  "If you're the Creator," I said, "how could anything possibly happen to you?"


  "Things do happen, don't they, brother?" said Michael, not taking his eyes from Sam. "You don't remember, do you?"


  "Remember what?" said Sam.


  Michael clucked his tongue. "Pity. You were there. Don't you think it odd that you don't remember? That we all remember the Creator, but you are unable to? Curious, isn't it?"


  Sasha was fumbling for something next to me but I didn't look. I eased my way down the rubble where I'd been frozen, watching the exchange. I went to stand beside Sam. "What did you do, Michael?" I said. I looked at Sam. His face was inscrutable, but I thought I could feel his confusion. His realization.


  "I have a little skill with minds," said Michael. "It's why dear Natalie and I got along so well. For a time at least. Poor Samael was so trusting. When he went to go live in the world, I had some conditions. Did he tell you?"


  "Yes," I said. "You changed him. He can't walk in the world unless he looks like this." I gestured at Sam. "Unless he's frightening."


  "There is that, yes," said Michael. "But I took something of his as well. Well, more like I hid it. He's had it all along. The memories. If he was living in the world, I didn't want him to..." Michael suddenly looked around at the faces staring at him. He'd gotten carried away, forgetting what he was doing. "The Creator is dead," he said loudly. "I am the replacement." Michael crouched low towards Sam. I could hear him but just barely. "Do you want to know what I took from you, Samael?" said Michael, a cruel glint in his eye. "Perhaps I will give it to you. Just so you know what to miss. I could make you grieve the Creator's absence all over again."


  "I don't want it," said Sam. "Just stop this, and we'll never speak of it again. Lucifer is loosing the Scourges. Stop this and you can continue to rule Briah."


  "I can rule Briah anyway," said Michael. "The Scourges couldn't touch an Arch. Do you think they'll take her?" Sam looked at me. "Do you still not know what she is? It would be a gamble to find out that you started all this for her, only to have her taken from you."


  "I'll only tell you one more time," said Sam. "Stop this now."


  Michael smiled and held up his hand. Something sparked there. He grabbed Sam's arm and Sam gasped and arched his back. He fell to the ground and looked to be having a seizure. I went to his side. "What the hell did you do to him?" I said, narrowing my eyes at Michael.


  "I only gave him back what he lost."


  "What's wrong with him?" I said.


  "He's remembering," said Michael. He smiled again. "A gift from brother to brother."


  I stood up. "Make it stop," I said. I felt the white fire inside me burning. It was hurting me, but I wanted it to. I wanted to burn again. I wanted to burn and take Michael with me. I suddenly knew I could. If I wanted to kill him, I would be able to. I was strong. Stronger than anyone knew. I held my own arms out as he had done when he had floated to Earth. White mist curled out of my hands and wrapped around my arms and around my neck and torso.


  "Niki, no," said Sam through clenched teeth on the ground. I was breathing hard. I could feel my eyes burning like they were on fire. I could do it. I could kill him. I could hear Sam scrambling to his feet behind me. I felt the power inside me bubbling up, growing hotter and hotter until I felt as though I was going to scream.


  "You didn't have to kill her," I said, my voice strange in my ears.


  "Who?" said Michael. He frowned when he looked at me. He was surprised.


  "My sister," I said through gritted teeth.


  "And my daughter," said a voice beside me. It was Sasha. He had one of the large, strange-looking guns I'd seen the Hellions using.


  Michael laughed, but kept glancing at me nervously. I saw that Mastema was standing behind Sasha, his arms behind his back.


  "Did your girl not tell you?" Michael said. "You can't kill me with a mere gun."


  "The gun is just to stun you," said Sasha. My friend here has something else to use on you." Mastema pulled out a wicked-looking knife. It looked like a hunting knife that was about ten times too big. It was designed to cut things open. I didn't want to think about what.


  "Niki," said Sam. He had gotten to his feet and was leaning heavily on his knees, his hands braced on his thighs. "Let Sasha do it. Please."


  "I know what I'm doing," I said.


  "No, you don't." Sam started coughing, the exertion from talking seeming to tax him. But before Sam could say another word, there was a deafening explosion next to me. Sasha's gun was smoking, but Michael didn't fall. In fact, Michael was smiling again. Sasha looked at me, his face full of surprise.


  "Surely you knew I would take precautions, didn't you?" said Michael. "Protection spells, old man. An old Summoner like you should have thought of that. The only reason the girl got me was because my powers don't work in Limbo."


  Sasha was holding a hand to his stomach. He shook his head at me. A red stain was spreading from under his hand.


  "Sasha?" I said. The demons were becoming restless behind us. Mastema stepped out to assess the situation. He saw the blood and narrowed his eyes, his hands tightening on the knife. He looked at Michael who was looking at Sasha with a mixture of satisfaction and pity. Slowly, easily, Michael reached his arm over his opposite shoulder.


  "Briahne scum," Mastema growled, icy hatred in his voice. "I'll slice those wings off your back." The big demon lunged for Michael, but not fast enough. Michael was bringing the flaming sword out as Mastema was thrusting with the knife toward's Michael's belly. Halfway, the demon dropped the knife as a flame emerged from his back. Black blood spurted from his mouth. Michael twisted the sword violently and Mastema spasmed.


  With a grunt, Michael pulled the blade out of the demon. He examined it, then turned his gaze on Sasha. "And now you," he said his lip curling. Faster than I could see, so fast it was a blur, Michael raised the sword and brought it down with force onto Sasha's gray head.


  I didn't understand what was happening. Sasha fell. I couldn't understand why. Michael was standing a good two paces away from us. Until Michael smiled. And then I knew. I remembered how fast the Arches could move. I remembered the angelwine. But by the time I knew what Michael had done, it was too late.


  I screamed. I couldn't stop screaming. I fell to my knees by my father. I tried to take his face in my hands. I tried to hold onto him, but his body fell apart into two symmetrical pieces. The street was flooded with blood. I was soaked in it. I held my hands out and they were dark red, even through the white mist that was growing stronger inside me. Someone else was screaming, too. More than one person. But I could hear very little but the pounding in my ears. I looked down at Sasha. He was a mess of guts and blood and blackened, charred meat. I tried to see his face, just to see it one more time. I had to see his face again. But I couldn't find it. There was too much blood. He was covered in it. I was covered in it, too.


  A spirit hovered over me. Sasha. "Do it, Nikita," he said. "Finish him."


  A sob rose in my throat. Something so deep I couldn't even believe it came from me. My father was dead. My body shook. I thought it was from the sobbing, but I wasn't crying any more. I was standing, though I didn't remember getting up. I looked down at Sasha. It wasn't supposed to happen this way. He was supposed to talk to me one last time before he faded away. Like the movies. He was supposed to tell me he loved me one more time. I was supposed to be able to say goodbye. Instead my father was a pile of gore on the dirty street. And I wasn't shaking from crying. I wasn't crying. I was shaking from the force inside me. It was throbbing and pounding behind my eyes, in my ears, in my belly, my groin. My hands felt heavy and large. Rays of light shot from my fingertips. The power was growing bigger than could be contained.


  Someone was still screaming. All I could see was Michael. He wasn't smiling any longer. He had his sword raised towards me, but he was backing away. He was afraid. I had never been so pleased to see someone terrified. He knew this was the end. The only thing between him and death was the power I was barely holding inside myself.


  I let go.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  For a heartbeat I went blind. I felt the power leaving my body like an atomic bomb. I was exploding. I could feel every cell and bit of energy colliding into each other. I had never felt such pain, but I didn't utter a sound. The power pushed its way through my bones and my organs and my skin, splitting me in two. Or so it felt. I let it go and the light was so bright that it was like a star reaching supernova. Only I was the star.


  I had no control over my body any longer. I arched my back and the power tore through my heart and shone through my chest. I could still see Michael. His mouth was an O of sheer terror. He had dropped his sword and the flame began melting the asphalt. His eyes were wide. He fell to the ground and his lips formed a word. I thought of Natalie. I thought of Sasha. And I forced the power towards him.


  The white fire all around me rose into the air where it hovered for a moment, coalescing into a giant ball that writhed and pulsated with an electric fire. It was so bright it hurt me to look at it, but I forced myself. I knew in that instant that I could do anything. I could know anything. I pushed it towards Michael. He had to pay.


  The ball spread out into the air into a flat disc, the energy flickering through it. The edges seemed twitchy, like the energy itself longed to be free. Michael was screaming now. I almost stopped. But the smell of Sasha's burning flesh was still in my nostrils. I couldn't breathe, couldn't speak, couldn't scream. And then the energy sped out from itself. It raced towards Michael, burning a path to him on one side, the rest of the energy spreading out, filling the air with itself. It hovered overhead like a writhing blanket. One more second and it would all be over. It was waiting. Waiting for me, I realized. It needed me to tell it what to do. I looked at Michael again. And let it go.


  It hurtled down through the air, pulsating, undoing the very matter of the buildings as it went. Undoing the air. Unraveling the world. It was almost on us. Michael only stared at it coming closer and closer.


  And then everything stopped. I blinked my eyes. Michael was frozen in terrified amazement. The power hovering in the air had frozen. It wasn't pulsating and flickering any longer. It had just stopped. I looked around. There were people around us, paused in mid-run, panic-stricken expressions on their faces. The demons that Sasha had brought with him were running, jumping, their faces fixed in looks of rage. They weren't running away, though. They were bounding around me towards the place where Michael lay. I touched one of them. He was alive, warm, but unmoving. I turned around and found Sam.


  He walked towards me, and he looked like himself. No robes and death-mask, just Sam. I couldn't decipher his expression.


  "What is this?" I said.


  "This is what I can do," said Sam.


  "But I thought---"


  "That it was forbidden?" said Sam. "It most certainly is. But what does it matter anymore? Look around. You're unmaking the world, Niki."


  "What?"


  "Your power, I didn't know what it was before. I didn't remember. I don't know how Michael hid it from me. But when he gave my memories back, I remembered. I remembered the Creator. The smell of him, the feeling of being around him. The power of him. So fresh in my memory. Maybe that's why my brothers didn't recognize it in you. They've lived so much since being with the Creator. They've forgotten what it feels like. But when I remembered, it was like yesterday. And then I recognized your power. I still don't know what you are, Niki, but I know what it is inside of you."


  "What is it?" I said.


  "You hold the power of the Creator," said Sam. "And you're about to destroy the world."


  I couldn't wrap my mind around what Sam was saying. "I don't understand," I said.


  "Neither do I," said Sam. "Not really. But I'm beginning to. This power that is in you, it should have killed you. I don't know how it got inside of you, but you have to keep it there until we find the Creator."


  "It's pointless," I said. "We don't know where he is. Time is almost up. We haven't even started looking for him."


  "Do you see what's happened?" said Sam. "I've stopped time."


  I looked around. The frozen faces afraid of what I'd done. Afraid of dying. "Sam, isn't this---what did you call it?---breaking your Sacred Law?"


  He nodded, his eyes so tired. And something else. A deep sadness.


  "You stopped time," I said. "You could have stopped it before. You could have saved my family."


  "Yes," said Sam. "I could have saved them."


  "Why didn't you, Sam?" I said. I felt weak. Limp. I wasn't angry at him. I felt broken. I remembered something Natalie had said to me once, when we first met. You're put back together, but only just. I felt shattered now, my pieces ground down to grains of sand so small that it would take a miracle to put me back together.


  Sam nodded. "I should have," he said. "But I thought I could save everyone. I thought I could save you."


  "I am not important," I said. My face was wet and I realized it was from tears. I never cried and it made me angry that he had made me. "Why would you risk the world for one person?" I said.


  "You'd do the same for Sofi," he said.


  "Not the whole world, Sam," I said. "I wouldn't do that."


  "Wouldn't you?" he said. He shook his head. "It doesn't matter. There is a price that I will have to pay for using this power. I told you it was forbidden."


  "Price?" I said, remembering. "Unmaking?"


  "If I use this power in the world," he said, his voice heavy, "I will no longer exist." He sat down and buried his face in his hands. I knelt down next to him. He lowered his hands and I saw how haggard his face looked. "Do you care for me, Niki?" he said.


  The question caught me by surprise. "What?" I said.


  "I would do anything for you. I have done. I would give you anything it was in my power to give you. Even if you hated me, I would still feel what I feel."


  "Sam," I said. "This isn't the right time. Why don't we talk about this when all this is over?"


  Sam shook his head. "There is no after," he said. "Not for me. Not anymore."


  "What do you mean? This can't really be true. You won't really stop existing. How is that possible?"


  "Just please tell me," he said. "Do you feel anything for me?"


  I looked at his face. I couldn't tell him. There was an ache inside me that he had caused. An ache in my chest that I usually ignored. It had been easy with the power burning inside me. But it wasn't in me right now and I felt hollowed out and left only with the ache that grew stronger as I looked on this man. This kind man that had brought me back from the dead. The man that had stopped time for a world that he didn't even belong to. He couldn't even walk here without being feared. I forced myself to speak. I had never been good at love. I had tried to love Eli, and thought I had loved him. But compared to Sam, what I had felt for Eli had been small and without form.


  "Yes," I finally got out. "Yes, Sam. I feel something."


  "I want the truth," he said.


  "Me too," I said. "I'm just not good at this. Why are you doing this? Why is there no after?"


  Sam's eyes were red. He shook his head. "I am older than I even know," he said. "And I have never been in love. Isn't that strange? I have been in this world as long as humans have existed. You'd think I would have found someone to love. Well, I have now, and it's destroyed the world. It's going to destroy me, too."


  "Why?" I said, my voice a whisper.


  "Why do I love you?" said Sam. "I thought we'd been over that. There's no point in asking why."


  "Why is it destroying you?" I said. My hands shook.


  "Do you love me?" Sam said.


  "What difference does it make?" I said.


  "It's important, Niki," said Sam. "I need to know. Do you love me? It's all right if you don't. I just need to know."


  "Yes," I said. I couldn't meet his eyes. "Goddamn it, Sam."


  I felt his hot hands on my face and he kissed me. He drew back after only seconds, his dark eyes looking into mine. "As soon as I lift this," he said, "I won't exist."


  "No," I said, my voice thick, pleading. "Sam, no. Stop it. It's just a story. It can't really be true."


  "It's done," he said. "It had to be done."


  "It's my fault," I said. I put my hand over my mouth to stop the sob I felt coming to the surface.


  He put his arms around me. "No," he said. "It's not your fault. You never asked for this power. No one knew what it was. I don't know how it got inside you, but it's not your fault, Niki."


  The entire world was frozen in time. I had used my power to begin to unravel it. But I had no control. I let Sam hold me while the sobs racked my body. I cried for Sasha and Natalie. I cried for falling in love with Sam. I cried because I was going to lose him. And I cried for myself. For all that I had lost. After a long time I was still.


  "I'm sorry, Niki," Sam said. "We have to get this power back inside of you. I can only hold it for so long. It's better contained with you holding it."


  I nodded and sat up. I wiped my face with the palm of my hand. "Okay," I said, my voice small.


  "Are you strong enough?" Sam said.


  "No," I said. "But I never was."


  "That's as far from the truth as it's possible to be," he said. He stood and took my arm, helping me up. "Can you pull it back?" he said.


  I closed my eyes and focused on pulling the white fire back inside of me. I looked up at the sky. I narrowed my eyes and pushed all other thoughts out of my head besides the need to pull back the power. The brightness twitched, but otherwise didn't move. I tried again. It moved slightly. I looked at Sam. I don't know if I'm strong enough," I said. He came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. I felt something odd and cold seeping into me through his fingers.


  "Try again," he whispered. I felt less drained. I felt strong and alive. I focused on the emptiness in my chest and with an inward pull I felt the power moving. It reached for me as I pulled it. With a ripping, tearing feeling that was too deep to even begin to feel pain, I felt it filling me up again, dancing, boiling inside of me like it had always been there. My eyes filled with white again. I gasped as the last of it hurtled into my body. I felt the pain then, but I didn't cry out. I doubled up until it had passed. I stood up after a moment, shaky, but strong.


  Sam was looking at me. Something passed in his eyes.


  "Can we just stay this way?" I said. "Can you stop the world forever?"


  "Would you want me to?" he said.


  "It's better than the alternative," I said.


  "Niki," he said. "I don't know how long you can hold that power. Eventually it will kill you."


  "Maybe it won't," I said.


  "It's the power of the Creator," he said. "No being could hold it for long without it consuming them. I'm surprised you've lasted this long."


  "Sam, I don't want you to go."


  "There's nothing either one of us can do about that. Now let's go set the world right."


  "Screw the world," I said.


  "Well, we can at least save the people from the Scourges."


  "What if there's no one left?" I said. "How do we even know that Michael hasn't killed everyone outside of the city?"


  "I would know," he said. "Remember? Sofi and Bobby are still alive," he said.


  "You've never called him Bobby before," I said.


  "Niki, there is one more thing you need to know," he said.


  "What?" I said.


  "You must be the one to release the Creator from his human body."


  "Okay," I said. "How do I do that?"


  "You have to kill him."


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  I followed Sam through the streets. We went down an alley, past an angel frozen in murderous rage, slicing a demon's throat. Black blood hovered in the air where it had begun to spurt out when Sam stopped time.


  "Can we save him?" I said.


  Sam shook his head. "There's nothing we can do," he said.


  We came out of the alley and headed up a side street. A group of ten demons had piled on top of several angels. I couldn't see exactly how they were killing one another, but there was a stream of silver blood pooled on the blacktop as thick as my arm. We kept walking. Sam led me around the corner onto another street.


  "How do you know where he is?" I said.


  "I can feel him," said Sam.


  "What does it feel like?" I said.


  Sam hesitated. "Like my heart is breaking," he said.


  "Are you sure that's the Creator?" I said.


  "I'm sure," he said, but he looked at me for a long moment before returning his eyes to the front, searching.


  We walked for a long time without talking. My pants were stiff and sticky at the same time with Natalie's dried blood and Sasha's fresher blood. My feet squished in my boots as we walked quickly and I was sure my heels would soon blister. I stared at Sam as he walked. He didn't seem to notice the world around us. He was focused on the task at hand. What was it like to sacrifice your life for others? I realized I knew the answer. I had done it, too, though not on such a large scale. I had died to stop the Blood. Sam and I weren't so different. I would do the same, in his place.


  Everywhere I looked, I saw figures frozen in the act of fighting. The Abbies were the worst. It was hard enough to see them dead, or about to die, but it was worse to see them killing. They had cold, satisfied looks on their faces as they turned their powers to the business of killing. Most were killing demons, but I saw a few attacking angels as well. One man had blue electricity shooting out of his chest. A young boy stared down a demon who had an expression of horror and black blood spewing out of his mouth and nose. I wondered if I would have done the same in their place. Would I have listened to Michael's voice and attacked demons? Would I have believed that they were evil? Probably.


  After we'd been walking for miles in the silent world, I looked around at my surroundings and frowned.


  "Sam?" I said. "Do you know where we are?" I said.


  "What?" He was distracted.


  "This is where Sasha opened up the gate to Hell." I pointed down the street. "You see? Right there. That's where I killed Abaddon."


  "I know," said Sam. "I was there."


  "Why are we here, Sam?"


  "The Creator is here," Sam said. "Can you feel Him?"


  I did feel Him. The power in my chest began to spark. I looked at Sam. I felt another spark, then another. "Sam," I said. "It hurts."


  "We're almost there," he said. He turned to continue. I caught his arm.


  "Why do you have to go?" I said.


  "I told you, it is forbidden to use the Creator's power," he said. "There's nothing I can do, Niki. There's no use talking about it."


  "You weren't selfish," I said.


  "What?" he said, surprised.


  "You did it to save the world," I said. "It shouldn't count."


  "Niki, I'm sorry," Sam said. "I'm not happy about it either. In fact I'm filled with anger and despair and for the first time in my life I feel like punching something. But I can't stop it. I have to go. There's nothing to be done. I only hold to power to usher souls. Any other use is against the Creator's laws. Against the universe's laws."


  I knew he was right, but I couldn't accept it. It was too wrong. "You can't, Sam. You can't do this." I hated the way my voice sounded. I sounded weak and pleading. Sam shook his head. He looked hollow. Wrung out. He looked away, but I took his face in my hands and made him look at me. "I'm not the kind of girl that this happens to," I said. "You can't just make someone feel this way and then leave. You can't."


  "Believe me, if there were any way, I would stay with you here in the world, " he said softly. He took my hands gently from his face. He held onto my hands and led me across the street, and towards a building.


  "Screw the world," I said again. But I went with him anyway. Past the crater in the street where Abaddon had come and gone. Through an alley where a group of young children huddled, hiding behind an overflowing garbage dumpster. Through a rusted metal door. Down a set of chipped and stained cement stairs into a dank cellar.


  And there he was. A sad old man, going bald, wearing a sweater vest. He was rocking back and forth on a stained cot. He looked up at Sam and me.


  "Can you hear the music?" he said.


  I nodded.


  "There's something wrong with you," he said looking me up and down. "Something inside of you that shouldn't be there."


  "Yes," I said. I looked back at Sam, who was staring at the man. "Let me talk to Him," I said to Sam. Sam looked at me finally, his eyes wide. He nodded.


  "I know you, don't I?" the man said. I went and sat next to him on the dirty cot.


  I nodded. "You helped my friend. In the street."


  "Oh, yes," he said. "The big man." He grimaced. "I don't know how I knew how to do that."


  "Lots of strange things happening lately, is that right?" I said.


  "I know things," he said. "I remember things that happened thousands of years ago. Even further back than that. Memories. How could I have memories like that? I think I need a doctor. There's something wrong with my head."


  "There's nothing wrong with you," I said. "You're just lost."


  "Why did the fighting stop?"


  I looked at Sam. He was no use. He was just staring at the Creator in awe.


  "This is Sam," I said. "He stopped time. He can do that, the same way that you know things and can heal people."


  "That must be a valuable ability," said the man. "It sounds dangerous, though."


  I closed my eyes for a moment, waiting for the wave of sadness to pass. I got control of my emotions. But I couldn't look at Sam. "He had to stop time," I said. "So we could find You."


  "Why would he do that?" said the man. Fear flashed in his eyes.


  "You're very important," I said.


  "If that were true I wouldn't be here," he said. He shook his head. "I tried to find them again. When I left you. But it was gone. Our whole building was gone. I dug through the pieces but I couldn't find them." His voice broke and he began rocking again. "I shouldn't have left," he said, his eyes filling with tears. "But I was so scared. I tried to run so whatever was happening to me wouldn't hurt them." He looked at me, his dirty, tear-stained face filled with grief. "Have you ever lost someone you loved so much that you thought it would break you?"


  I almost looked at Sam, but if I did I thought that I would start crying again. "I lost my father and my sister today," I said. "They were murdered."


  "You poor thing," he said. He took my hand in his and there was a sudden jolt of power that made the man jump back. "I'm sorry," he said.


  "It's not You," I said. "It's me. I have this power inside of me. Only it's not mine. It's Yours. Do You understand?"


  "No," he said.


  "Somehow I got filled up with Your power," I said. "I've been carrying it around with me. I even used it a few times. I almost killed someone with it, but Sam stopped me." I held up my hand and a white tendril flickered out. "Do you recognize it?"


  "Yes," the man whispered. "But I don't know why." He reached out to touch it and the tendril wrapped around his finger. The man snatched his hand back, his eyes wide. "I can remember the world being made," he said, his voice far away. "I can remember the first human. I can remember even before that." He looked at me. "I only want to know who I am," he said. "I can't remember anymore. How can I remember everything else, but not know who I am? It doesn't make any sense."


  I looked at Sam. He nodded. He looked strained.


  "You are what we call the Creator," I said.


  "Creator of what?"


  "Creator of everything," I said. "I didn't even know You existed until a very little while ago. You've been gone for a very long time. I think at some point You got a little lost."


  "You think I'm God?" he said. He laughed a humorless laugh. "That's crazy. I have a wife. I'm happily married. I have children. I don't even go to church."


  "Neither do I," I said. "But that doesn't mean I don't believe in You now. Can't you feel it? The power in me. It's trying to go to You. Can you feel that?"


  "Yes," he said. "It feels like suffocating."


  "The singing," I said. "The memories, the healing. Everything. You left a long time ago. But You have to come back now. There's a balance to the world. And when You left, it started to lean. It's not your fault. But now it's tipping even further. Demons are leaving Hell to come here. Angels are in the world. Humans are being born with strange abilities. Everything's getting all mixed up. And an angel called Michael tried to take Your place. He wanted to destroy this world. My world. The world that You love so much. You have to go back. You have to restore the balance."


  The man shook his head. "No," he said. "You're wrong. It's not me. It can't be."


  Sam came and crouched down next to us. "It's You," he said. "I'm sure of it."


  The man looked at him and clenched his fists. "It can't be me," he said. "Don't you understand?"


  "Sam," I said. "Are you sure?" The man had crumpled into a ball and was sobbing.


  "Yes, aren't you?" Sam said. "Can't you feel it?"


  "Yes," I said. "But he's just so human. Isn't there some other way?"


  "If there is, I don't know it," said Sam.


  The man stopped rocking and looked at me. "Just give me a little more time," he said. "Please. I have to find my family. To explain."


  "I'm sorry," I said. "But so many people in this neighborhood were killed. Your family..."


  "No," he whispered, looking stricken. "They can't be dead."


  "Thousands are dead," said Sam gently. "But I can tell you with conviction that they will be at peace when You go back."


  "How would you know that?" said the man.


  "I am Samael," said Sam. "Do you know me?"


  "Yes," said the man softly. "You were always the wisest." He shook his head. "I don't want to know that," he said clutching at himself. "I don't want any of this."


  "None of us wanted it," I said.


  "Niki," said Sam, pain in his voice. "I can't do this much longer. It's slipping away. If I go before you do it, don't stop. Promise?"


  "Don't, Sam," I said.


  "Promise me," he said.


  I looked at the man. "I'm sorry," I said. "We all lost everything. I was in love. I am in love. With him." I nodded to Sam and my eyes lingered on his face. "But I'll lose him too. My father and sister were murdered." I looked back at him. He was staring at me. "But here I am. With You. Trying to convince You to do the right thing. Because this world is worth more than my feelings. I think You know that, too."


  The man stared at me for a long moment. Finally he nodded. "Okay," he said. "But do one thing for me."


  "Anything," I said.


  He thrust something into my hand. A crumpled piece of paper. I opened it up. It was a photograph. A beautiful woman about the man's age with gray in her hair and a vibrant smile. Two women, young and happy. In the middle the man beside me smiled out, joy in his eyes.


  "Find them," he said. "If they're alive, tell them..." He teared up and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them he ground his teeth. "Just tell them I'm sorry. If they're not alive, please give them a good burial. Please."


  "Okay," I said. "What's your name?"


  "Henry," he said. "Henry Robinson."


  "I swear, Henry," I said. "If I live through this, I'll find them."


  He nodded. "Okay. What do I have to do?"


  "I'm sorry," I said gently. "You have to die."


  He looked at me quickly. He closed his eyes again. He took a breath. "Do it," he said. I looked at Sam. He nodded.


  I reached out. I put my hand on his chest. The world went dark.


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  I was floating in a sea of light. It was like swimming in stars. I shielded my eyes. When I had grown accustomed to the brightness, I looked around. Sam was next to me. He looked at me, his dark eyes empty and full of pain.


  "It's going," he said.


  "No," I said. "Stay." I couldn't cry. I was empty. But somehow my face was wet anyway. "Sam, please don't leave me."


  He smiled gently. He reached out his arm as if to touch my face, but he just shook his head, unable to make the gesture.


  "I'd do it all again," Sam said, his eyes locked onto mine, his voice soft and barely audible. Like a sigh. "I would do it all again," he repeated.


  His muscles relaxed and he sighed as if a huge weight had been lifted from him. He closed his eyes and leaned back. He began to disappear. Not like when the ghosts crossed over, but a slow unraveling like when I had unmade the buildings around Michael. Like threads being pulled from a sweater. A moan escaped my lips. I tried to grab at him, just to keep a small piece, but my hand went through. He felt like tendrils of silk thread.


  "Sam," I said and I couldn't control the sobs that came from somewhere deeper than anywhere in my body. When I could see again without the tears, Sam was gone. All that was left was the sparkling sea of light. I floated on.


  I didn't know how long I'd been there. It felt like days. Time passed, but I couldn't tell how much. I was empty. No white fire. Just a feeling of numbness that filled up my heart and my guts.


  I slept. I woke feeling weak. I couldn't understand why until I remembered it all over again. Sam was gone. I was too empty to cry. And this time I didn't. I felt cold, like I had the flu. There was a presence that I hadn't felt before. It felt familiar.


  "Hello?" I said.


  "Do you want to know?" said a voice. It was all around me and next to me and in my head at the same time. It was neither male nor female.


  "Where are you?" I said.


  "Everywhere," said the voice. "Do you want to know? You have a right to know why this happened. How it happened. You have done well, Nikita."


  "Don't call me that," I said. "Only one person is allowed to call me that."


  "Ah, yes. Niki, then."


  "Thank you," I said. "Where am I?"


  "You're in the Presence," said the voice.


  "Can you bring him back?" I said. "Sam. Samael. He died to bring You back. You are the Creator, aren't you?"


  "Yes. Some call me that."


  "Bring him back. Please. I can't stand it without him."


  "He's been unmade," said the voice.


  "Can you remake him?" I said. "Please. I've lost so much for You. Just this one thing."


  "I'm sorry," said the voice. "It cannot be done."


  The words were like a slap. "You're the Creator," I whispered, unable to summon the energy to speak any louder. "You're the damn Creator. What the hell did we bring You back for? What did Sam die for?"


  "The balance has been restored," said the voice.


  "Screw balance," I said. "I want Sam. I want him back right now."


  "I'm sorry," said the Creator. "I can only give you knowledge."


  "I don't want it. I don't want to know," I said.


  "You will. Someday. Your father is searching for you."


  "Sasha?" I said.


  "No, your real father. His name is Pineme."


  "Pineme?" I said. My mother hadn't been muttering gibberish. She'd been saying the name of the man she loved over and over again. Long after he'd left her. Long after death. I understood.


  "He has been hunted for a long time," said the voice. "But he is free now. He wants very much to meet you."


  "He should have thought of that when he abandoned my mother," I said.


  "He didn't abandon her. He left her to keep her safe. He didn't know they would hunt her, too. He will tell you himself when you meet. It will not be long." The voice seemed to hesitate. "I regret leaving. I understand the pain I have caused to this world."


  "To understand it is one thing," I said. "To live it is to have your heart ripped out."


  "I know," said the voice that had lived in our world as Henry Robinson. It sounded almost regretful.


  "What was Pineme doing with my mother?" I said. "Was she an angel, too?"


  "She was a human. What you call an Abnormal. She had extraordinary abilities. Your father fell in love with her, much as you fell in love with Samael."


  "Please don't say his name," I said, closing my eyes. The voice was silent. After a moment I could speak again. "If he is free now, has something happened to Michael?"


  "Michael is dead," said the voice. "Your father's demons attacked him before he could recover his sword."


  "What about the city?" I said.


  "Your city is being rebuilt," said the voice. "Your kind are really so clever at that. So clever." There was a wistful note in the voice. I remembered Henry. How hard he had cried at leaving. I had been wrong to say the Creator didn't understand my grief.


  "How did Michael do that to...to his memories?" I said.


  "A simple trick," said the Creator. "Michael was really very gifted. But he was so filled with hate and envy. Samael wanted very much to leave Briah and live in the world. It was a necessary function at the time. Michael had to let him go. Making him forget was Michael's little joke, I suppose. He only helped Samael find them again to hurt him. But Samael was always so wise. I'm so sorry. Please understand that I would bring him back if I could."


  I took a moment and the voice was respectfully quiet. "Sofi and Bobby?" I said finally.


  "Safe," said the voice.


  "You said that his function was necessary at the time. What did you mean? Death isn't necessary anymore?"


  "People will cross over on their own. Usually," said the voice. "But when they can't---and that is growing exceedingly rare---that is where you will come in, Niki. You must help them. Help them to let go. You're so good at that. You have a way with people."


  "What if I refuse?" I said.


  "Then they will wander the world alone," said the voice. "There is no one else. You are the only one left who can do this."


  "I never asked for any of this," I said.


  "You still don't understand, do you?"


  "Understand what?"


  "You and Samael," said the voice. "You saved the world and everyone in it."


  "I nearly destroyed it first," I said.


  "You never should have had to carry that power. For that I thank you."


  "Why did I have it in the first place?" I said. "Did I get it when I came back?"


  "You have always had it," said the voice. "I gave it to Pineme when I left. He knew you were strong, even in your mother's womb. He could feel that you were just like him. He gave you the power then when you were unborn. It lay dormant in you until you died. And then, it was not so dormant."


  "So my father might have killed me," I said. "That power could have killed me."


  "Yes," said the voice. "But your father didn't think Michael would go after your mother. And he could feel that you were strong. He took a chance and gave it to you. If Michael had obtained it, he would have unmade the world long ago. And worse. Your father did the right thing."


  "So I'm half human," I said. "My mother was an Abby."


  "There is still a sliver of humanity left in you," said the voice. "That is why you heard the voices that the Abbies heard. But when Samael brought you back, he gave you part of himself. A large part, that still lives inside you. It is why you are still breathing. And you will be for a very long time, because of Samael. That is how much he loved you."


  "Great," I said. "I can't wait."


  "You don't want to live?" said the voice.


  "Not without him."


  "And yet," said the voice, "you must."


  


  Chapter Twenty


  I entered the Deep Blue Sea and tugged at my dress. I hated dressing up. But it had been necessary. I shrugged off my coat and threw it over the back of a chair. I grabbed the bottle of Jameson and sat at the bar, kicking off my shoes. I didn't even bother with a glass. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the booth. Our booth. I looked away. It was too soon. I didn't even know why I was here. I didn't know why the bar still existed. But it did. And it was quiet. I opened the bottle and drank deeply. Today was not a good day for trying to figure things out.


  There was a tremor that shook the liquid in the bottle I was holding. I heard a tinkling as all the other bottles shook against each other. My head went foggy and I heard a rip.


  "What now?" I said. The fog dissipated and someone sat down next to me. I looked over. I didn't recognize him at first. His hair had been combed and hung in a neat braid down his back. He was wearing clean clothes. He also didn't look crazy anymore. Lucifer took the bottle out of my hand and tipped it back. He swallowed and looked at me.


  "Hello, Niki," he said. "Mind if I join you?"


  "Do I have a choice?" I said.


  He looked down at the bottle. "Yes, you have a choice. I will go if you wish. I've come to apologize. I know it doesn't mean much now, but I am deeply, deeply sorry for the way I treated you. And my brother." His voice broke on the last word. He took another drink from the bottle and handed it back to me, finally meeting my eyes. He looked so like Sam. Lucifer was bigger and had a sharper look to his face. But his eyes, his lips, his face. If I wanted to, I could squint my eyes and pretend I had Sam back. That he wasn't really gone. But I didn't want to. I wanted to be angry and sad and hollow all at once. I wanted to cry and laugh maniacally and scream. I didn't want to pretend he was back. I wanted him to be here with me. To smile at me. To look at me with his dark eyes. I took a drink from the bottle in my hand. It hurt too much to look at Lucifer.


  "You could have helped him," I said. "Maybe it wouldn't have made a difference, but you could have tried. You just made things worse."


  "Yes," said Lucifer. "Yes, I know. I was not myself."


  "You think that's an excuse?" I said. "I had the power of God in me."


  "And you nearly unmade the world," said Lucifer.


  I closed my eyes. I couldn't speak. I wanted to be angry at everyone around me. At everyone who was there. But I knew there was only one person to blame. I had used the power. I had been so angry. I wanted to kill Michael so much that I hadn't cared about anything else. That was why Sam was gone. I had done it. Not Lucifer, not Michael, not anyone else. My vision went blurry and my eyes stung.


  "It wasn't your fault," said Lucifer.


  "Wasn't it?" I said.


  "Everyone is to blame, Niki," he said. "All of us. I should have helped. The angels shouldn't have followed Michael. The Creator shouldn't have left in the first place. Your father shouldn't have given you such phenomenal power. Samael himself should not have brought you back."


  "I kept telling him that," I said.


  "What did he say to that?" said Lucifer.


  "He said he couldn't help it," I said. "He said he couldn't see me dead like that and do nothing." I finally met Lucifer's eyes. "I'd bring him back if I still had that power," I said. "I wouldn't hesitate. I was so angry at him. For starting all this when he knew what the consequences would be. But I understand now. It wasn't really a choice for him."


  "No," said Lucifer. "I don't imagine it was."


  "You brought someone back, too, once," I said. "Sam told me."


  "Yes," said Lucifer.


  "What happened?" I said. "Why did she die?"


  "She was murdered," said Lucifer, a dullness to his voice. "I have many enemies in Erebos. The demon lords at the time did not appreciate my leadership. Someone told them about Cassandra. They killed her in her bed."


  "Did you catch them?" I said.


  "Oh yes," he said. "They were brutally executed, which is what they deserved. But still," he took a drink. "It didn't bring her back. It only made me feel empty."


  "Is that why you went to Sheol?"


  "I didn't plan to stay," he said. "But I couldn't leave her. I saw her lying there on her slab and sometimes she said my name. If I closed my eyes I could pretend we were having a conversation. I couldn't bring myself to leave her. So I stayed a little longer. Then I stayed a lot longer. I don't know how the time passed, but it was like the blink of an eye. And no one can stay in Sheol for that long without going a little crazy." He handed me the bottle. "I see him in you, you know," he said. "I can feel him when I'm near you."


  "Sometimes I feel like I can almost hear his voice," I said. "In my head. Like he's trying to say something but I can't quite hear him." I took a drink. "Sounds nuts when I say it out loud."


  "You're not mad," said Lucifer. "You carry a piece of Samael around with you. I would be lying if I said there weren't consequences to sharing someone else's soul."


  "Soul?" I said. "That's what he gave me? Part of his soul?"


  "Oh, yes," said Lucifer. "Quite a lot of it, if I'm any judge, and I am. Souls are where my power is. The hereafter, and all that. Samael will never stop being a part of you. You will carry him around for the rest of your life. And given your father's station, and the fact that you carry part of the soul of an Arch, I'd wager that the rest of your life is going to be a very, very long time."


  "It just keeps getting better and better," I said.


  "I'd like to come and see you again," said Lucifer. "Would that be all right? To check up on you. To make sure you're all right."


  "I'm fine," I said.


  "Still," he said. "I do bear some responsibility. And it gives me comfort to be around you. It's like Samael is still here in a way."


  "Could you have helped him?" I said. "Could you have stopped the war when we found you?"


  "You mean if I had returned to Erebos?" said Lucifer. "Ordered the demons to stop fighting?" I nodded. "I have been in Erebos for a week now," said Lucifer. "The lords despise me and I am trying to rule over demons that would disembowel me if given half a chance. They will respect me again, eventually. But these things take time. What Samael asked me to do, to just go home and order my people to stop fighting, never would have worked. I think he knew that. He was desperate to stop Michael, though. Everyone was."


  "Everyone but you," I said.


  "Yes, well, all of us have to live with the decisions we make, don't we?"


  I looked away. He stood up.


  "I'll come and see you again," he said.


  I didn't have the energy to speak, so I only nodded. I heard the rip, felt the black fog surround me, then dissipate again.


  The bar was quiet. I could feel the souls now. Ever since I got back I could feel them, like little bursts of anxiety or anticipation, and then the wave of relief when they crossed over. I supposed this is what Sam felt all the time. In a way it gave me comfort. But every now and then I could feel one stick. I felt the pressure, the anticipation, but it didn't go away. I knew where to find him, and I knew, somehow, that I could be there in an instant. Sam's power was now my own. I slipped on my shoes.


  It was time to get to work.
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