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Niki Slobodian knows loss. She knows tragedy. But she has never known this kind of pain. After the war the Archangel Michael waged on her city, Niki is dealing with the loss of her loved ones. And the haunting suspicion that everything was her fault. As well as her new duty to help all the lost souls cross over. But when Niki's only living friend, Bobby Gage, comes up missing, she has to take action. She enlists the help of Lucifer and together they learn that Bobby has been tracking Kane, the man who murdered his family, and who is now killing again, leaving a trail of mutilated corpses all across the globe. And with the power to disappear unnoticed, it seems an impossible feat to find him and stop him. But Niki is familiar with the impossible. And she would do anything to help her only living friend. Anything...
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"He spake well who said that graves are the footprints of angels."
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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ONE
"How'd you find me?" I said without turning.
I knew who he was without looking. We had never met and we had never spoken. But the moment I heard the squeal of the door's hinges, I knew who it was. My father. My real father. Pineme. I finished my drink and set the glass carefully on the bar. He sat down beside me.
"The Deep Blue Sea is supposed to be hidden," I said.
"This place?" he said. His voice was low and soft. Almost gentle. "Wasn't hard. You're my blood. And I can see through magic, especially angel magic. Even if I couldn't, I'd be able to find you anywhere. You're loud. Even in this chaotic world I can hear you."
I finally turned my head slowly to look at him. He was disheveled, but in an endearing way. His dark hair was gray at the temples and had been pulled back into a messy ponytail. He wore rumpled khakis and a wrinkled Hawaiian shirt. He looked like a middle-aged tourist on vacation in the wrong hemisphere. And he had dark eyes. Angel eyes. Like mine. Like Sam's.
Thunder shook the walls. It had been raining all summer in the city. I swallowed thickly and reached for the bottle, pouring myself another and sloshing whiskey on the bar. "What do you mean I'm loud?" I said, trying to distract myself.
He was watching me. "It's hard to explain," he said.
"Try."
He frowned. "It's a bit like your soul is screaming."
I snorted and took a drink. "I'm sure it is."
"This isn't going to bring him back," said Pineme.
"I know you're my father, but stop pretending that you know me," I said. I glared at him. "You left us. Right after you shoved some unnatural god-power into me while I was in the womb. My mother died because of you."
"If I hadn't left, you both would have died, and much sooner." There was an odd emptiness to his voice. "I have been trapped in the void since I left her. Since I left both of you. I had no idea they would find her. And you're right. It is my fault. It will haunt me for the rest of my life, as Samael's unmaking will haunt you. The guilt is killing you now, is it not?"
"Don't say his name," I said, my voice falling to a dangerous whisper. "Don't even speak of him."
"He'll never leave you. He's part of you now. I can feel him."
"That's creepy," I said. I eyed him. "Why are you old? I thought angels didn't age."
"We age," he said. "Very slowly, but we do grow older. My time in the Unsung made me old before my time, though. Thirty years in your world, but in the void it was an eternity."
"Seemed like an eternity here, too," I said. I finished the drink and reached to pour another, but Pineme held the bottle. I looked at him, irritated.
"Why are you here?" he said. "This place. Does it give you comfort? Because it was his?"
"Nothing gives me comfort," I said. "Everyone I know is dead or dying. Everyone but Bobby Gage, and he won't return my damn phone calls."
"You are Death now," he said. "You will live for a very long time. Everyone you know will die." His face softened. "I know this burden, and it is a painful one."
"Peachy. You're just a burst of sunshine."
"I know it's little comfort right now, but you have me," he said. "I can help, if you'll let me."
"I'll keep that in mind," I said.
Pineme stood up, his movements a blur. Goddamn angels. He looked at me sadly for a moment, and I thought he would reach in for an awkward hug, but instead he just turned around and walked across the bar and out the door.
I sat there in the silence, a bitter taste in my mouth. I pushed the empty glass away and it slid off the bar and shattered on the floor. The alcohol really didn't do as much for me anymore, not since Sam brought me back from the dead. But it dulled the sensation that I had been feeling day and night for over three months now. It was a pulling in my chest, but it was also an ache. It was anxiety and frustration and confusion all rolled up into a tight little gut-busting package. It came with my job now: Ushering the lost souls over to where they were supposed to be. When they didn't go, or they fought it, or they didn't cross over out of sheer spite or hatred or anger, I could feel it. It was like a damn dagger in my chest, and the only way to pull it out was to go to them. To tell them to cross over. Sometimes they needed a little push. Even if I just wanted to let them be, give them time to figure things out on their own, I couldn't. It hurt me when they didn't go. I could only feel that the world was not right, and that it was because they were not right.
I remembered how exhausted Sam was at the end, when souls weren't crossing over. I couldn't imagine the constant pain and discomfort he must have felt. Michael had closed the way to Sheol, the resting place of the dead, and there had been thousands of spirits walking around in the end. Sam never complained. Not even once. Granted, he'd been doing this job for a few thousand years more than me, but he also was forced to appear as a nightmare whenever he was in the world. That appearance had been part of his agreement with Michael. I was at least allowed to look like myself, though I usually chose to remain invisible to the living. I had learned some tricks over the past months.
Three months. That was how long it had been. Three months of grief. Three months of loneliness. Three months of guilt. But mostly guilt. I spent every day blaming myself, going over everything that happened, as if obsessing about it could change it from being my fault. But it was pointless. It was my fault that Michael started a war. My fault that Sasha had died. My fault that Sam sacrificed himself to clean up what I had almost destroyed.
The numb bliss that the alcohol brought was fading fast. I could feel the pull again. This time I let it take me. If only to stop feeling sorry for myself. Pineme was right. It served no purpose.
 
I looked around when my feet were on solid ground. I was on a narrow street wet with rain. The street sign was inscribed with strange symbols, Russian maybe. Whatever they were, I couldn't read them. The pull was irresistible now that I was so close. I walked toward the source: a quaint little house on the corner. I could see by the streetlights that it had tidy white shutters. The house was dark, but the door was open. That wasn't a good sign.
I walked in and the smell of blood hit me right away. I'd grown used to it, but it always made me feel a little sick. I'd seen far too much of it lately. I didn't know if it was the riots spreading across the globe to protest New Government, or maybe just the tension of a regime on its last legs, but it seemed that all the people had gone crazy. I'd seen three families slaughtered in the last week alone, families that lived thousands of miles apart. I looked around the room at the carnage and closed my eyes for a moment. Make that four.
The small room was covered in blood and gore. The smell of burning skin and hair hung thick and greasy in the air. I looked over at the small fireplace, still glowing with embers, and saw why. What was left of a person's head, lying half in the grate, burned and bubbled into charred blackness. It had been a man once. I saw the rest of his body crumpled against the wall. Even half-burnt, I could see that his face had been brutally smashed .
I made my way to the narrow staircase, the steps creaking ruefully as I went. I could hear the sound of a woman crying. Noting the framed photographs as I went up the stairs I groaned. Happy family pictures. Three children, rosy-cheeked and dark-haired, at the beach, with a picnic blanket spread on the grass, laughing in the snow. There were so many pictures, all crowding for space in the scant amount of wall. I knew the spirit would be the mother. It was always the mother.
I reached the top of the stairs and followed the sobbing. I could feel her in my chest. Even if she'd been completely silent, I could have tracked her from the blood on the doorknob. It had dried, turning reddish brown and flaking away when I touched it. A matching bootprint stained the thin carpet in the hallway. I braced myself before I entered. I understood why some of the angels hated humans. After mere months of working as Death, I almost hated them too.
But when I opened the door and saw a wisp of a woman crumpled on the floor next to her dead children, I knew I didn't hate all humans. Just the shitty ones. Just the ones who were capable of things like this.
Four bodies filled the tiny room. Three small ones, and a woman's body that looked like she had been killed trying to protect the others. All of their faces had been smashed into pulp. There was so much blood that it pooled above the carpet. The woman's ghost was rocking back and forth. She was whispering to herself, sounding half-mad in a language I didn't understand. I crouched next to her, my boots sloshing in the thick wetness. I tried not to look at the kids, but I could see a pink hair ribbon out of the corner of my eye. I looked down to see it attached to a dark braid. It had been ripped out. I swallowed a gag.
Taking a breath and trying to ignore the warm coppery smell that filled my mouth and nose, I looked to the woman's ghost.
"I'm so sorry," I said. "It shouldn't have to end this way. Not for anyone."
She looked at me, startled. Realization filled her eyes. They always knew me. I didn't need a death-mask for them to know who I was. She shook her head and words tumbled rapidly from her mouth, so fast I couldn't even make out the syllables. Then she closed her eyes and started whispering again. I realized she was praying. It would be a relief for her. She would never forget any of this, but at least I could bring her some small amount of peace.
I reached out my hand and touched her lightly on the shoulder. She was still praying as she went, becoming a series of whirlwinds that would be invisible to any human but me. I closed my eyes at the thought. I wasn't human anymore. I was as far from human as it was possible to be. I was Death.
 
I had some catching up to do after my little respite of whiskey at the Deep Blue Sea. A pair of teenage kids who looked like brother and sister crashed their SUV into a tree. Their dead bodies reeked of alcohol. The girl's ghost just shook her head at me, uncomprehending.
"Is that it?" said the boy in a panicky voice. "Is that all we get?"
"I'm sorry," I said. "No one gets a do-over." Except for me. But I couldn't tell him that.
"Shit," he said.
An old man in a stone cottage stared vacantly at an old woman asleep in a rocking chair. His body slumped, not yet discovered, next to a coal-burning stove. He reached out to touch the woman's wispy white hair that fell down her shoulders. He looked up at me when I came in.
"Who will care for my Maggie?" he said, in a gravelly brogue. "She'll die without me."
"You'll soon be together again," I said gently. That seemed to give him comfort and he almost smiled as he crossed over.
The feeling was starting to dissipate. The pain was receding with each soul that I helped. I was nearly done for the night, I could feel it. It would be nice to tumble into bed and get at least a few minutes' sleep before the feeling started again. The pain. The pull that haunted me like a knife in the back that I couldn't quite reach.
A man with ebony skin in a ramshackle church pleaded with me in his language. His body lay behind the pulpit with bullet holes peppering his suit. All I could ever say was, "I'm sorry." It seemed so insubstantial, yet it was the only thing I could say. And sometimes it was enough. Some spirits just needed to hear someone else comment on the unfairness of what had happened to them. And if it wasn't enough, at least I could let them sleep with a touch. But each one left me more and more drained. It wasn't physical, from what I could tell. It was as if I could feel each death as my own. Each death was personal. I didn't want it to be, but I couldn't do it any other way.
At last, I found myself at the final stop for the night. One more soul and then sleep. It was a hospital. I'd been to so many hospitals over the past weeks that they all started to look the same to me. But there was something about this one. Something familiar.
I walked along, feeling the pull urging me forward. I recognized a heavy nurse in scrubs, but I couldn't remember exactly how I knew her. She had ducked into an darkened hallway and was leaning against the wall. She had her fingers pressed against her sinuses, like she was trying not to cry. She looked towards me suddenly, startled, but looked right through me. She couldn't see me, but she probably sensed me. And then I recognized this hospital as the one near my neighborhood. Where Sofi's nurse worked. Where Sofi was.
I felt my heart beating a rhythm in the back of my skull. I looked in the direction I was being pulled. Down the wide hall a man stood silhouetted against the window, slouching, his belly sticking out. He ran a hand through his hair. Even at this distance, I knew he was balding, with a goatee and red hair going gray. Lou Craig. I walked slowly, so slowly that the pressure was almost too much. Like my heart was being ripped out.
A larger man came from the other direction and joined Lou. He put a comforting hand on the shorter, heavier man's shoulder. I saw Lou shake his head.
"Bobby?" I said under my breath. I could hear the rumbles of their voices, and if it was possible to stop right there I would have. Anything not to hear, anything not to know. But the pulling didn't give me a choice. I was too close now.
Sofi never woke up. The doctors said it was the cancer, but the doctors didn't know that Michael put the world to sleep to fight his stupid war. Bobby Gage moved my godmother out of the city with magic, moved her whole apartment to keep her safe, and after Michael was killed and the war ended, Bobby moved the building back, too, just as if it had never budged. Not a single crack in the foundation. But it didn't really matter whether it was Bobby's casting, Michael's magic, or the disease that kept her asleep. I didn't care, I just wanted her back. She was my baba, the woman who had raised me. She was the reason I kept returning to humanity, the reason I kept living. Sofi was the person that kept me human. I couldn't think of life without her.
I was close enough to hear the men talking now, I could make out their words.
"...couldn't get a hold of her. She's not answering her phone. I've tried about a dozen times. I didn't know who else to call." Lou's face was pale with patches of bright pink on his cheeks and nose. He shook his head. "The docs worked on her for over an hour. There was nothing they could do. They said her body just gave out."
"You did good, Lou," said Bobby, his voice a deep rumble. He had a full beard now and his hair, usually messy and flopping around his ears, had grown past his collar. He pushed it off his forehead. He had a big bruise on his forehead. His army surplus jacket, which could have doubled as a tent for a normal-sized person, was ripped at one shoulder. His eyes were bruised and puffy, as if he hadn't slept in days. "I'll take you home, okay? Your daughter probably misses you."
Lou nodded emptily. He looked back toward the room behind him and shook his head sadly. "This is going to kill her, you know. That lady meant the world to her. She was the only family Niki had left."
Bobby nodded solemnly. "Guess we'll have to be her family now." He looked quickly toward me, searching the air around me. After a moment he turned back to Lou. "Let's go. Nothing else to do here."
I watched them go, Bobby patting Craig on the back gently as they went. When they turned a corner and I couldn't see them anymore, I turned shakily toward the room. The door was open and I could see her in the bed, the pale green blanket tucked neatly around her. I took a step toward the doorway and saw the blanket covering her head too. Maybe it wasn't Sofi under there. Maybe they made a mistake.
But as I took the last slow step through the door, I saw her spirit, sitting in an ugly pink padded chair, waiting for me. "No," I said, the word catching in my throat. "No, Sofi. Not you."
"I knew it would be you, Nikita. It broke my heart to know, but it was always going to be you. I dreamed of you being the one to come for me. So long ago I had that dream. I had wondered if it was a vision. Now I know it was true."
I couldn't go to her. I couldn't touch her or she would disappear in front of my eyes. And I wasn't ready. I stepped away from her, backing into the wall and letting myself slide to the floor. I stayed there, the cold tile seeping through my jeans and making my skin cold. I hugged my knees as I had done as a child.
"I have so much to tell you," I said. "There's so much for us to talk about. I'm not ready for you to go." My voice was barely above a whisper.
"You?" she said. "Not ready? I hardly believe my ears. Just look at you. Angel eyes. Brought back from the dead. Taking over for Death. Don't look surprised, I have seen it all. Did you think the visions would stop just because I was asleep?" She clucked her tongue. "You can handle anything, Nikita. You always could." She smiled sadly. "Such a strong girl. But sometimes you make yourself fragile, I think." The smile disappeared and her face fell. I thought maybe she would cry. But she didn't. She wrung her hands. "Please promise that you won't let this break you."
"I don't think I can take any more," I said. "All this death. So much death." I felt my lip tremble. "Please. Just stay with me a little longer."
"You know that's not possible, Niki." She leaned forward. "I was just so tired. Tired of fighting this disease, tired of living in this old body. I just wanted to rest. Do you understand that?"
"Yes," I said. "That's what I want to do, too. We can go together."
She shook her head. "No. You won't be resting for a very long time."
I felt a sharp tingle behind my eyes. "Sofi, don't leave me. Please. It's too much."
She smiled gently. "You will get by. You always do." The smile faded and she shook her head. "I'm so sorry you were born into this. You really never had a chance for a normal life. I tried to give one to you anyway. It just never did take."
"It's not your fault," I said.
"No," she sighed. "It's no one's fault. Everyone did what they thought was right. Your father thought it was right to give you the Creator's power. Your mother thought it was right to die to save you. Poor Sasha thought it was right to bring you to me. And I thought it was right to love you. And I will always love you, dear girl. Always."
"How do you know all this?" I said.
"I have seen so much in the past months," she said. "Now stand up. Be the woman I raised you to be. You are strong enough, I know you are. You have to let me go. You are the only thing holding me back. You won't break, Nikita. But you have to allow yourself to bend."
The pull in my chest was unbearable as I slowly stood, my legs wobbly and my throat tight. "I love you, Sofi," I said.
"I know." She stood from the chair and held out her arms. I went to her and put my arms around her one last time. And then she was gone. No sign that her spirit had ever been there. All that was left of Sofi was the empty shell lying covered on the bed. I let out a breath in a shuddering gasp. She was really gone. Never coming back.
I was alone.
 
I couldn't go home. It had been Sofi's home too. We had shared a life for so long that it felt wrong for the world to continue on without her in it. I let myself be pulled back to the Deep Blue Sea. It seemed like days since leaving, but it had been only a few hours.
As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I realized I wasn't alone. I wanted so much to be alone right now. I was numb and cold at the same time. I remembered how it felt to be a ghost when I died, before Sam brought me back. There wasn't much of a difference. Grief and death were inseparable.
Someone caught my arm and I looked up to see Lucifer looking worried. It was hard for me to look at him. He and Sam looked so much alike, except that he had golden hair where Sam's had been dark, and he was taller and wider than Sam. I looked away from his face and let him lead me to a chair, too weak to resist.
"What the hell are you doing here?" I said limply. "You just show up when people die?"
"It's been suggested to me that I don't have the best timing," he said, sitting across from me. "I'm sorry about your godmother. I understand she was very special to you."
"Yeah," I said, my voice a ragged whisper. "How'd you know she died?"
"I didn't," he said, "until I came here. I searched for you and felt your grief."
"Searched for me? Like Sam?" Sam and his brothers had been able to feel where each of them were. It was some kind of angel connection that they all had.
"Just like that," he said. "You have been dealt a great amount of sorrow of late." He was frowning. "I'm not quite sure what to say to comfort you."
"I'm guessing comfort isn't your area of expertise."
He smiled weakly. "No. It isn't."
"Is that why you're here? To comfort me?" He shifted in his chair awkwardly. "Spit it out," I said, my voice quiet. I couldn't gather the energy for anything more.
"I came to ask for your help," he said. "But I didn't realize what had happened until I arrived. I really am so very sorry."
"My help?" I asked, weakly.
"It can wait," he said. "I apologize."
"Look," I said, finally meeting his eyes. It was like a sucker punch looking into those eyes, but at least it distracted me from the cold, numb feeling in my guts. "Just tell me what the hell you want."
He sighed, but nodded after a moment. "Erebos is in trouble. I hoped you would come with me and speak to the lords."
"Come to Erebos?" I said, surprised. "What could I do that you can't?"
"You are Death," he said. "Even the lords of Hell appreciate that. Erebos is in chaos. The lords fight amongst themselves. A rebel Outsider group has been killing everyone they can, and if it isn't stopped, there's going to be another war."
"Outsiders?" I said. "You mean demon Abbies?"
"Yes, the equivalent to your so-called Abnormals."
"I thought the Creator restored the balance," I said.
"Balance has been restored," said Lucifer. "As far as I know there have been no Outsider children born in the city. But that doesn't mean the Outsiders outside the city have disappeared. And it hasn't stopped them from having children with each other."
"You talk about them like they're animals," I said.
"No, you misunderstand me," said Lucifer. "I want to help them. But I cannot help anyone when I cannot even get the lords to support me. They refuse to accept me."
"Can't imagine why," I said. "It's not like the angels have given the demons a reason to hate them or anything..."
"I recognize sarcasm, you know," he said.
"Why do you think you can do any better?"
"I can unify the lords," he said. "Stop the fighting, stop the killing. Families are dying for no reason."
I flashed on the family I had seen earlier, faces smashed like pumpkins. I felt nauseous.
"Politics," I said. "I don't have time for this."
"I've come at the wrong time," he said. "I'm sorry." He stood. "Just think on it. Please. You are always welcome." He reached out and grasped my hand. For one insane moment I had the urge to go to him. To put my arms around him. To tell him everything. Just the contact made me want to close my eyes and never let go. I couldn't remember the last time someone had touched me. I pulled my hand away.
"I'll keep that in mind," I said. I heard a car outside, its tires crunching the gravel. Its engine cut out.
He moved to the center of the room. "Just one thing, before I go. Do you know why Samael used to come to Erebos so often?"
"No."
"Because he could forget. He couldn't feel the world when he came below. Couldn't feel the dead. It gave him comfort. Just think on it."
He made a motion with his hand and I felt an inaudible rip in the air. Black fog crept in my vision and into my head, then with a pop it was gone. And so was Lucifer.
The door squealed open as Bobby Gage pushed through and into the bar. I looked up and met his eyes. His face was worn and pale. He looked even more tired than when I had seen him, minutes ago, in the hospital.
"Been looking for you, Niki," he said.
"I know," I said.
He frowned and nodded, then sat down next to me. "I'm sorry, sis. She just couldn't hold on any longer."
"I know," I said again, but this time thickly. My vision clouded.
"You were there?" he said. "You saw her?" I nodded. He was looking at me with a worried expression. I wondered vaguely where the hell he had been the last few weeks, but the grief was starting to wash over me. The numb coldness in my guts was suddenly flooding over with it. I bit the inside of my cheeks to fight it off, but it was no use.
I collapsed against Bobby Gage's big chest and sobbed. After a moment he put comforting arms around me and didn't say a word as I cried for a very long time.
 



TWO
 
Karen, Sofi's niece, told me on the phone that she wanted to handle all the arrangements. I didn't argue. I had no desire to organize the funeral. Sofi hadn't even wanted a funeral. I told her to call me if she needed anything.
The next few days were bleak and cold. The rain seemed to be almost everywhere. When I was pulled somewhere warm, it didn't seem real. I couldn't even remember what the sun felt like in the city. I was pulled to a place that looked like the French countryside. A watery sun shone through black clouds; a moment of brightness in a bleak landscape. There was no warmth in it, but I could almost imagine the feel of a real summer. Inside, a man sobbed over his wife's body. His own body lay not far from hers. Their faces had been smashed.
"Who did this?" I said. He looked at me blankly and answered in French. I sighed. I really had to learn more languages. "I'm sorry," I said as I touched him. He faded to nothing, swirls filling the space where his ghost had been a moment ago, then they, too, disappeared. I frowned down at the bodies. They were hard to look at, but I made myself stare. These deaths were so similar, but they couldn't all be the work of one person. How could one person manage to kill people across the world from each other? And why? Maybe it was all a coincidence, maybe I was seeing similarities where none existed. Still, something about these killings nagged at the back of my mind.
That night I was pulled to a dusty village in the desert. This time a man and four children were killed, their faces bashed in like all the others. I touched a tall man dressed in white and looking lost and he disappeared. I crouched down over a little boy's body. I had cried myself out the day before, and afterward the numb, cold feeling had returned to my insides. It felt even colder as I looked at the boy's tiny hand, still clutching a small toy. There was no sense in all this death, all this violence. I had been human such a short time ago, but I had never been able to understand killing just to kill. It was barbaric. Sub-human, even. And it was starting to get to me.
A hiker with long hair and a beard fell off a cliff and was sitting near his body in a rainy forest. A woman in her fifties drowned while swimming near a rainy, humid beach lined with palm trees. A Latina woman in the city carrying groceries across the street was hit by a car. The driver and the car were gone by the time I got there. I never saw suicides. I figured that was because they were ready to go. I saw teenagers, but no one younger. I rarely saw the elderly, and when I did it was because someone they loved was left behind. Most of the people who had trouble passing on were those who died quickly and unexpectedly. And sometimes brutally.
I had to go to Sofi's funeral, so the last soul I helped that morning was another man with his face bashed in. He was in his thirties in a small house on a quiet street. It was mid-morning somewhere and the rain pattered gently against his window pane. He seemed to be alone. There was just the one body.
"Who did this?" I said.
He shook his head. "I wish I knew," he said, his accent British. "I didn't know him. He just came in and killed me. I never even saw him. One second I was making eggs, and the next I was dead. Why would he do that? I've never done anything to anyone."
"You're sure you didn't know him?"
"I told you, I never even saw him. By the time I...came to, he was gone." he said. "I work with disadvantaged youth, for Christ's sake. Why?"
I didn't have an answer. "I'm sorry," I said.
"That's not enough," he said.
I nodded. "I know." I touched him gently and he was gone. I looked down at the body. Just like the others, only this one was alone. He didn't have a family. "What the hell is going on?" I said aloud. The mutilated body didn't answer.
 
I didn't dress up for the funeral. I was mostly wearing black, anyway, so it didn't much matter. I just zipped my black leather coat over my wrinkled button-up shirt. The black had been an accident. The first pair of jeans I had grabbed the day before had happened to be black, and I always wore black boots. The leather jacket had been Sasha's. It was too big on me, but it made me feel better to wear it, as if he were still with me in a way. It was probably the closest I had ever felt to him.
I smoothed my hair as I walked through the doors of the funeral home chapel. The place was already packed, people filling up the polished wooden pews that filled the dank room. It had a clammy smell of mildew, mothballs, and furniture polish. The coffin in the front of the room was surrounded by flowers. I found the whole thing damn creepy. Like dead body worship. I saw Karen turn and glower at me. Remembering my eyes I reached into my pocket and pulled out my sunglasses before I got close enough for anyone to see.
As I walked down the aisle between the rows of benches, faces turned to look at me. Familiar faces. Yuri was sitting in the back and he made a motion with his hands, putting his fist in front of him, then covering it with his other hand. A sign of respect. He nodded at me. Two rows were filled with greasy-looking men with cold eyes. Each one nodded at me. Yuri's boys, I assumed. Many of them wore the same black leather that I wore now.
Yuri had worked for my father -- or the man I'd thought of as my father -- back before Sasha had been arrested for magic...among other things. Afterward, Yuri had worked for Naz, Sasha's right-hand man. He had sworn loyalty to me, and wanted me to lead his men doing...whatever it was that he did. After the war, Yuri came to see me. He could tell I had changed. When I told him I couldn't be a part of his organization, he had accepted graciously, looking a little afraid of me. I told him I would be around if he ever needed my help.
Lou Craig raised a hand in greeting. He sat with a pretty blonde girl who looked to be around 12 years old. His daughter, I assumed. She looked at me curiously. A pretty brunette sitting beside Craig also looked up at me and smiled. Olivia Bradley, the widow of former Congressman Frank Bradley. I had investigated his death and saved her life. I tried to smile back at her, but it felt more like a grimace. Lou must have told her about Sofi. A girl that looked to be around fourteen stared back at me from beside Olivia. Her daughter Piper, I assumed. I had never met the girl.
I saw a small group of people from the neighborhood. Our landlord, a few neighbors. They chattered amongst themselves in Russian.
A man I didn't know bowed his head to me. He was wearing a fedora and a suit that looked like something an old man might wear. His face looked young, though his eyes were shadowed by his hat, which was pulled low. Oddly, a gleeful smile spread across his face, revealing slightly yellowed teeth. I looked away from him.
I sat down next to Karen, who appraised me.
"Glad to see you dressed up," she said sarcastically. "Rough night?"
"You could say that," I said.
I felt someone sit down on the other side of me and looked to see Yuri, who leaned in to whisper to me. "Slobodian," he said in greeting.
"Thanks for coming," I said. "Sasha would have been pleased."
"Is nothing," he said. "Why this?" He waved a hand toward the flowers and the coffin. "Is not Ukrainian."
"This wasn't my idea," I said. "I'm not blood, so I didn't have a say."
He looked around me at Karen. She was pointedly not looking at us. "Is not right," he said. "She was an honorable woman. This is New Government bullshit."
I shrugged. "Takes all kinds, I guess." I didn't tell him that Sofi didn't follow any religion, and thought funerals were silly, no matter their origin. One funeral was just as good as the other.
"This is not the place," said Yuri, lowering his voice and leaning in further. "But we plan something. Something big. You want in?"
"This is Sofi's funeral," I said.
"We will talk later," he said. "New Government is going to pay, Slobodian. They cannot do this shit anymore." He waved towards the casket at the front of the room.
"Sofi isn't dead because of New Government," I said.
"Maybe not," said Yuri. "But her life would have been better without it, yeah?" I didn't answer. "You know how to find me, Slobodian. We bring them down."
" I'm sorry," I said. "I have too much right now, Yuri."
He shrugged. "Always room for you." He turned to go back to his seat.
"Yuri," I said. He turned. "I hope you bring the bastards to their knees."
He grinned. "That is the only way I like to do business. Take care, Slobodian."
"Friend of yours?" Karen said after Yuri had left.
"Don't get all snotty with me," I said. "If it wasn't for Yuri, both you and Sofi would have died months ago."
She opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it. The door banged shut as someone else straggled in. I turned to see who it was and was relieved to see Gage standing there in the back of the room, blinking in the muted lighting of the dank room. Something was wrong. He looked even more beat up than before and he moved gingerly, holding his left arm with his right hand. He had a dark purple bruise around his eye and his lower lip had been split.
Gage's eyes spotted me and began to limp towards me, but stopped, his eyes somewhere behind me. I looked to see who he was looking at, and saw the back of the guy wearing the fedora. The weird guy that had smiled at me when I had come into the chapel. I looked back at Gage. His face was livid, his eyes wide. He was spluttering and looked about to explode.
I jumped up and into the aisle.
"You son of a bitch!" Gage screamed, in a voice that barely sounded human. His voice echoed in the silent chapel. Every face was turned to him. He was shaking. He started to charge up the aisle, but Yuri blocked him at once, speaking low, his body language threatening. Gage stopped, but not because of Yuri. He was looking over the crowd again, his eyes flickering manically. "Where the hell did he go?" Gage said. "Where is he?" Tears streamed down his face and he put a fist to his mouth, as if trying to hold something in. I hurried down the aisle and nodded to Yuri that it was all right.
"Come on, Bobby," I said. "Let's go get some air. This is Sofi's funeral."
Gage looked at me through clouded eyes. "I can't," he murmured. "I can't ask you." He looked at the room as if seeing the people for the first time and looked back at me. "Jesus, Niki, I'm sorry. I shouldn't be here." He backed away from me towards the door shaking his head.
"Bobby, wait," I said. "It's okay. Just tell me what's wrong."
But Gage shook his head. "I'm sorry," he said again. Then he turned and ran out the door.
Yuri and I looked at each other, dumbstruck. "What the hell was that ?" he said.
"I have no idea," I said. I ran out after Gage, just in time to see his old New Yorker peel out of the parking lot. As I went back to my seat, ignoring the stares, I looked for the guy in the fedora. But he was gone.
When the service was over, I walked to my beat-up little car alone. I had nearly fallen asleep during the sham of a service, and I still had to get through the reception Karen had planned at my apartment.
"Niki," I heard a man's voice calling. I turned to see four figures coming toward me across the parking lot. Lou Craig waved. Walking beside him was Olivia Bradley and her daughter. Craig's own daughter trailed behind her father. Olivia smiled at me tentatively as she approached.
"Hey, Niki," said Craig.
"Oh, Lou," I said, my voice sounding as tired as I felt. "I'm sorry, I know I owe you for staying with Sofi. Things have been..." I trailed off, successfully holding the tears in this time. "You know how it is."
"No, that isn't what this is about," said Craig. "Don't worry about that. I got plenty of money these days." Craig's daughter stared at me from behind her father. Her dark blond hair was cut in a bob. She couldn't have been more than twelve, but she had a haunted, gaunt look. I remembered Craig saying she was an Abby.
"Oh," I said. I looked at Olivia. I hadn't seen her since that night. Gage and I had convinced her to flee in the middle of the night. An hour later, her house had been burned to the ground. "Hey, Olivia. Didn't expect to see you today." I frowned.
Olivia smiled nervously. "Niki, I've been trying to call you. I didn't mean to impose. I know this is a difficult time for you."
"It's fine," I said. "Sofi never wanted a funeral."
"She was a fine lady," said Craig. "Real sorry for your loss."
I smiled thinly. "Thanks, Lou. She liked you."
"Niki," said Olivia, "I just wanted to give you something." She bit her lip. "I don't know if it's appropriate or not."
"What's all this about?" I said, too sharply. I closed my eyes. "I'm sorry. I'm really tired."
"It's okay," said Olivia. She looked at her daughter for a moment. The girl smiled at her mother. She was older than Craig's daughter, and had a more well-adjusted look to her. "It's just that, since Frank died I came into a little bit of money." She laughed and looked slightly embarrassed. "Of course it's too soon for the inheritance to come, but the house was in my name, too. Apparently Frank never did take me off."
"Oh," I said. "Good for you. You're better off without him, anyway." I looked quickly at the girl. "Sorry," I said. "He was your dad. That wasn't a nice thing for me to say."
"My dad was a tool," she said, her voice all attitude.
I smiled. "He kind of was." I looked at Olivia. "So why are you telling me?"
She looked at me like I was slightly stupid. "Niki, you saved my life."
I smiled. "Olivia, it's no big deal. I just did what anyone would do."
"No," she said. "I would have died that night if it wasn't for you. I'm not going to let you be modest about this." She put an arm around her daughter. "I would have died that night if it wasn't for you."
"I can see you've made up your mind about this," I said. My head was starting to throb.
"I'll just get to it," said Olivia. She pulled a thick envelope out of her large handbag. "I got you something."
"Got me something?" I said. I looked at Craig, who shrugged. His daughter was still looking at me. She may as well have been a ghost. Craig had his arm around her, but she didn't seem to notice.
"I figured you might not take money," she said. "And Lou told me about your bad luck lately. What with your father and all. I'm so sorry about that. Then losing your job. And now this."
I narrowed my eyes at Craig, who found something interesting to look at on the pavement. Craig knew very little about what I really did. Gage and I told him that Sam, our employer, had died. And that was all he knew. As far as he knew, I was just an unemployed detective.
"I'm sorry," said Olivia. "I'm ruining this."
"Mom, would you just freaking tell her?" came the irritated voice of Olivia's daughter. I raised an eyebrow and couldn't help but smile.
"Sorry. Right," said Olivia. "I bought you your apartment building." She thrust the envelope at me. I stared at it.
"What?" I said.
"Well, I thought you might need the income. And I would just give you the money, but Lou talked to your partner, Bobby, and he said that you wouldn't take money. He said you'd be offended."
"So you bought me a building?" I said, stunned.
"Well, I know that in times like these, it's nice to have something to fall back on," said Olivia, uncertain. Her cheeks were crimson from embarrassment. "I had my parents and Piper here. And I thought it might be easier for you if you could just...you know...stay."
"Look, Olivia," I said, "that was really nice of you. But you saved your own life. I just made a suggestion. You don't owe me anything."
"Yes, I do," she said. She wasn't embarrassed now. Her eyes had gone steely. "I owe you everything."
"I don't want it," I said. "Just keep it."
I turned to go, but was stopped by voice, full of teenage belligerence. "Don't be an asshole."
I looked quickly to see Piper, her hands on her hips.
"Excuse me?"
Olivia's eyes had gone wide. "Piper, no."
Piper grabbed the manila envelope from her mother's hand. She marched over to me and thrust it at me. I grabbed it without thinking about it. "It's bullshit," she said, her pretty little face a younger copy of her mother's.
"What's bullshit?" I said.
"You," she said. "If it weren't for you, my mom would have burned up. Lou said you grew up with your grandmother or whatever. So I guess you didn't have a mom. Is she dead?"
"What of it?" I said, narrowing my eyes at her.
"If someone would have saved your mom, wouldn't you want to show them how much it meant to you?" The girl's face was angry, but tears were welling up in her eyes. She was barely a teenager, yet had lived through more than most people her age.
I was silent for a moment. "Yeah, I guess I would," I said finally.
"So just take it," she said. Her anger faded. "Please. You're the reason we're still a family."
I looked at the girl for a long time. Finally I nodded. "Okay," I said.
"Fine," said Piper. But she smiled at me.
"I like you," I said.
"I guess you're okay," she said. "When you're being reasonable."
I took a breath and walked over to Olivia. "Thank you," I said. "It was a very kind gesture."
Olivia looked pleased. "If you ever need anything, I'd love to help."
"Okay," I said. "I don't know how to get hold of you, though."
"You know how to get in touch with Lou, don't you?" she said.
"Yeah," I said slowly.
Craig shrugged. "We're sort of together," he said. Olivia took his hand pointedly.
"No shit," I said. I stared at the two of them. They were the strangest couple I'd ever seen. She was in her early thirties, tall, and had been extremely beautiful when she'd met Frank Bradley. Their time together had aged her, but she still had the look of rebellion from her college days. I could see where her daughter got it. Lou Craig, on the other hand, was a short potbellied ex-prison guard with a big heart.
"Congratulations," I said.
"That's the other thing I owe you for," said Olivia. She kissed him on the cheek.
"Well, I didn't see that one coming," I admitted.
"Neither did I," said Olivia, smiling. "But you can't choose who you fall in love with."
"I guess not," I said. I took a step towards Craig's daughter. I couldn't remember if he had ever told me her name. She flinched, and I stopped. "It gets better," I said. She stared at me, her big green eyes wide and frightened. "It's hard at first, especially at your age, but it does get better."
"Penny don't say much," said Craig. "It's been a hard couple of years for her." I saw Penny glance at Olivia, narrowing her eyes only for a split second. And I understood. Olivia had been married to the father of New Government, Frank Bradley. He had created the Registry, and all the bile that followed had been his fault. And her father was in love with his widow.
"If you ever want to talk," I whispered, "come find me."
Penny blinked at me. After a few seconds she furrowed her brow. "What's it like?"
"What's what like?" I said.
"Dying. Being Death. All of it. Does that get better, too?" Her voice was quiet, almost a whisper.
"I don't know yet," I said honestly.
She nodded as if that satisfied her. "At least you're honest."
"It won't be like this forever," I said.
"You're wrong," she said. "They'll always hate us."
"Maybe," I said. "But it's just jealousy."
"Jealousy?" she said.
"We're special," I said. "And they're just normal. And I think that bothers some of them."
"It doesn't change anything."
"It does if you make it," I said.
 



THREE
 
I could feel the dead pulling at me by the time people gathered in my apartment. It was increasingly painful. Like a dull knife pushing slowly from the inside out. I kept my glass full of alcohol. It dulled the sensation, but I could still feel it. I needed to go to work.
Everything about the funeral had been fake. Plastic. Sofi would have hated it. The gathering afterward wasn't any better. Karen had cleaned the apartment until it didn't even look like the same place anymore. The kitchen gleamed on every surface, there was not a speck of dust on any of the shelves, and she had even replaced the old quilt we kept on the couch with a pristine white slipcover. I think she even had the carpet shampooed. The small kitchen table was heavy with food, and -- to my relief -- there was about a dozen bottles of booze on the counter, along with mixers like soda and juice. I ignored the mixers and went right for the whiskey, taking the whole bottle. It wasn't my favorite brand, but it would do.
Yuri and his men had not come, which I thought was pretty classy of him. Though I would have liked to talk to anyone. The people that did come were a few old gals from the neighborhood, and a lot of people I didn't know. Karen was apparently friendly with them. Middle-aged men and women that talked politics and laughed loudly at stupid jokes. No one talked about Sofi. No one even looked in my direction except for Karen a few times; but I suspected that was just so she could keep an eye on me.
After an hour and four drinks I stood up and walked towards my bedroom. I could at least get a few hours' sleep while people guffawed and pretended to be sad for someone they hadn't even known. I stopped in the hallway and looked at the door of Sofi's room. Clutching the bottle, I turned and went in, closing the door quietly behind me.
Her room was just as it always was. Knick-knacks all placed just so across her dresser, photographs lined across the top of a shelf, lace curtains prettily pulled back with ribbon. I sat down on her bed and closed my eyes. If I stopped my brain just right I could pretend she was still alive. She was just out in the living room and would come through that door with a smile when she saw me, maybe even scold me for rumpling her bedspread.
"I miss you, Sofi," I whispered to the air. "Who's going to keep me human now?" I drank from the bottle, tipping it up to my lips and swallowing deeply. I felt the tug in my chest subside, replaced by a pleasant warmth. I sighed in relief.
The door opened and Karen came in, closing it quietly behind her. She sat down next to me and we both sat in silence for a moment.
"You hate all this, I know," she said.
"She would have hated it, too."
Karen nodded. "I know. But it's not for her. Funerals are for the living. The people they leave behind."
"I suppose they are," I said.
We were quiet for a long moment, the low rumble of voices muted through the door. "I've always been jealous of you," she said.
"What?" I said, surprised. I finally looked at her. "Why?"
She smiled, embarrassed. I hadn't seen her smile in years. "She loved you. I mean, really loved you. She loved me because she had to, but we never really got along. But she took you in and you really loved each other. I never had that. I don't think I ever have." She glanced at me. "I guess I haven't always been very nice to you. But things have never come easy for me."
"Things don't come easy to anyone," I said.
"I'm sorry about your dad," she said. "I didn't know him, but I know it's hard to lose a parent."
"He was an interesting man," I said. I frowned into my hands. "I feel like I was just getting to know him."
"How did he die?" she said.
I thought of Sasha. Of the flaming sword slicing him in two. Of trying to find his face in all the blood and crying because I couldn't find it. I realized I was tearing up. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. "Hunting accident," I said.
"Oh." She swallowed heavily and I took another sip out of the bottle, offering it to her. Karen shook her head and smiled. "I'd be on the floor if I drank that." Her smile faded and she frowned. "Do you think you'll stay? In the apartment, I mean."
"I don't know," I said. I didn't tell her about Olivia's gift. I was still sorting out how I felt about that. "It was Sofi's place. It always was. Everywhere I look I see her." I smiled at Karen's astonished expression. "Not literally see her..."
"Of course not," she said, looking away. She stared at the window, deep in thought. After a long moment she spoke. "What happened, Niki?"
"What do you mean?" I said.
"Last spring everyone fell asleep. For days we slept. Everyone. And I don't mean to be rude, but that sort of seems like your world. Do you know what happened?" She looked away from the window and looked at me. "I really need to know." There was desperation in her eyes. I thought about what it must be like to be a Normal. And for the first time, I felt sorry for Karen. It would be worse not knowing than anything New Government could do.
"Yeah," I said. "I do."
"Well, what was it? What happened?"
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."
"Please, Niki," she said. "Whatever you tell me I swear I'll believe you. I just want to know one true thing. It seems like everything's made up these days. What happened?"
I hesitated. "It was almost the end of the world," I said.
She looked at me suspiciously. "Are you messing with me?"
I smiled. "I knew you wouldn't believe me."
She bit her lip, deep in thought. After a moment, she spoke again. "I believe you."
I nodded and closed my eyes. "A lot of people died, Karen. Good people and bad people."
"Your father," she said. "That's how he really died?"
"He died trying to save us," I said. "All of us. He was a hero in the end." I pushed my hair off my face and took another drink from the bottle. "And someone else died too," I said softly. "A good man. He died to save me. To save everyone. He saved the whole damn world. It wasn't even his world, but he saved it anyway. And no one will ever know it. He was so damn good." I shook my head as if I could shake the tears away.


"You loved him," Karen said. She was staring at me.
I smiled sadly. "I don't know. Maybe I did. It was all so fast."
"Love always is," she said.
"I suppose that's true," I said. "I guess I hadn't felt it before, not really. I didn't think something that was supposed to be so good could feel so bad." I looked down. "I'm a mess."
"You're grieving," she said. She examined me. "Things are different for you."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"I'm not being condescending," she said. "I just mean that it's different for you than the rest of us." I shook my head, uncomprehending. Karen shrugged. "We just go along with our boring lives. We pay taxes, we buy things, we do what we're told to do. We're scared all the time. But you, you can't ignore it, can you? You get shoved in the middle of things all the time. I know you don't think I know, but I can see that strange things go on. And you're always there. And that's probably a very good thing. You see what's going on better than I do. Clear as day, maybe. And you can't look away. But what's more, you're not afraid."
"I am afraid," I protested. "I'm goddamn terrified."
She looked me over. "No," she said. "Not like other people. I think you get sad. Overwhelmingly sad. And I think you're angry. But not afraid. Not you."
I was quiet for a long time. Finally I looked down at my hands. "It was my fault," I said so quietly that I wasn't sure she had heard me.
"What was your fault?"
"That man I told you about," I said. "It was my fault. He's gone and it's because of me. Because he loved me." My hands blurred as I looked at them and I felt hot wetness on my cheeks.
"Could you have saved him?" said Karen.
I shook my head. "I don't know. Maybe if I would have known what was happening. Or if I had understood the situation better. If I hadn't been so angry when Sasha was killed. If I would have used my head more."
"You're hard on yourself, Niki," she said. "I've always thought so. You've always seemed like you carry the world on your shoulders. But you don't have to. No one does."
"I don't know how to stop."
"Just let go," she said. "You can't save everyone."
"I know," I said. "But what's the point if I don't try? What's even left? I don't know how to be any other way."
"There's peace," she said. "And maybe even happiness."
I looked at her and tried to smile, but it faltered on my face. "I just don't think it's in the cards for me."
"Maybe not," she said. "But what's the point if you don't try?"
 
 



FOUR
 
Gage wasn't answering his phone. I tried a few times, but it went right to voicemail. I finally left an irritated message that demanded he explain what the hell was going on. Then I pocketed my phone and tended to the dead.
A woman with long blonde hair and a party dress watched police bag up her remains in an alley. There was blood smeared on the side of a dumpster where she had fallen. "I thought he was a nice guy," she said.
A mother cried as she peered through the shattered glass of a wrecked car. I could make out the shapes of two car seats in the back. Her body lay on the hood of the car. "I didn't even see him coming," she moaned. A semi-truck was on its side in the ditch, the driver crawling out of the passenger window, bloodied but alive.
And then it was suddenly night and I was somewhere warm. I looked up at the sky. The stars were bright and seemed to go on forever. I didn't want to look away. It had been so long since I'd seen the stars. It was so quiet here. I breathed in and could smell fragrant flowers. The road under my feet was red clay. There was a little house in front of me; more of a hut, really. Chicken wire went around the side of the small structure and I could make out the shape of animals huddled together. Goats, maybe, or sheep. The door of the cottage was open and swung back and forth with the breeze.
I stepped inside. A man's ghost was standing stock-still in the middle of the room. He was muttering something under his breath. As I approached, I could hear him. "No, no, no, no, no, no, no," he was saying. It spilled out of his lips quickly, like it was one long word, and it kept coming. He didn't look at me. Warm copper filled my mouth, and I looked around.
A woman hugged a baby to her chest. Their faces were crushed, the baby's blood covering the woman and soaking the mattress underneath her. The man's body was spread over two other children, but no one had made it. I heard sobbing in the corner and I knew it would be the woman's ghost before I had even looked. I closed my eyes and put my hands over my face. My stomach lurched at the gore and violence and the warm smell of blood. I made my legs move and made it just outside before I threw up, my whole body shaking from the force of the retching. I wiped my mouth and stood up. Death wasn't supposed to puke.
I made myself go back in, the pulling at my chest unbearable. I tried not to breathe in too much. I felt the woman relax as I took her. She looked at me with dark eyes that were filled with unfathomable sorrow. I turned to the man. He didn't even move when I touched him and the one word he repeated over and over trailed off with his spirit.
I crouched down next to the man's body. "Is it always like this, Sam?" I said to the heavy, empty air. "Will I ever get used to it? Did you?" I felt a twinge in the back of my skull, but there was no answer. I didn't expect there to be.
I exhaled and let go of the scene, closing my eyes. I felt myself go, the world turning dark for a heartbeat, then with a dizzying rush of color I felt my feet touch down on the rough boards of the Deep Blue Sea. I stood there in the silence for a long time, just staring at the bar. I missed him so much just then. So many people had died, including Sasha and Sofi, my only family. Not counting Pineme, who was a stranger to me. But all I could think about was Sam.
I walked to the wall, my head feeling light. Nothing felt real anymore. I traced the shape of the Murphy bed that was set in the wall. Sam had created it when we had been holed up in the bar during the war. I put my hand against the metal handle. We had slept on the bed together. I remembered waking up and looking over to find him next to me, looking disheveled and whiskered and perfect. I inhaled sharply at the rush of emotions. At the crushing guilt. I drew back my hand and hit the folded up bed with all the force I had left. The shape disappeared and smoothed out into solid wall. I touched it and squeezed my eyes shut. I was so tired of crying. I caressed the wall where the bed had been and the shape reappeared. The bar had been a part of Sam, and now it was part of me. I could make it do what I wanted. But I couldn't bring him back.
"Goddamnit, Sam," I said, my throat tight. I slid down the wall. "It shouldn't have happened that way," I said softly, the tears coming now. I put my forehead to my knees. "You shouldn't have had to go. It should have been me."
When I was spent, I stood up shakily. I inhaled deeply and blew air out through my mouth. I reached out and took hold of the handle of the bed, pulling the contraption out of the wall. The bed lay before me and, gathering my nerve, I lay down and closed my eyes.
 
"I'm dreaming," I said. It was very dark. I could feel someone standing behind me. There were shapes moving in the darkness but I couldn't make them out.
"Does it matter?" said a voice. I closed my eyes when I heard it.
"Yes," I said. "This isn't real. You're not real."
"Turn around," he said. I did, but I didn't open my eyes. I couldn't. I couldn't look at him. It hurt too much. "Niki, please."
I looked and I couldn't breathe. He was here. He was alive. He looked down at me with his dark eyes, his black hair swept away from his face, his suit perfectly pressed. He smiled and my heart broke. "It's not real," I said breathlessly.
"Just because you're dreaming doesn't make it less real," he said. "I've been waiting for you."
"Where are we?" I said.
"We're in your head," he said. "I've been here all along. Have you felt me?"
I remembered the twinges in the back of my skull. "I don't know," I said. "Maybe. Yes, I think I have. Why can't I talk to you all the time?"
"Because you are never quiet," he said. "You never pause for air. Your mind is always racing around, going this way and that, never stopping. How can you listen if you're not quiet? Besides, the Deep Blue Sea was part of me, too. I'm stronger here. That's why you couldn't let it go, isn't it?"
I couldn't stop staring at him. I shook my head in confusion. "I don't know why I do anything anymore."
He touched me and he felt warm. Could someone feel warmth in a dream? "You have doubts," he said. "I've felt them."
"Still stalking me," I said, trying to smile.
"I will never leave you, Niki. Not until you want me to."
I made myself look into his eyes. They still had the ability to drill into me, even in a dream. "What if it wasn't me, Sam? What if it wasn't me you loved?"
"Niki..."
"I was carrying all that power around," I continued. "All that god-power. Even when no one knew it was there. And you're an angel. What if you loved Him. What if it was the power of the Creator that made you think it was love?"
"What do you think?" he said. "Did you love me?"
I bit my lip. "I don't know, Sam. It was so fast. The world was going to end. And you were going to die." I suddenly felt the breath go out of me. "You were going to die," I said again. "Why am I crying?" I said thickly. "You can't cry in a dream."
"This isn't a normal dream," he said. He reached up and smoothed my hair away from my face. "It's you, Niki. It was always you."
"You died because of me," I said.
"No," he said. "I died for you. It's different."
"How?" I said.
"Because there's something I want you to do for me," he said. He smiled again and it was like he was opening me up. It hurt worse than anything I had ever felt. "Something big."
"What?" I said.
"I want you to bring me back," he said.
 
I woke up clutching at the pillow. I cried then, sobs racking my body until I had no more tears. What did he mean, bring him back? How the hell was I supposed to do that? I would do anything to have him back. To have the guilt disappear. Out of everything that had happened, it was Sam's unmaking that bothered me the most. I had done that. It had been my fault. I would do anything to find out how to reverse it. But it was impossible. He was gone. The Creator had unmade him so that it was like he had never existed.
I stood up and looked around. I could feel the dead pulling at me, urging me to them. To help them. Death, so much death. Sofi, my father, Sam. Strangers that I didn't know. I felt their loss so deeply that sometimes it was hard to breathe. I needed to be away. Just for a little while. The memory of the family in the hut flashed in my mind like an electric shock. The children had been smashed like they were nothing. Who could possibly do that? I sucked air into my lungs, the pressure in my chest mounting. I needed time, more time than alcohol could give me.
"Lucifer," I said to the empty bar. "I'm ready to help you now."
 



FIVE
 
It took a while for Lucifer to show up. When he finally did, I had an empty glass in my hand. He raised an eyebrow as he sat next to me at the bar.
"Been drinking a lot lately," he said.
"Like you're one to judge," I said.
"Actually, that's sort of my purpose."
I looked down at the glass. "It dulls the pain," I said. "The booze. It makes it easier to bear."
"Which pain would that be?" he said.
"Good question," I said. "Can we go?"
He nodded. "What made you change your mind?"
I looked at him solemnly. "I just need to get away from it for a little while. All this death. It's..."
"Overwhelming?" he said. I nodded. "I understand completely. But you could come on your own. You know that, don't you? That you're capable of traveling through the Unsung."
"I suspected," I said. "But I don't think I'm ready. I'm afraid I'd get stuck."
"A valid fear," he said. "Well, there is no time to waste. Hold on to me and I'll take us to Erebos."
It was awkward and strange to put my arms around Lucifer. He was taller and broader, and I wasn't sure where to put my hands. I finally settled on putting my arms around his ribcage. He held me to him with one hand, the heat of him felt even through my heavy jacket. He smelled like Sam and I had to hold my head away because it was so familiar. I didn't want him to be familiar. I still had the taste of the dream in my mouth, I could still feel Sam's touch on my skin. It was confusing that Lucifer reminded me of him. And I didn't like confusing. In fact, it pissed me off.
But I did not want to get stuck in the in-between place. I hung on to Lucifer as reality ripped like the thinnest of fabric and black smoke fogged up my head. We started to spin and everything went dark. The foggy-headedness disappeared and we slowed as we sailed between worlds. I could sense black shapes crawling in the pitch black just out of sight, and the movements in the corner of my eyes had me twisting my head to try to catch a glimpse. But I never saw anything.
When we touched down in Erebos, my eyes widened. Sam had always brought me down just outside of the city. But Lucifer brought us to a place I had never been before. There was rough black stone under my feet, and a polished black spire rose from the ledge we stood on. I could see my face in it, and it felt cold and smooth. Beyond the platform the city spread out below me. I walked to the edge and leaned on a black stone railing that wrapped around this overlook. The city looked different from here. We were so high that Erebos looked like a model, its tiny figures moving around like ants. I could even make out the dark red of Eli's house.
"Welcome to my home," said Lucifer.
"We're in Lucifer's Tower," I said, realizing.
"I thought that would be obvious," he said, with not a trace of sarcasm in his voice.
"I guess it didn't occur to me to wonder where you'd live," I said. Erebos was far larger than I had realized. I had only seen a tiny portion of it when I had been here last. But the city spread out as far as I could see. The red stone cliffs stood like sentinels at the end of the city Sam and I had arrived in, but they leveled out and sloped down and the city spilled over the dark stone in no discernible pattern. The roads wound around and criss-crossed over each other like the city had been designed by crazy people. And even from this height I could make out a high wall that surrounded most of the city. I could tell it was very tall; it eclipsed even the tallest houses. I remembered Sam and Eli's father, Grazial, talking about that wall. It was relatively new.
"That's the wall to keep the Outsiders out," I said. It was sheer darkness on the other side of the wall.
"Yes," said Lucifer, joining me.
"What are they like?" I said.
"The Outsiders?" said Lucifer. I nodded. "The ones that I have met have been cordial."
"Are they like us?" I said. "Like Abbies?"
"You are no longer an Abnormal, Niki," he said. "But yes, I suppose they are alike. They have traits of demons, but some of them are very human as well. And some of them are a bit like angels."
"So they have what? Superpowers?"
"Superpowers?" said Lucifer, looking at me quizzically.
I shook my head. "Never mind. During the war, I saw a lot of demons. And some of them were...powerful. Like Abbies. One demon controlled lightning. Why would they fight in the war if they were outcasts?"
"They're still demons," said Lucifer. "Fighting is in their blood. And some pureblood demons have powers. All the old lords have their own incredible abilities. It used to be the way of things. But slowly demons started losing their spark. They became more brutal and less interested in honing their abilities. The young ones are usually born with no powers whatsoever."
"Except for the Outsiders," I said.
"Yes. I think they are despised because the younger Erebians see them as a threat. And the old ones see them as a threat to their children."
"My friend, Eli..."
"Ah, the wayward son of Grazial."
"You know him?"
"I know of him," Lucifer said. "His father claims he is is half demon, half human."
"He can heal," I said. "I've seen it."
 "I have suspected that his mother was an Outsider," said Lucifer. "My people tell me that he died several times while fighting to become his father's favorite. I don't see how else he could have such a power."
"His mother?" I said. "But his mother was in the world."
"Curious, isn't it?" Lucifer said in a low voice.
I turned to look at him. "Why do you stay here?" I said. "Why do you want to help them? They don't even want you here, by your own admission."
Lucifer's eyes flashed for a fraction of a second, but it was gone before I had time to process what I saw. He studied me for a moment. "No, I don't suppose they want me here," he said. "But if I cannot stop them, Erebos will fall to ruin. The Outsiders have promised to kill the lords, the lords have sworn to kill the Outsiders, and the lords are always plotting to kill each other." He moved closer to me until we were almost touching. He pointed down into the city. "And right in the middle, you have this." I watched the ant-sized shapes and squinted. I could see the dresses of the women, smaller shapes on their hips. "Innocents, Niki," Lucifer said softly into my ear. "They will fight to the death, these demons. They will fight until this city is naught but ruins. This is my city. This is my home, just as much as it is theirs. You cannot say that women and children should not be able to live their lives in peace. I can feel mercy in you, Niki. Otherwise you would not have come."
I stepped away from him. Something about his closeness was disquieting. He watched me, his eyes glittering in the semi-darkness. I looked down the side of the tower, the dizzying height making me feel slightly nauseous. I watched a group of demons far below, a family with three smaller forms trailing along behind, skirt the tower and head for the marketplace.
"What do you want me to do?" I said.
"Nothing," said Lucifer. "Your presence is all I require."
"Fine," I said. "I'll do it." I watched as the family disappeared into the center of town. "There's too much death. Are you sure you can stop it?"
"I can stop it any time I like," said Lucifer. "But this way is better."
I shook my head. "If you can stop it, why are you doing all this?"
Lucifer leaned against the railing and looked over at me. "I was changed by my time in Sheol," he said, his voice more natural than I had heard it since just after Sam died. I realized there had been tension in his face, in his words when he spoke to me since, as if he was holding himself back. "I know I can destroy the bickering. The fighting. But I don't want to be that man any longer. I do not want death or violence by my hand. It is pointless. So I maneuver, I cajole. I argue. I try to get the lords on my side, to make them see reason." He frowned at the ground. "I am trying very hard not to hurt them. When all is well with the lords, I will go to the Outsiders." He shook his head and looked into me, his dark eyes boring into mine the same as Sam's. I fought the urge to look away. "You must understand, Niki, I was created to judge. It's in my blood to want to use my power to destroy anything that feels wrong to me. I'm going against my nature so that there will be peace."
"That can't be easy for you," I said. "Power can be a terrifying thing. Especially when you're the one wielding it."
He smiled drily at me. "You will help me, then?"
"Yes," I said.
"I will call the lords together," said Lucifer. "I'll take you somewhere comfortable to wait."
"Just one thing," I said, taking a step toward him. "If you are using me for some other purpose, I will be very goddamn unhappy."
He smiled. "I wouldn't dream of it."
"You may be strong," I said, "but Michael was strong, too. I have friends who would risk their lives to fight for me. Remember that." Even as I said it though, I knew it was a lie. Almost everyone I knew was dead.
"I have the feeling," Lucifer said slowly, "that someday you will be stronger than all of us."
 
He narrowed his eyes at me, examining me again, but a slight smile stayed on his lips. "I have seen what has happened to you," he said, his voice low. "You burned up on angel blood and the flames took every shred of human with it. It's the reason the angelwine affected you, you know. Your humanity. All that you had left when my dear brother brought you back was the soul of an archangel, and the half that you got from your father."
"Pineme?" I said.
"The Watcher," he said, his eyes dancing. I was reminded of the way Sam and I had found Lucifer hidden away in Sheol, half-mad and filled with a mixture of wonder and rage.
"Does that make a difference?" I said.
"Oh, yes," he said. "The Watchers have far more power than the Arches. You may hate this new life of yours now." Lucifer stepped toward me and leaned down until his face was so close that I could feel his breath on me. "But this is only the beginning."
He straightened, and cleared his throat. His smile disappeared, and he frowned, the madness leaving his eyes. He looked down at me, as if he couldn't understand why I was there. "I'll show you to your room," he said stiffly. He walked toward the black spire and opened a door I hadn't noticed set into the black stone. I stared at him for a moment. "Are you coming?" Lucifer said.
"Why not?" I said. I followed him into the tower.
The room Lucifer promptly left me in was bigger than my two-bedroom apartment. The walls were the same shining black stone of the spire outside. A fireplace as big as a car was set in the wall, empty and dark, with no sign that it had ever been used. Sconces set into the wall blazed with a magical light. I sat on the bed, the softest I had ever sat on. I lay back and stared at the high, black ceiling above me. I breathed in slowly and exhaled through my mouth.
For the first time in weeks, I felt no pain in my chest. Nothing pulled at me, and there was no anxiety or itchiness to set things right. There was only the sound of my breath and the sensation of my heart beating in my chest. I could feel the blood coursing through my veins and the heat rising off my body. I closed my eyes in relief. I could just stay here, live in Erebos and be away from the world. No spirits, no death, no pain.
Even as I thought it, I knew it could never happen. Without me in the world, the ghosts would just wander the world, empty and alone. I was the only one who could help them find peace. I had to find some way for that to be enough for me. But that didn't mean I couldn't enjoy the silence.
I must have dozed off, but I shot up when someone said my name. I looked around, panicked. It had been like someone speaking directly into my ear.
"Niki," I heard the voice again. I looked around the room, but I was alone. The voice was a man's voice. It was faint, but I had heard it clear as day. There was a nudge in the back of my skull. A familiar sensation. I'd felt it many times over the past weeks, but thought nothing of it. But an idea occurred to me.
"Sam?" I said, unsure. I touched my head gingerly, wondering if I would be able to feel something. All I felt was hair.
"Niki," said the voice again, growing fainter. It was hardly more than an echo. "Help him."
"Help who?" I said. The nudging stopped. I waited, but there was no answer. "Help Lucifer?" My voice sounded dull in the stone room. "Sam, please don't go. Tell me what to do. I'm so lost. I don't even know who I am anymore." But he was gone. I sat up and put my elbows on my knees, cradling my head with my hands. The silence, so welcome a short time ago, felt overwhelming now. Like a heavy pause when you're waiting for someone to speak again. But I knew I wouldn't hear Sam again. Not right now.
There was a knock on the door. I straightened. "Come in."
A slight demon entered, his legs spindly and his horns hooked around his large ears. His skin was dusky gray. He blinked at me with wide, unassuming eyes. "Miss Slobodian?" he said.
"Yes," I said. I tried to smile at him, but it wouldn't stick.
"Lucifer has sent for you, miss. He has assembled the lords."
"I stood up. "Lead the way."
The little demon bowed and backed away. I rolled my eyes when he finally turned around. This was the way the demons treated Death: with near-reverential deference. It came in handy at times, but I wasn't in the mood for bowing right now.
"You don't have to do that," I said. The demon frowned at me and bowed again, then hurried through the dark stone halls.
The sconces glowed here too, though more dimly. The black floors and walls shone like dark mirrors. The demon led me to a stairwell, and we descended for what seemed like a very long time. When we finally emerged into yet another black hallway, the air was cold. I wrapped my jacket tighter around myself.
"Where are we?" I said.
"Underground," said the demon. "We are below the tower. I am taking you to the most important meeting-place in Erebos." His voice was full of pride, so I supposed that it was a big deal. We came to an archway and stepped through. The dark hallway opened up into a small room. The walls were just as black, but the light was brighter and warmer here. A large, ornate metal door decorated with strange symbols was set into the opposite wall. There were several elegant couches made of a rich black wood and covered with cushions that were shockingly white in all the darkness. Sitting on one of the couches was Eli Cooper.
"This is where I leave you," said the demon. He bowed himself out of the room.
Eli stood up, looking surprised. His horns hadn't grown much since I'd seen him last, but a stony covering had crawled up his neck and face and covered his cheeks and forehead almost completely. It also covered the backs of his hands, the green so deep it was almost black.
"Niki?" he said. "What the hell are you doing here?"
Eli and I had dated and even lived together before I had been placed on the dreaded Registry, a blacklist for Abnormals like myself. Eli had been a police detective before his transformation began and he had come to Hell to find his real father. The last time I had seen him, he had refused to help us defeat Michael, choosing instead to stay in Erebos to help his ailing father, the demon Lord Grazial. I had not been happy with his decision.
"I was invited," I said.
He was staring at me in a way that was making me uncomfortable. He knew. He knew what I was now, I could see it in his eyes.
"What the hell happened to you, Nik?" he said.
"Didn't you hear?" I said. "I got a promotion."
He frowned at me, sitting back down. "I heard about Sam. I'm sorry."
I raised an eyebrow. "Seriously?"
"Seriously," he said. "He helped me when I needed it. For an angel, he wasn't half bad." He tried for a smile, but he faltered. "So it's true, then."
"What's true?" I said.
"You really are Death."
"Everyone needs a hobby," I said. "Mine just happens to be herding dead people."
"Weird," he said. "So why are you here?"
The metal door swung open and Lucifer stepped out. He saw me and smiled. "Good, you're here, Niki." He didn't even glance at Eli. "Please, join us." I felt Eli's eyes burning into my back as I joined Lucifer, who swung the door shut with a clang behind me.
This room was far larger than the anteroom I had just left. Larger even than the bedroom I'd been holed up in. An enormous table sat in the middle, and around it, demons of every size, shape and color. I spotted Grazial who curled his lip when he saw me. At the end of the table sat an enormous demon that made the gigantic table look like a child's playset. He was even bigger than Abaddon had been, and Abaddon had been enormous. His skin was stony, as Eli's was becoming, and as jet black as the walls. Red eyes blazed from an enormous head, and polished horns circled around themselves in impressive spirals toward the back of his ridged skull. He watched me with keen interest as Lucifer motioned for me to sit next to him.
All eyes were on me.
 



SIX
 
"What is this?" Grazial wheezed. "Why have you brought her here?"
"Niki is my esteemed guest," said Lucifer mildly. "And I'd be nicer to her if I were you."
"I have no fear of offending Death," said Grazial.
"Then you are a fool," said Lucifer. "Think not of dying, Grazial. She has the power to make you live. Forever. Imagine your body wasting away while your mind stayed intact." Lucifer's eyes had come alive again, and he seemed almost gleeful. "That would be tragic."
I stared at Lucifer. I couldn't figure him out. He went from stodgy to crazy and back again. Even as I watched, he changed back to his stiff, calmer incarnation. Grazial was sneering at me. I smiled sweetly at him and he looked away, obviously disturbed. The giant at the end of the table hadn't stopped staring at me.
"Let us begin, shall we?" said Lucifer.
"You have nothing to say that I want to hear, Lucifer," said a demon with red skin and small horns. "You want what has been ours for hundreds of years. You left. You cannot just come back and pretend nothing happened."
"You are correct, Forcas," said Lucifer. "It was wrong of me to leave. But surely you remember the circumstances? Your own brother was involved, after all." Something flashed in Lucifer's eyes, but it was only for an instant.
Forcas shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "That was unfortunate," he said. "But it doesn't change the fact that you abandoned your post. We have managed without you all this time. What reason do we have to take you back? It is like a slave being set free only to volunteer to become a slave once more." There was a murmur of agreement. The demon at the end of the table still had not moved or spoken. Grazial was watching Lucifer with a calculating expression.
"There is no place for angels in Erebos," said a greenish-black demon on the other side of the table from Forcas. "Go back to Briah where you belong."
"You know I have never belonged in Briah, Eblis," said Lucifer. His voice was still mild, but his eyes shifted from dark to jet black, shapes moving within like clouds in a hurricane. "Even without Michael, I would be an outcast there. Erebos is my home, whether you like it or no."
The voices of the lords were rising, each shouting out his opinion on the matter. I watched Lucifer's face. A mad gleam had returned to his eyes. I wondered what he was capable of in that state. I reached out to touch his arm, to bring him back, but was startled by the roar of a booming voice.
"Enough!" shouted the demon at the end of the table, his red eyes blazing. He pounded a fist the size of a ham on the table and the wood cracked. The room was suddenly silent, the lords looking to the demon nervously. Lucifer's eyes had calmed.
"What say you, Lord Ba'al?" said Lucifer. I looked sharply at the demon. Sam had mentioned Ba'al the last time I had been to Erebos. I remembered that they had been friends.
Ba'al leaned back in his chair and surveyed the men sitting around the table. Then his eyes fell on me. "Let's hear from the girl," he said, his voice impossibly deep. "What is your interest in the matter, Nikita Slobodian? What is Death doing siding with Lucifer?" He watched me. I looked at Lucifer, who nodded.
I cleared my throat. "I understand there have been many killings here," I said, my voice shaky.
"Indeed," said Ba'al. "Every night I hear the screams." The other lords found other things to look at, avoiding eye contact with me or Ba'al.
"It needs to end," I said, my voice growing stronger. "I see death every day. Often, it's brutal. I see the toll it takes on families, loved ones, bystanders. There is so much death, so many lives lost, so many families destroyed from these deaths that are not their fault. These deaths leave behind pain and tears and it breaks the people who are left behind." I looked at Lucifer who was watching me, an indiscernible expression on his face. "These deaths, they can be stopped. Not by you or me or an army, but by coming together and allowing Lucifer to do what he does best. He is Justice. He will bring Erebos back. He will restore this city. Sometimes, even if you don't like the way something has to happen, it still has to happen." I looked at the lords. "From what I understand, Lucifer has changed. Proof of that is that you are all still alive. Would the old Lucifer have been so kind?"
There was a whispering as the lords glanced at Lucifer. Ba'al watched me with interest. Lucifer's lips twitched into a wry smile, then he looked away, narrowing his eyes at the men around the table.
"But the Outsiders," said Forcas. "They must pay."
"The Outsiders shall pay nothing," said Ba'al, his voice booming. Forcas flinched. They were obviously more afraid of Ba'al than they were of Lucifer. "We created the Outsiders by casting them out. Your revenge is unwanted and misplaced, Forcas. How many of theirs have your men killed? I'm sure it surpasses any damage they have done to you." Ba'al's gaze moved to Lucifer. "I will support you," he said. "As long as you are on the right side, I will be your ally."
"Thank you," said Lucifer.
Ba'al's support seemed to be a game-changer. Many of the lords groaned, but one by one they looked to Lucifer, mostly with disdain. "I will be your ally," said Forcas. The same phrase was uttered over and over by all the lords until the only one left was Grazial. With a sneer he glared at Lucifer.
"I will be your ally," he wheezed. Then he struggled to his feet and shuffled to the door, his back bent. He pulled at the heavy door, but it would not budge. He screamed in frustration. Lucifer calmly rose, opened the door for Grazial, and smiled graciously. Grazial narrowed his eyes and moved stiffly out of the room. Ba'al chuckled, a rumble deep in his throat. The lords rose, some of them bowing to Lucifer on the way out, but most of them striding past him without a glance.
I stood up and walked over to Ba'al, who hadn't risen. He looked at me, unsurprised.
"You knew Sam," I said, sitting down next to him.
"I knew Samael," he agreed. "I can see why he liked you. It takes strength to speak in light of those that hate. You did well." He flared his nostrils as he looked at me. "You carry him with you. I can smell it. An Archangel's soul. Very interesting."
"Is that why you agreed to help Lucifer?" I said.
"No," he said. "I agreed to help Lucifer because he will do what is right. Too many people have died. And I think he does want to change. You were right about that; those lords would be dead if Lucifer had wanted it that way."
"What about you?" I said.
He laughed. "Lucifer could not kill me. I'm far more ancient than he is. And far harder to kill." He stood up, his head nearly grazing the ceiling. "The will to change is great, but I expect you to keep him in check. Even the greatest acts of will can be surpassed by our base natures. I know that maybe more than anyone." He looked down at me. "Don't let him ruin it."
When everyone had gone, Lucifer offered me his arm. "You did well," he said. "Far better than I could have hoped. I never thought I would have Ba'al on my side." I took his arm and we walked across the room.
"You two aren't close, I gather," I said.
"That is putting it mildly," he said. He stopped and looked at me. "Thank you, Niki," he said, his face gone completely serious. "Really, you have my appreciation. I owe you."
I broke my eyes away from his. "You're welcome," I said. My stomach growled and I realized I hadn't eaten in quite a while. I couldn't remember the last time. I hardly thought of eating any more. I remembered that Sam hadn't needed to eat as often either.
"I've arranged for us to share a meal," said Lucifer, leading me out of the room. "If you're hungry, that is." He smiled with his eyes.
"I could eat," I said.
We walked out the door and came face to face with Eli. He looked from me to Lucifer and back to me. "You get around," he said.
"Excuse me?" I said.
"Sam's barely gone and you're already with his brother."
"I'm not with anyone, Eli. I suggest you get the hell out of my way."
"Do you know who you're talking to, boy?" said Lucifer in a low voice. He bent over to look Eli in the eye. "Go back to your father, or I will gut you. We'll see how far we can take that little gift of yours."
Eli took a step back. Lucifer's eyes were dancing again, and he started to grin. Eli started to back away. I rounded on Lucifer.
"Stop it," I said.
"Stop what?" he said.
"I don't know why you keep going from zero to crazy, but do not think for one second that you can fight my battles for me. Understand? I'm not a goddamn damsel in distress." I turned to Eli who was staring at Lucifer, probably seeing his little confrontation for what it was: a potentially deadly mistake. "Eli, wait," I said. His eyes moved back to me. "There's something you need to know."
"What?" he said irritably.
"Don't be an ass, Eli," I said, matching his irritability. "It's important." He relaxed slightly and took a tentative step toward me. I swallowed and took a breath. This was never going to be easy to say. Not ever. "Sofi died."
Eli frowned, his twitchiness forgotten. He shook his head. "What?"
"She's dead, Eli. Gone. She never did wake up after Michael put her to sleep." I felt a sting behind my eyes and fought the tears that were trying to well up.
"How..." Eli stopped and frowned, seeming to be trying to find the right words. "How could you let that happen?"
"What?"
His face was so unlike the man I had thought I loved. There was hate in his eyes. He despised me. "You're supposed to be Death now, right? Some sort of magical being. But you let her die, didn't you? All that power, and you let the only living person who gave a shit about you die."
I straightened up and hardened my eyes. "It doesn't work like that," I said gritting my teeth. "There was nothing I could do."
"It's always about you, Niki," Eli spat. "I get it. She was in the way for your new career. Your new friends." He cast a look at Lucifer. "Hell, the way I hear it, you even have a new father to replace Sasha."
I raised my fist and punched him. He staggered back and hit the stone wall hard. He touched his jaw, still glaring at me. I stared at him. I had sent him across the room with one blow. I looked at my fist. It was unscathed, no bruises or cuts or broken bones. And a searing heat was running through my veins. Like a red-hot poker had been shoved into my arm. I clenched and unclenched my fist until the sensation dissipated. That was new. Eli turned and hurried out of the room. I heard his footsteps receding from the hall.
I looked at Lucifer. "See?" I said. "I told you I could handle it."
"I stand corrected," said Lucifer with a smile.
"I can deal with Eli," I said. "He's just mad at me. But unless you don't want my help ever again, don't even think about interfering like that. I can take care of myself."
Lucifer bowed. "I apologize." He stood up and offered his arm again. "Will you still dine with me?"
I looked at his arm. "I'll eat with you because I'm hungry. But you can put that arm away. I'll walk just fine on my own."
We walked in silence for a time, going back up the stairs, the air growing warmer with each step. "He loved you," Lucifer said.
"What?" I said.
"Your friend. Eli. He's angry because he loved you."
"What makes you think that?"
"Because love is the only emotion that can so easily turn to hate."
"He didn't use to be that way," I said. "He was genuinely kind. I don't know what happened."
"We choose our paths in life," said Lucifer. "He has chosen his."
"He chose the asshole path, apparently," I said.
Lucifer smiled thinly.
"Just because we choose it, doesn't always mean it's the right one."
 
The dinner was laid out for us by the time we got to the dining room. There was a huge, long table similar to the one we had just left, but our meal was set up on a smaller table near the corner of the room. The square top was piled with food and candles.
I stopped. "This isn't a date," I said.
Lucifer frowned. "Of course it isn't. Why would you think it was?"
"The candles, the dark lighting, the secluded room..."
"Ah. All of the elements that a human associates with romance," he said. His mouth twitched.
"Well?" I said.
"I would never dream of such a slight," he said. "The candles are because it is dark in this room. It is dark in this room because, well, I live in a black tower and all the torches in Erebos couldn't light a room this size. And we are alone because I am always alone. I'm sure you understand that."
"Fine," I said. "Just wanted to get that clear."
"Can we sit down now?" said Lucifer. "I'm famished."
We ate in silence. Lucifer poured a rich red wine. It was eerily quiet.
"You really were quite spectacular," he said finally. "With the lords, I mean. You could be quite a leader if you put your mind to it."
"I get that a lot," I said. "Doesn't seem logical for me, though, does it?"
"Perhaps not," he said. "But logic has no place in our world, does it?"
"Sometimes I think that none of us has a place in our world."
"That seems quite bleak," he said. "Things will get easier for you, Niki."
"I don't think things ever got easier for Sam," I said. "Being Death isn't really something you can ever get used to."
"I wasn't talking about being Death," said Lucifer.
"Oh," I said. I drank deeply from my wine glass. "I can't even begin to imagine things getting better, if I'm being honest." I didn't know why I was telling him this. I wasn't exactly the talk-things-out sort. But something about him was comforting. Maybe it was that he reminded me a little of Sam, or that I knew he was even more unstable than I was. Or maybe just the fact that he was alive and here and talking to me. I trusted him, which was strange for me.
"Every day you get out of bed," Lucifer said. "It hurts at first. So much so that you feel you can't possibly hurt any more than you already do. Sometimes it does hurt worse, after a vivid dream or when you're feeling particularly alone. But every day you get out of bed. And it starts to hurt a little less. It gets a little easier to do the things you have to do." He was swirling the wine in his glass and staring at it. I almost felt I was intruding. "And then one day, you can't quite remember their face, or the way they smelled, or what it felt like to touch them. And that hurts in itself, but in a different way." He paused his swirling and was silent for a long time. He frowned at his glass. He raised his eyes to me slowly and gave me a sad smile. "I'm sorry," he said.
"Her name was Cassandra, wasn't it?" I said. "What was she like?"
"Yes," said Lucifer. "She was beautiful. She had a way about her, a sense of calm. When I was out of control, I could look at her and the world would just fade away. It was agony to be without her. When she died, I had to bring her back. And when I lost her a second time, it felt as though a hole ripped in the universe in her shape, something that could never be healed. And then I went mad." He tipped his glass and finished his wine and poured us each another.
"I did expect to be a more cheerful host," Lucifer said.
"Sam loved you, you know," I said. "He told me about you."
Lucifer sighed. "Poor Samael. We had our problems -- and don't mistake me, they were big problems -- but he was my brother."
"It was my fault," I said. "You should know that. He died to save me. To save the world. He was unmade, but it was my fault."
"I don't believe that," said Lucifer. "He made a choice. If I could have died to save Cassandra, I would have done it in an instant. With no hesitation whatsoever. I envy Samael. To die for love is the greatest act one can take."
"For the devil, you're quite a romantic," I said.
"Don't forget, Niki, the devil was an angel, too."
I took another sip of wine and looked at him. "I'm sorry I was rude to you," I said. "Downstairs. You were trying to help me and I snapped at you."
"You were right, though," said Lucifer. "You did indeed handle the boy."
"I didn't mean to hit him," I said. "I just..." I searched for the words. "I used to be angry all the time. I used to use it in my job, even before the Registry. Do you know about the Registry?"
"Yes," said Lucifer. "My people have caught me up on current events."
"I was so mad at New Government, at the world, at God for everything that happened to me. For everything that happened to everyone. I made a lot of enemies. Back then, I would have punched Eli and not given it a second thought. He had it coming, right?"
"To be fair," said Lucifer, "he did have it coming."
I smiled, but it faded quickly. "I've lost so much," I said, my throat tight. "Everything I could lose, I lost. Sasha, Sofi, your brother. Even goddamn Eli Cooper was good once and I lost him, too. Not as a lover, I don't care about that, but as a friend. Eli and me, we were always friends. I think sometimes that's all we should have been. And now I see death all the time. Horrible things. Murder, accidents, even natural death." I wiped wetness from my face with the heel of my hand. "It makes me forget who I am. I don't know how to explain it. I just feel like I'm lost sometimes. And I can't wish to go back to my old life, because nothing is the goddamn same anymore." The tears were coming faster now and my voice was growing thick. "Nothing is the same. And no one is alive but my friend Bobby, and I think he's losing it. But the worst part is that I can't wish for none of this to have happened, because then I wouldn't have met him." I put a hand to my forehead and closed my eyes. "I wouldn't have met Sam. He was the only good thing to come out of this shitty life. He was a beacon of goddamn hope." I opened my eyes and took a large swallow of wine, setting the delicate glass on the table carefully. I looked at Lucifer. "And now he's gone."
Lucifer was watching me. He didn't rush to my side or tell me to stop crying. He just kept listening. And I was thankful for that. I didn't want comfort, but I needed to say it, just the once. I couldn't keep it in any longer. I took a breath and realized I felt relieved. I picked up my napkin and wiped my face with it. "I'm sorry," I said. "I'm never like this."
"Maybe you should be," said Lucifer.
"Why?" I said.
"Don't you feel better?"
"Actually, yeah. I do."
"You know what they say about keeping your feelings in," said Lucifer. He drained the remaining contents of the bottle into our glasses. He looked at me and smiled, his eyes dancing. "It'll drive you mad." I laughed. Lucifer's smile faded after a moment. "It does get better, Niki. You must trust me on that. It won't hurt forever. At least not debilitatingly so."
"I know," I said. "But it kills me. Not the sadness. The grief I can handle. It's been three months. I'm getting used to him being gone."
"What then?" said Lucifer.
"The guilt," I said. I met his eyes. "Have you ever done something that tears you up inside? Something that consumes you? That you can never take back?"
Lucifer swallowed, but didn't look away. "Yes," he said gravely.
"It's like I can't breathe," I said. "The war, the death, Sam's unmaking. It's all because of me. I know it's not entirely my fault. But sometimes it's just too much. If I hadn't been here, maybe none of it would have happened."
Lucifer leaned forward. The wine was making me lightheaded, and looking into Lucifer's eyes made me feel slightly breathless. Which irritated me.
"Did you ever stop to consider," he said, "that you're worth it?"
"Worth what?" I said.
"Anything. If Samael truly loved you, everything."
"I don't understand that," I said.
"Then maybe," he said, dropping his voice to a whisper, "you've never been in love."
I tore my eyes away and took a long drink from my glass. "Don't be stupid. Of course I have."
"Really?" he said. "Was it mad and hungry and shredding you up inside all at the same time? Did it hurt in a way that made you want to hurt forever? Did it consume you until all you could think about, no matter what was at stake, was getting back to that person? No matter the cost?"
I remembered to breathe. "Of course," I muttered. "Hasn't everyone?" But he had thrown me.
Lucifer smiled. "Then you've truly lived." He raised his glass. "To Samael," he said.
As I drank to Sam, I stole a glance at Lucifer. He watched me as I drank. Was that what love was? The way he had described it made me feel cold inside. Because I had never felt any of those things.
 



SEVEN
 
By the time I got back to my room, I was exhausted. I collapsed on the bed, sinking into it as if it were a cloud. I closed my eyes and, even with all the torches blazing, felt myself drifting off. I heard a noise, far-off, but distinctive. I tried to ignore it, but it came again, a heavy silence falling immediately after. It was the silence that made me open my eyes. It was unnatural. I heard the noise again and realized that it was screaming.
I sat up quickly and looked around the room. The sound was muffled, as though coming through a pillow. I looked at the high archways set into the wall. I had assumed they were just part of the stonework. But getting up and examining them, I could see that they were windows, shuttered up tight with heavy black wood. I unfastened the latch on one and gave it a push. It didn't budge. I stepped back and looked it over. I looked down at my boots, which bleary from wine, I had forgotten to take off. Raising my leg, I kicked at the shutters hard. They gave a crack and swung outward, letting in the hot night air of Erebos. I made a mental note to write a thank you letter to whoever invented steel-toe boots.
The night was full of violence. I couldn't believe I hadn't noticed it right away, but the dining room was in the center of the tower, insulated from the noise outside. I watched small figures scattering, running from a group shouting after them. One by one the runners fell and stopped moving. I heard screaming from further away, and shapes moving in the distance, scaling the wall. Outsiders maybe. Or demons attacking Outsiders. The smell of blood was so strong that I may as well have been back in the world, back in that cottage with the whole family dead, mutilated, their faces just as invisible as the faces of the dead below.
"You can't help them, if that's what you're thinking," said a voice behind me. I jumped and spun around. Lucifer was standing there, looking past me to the city below. "The only way to help is for me to restore order."
"I didn't hear you come in," I said.
"I heard a noise," he said. "I was worried about you." Lucifer looked at me, a wry smile on his face. "I had these boarded up. I guess you found a way around that."
"I heard screaming."
"Every night," he said, the smile fading, a hollow quality to his voice. "The man I was before, he would have killed them all and called it justice. He -- I -- would have struck them down before they could lodge another blow. I would have saved the lives of those that tonight will suffer and die."
"Isn't that better?" I said. "There are families down there."
"Do you think the men fighting do not have families?" he said. "They are confused, some of them. Others are just doing as their lords tell them to. Still others have been cast out of this society and are so blinded by revenge that they don't know what they do. Is it justice to kill them?"
"They're murdering people," I said. "They don't deserve a second chance."
"And you?" he said. "You've killed before, have you not?"
I stiffened. "Only when I had to."
"And for revenge," Lucifer said, a gleam in his eyes. "Those boys in the warehouse still plague your dreams."
I clenched my teeth. "How did you know about that?"
He smiled. "I'm the devil, Niki," he whispered. "What do you expect?"
I looked hard at him. "The devil has never been so merciful."
Lucifer's eyes dulled and he stood up straight. "Perhaps not," he said, the fire gone from his voice. "But it's better than the alternative. You don't know the harm I can cause."
I flashed on the world unknitting itself while Sam and I watched in horror. I had done that. I had nearly ended the world. "Actually," I said with a sigh, "I think I can probably imagine."
Lucifer stepped past me and pulled the shutters closed. The noise of fighting and dying became, once again, muffled. He fastened the latch. "The only way to save this city is to save everyone in it. Or at least give them a chance to be good. Surely you can understand that. You know of forgiveness."
"You're talking about Sasha," I said.
"I was talking about me," he said, with a smile. "I think you have forgiven me, haven't you? For not helping Samael."
"Yeah, I guess I have," I said.
"Will you trust me, Niki?" Lucifer said. "Trust me to do this my way. The right way."
"I'm not saying I agree it's the right way," I said.
"But?"
"But I'll trust you," I said.
He nodded, satisfied. "Thank you." He reached out and took my hand. His skin was as hot as Sam's had been. Maybe even hotter. Lucifer squeezed my hand, and let it go. I put my tingling fingers in my pockets as I watched him walk toward the door. He turned the knob, then turned to me, seeming to want to say something. "It's not that I can't stop them all instantly," he said. "It's that I don't think I'll be able to stop."
"I know," I said.
"I thought you might," he said. He smiled thinly. "Good night, Niki."
He closed the door quietly behind him, and I was alone with the sound of muffled screams. I kicked off my boots and lay on the bed. It didn't seem nearly as luxurious as it had before. And just as I was deciding that I could never sleep with the carnage happening below, I drifted off to sleep.
I could feel him. I knew he was somewhere in the darkness. Shapes moved just out of sight. I knew this wasn't the Unsung, though, I was dreaming. This was all in my head.
"Sam," I said. "Where are you?"
There was a shifting, like plates moving, grinding against each other. For a second it hurt, but the sensation passed. When had I started to control my dreams? I couldn't remember if I'd ever done it before. Then again, nothing was the same. I didn't even know what I was capable of.
"Niki," said a thin, hollow voice.
"Sam?" I said, turning around and peering into the darkness. "Where are you?"
"I'm not strong in Erebos," said the voice. Something flickered and I turned. Just as I laid eyes on him, he was gone. "I don't have a material form outside of the Deep Blue Sea," he said, the words no louder than a strong wind. "I'm not strong enough."
"But I am," I said, and as I said the words, in my dream reality, I knew it was true. I narrowed my eyes at the place where Sam's glitchy image had disappeared and focused on the thought of him. I felt a warmth in my chest that spread, tingling its way through my arms and legs and fingers and toes. A shadow appeared for an instant in front of me, then disappeared. I concentrated harder, closing my eyes and tensing my body with the effort.
I was about to throw in the towel, when I felt something give way. Something shifting, like the images around me. I opened my eyes, and he was there. Looking at me with a shocked expression.
"How did you do that?" he said.
"Does it matter?" I said. The truth was, I didn't know how I'd done it, or better yet, how I had known I could do it.
"I don't know," said Sam. He took a step toward me. "Something's different."
"Tell me about the Watchers," I said.
"Oh," he said.
"Lucifer told me they were powerful. More powerful than the Arches. Is that true?"
He sighed. "Yes, it's true."
"Did you know?" I said.
"Know what?" he said. But I could have sworn he looked guilty.
"When you met me, when you hired me, did you know who my father was?"
"I didn't know you held the soul of the Creator, if that's what you're getting at," Sam said.
"That's not what I asked."
Sam met my eyes. "Yes," he said. "I knew your father. I knew of your potential and I didn't tell you, and that was very, very wrong." He shook his head. "I'm sorry."
I nodded and felt my shoulders sag. Not from sadness, or from the relief of finally knowing. But something else. Sam had lied to me, even when it had been so important to me to know. When I was tortured about Sasha, when I had confided in Sam that I was becoming just like my father, Sam had known that Sasha wasn't my father. And he hadn't said a word. He had kept his mouth shut when I had cried about my worry that I was becoming just as violent and heartless as Sasha. Instead of making me angry, I felt almost relieved. I had been keeping an image in my head of Sam as a selfless hero. The fact that he had manipulated me made his death a little more bearable.
"How powerful are they, Sam? The Watchers. I've felt so strange. Not just the Death thing, but these dreams, and...I'm just different."
"You carry my soul," said Sam. "Otherwise you're the same as you've always been. Minus the essence of God, that is."
"I don't know," I said. "Maybe it's just the knowing that makes me feel different."
"Lucifer told you?" He frowned.
"Yes. Why?"
"Be very careful, Niki," said Sam. "He can be very dangerous. I don't want you to get hurt."
"People said the same thing about you," I said.
He smiled wanly. "I imagine they did." He stepped toward me and took my hand. "It's not jealousy, Niki. I promise you that. Lucifer is...he may seem changed now, but people don't really change. Not for good. If you knew him before you would understand. He is my brother, and I've always been close to him, but he can be very unstable."
"So can I," I said. He frowned at me. "I'll be fine. He's been a perfect gentleman."
"Wait," said Sam, looking confused. "Why are you still in Erebos?"
"I was helping Lucifer," I said. "I heard you say to help him, in my head. Is there a problem?"
Sam's eyes widened and he squeezed my hand so tightly it hurt. "Not Lucifer," he said in a voice that sounded near panic. "Niki, I told you to help Robert."
"Bobby?" I said. "Bobby Gage?"
"Yes," said Sam, his voice almost a hiss. He let go of my hand and ran his hand through his hair, making it stand on end. "Oh this is bad. This is very bad. You didn't go look for him?"
"Calm down," I said, in a low voice, trying to stay calm even though my heart was racing. "What's happened to Bobby?"
"He's missing," said Sam. He squeezed my shoulders. "You have to go find him, Niki. Something is very wrong."
"Wait, how do you know all this?" I said. "Aren't you stuck in my head? How the hell would you know that Bobby's missing if I had no idea?"
"Didn't you?" said Sam. "Didn't you know he was going mad again? What about the funeral?"
I shook my head. "He was just upset," I said. "Or drunk, maybe."
"No," said Sam. "I can't feel him anymore. I was linked with everyone that worked with me, you included. I can't feel him at all. Haven't been able to for some time now."
"So you're saying that Bobby's gone off the rails, and now he's missing for some reason?"
"I'm saying you need to wake up," said Sam. "Now!"
I sat up in bed, my heart racing. I remembered Bobby at the funeral, a look of utter desperation on his face. He had screamed in the middle of the funeral home. After his wife and son were brutally murdered, he spent a long time in a mental institution, and then he lived on the streets. He was living in a tent on a sidewalk when Sam found him. When he had panicked in the funeral home, I just watched as he drove away. I didn't even try to follow him. The funeral was bullshit, Sofi hadn't wanted it. But I had let my only friend run away in obvious distress. What kind of person does that?
I knew Sam was right. I had to get back to the world and make sure Bobby was okay. The screaming outside had ceased and thin rays of light were coming through the cracks in the shutters. It only felt like minutes, but I had slept all night. I shoved my feet into my boots and knotted them, then I rushed out the door, not noticing the demon I mowed over until we were both on the floor in the hall.
"I'm sorry," I said, out of breath. I stood up and helped the little demon up. It was the same person that had led me to Lucifer the day before. He hurriedly backed away from me, bowing quickly, and brushing himself off. "I'm really sorry, but I have to find Lucifer," I said. "It's very important."
"I've just come to fetch you for him," said the demon. "There is a meal waiting in the dining room. I will show you --"
"No need," I said. "I know the way." I set off down the stairs, winding around the twists and turns like I had always been here. The tower, intimidating at first, felt familiar to me now. I wasn't sure why. I found the dining room easily. Lucifer stood up when he saw me.
"Niki, what's wrong?" he said, as I rushed over to him, out of breath.
"I have to go back," I panted. "It's my friend Bobby. He needs me. No one knows where he is."
Lucifer frowned. "Perhaps we should eat and talk this over."
"No time," I said, shaking my head. "I've been here too long already. Bobby's in trouble, and I think it might be my fault. Please."
"I don't understand," he said, lowering his voice. "How do you know this?"
I bit my lip, debating whether to tell him or not. He had been so honest with me, that it seemed wrong to lie to him. "This is going to sound crazy," I said.
"I am quite familiar with that state of mind," he said, his eyes crinkling ever so slightly.
I pursed my lips. It even felt crazy in my head. I knew it was true, though. It had to be. "Sam told me," I said, the words coming out as barely a whisper.
"Oh," he said, his eyebrows shooting up.
"I know how it sounds," I said. "But you have to trust me, Lucifer. It's real."
"I have no doubt that it is," he said, solemnly.
"You believe me?" I said, surprised. "
"Of course," he said with a shrug. "Why shouldn't I?"
"Because I just said that your dead brother told me my friend was in trouble."
"Niki, you are Death, among other things. And you have my brother's soul. That in itself brings a whole new range of interesting things to the table. I don't doubt for a second that Sam communicates with you, unmade or not. He's lodged in your head. I'm sure you must dream about him."
"They're not just dreams," I said, staring at Lucifer. "He talks to me. I feel pain, I can smell and taste and touch. I can cry. I don't know what's happening to me. And now sometimes I can hear him when I'm not asleep."
"I'm sure he's not happy about you being here," said Lucifer, a corner of his mouth lifting.
"No," I said, frowning. "Why is that?"
"I was a monster," he said with a shrug. "And we had a very unsettling disagreement."
"I thought you were close."
"Well, you met Michael, didn't you?" said Lucifer. "Wouldn't you rather the company of a monster? Besides, I had my bursts of sanity even back then."
I shook my head. "I can't talk about this right now," I said. "I have to go, I'm sorry. I can come back if you need my help. I think I can find my own way back."
"Please," said Lucifer. "Don't be obtuse. I'll take you."
"Fine," I said. "But I have to go now."
"You may need help," said Lucifer.
"What makes you say that?"
Lucifer shrugged. "This man who is missing, he helped you when you worked for Samael, yes?"
"Yeah," I said slowly.
"My point is that you have very few people left alive to help you. You may need...what's the word?"
I sighed. "Backup?"
"That's the one," he said. "I owe you for yesterday. I'll come with you."
"Aren't you a little busy here?" I said.
"I can come back if I'm needed. Besides, I like spending time with you. And you may need help balancing your duties. I can help you with that."
I rolled my eyes. "Okay, whatever. But you stay out of my way, okay? No messing around. This is my friend that's missing. Not some weird Death and Lucifer adventure. Got it?"
"Quite understood," said Lucifer. "Shall we?" He held out his elbow to me.
"Stop it with the gentleman shit," I said.
"Very well," he said, putting his arm down. "I shall stop it with the gentleman shit." Lucifer smirked. "I think I liked you better when you were drunk." 
"Deal with it," I said.
 



EIGHT
 
As soon as our feet touched down in the Deep Blue Sea I backed quickly away from Lucifer. He looked at me quizzically. I couldn't explain it, even to myself, but my confessions left me feeling awkward and embarrassed. And the fact that I'd had one of my face-time conversations with Sam just seemed to make matters worse.
As soon as we had broken through to the world, my chest began to throb like my heart was about to explode. I caught my breath with my back turned to Lucifer, trying not to let on how much it hurt. I could feel the souls pulling at me, but I fought it.
I walked to the bar slowly and picked up the cell phone I had left there. It still had a little power, thankfully. I dialed Bobby's number. Voicemail. I put the phone in my pocket and turned to face Lucifer.
"We need to go to my apartment," I said. "I have to pick up a few things and change my clothes."
"How will we travel?" said Lucifer, eying me. He knew there was something wrong, I could see it in his face. "I haven't been in the world in a very long time."
"We'll take my car. It's right outside." It was paining me just to talk. I didn't know how long I could go on fighting the pull of the dead without booze, but I didn't want to drive after I'd been slugging whiskey. Even if I wouldn't die -- and I wasn't positive that I wouldn't, no matter what all these damn angels were telling me -- someone else could. The booze didn't seem to affect me in the same way any more, but I wasn't about to test that theory on the road.
Lucifer had to practically hug his knees to fit in my little car. "Are you sure this is an automobile?" he said.
"I'll bring the Bentley around next time," I said sarcastically. I started the motor and whipped the car around, swerving onto the street. I stepped on the gas and the car buzzed along the street. I went as fast as I dared, and pulled to a stop right in front of my apartment building. I looked at the place through the car window.
"Everything all right?" Lucifer said.
"Yeah," I said. "Fine."
"You lived here with her, didn't you? With your godmother?" I nodded. "Must be hard to come back," he said. His tone of voice told me he was being genuine.
"I'm sorry I snapped at you before," I said. "It's just my way."
"I know," said Lucifer.
I shook my head. "Are all angels stalkers?" I said. "How long have you been watching me?"
"Watching you?" he said. "I haven't been watching you."
"Oh," I said. "Then how do you know how I deal with things?"
"We've spent time together," said Lucifer. "I understand. Why would you assume I've been watching you?"
I didn't want to tell him that his brother had stalked me before we even met. It was still weird to think about. Creepy, even. "I barely know you," I said. "What makes you think you get me?"
"It's not difficult," he said. "We're the same in many ways."
"Am I so easy to figure out?"
"Of course not," he said. "I have worried about you of late, though. It isn't right for you to do this alone."
"What? Find Bobby?" I said. "I've done worse to keep my friends safe. Not that it's done much good."
"No," said Lucifer. "You were thrust into Samael's world. You had no choice but to take over his duties. It's not easy. Especially for someone who isn't accustomed to it. You didn't want it, Niki. And that's tragic."
I looked at him. He looked ridiculous, squashed up in my tiny car, his large frame folded like a lawn chair. But there was an honesty in his eyes when I looked at him. Honesty and a tinge of sadness. It had set me at ease he night before. I remembered Sam's warning, the same warning Bobby had given me when things started getting intense with Sam and me. This was ridiculous. Sam had been gone little over three months and I was already drinking wine and having dinner with his brother. Peachy. But at the back of my mind I remembered that Sam had known who my father was, and he hadn't told me. I was still processing that. I wondered if Lucifer would ever keep something so monumental from me. As far as I could tell, he was nothing but brutally honest. I got out of the car and breathed the cold, rainy air, trying to clear my head. The pulling was getting more intense and I had to force air into my lungs.
"Did I say something to offend you?" said Lucifer.
"Let's just go inside," I said. "We're wasting time with all this yammering."
"It's not going to stop," he said, following me to the front door.
"The talking?" I said. "I'm getting that distinct impression."
"The dead," he said. I turned to look at him. "You have to help them cross over. Even Samael couldn't fight it. Not for long anyway."
"I can't," I said, reaching for the knob. "I have to find Bobby."
Lucifer held my arm and I looked at him again. "Niki," he said, his voice low. "You have to take care of the spirits or it will tear you apart."
I pulled my arm away from him. "You don't understand," I said, more emotion in my voice than I meant to let out. "It's Gage. I can't just leave him. He would never leave me."
"There may be more to this than you know," Lucifer said. "Don't sacrifice yourself for your friend. It's not going to change the way things are."
"What does that mean?"
"It means," he said, his voice rising, "that you need to take care of yourself first. The pain will just get worse and worse, and the harder you fight it, the worse it will be. I told you I could help you with this. You have to trust me."
"And Sam told me not to trust you," I blurted out. Lucifer took a step back as if the words were a blow. Pain filled his eyes for only a moment, then it was gone as if it had never been there.
"He had every reason to believe that," said Lucifer, his voice quiet. "He might still be here if I had helped him against Michael. I held a grudge for things long-past. And I have not been the most trustworthy person. But believe me when I say, Niki, that you have no reason to fear me. You have my word that I would never let any harm come to you. Do you understand?"
"I'm sorry," I said. "I shouldn't have said that."
"You had every reason to say that," said Lucifer, a sad smile on his face. "It's the truth."
I closed my eyes, my hand still on the knob that led into my apartment building. "Okay," I said. "I'll tend to the souls. But I want to get dressed first. Maybe splash some water on my face."
"I'm coming with you," said Lucifer.
"To splash water on my face?"
"No," he said, his patience seeming to wear thin. "To tend to the dead."
I frowned. "Can you see them?" I said.
"Of course I can see them," he said. "I'm Lucifer."
"We find Bobby afterward, though," I said. "No more wasting time."
"Of course."
The apartment was so quiet it made my aching body hurt even more. I stood in the living room, looking around, the absence of Sofi so loud that it seemed to be mocking me. It seemed impossible that the world could just go on the way it was when she wasn't in it any more. Reality should have been unknitting itself, like an intricate sweater with a large hole, every tiny movement unraveling a little more, until there was nothing left but yarn.
I looked back at Lucifer, who smiled gently at me. It felt strange for him to be here with me. He even looked out of place, like some kind of warrior from another age. He would have looked less out of place wielding a battle axe than he did standing in my living room.
"I think I have some of Sasha's old clothes in a box somewhere," I said.
"What's wrong with what I'm wearing?" he said.
I eyed his old-fashioned trousers, his linen shirt unbuttoned at the top, his high boots. He looked like a handsome pirate. The impression was only exacerbated by his tangled blond hair that fell to his shoulders. He was very rogue-ish.
I laughed, but it turned to a cough as the pain in my sternum intensified. "Trust me," I said. "You'll fit in better if I give you some clothes. Make yourself at home. I'll be back in a minute. I'd better take a quick shower. I'm sure there's some funeral food in the fridge if you're hungry."
I walked to my bedroom after the fastest shower I'd ever taken, trying not to look at Sofi's door. I grabbed some jeans out of my closet and a clean tee shirt. Tossing my jacket onto the bed, I dressed quickly. Then I pulled a box out of my closet. The real reason I'd wanted to stop here. My guns.
If Bobby was in as much trouble as I suspected he was, guardian Lucifer or not, I'd need some backup. I didn't know what I was capable of yet, and I sure as hell hadn't gotten used to the new and improved me. Best to be cautious. I filled the cartridge of my old Browning .22 caliber and tucked it into the back of my belt. I spotted an old derringer that Sofi had given me. It was an antique, and only held one bullet, but I loaded it and zipped it into the inside pocket of Sasha's leather jacket.
A man's leather wallet caught my eye and I reached for it. I knew what was inside. I blew the dust off and flipped it open. My old Department of Order and Chaos badge stared at me, its extraordinary metal gleaming. Sam had given me the badge when I started working for him. It seemed a lifetime ago that I had found the fat envelope outside my door, and opened it to find a pile of money and this badge. It had some sort of magic to it that made people want to tell me things. Bobby had one too. I hadn't thought of the badges in a very long time, assuming that when Sam was unmade the badges would disappear along with him. I tilted the metal back and forth and could see the magic shimmering. So it still worked, maybe. I flipped the wallet closed and shoved it into my jeans pocket. It might come in handy.
I went back to the closet and pulled another dusty box from the very back. I opened it and pulled out a pair of jeans and a blue button-up shirt. They'd be a little tight, but at least Lucifer wouldn't stand out as much.
I pulled on the leather coat and headed back to the living room. Lucifer was flipping through one of Sofi's photo albums, intent on what he was looking at. I cleared my throat and he looked up.
"You're ready," he said.
"Fascinating stuff there," I said.
He smiled. "I find humanity intriguing," he said, closing the book. "The small victories always seem to drive them on. It's very..."
"Human?" I said.
"Yes," he said, standing up.
"It's not like they really have a choice," I said. "I didn't, anyway."
"A choice?"
"The little things spurring us on," I said. "The little things are usually all we have. We have to hold on to them. To us, the little things are not small. They're everything."
"I suppose I never thought of it that way," said Lucifer. "Do you miss it?"
"Being human?" I said. "I don't know yet. I won't miss most of it."
"But you miss the people that came with it," said Lucifer. I looked at him for a moment. He had a way of surprising me with how much he understood.
"Yeah, I do," I said. "But there's nothing I can do about that." I tossed the clothes at him. "You can change in the bathroom."
When he came out, he had tied his hair back. The clothes actually fit him. He had pulled the jeans down over his boots. He looked...perhaps not human, but at least like he was trying to look human. He was a bit too magnificent to be of this world. And there was no way of disguising his eyes. I'd have to get him some sunglasses.
"You look rather pale," he said.
"It hurts," I said. It was true. I felt like my heart was about to explode and I could actually feel my blood pumping in my ears. "How do we do this? Will you follow me?"
"We'll go together," he said. He held out his arms. "Take my hands."
I did. They were hot against my clammy skin. A tingle ran through my body. I tensed slightly. "Now what?" I said.
"Let go," said Lucifer. "Like you always do. Let it pull you."
I stopped fighting the pull in my chest. I closed my eyes and let it take me like I'd been doing every day for months. I held tight to Lucifer's hands and felt an odd thrill run up my spine. We were spinning together, the idea of his presence a comfort to me. I usually felt anxious and wary of what was on the other side, but now I had someone with me. It felt less frightening this way.
I felt my feet touch down and Lucifer let go of my hands. I opened my eyes to see we were on a wet street underneath a steely gray sky. I turned towards a small yellow house with a tidy front lawn. Two children's bicycles leaned against railing on the narrow porch. I climbed the four steps and slipped in through the front door. I could feel Lucifer following behind me.
 



NINE
 
I found myself in chaos. Two children, a boy and a girl, were running circles around each other, screaming with glee. A smaller child in footie pajamas was jumping up and down on the couch, giggling uproariously at the madness. There were feathers littering the carpet, as well as something that looked like cereal. I couldn't help but smile at the joy in the children's faces. But, remembering why I was here, I suddenly felt hollow. I took a breath. I looked off to the left, where I felt the spirit pulling me. There was a hallway. I couldn't make my feet move.
"Niki?" Lucifer said.
"They're just children," I said. "They're not going to understand."
"You can't help them," he said gently. "But you can help someone. All you should worry about is letting them cross over. If you worry about the survivors it's going to rip you up inside."
"I can't help it," I said. I stared at the children. They were so happy. "It's their mother. I can feel her. They're going to lose their mother." A vision flashed through my head of my own mother, lying on a dirty floor with part of her head missing. There had been so much blood. I bit my lip. I hated being this weak, vulnerable side of myself. The pain in my chest was phenomenal. I gasped at it.
"Niki, help her," said Lucifer. "You can't fight this. You're not strong enough. It's the way of things."
I nodded. "I know," I said. I forced my body upright. "I know it is. But I don't like it."
"You don't have to," he said. He took my hand and squeezed. Somehow that gave me the strength to walk across the room. I led the way to the hall, trying not to look at the children. Their joy would be short-lived. I had to let them have it. I walked down the hall and opened a door on the right. Steam burst out through the door and we entered the bathroom.
The white linoleum floor was slick with water and blood. A woman was crying and trying to touch the body. Her body. It was wrapped in the shower curtain that she had grabbed onto when she slipped. It looked like her head had hit the side of the tub hard and blood and chunks of something slid down the outside of the tub. The woman's ghost looked up when I stood next to her.
"No," she said. "I can't go. My kids..."
"I'm sorry," I said. "It's too late." I felt tears welling up as I looked at her. She covered her mouth and crouched down, her body shaking with silent sobs.
"I don't want them to find me here," she said, her voice thick with tears. "Please. You have to keep them out. Until my husband comes home."
"How long is that?" I said.
"I don't know," she said, and her face started to crumple again. But she got a hold of herself and took a breath. "Near dark usually."
"I can lock the bathroom door," I said. "But I can't stay with them."
"Is it going to hurt?" she said.
I tried to smile and failed. "No. It doesn't hurt. It'll be just like going to sleep."
She nodded. "Okay. I'm ready."
I touched her and she faded in bursts of whirlwinds. The only sound was of the shower beating water down on the poor woman's corpse. I looked away from it. I walked past Lucifer and turned the lock on the door.
"Ready?" I said, avoiding his eyes. "We've got some catching up to do."
"Niki," he said. "Are you all right?"
"I'll be fine," I said, hardening my voice. "Let's just get this over with, okay?"
He answered by taking my hands. I let the pull take us.
The ghost looked out over a cold, choppy lake. I saw skid marks on the nearby road that ended at the edge of the water. A bubble rose from beneath the surface, presumably from the ghost's car. He spoke to me in German, his eyes dark brown and full of sadness. "I'm sorry," I said, and touched his shoulder.
An elderly Mexican woman in a hot, dusty town cried while looking at four little dogs that yapped at her unmoving body. She cried in Spanish, words I couldn't understand. "I'm sorry," I said. I touched her gently on the back.
"She said that if you take her, you have to take her dogs, too," said Lucifer when the woman's ghost had disappeared.
"It doesn't work that way," I said.
"She doesn't know that. You should learn some languages."
"I'll remember that," I said. "What with all the free time I have."
"Point taken," he said.
A man shot in a mugging on a dark street, in a large, foreign city. A bespectacled girl that had been reading a book while crossing the street. A speeding car had dashed her to pieces. The girl said something to me, shaking her head sadly, her ponytail wrapping prettily around her neck. Even as a ghost she was beautiful.
I looked at Lucifer. "What did she say?"
"She said that she isn't ready."
I looked at the girl. "No one ever is," I said.
"I've never been in love," she said in English, her accent heavy.
"I'm sorry," I said. I touched her face and she disappeared.
With every spirit, the pain eased. I liked having Lucifer with me, though I wouldn't tell him. I didn't know why, I just couldn't let myself get close to him. Or to anyone really. It seemed every time I let myself care, someone died. They might have died anyway, whether I cared for them or not. The pain of loss was worse than even the pain in my chest that labored my breathing and made me weak. But I couldn't deny that the contact, just touching someone so very living, eased the burden exponentially.
A large man with a sizable belly and a cowboy hat shook his head sadly at the woman that had plastered herself against the chest of his dead body. She was sobbing. "This is going to kill her," he said. "She's such a delicate thing." He looked at me with empty eyes. "This is going to break her little heart."
I smiled sadly at him. "You'd be surprised how strong people can be when they have to be."
He didn't seem to hear me. "This is going to break her heart," he said again as I touched him.
"Are there many left?" Lucifer said after a moment. We both stood watching the small, middle-aged woman with dyed black hair crying over her husband.
"No," I said. "Two maybe. No more."
He slipped his hand into mine without looking at me. I closed my eyes and held his hand tight.
I was wrong. There were three souls. And they were all in one place.
"Niki, what is this?" said Lucifer after I had sent an inconsolable woman and two men to cross over.
I crouched down and looked over the carnage. It was dark outside, but a lamp lent a warm light to the room. The spirits hadn't been able to speak at all, except in sobs and gibberish.
The small bodies were always the hardest to look at, so I focused on the woman. Her face was smashed in, like all the others. The same way I'd seen all over the world. What the hell was going on? Who was doing this?
"You've seen this before," said Lucifer, crouching next to me. I looked at him. He had the same way of staring straight into me that Sam had had. I nodded and looked away. "Where?" he said. "Where have you seen this?"
I met his eyes, the helplessness feeling heavier than any burden I'd ever had to bear. "Everywhere," I said. The pulling on my chest was gone, but the activities of the day had left me absolutely drained. "All over the world. At first, there weren't many. I thought it was just a coincidence. But lately it's been every day. Sometimes twice." I looked at him. He was still staring at me intently. "But there's no sense to it. They have nothing in common. They're not even in the same country. They've been all races, all nationalities, some families, some just single people. And none of the spirits knew what the hell hit them."
Lucifer was quiet for a long moment, his expression indiscernible. Finally he spoke quietly. "I've seen this before, too," he said. "The crushing is new. But the way they died. The suddenness. The feel of it. It's the same as before."
 
He frowned. "It's impossible, though."
"Why?" I said. "Who's doing it?"
"It was long ago," he said. "A demon named Kane. He could have been very powerful, but he was cruel. He even made me uncomfortable. He had these strange eyes. Very unsettling."
"So why is it impossible?" I said.
"Because Kane is dead," said Lucifer. "I threw him in the Pit long ago. I was told that he died there."
"Who told you that?"
He shrugged. "Abaddon," he said.
I laughed. "I don't know if you know this, but Abaddon probably wasn't a fountain of truth."
He nodded. "I heard. Thank you for stopping him. That must have been hard."
"None of that matters right now," I said. "How do we find this guy? You don't understand what it's like. Seeing this every night. I don't like feeling like this. I know it's inevitable, but it's too much. Seeing children with their heads bashed in. No one should have to see that. No one should have to die like that." I frowned. "It's like they're nothing but garbage to him."
"I understand, Niki," said Lucifer. "We'll find him. We just need more time. I have no idea where to even start looking for him. I'm sure he's a long way from here by now."
"How?" I said. "These bodies are still warm."
"He had an ability," said Lucifer. "He was a traveler."
"What the hell does that mean?"
"He could travel from one place to the other in the blink of an eye," said Lucifer. "Much in the way you are transported to fulfill your duties. Only he can will it. Any time he likes. I can travel between worlds, so can you. But you and I, we have to find the weak spots to break through. Samael's tavern, my tower, there's a spot just outside of Erebos."
"That's where Sam brought me the first time I went to Erebos," I said.
"He favored that one," said Lucifer. "But Kane doesn't need a weak spot. He can just disappear. It's why it was so difficult to find him the last time. Even with my powers it was troublesome. We would find him and he would just laugh. And we would be left clutching at the air." He shook his head, staring at the bodies. "I have a very bad feeling about this."
"So a powerful, mass-murdering demon is on the loose who faked his death to goddamn Lucifer, and he can just disappear to wherever he pleases." I said. "Peachy."
 
"It's no use to worry about it," said Lucifer. "We'll figure out a way to find him. Let's just keep to the plan of finding your friend. Yes?"
"Oh," I said. I had completely forgotten about Bobby with all the events of the day distracting me. "Right," I said, resolved. "We'll find Gage, and then we'll focus on this Kane guy."
Lucifer nodded. "Where should we start?"
"Where else?" I said. "Bobby Gage's house."
I took Lucifer's hands and willed us back to where we had started: in my apartment. There was always a twinge scratching inside my ribcage until I had returned to where I started. As we released our hands back at my place, I finally felt myself again. I exhaled and it seemed like the first real breath I'd had since I'd come back from Erebos.
"If you want to rest for a while, I will understand," Lucifer said.
"No way," I said. "Let's go talk to Bobby's dead wife."
"What?"
"I probably should have mentioned," I said, grabbing my keys. "Bobby's wife is a ghost. He doesn't know she's living there. I promised her I wouldn't tell him. She said she hid from Death when he came looking for her. Must have been years ago. I guess that was Sam."
"If she didn't cross over," said Lucifer, "it's not because she hid. It's because he allowed it."
I frowned at him, pausing halfway to the door. "How does something like that happen?" I said. "Magic? Because when I help someone cross over, it's excruciating until it actually happens. Do you think Sam felt that way, too?"
"I'm sure he did," said Lucifer. "I know he did. He must have had someone cast a spell."
"A spell for the dead?" I said. "Who does that kind of magic?"
Lucifer looked grim. "A necromancer. Dark magic. I'm surprised that Samael would have anything to do with it."
"Well, it's Bobby," I said. "Maybe he thought he could bring her back."
Lucifer looked sharply at me. "Who told you such a thing?"
"What?" I said. "I don't know. I was just...Wait, is that possible? Do people actually come back from the dead? Even years later?"
Lucifer narrowed his eyes. "It is not even to be discussed," he said. "It is a dangerous subject. Men have lost their lives and their souls trying to get their loved ones back. The ones who do wish they hadn't. It is a very old, very dark kind of magic. Not for this world or any other. Put it out of your head."
"Easy," I said. "I was just asking. No reason to jump all over me."
Lucifer closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. "I've overreacted. I'm sorry."
"Let's just go," I said.
While we were driving to Bobby's house, I could feel Lucifer looking at me. I kept my eyes on the road. "You got something you want to get off your chest?" I said.
"I beg your pardon?"
"I can feel you staring at me," I said. "Either take a picture, or just say what it is you want to say."
There was a heavy silence for a moment as he hesitated. "I tried to bring her back," he said quietly. "After she died the second time. After I'd already brought her back once with a piece of my soul."
"Seriously?" I said. I looked at him, then back at the road.
"It was one of my weaker moments," he said. "It did not end well."
"Worse than her dying?" I said. "Twice?"
"Worse than her dying," he said. "It ended up being three times. She came back...wrong."
"Wrong how?"
"She was like an animal," he said. "A wild thing. She scratched and clawed and bit. When I looked into her eyes, there was nothing there. Not even a spark." He paused and I could see him fidgeting with his hands out of the corner of my eye. "I don't think she had a soul."
"What happened?" I said softly.
For a long time he didn't speak. I thought maybe he had decided not to tell me. But finally he took a breath and let it out slowly. "I kept her tied up for a time," he said. "I fed her, bathed her, took care of her. She seemed like she was getting better after a few months. So one day, I untied her." I glanced at Lucifer. His eyes were closed, his face tensed and full of pain. "She tried to rip my throat out with her teeth," he said. "She got out the door before I could recover. I found her..." He stopped, shaking his head. He smiled bitterly. "I found her eating a demon woman's entrails. The woman was still alive."
"Jesus," I said.
"I had to kill her," he said. "It wasn't her. It wasn't Cass. And the lords threatened to rebel if I didn't do something about her. In the end, it seemed the kindest thing for her."
"And then you went to Sheol," I said.
"Yes."
"And you stayed with her."
"Yes."
We pulled up to Bobby's house and I cut the engine. I turned in my seat to look at him. "There's nothing for you to feel guilty about, you know," I said.
"There is everything to feel guilty about," he said. "It's basically my function. To look into people's guilt. If I didn't feel my own, what kind of devil would I be?" He managed a half-smile.
"You did it out of love, though. Isn't that the most noble reason?"
"It was selfishness," he said. "I didn't want to live without her. And there were consequences. So many consequences."
"Has anyone ever come back like they used to be?" I said.
"Only one that I know of," he said.
"Who?"
"The necromancer's wife."
"Can I ask you something personal?" I said. He nodded, but eyed me suspiciously. "Do you still want her back? I mean, if it wasn't dark magic, and you knew there would be no consequences, if you knew it would work. Would you bring her back?"
He looked at me. His dark eyes shifted, the depths of dark shapes upon dark shapes mesmerizing. "No," he said finally.
"After all you did for her?" I said. "After everything. After you went crazy for her. You wouldn't want her back?"
"You misunderstand something, Niki," said Lucifer. "What you see now is what I have become. After her death. What you call crazy, that is what I was. Sheol didn't drive me mad. It drove me sane. Those little glimpses you see, the bursts of my old self that shine through occasionally, that is only a fraction of what I was. What I was, back then, so many years ago..." He shook his head, but didn't look away from me. "It was so much worse that I hope you will ever know. And I have to fight it every day. So no, I would not bring her back. Not for anything. The dead should stay dead. I don't need to learn that lesson again." He frowned at me, his eyes sad. "And I don't want to be that man ever again."
I swallowed, unsure what to say. "I'm sorry," I said.
He actually smiled. "You say that so much," he said. "But I think you actually mean it every time."
So it was possible to bring Sam back. With potentially horrifying consequences. The idea weighed heavily in my gut. I wondered if I would be able to do what Lucifer had done. Would I kill Sam if he went wrong? If he was hurting people? Was I capable of stopping him? I knew the answer, though. I would have no choice. I would do it, but I would die inside. I would shrivel up, or go just as crazy as Lucifer did. I cleared my throat.
"Do you still love her?" I said.
He seemed to ponder the question. "Not love, no," he said. "I don't know what you'd call it. Fond memories perhaps. Thankfulness for causing a change in me. But it was so long ago. Centuries by your standards. Even my kind tends to forget so quickly. Just as I'm sure you've practically forgotten the love you had with Eli."
"I'm not sure I ever loved him," I said. "Not really."
"You will forget Samael, too," said Lucifer, his eyes studying my face.
"I don't know about that," I said.
He nodded. "You will. It will hurt less to forget."
"It never stops hurting," I said. "He died for me."
"But it will." He nodded to Bobby's house. "Come, let's find your friend. We're wasting time sitting here."
We got out of the car and started toward the house. "Thank you for telling me all that," I said. "I appreciate your honesty."
"Rare for an angel, is it not?" he said.
I laughed, but something about the comment, so casual as to be accidental, irked me somewhere in the back of my mind. I shrugged off the feeling and focused on Bobby.
 



TEN
 
The door was unlocked. As soon as I entered, I felt it. An intense pull in my chest. I gasped, the sensation surprising me. It didn't normally come on so suddenly when I was in the world. It tended to be more gradual. But this was different. Lucifer took my arm, helping me stand up straight. After a moment I was able to stand on my own. It still hurt, but it wasn't a shock-to-the-system kind of pain. I looked around.
"What the hell happened here?" I said.
Bobby's cute little family home had been confiscated when he'd been outed as an Abby, but he had managed to buy it back at auction after he started working for Sam. It was usually tidy and well-kept, considering the massive piles of old books against every wall, filling every crevice, and covering every surface.
Now, books were scattered everywhere, lying face-down on the floor, knocked off their piles. One had been thrown at the wall so hard that it stuck there, half hanging out of the hole in the plaster. There were food dishes everywhere and the pungent smell of mold in the air. There was another smell, too, fainter than the mold, but distinctive enough that I would recognize it anywhere. It was blood.
Trying my hardest to ignore the tugging in my chest, urging me the other direction, I turned and walked through the other side of the living room. A white door was stained with the reddish-brown smears of dried blood. It looked as though bloodied hands has grasped at the door, smearing it all the way down to the doorknob. I reached out and turned the knob, bracing myself.
The small bathroom had only a toilet and sink, and nearly every surface was smeared in blood. One large dried hand print covered the entire mirror, as though someone had leaned against it over the sink. I covered my mouth and nose with my hand when the smell hit me. It was blood, that much was certain, but it smelled rancid, like rotten meat. There was also the faint smell of vomit.
I peered in the small garbage can and frowned. I lifted one of those pint bags that blood banks use for blood donations. I fished around in the trash, holding my breath and found four mostly-empty bags, cut open and dripping. They were also the source of the smell. I turned on the faucet with my wrist, avoiding most of the dried blood, and rinsed my hands. I closed the door behind me when I stepped out. I could hear Lucifer's footsteps on the other side of the house.
What the hell was going on here? Bobby had big problems with blood. He couldn't even look at it without throwing up. That would explain the vomit smell. Had someone done this to him? Surely he hadn't done it himself. What would be the point of it? Unless he really was going crazy again.
I walked back through the living room and into the kitchen. The mold smell was strongest here. One peek into the sink told me why. I grimaced at the dishes covered in green. The counters were filthy and lined with empty bottles of booze. Several empty, grease-covered pizza boxes lay strewn on the table. Lucifer entered from the hallway.
"He's not here," he said. "But I found his wife."
I followed him down the hall, where the air cleared a bit. I felt the pain in my chest intensify, but tried to breathe through it. I stopped in front of the first door. Boards had been hurriedly nailed across the door frame, some of the nails sticking out at an odd angle, as though someone had been in a big hurry to block off the room. I touched the door.
"What is it?" said Lucifer.
"Can't you feel it?" I said.
"Feel what?"
"This is where they died," I said. "His wife and son. That's why it's boarded up. Bobby must have done it."
Lucifer shook his head. "If it bothered him so much, why did he keep living here? Why stay in a place that causes you so much pain?"
"He said he got the house back so he wouldn't forget them," I said.
I turned to Lucifer. "Do you get the feeling that anyone else was here? I mean, the whole house looks either like a crazy person squatted here, or there was some kind of fight. But I don't get the impression that anyone else was here."
 
"Let's just talk to his wife's spirit before you jump to conclusions," he said. "Don't commit him to the asylum just yet."
"I don't think they call it that anymore," I said.
"What do they call it?"
I shrugged. "No idea. Loony bin?"
I followed him to the end of the short hallway and we walked into a bedroom. Besides a faint smell of sweat, it was fairly clean relative to the rest of the house. The blankets on the bed were rumpled and unmade. There was very little else in the room: A dresser with nothing on top but a photograph in a frame, a window covered in dusty blinds, and a ghost.
The catch in my chest felt like someone tugging a meat hook through my body when I saw her. She looked exactly the same as she had the last time I had seen her, except for an expression of horror when I walked into the room. She was plump with bobbed dark hair and a pretty face. She shook her head, her mouth forming words that I couldn't hear.
"Niki, I presume you've met Sarah Gage," said Lucifer formally.
"We met briefly," I said. "What's she doing?"
"She only started doing that when she saw you," said Lucifer. "I suspect your job title may have something to do with it."
I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. "Sarah," I said. "You know me. Try to remember. I'm Bobby's friend."
She stopped shaking her head, but she still looked frightened. She focused her eyes on me. "Death," she said. "Not again, please. I'm sorry I ran."
"Look at me, Sarah," I said. "We've met before. Before I was Death. Remember?"
She blinked at me. Slowly her face relaxed. She frowned. "Niki?" she said, unsure. "How?"
"It's a long story," I said. "But my friend here seems to think that the old Death used dark magic to keep you safe. That's why you were allowed to stay for so long."
"Is that normal?" she said.
"No," I said. "But he was Bobby's boss."
"Sam?" she said, flummoxed.
"Yeah," I said softly. "Him."
"I didn't know," she said. She sat down on the floor. "I don't know anything anymore."
"Do you know where Bobby is?" I said.
She looked at me quickly. "Why?"
"He's missing," I said. "I'm worried about him."
"You're going to take him," she said. Her voice was mournful. "You're going to kill him, aren't you? That's what Death does."
"It doesn't work that way," I said. " Someone has to die before I help them cross over. And Bobby isn't dead, Sarah. You have nothing to worry about."
"Are you going to send me away?" she said.
I hesitated. "Yes. I have to. As soon as I came here, the spell must have been broken. It hurts like hell just sitting here with you."
"It hurts?" she said.
"Yeah," I said. "You're not supposed to be here, Sarah. Do you understand that?"
She nodded and her face crumpled. Silvery tears ran down her face. "I couldn't help him, Niki. I tried. I talked and yelled and screamed, but he couldn't hear me. I thought if I was here I could look after him. But all I do is remember. I remember it all, and then I forget it again. And then I remember it again and it's like I'm living it all over again, every time. I'll find myself alone and I'm just screaming. Just screaming all by myself. There's no blood, and my son's corpse isn't in my lap. No one sees, no one remembers. Just Bobby."
"Sarah, I need you to focus," I said. Lucifer sat next to me on the bed, watching us with rapt interest. She nodded. "Where's Bobby?"
"I don't know," she said.
"Please, Sarah -- "
"I really don't know where he is," she said, interrupting. "I'm telling you the truth. He just took off. It's not like I could stop him."
"I believe you," I said. "It's okay. Just tell me what the hell is going on here. Is Bobby going crazy again?"
"It's not craziness," she said, her voice suddenly low and steady. "It's revenge."
"Revenge?" I said. "Against who? The guys that killed you?"
"Wasn't a guy," she said. "It was a demon. But he was funny. He had some human parts. And these eyes that made you want to crawl inside yourself."
I looked at Lucifer, who was staring at Sarah.
"What was his name?" he said.
She made a face like she had tasted something bitter. "Kane. His name was Kane."
A heavy silence filled the room. Sarah looked from me to Lucifer and back to me, unsure why we had fallen silent. I glanced at Lucifer, who was staring at the ghost, a stunned expression on his face.
I cleared my throat. "Sarah," I said slowly. "Do you remember how he did it?"
"It's all I can remember," she said, her voice almost a whisper. "Over and over again. He made me watch when my son died. It was fast, but it seemed like it lasted an eternity." Her voice was hollow, even more so than her spirit quality would warrant. She had relived it so many times that it had become simply a festering bitterness inside her. It would be a kindness to let her finally sleep, after all these years. "His friend, or whatever he was. He had these boots," she went on, her expression disgusted. "He brought it right down on Rob's little face." She put her face in her hands and sobbed, her body shaking. I started to go to her, but Lucifer touched my arm.
"You can't touch her," he whispered. "Not yet."
"She's miserable," I said. "Look at her."
"Do you want to find your friend?"
I narrowed my eyes at him, but turned my attention to Sarah. "Why is the house like this?" I said. She was still sniffling, but she looked up at me like she had forgotten I was there. "Why are there blood bags in the bathroom? The books all over the living room? What's Bobby been doing?"
"Don't you understand?" she said. She looked from me to Lucifer. She sighed. "Everything Bobby has done, ever since we died, has been to find that son of a bitch that murdered my child and me. Everything."
I remembered something Bobby had said to me when I had learned of his tragic past. He had said that someday he was going to find the demon bastard that killed his family. "Working for Sam?" I said.
"He needed money. And the casting he did for the angel was practice." She frowned. "I didn't know he was Death. I never saw him in person. Except once. When he came to take me. I didn't know it was the same guy."
"It took me a while, too," I said. Lucifer raised an eyebrow at me, but I ignored him. "What about the blood in the bathroom?" I said.
"The blood made him sick," she said. "He had to get used to it. I watched him rub it all over his body. He threw up so many times. Once he even passed out on the floor." She bit her lip. "I tried to wake him, but he didn't hear me."
"He was desensitizing himself?" I said. "Did it work?"
"I don't remember," she said, seeming genuinely saddened at the fact. "I'm missing chunks. They're just...forgotten. Dark."
"It happens when you're dead," I said. I remembered that part, too. It was horrible, the forgetting. "What was he looking for in the books?"
"I'm not sure," she said. "He was muttering a lot, and he said your name a few times. But I don't know what he was looking for." She put her chin on her knees. "I don't think he found it. He started yelling. Throwing books. That's when he left."
"How did he know it was Kane?" said Lucifer. "When you died, how did he know?"
"I can't tell you that," she said.
"Why not?" I said.
"We're never supposed to tell. Not ever."
"Sarah, if Bobby is in trouble, if he's looking for Kane, he could get killed." I was starting to feel like I was being torn in two by the pain. I needed to let her go soon. "You have to tell us how he knew."
She frowned at me, chewing her lip. "They knew each other," she said finally. "Kane finally found us. It was my fault, I told Bobby to take the offer. I thought it would save us. Bobby wanted to run again." She shook her head. "I should have listened. I made him stay."
"Why was Kane looking for Bobby Gage?" said Lucifer. "That doesn't make sense."
"Kane wasn't looking for Bobby Gage," said Sarah. "He was looking for Paul Watts."
"Who the hell is Paul Watts?" I said.
A sly smile spread across Sarah's slightly translucent face. "You never did figure it out. A smart girl like you. There is no Bobby Gage. It's just a name."
I stared at her. "What do you mean?" I said.
"When I met him, his name was Paul," she said. "He wasn't Bobby until we ran."
"You were running from Kane?" I said. She nodded. "Why?"
"Bobby wanted out," she said.
I had grown up around criminals. Sasha had been the biggest, baddest criminal in the city at one time. I knew what Sarah was saying, but it didn't make sense. Not with the Bobby I knew. But how well did I really know him? He had rarely volunteered any information about himself, unless he was forced to. He didn't talk about his personal life, or parents or relatives. He didn't talk about much of anything but the job.
"So you're saying Bobby Gage was working for Kane?" I said.
"That's impossible," said Lucifer.
"What?" I said. "Why?"
He blinked at me, apparently unaware that he had spoken aloud. He shook his head. "I would have known if Kane was in the world. My people would have known."
"You were in Sheol," I said. "How could you have possibly known? And I'm starting to think that these people of yours are not really on your side."
"I'm starting to agree with you," he said. "Sarah, what did your husband do for Kane?"
"Same thing he's always done," she said. "Casting."
"What kind of casting?" he said.
"I only know that it wasn't something he liked," she said. "The money was good, but Bobby never cared about that. Not even back then." She frowned. "Bobby's never been someone who was good at taking orders. I'm sure you know that, Niki."
"Not his strong suit," I agreed. "We have that in common."
"Kane was getting greedy. Bobby didn't tell me much, but I know the magic was getting darker and darker. And we were in love. We wanted to get married."
"So you ran," I said.
She nodded, and smiled unexpectedly. "We were so happy for such a long time. When I got pregnant, it was such a blessing. Bobby was working a real job at that old cannery. You remember it? It was just down the street."
"I remember," I said. "It closed down a few years ago."
"It was honest," she said. "He was so happy about that."
"What changed, Sarah?" I said gently.
She looked down, her brow furrowed. "He found us." She looked over at me. "We were so stupid. We should have known he could find us. Kane can find anyone. He came here one night after Bobby got off work. I was making dinner. And then he was just there, standing behind me. Smiling that way he had." She shivered. "Bobby was so angry, but I could tell he was scared, too. And that made me scared. Little Robbie, he knew, too. He wouldn't stop crying. I had to take him out of the room." She looked down at the floor. "Kane said he would forgive Bobby if he did one last job for him."
"And Bobby believed him?" I said.
"No," she said. "He wanted to run. He wanted to leave the city, find a new place. But Rob was getting bigger. I didn't want to uproot our family. I convinced him to take the job." She met my eyes. "Just one last job. What harm could it do?"
"Sarah,"I said, realizing something. "What did Kane look like?"
She frowned, trying to remember. "He always wore a suit."
"Did he wear a hat?" I said, feeling sick.
"Yes," she said. "An old-fashioned one."
"A fedora?"
"That's the one," she said.
"Why, Niki?" said Lucifer.
"He was at Sofi's funeral," I said. "That's why Bobby flipped out. Kane was there." I sighed heavily, rubbing my temples. "I should have helped him right then. I was so caught up in my own shit."
"Your godmother had just died," said Lucifer. "There's no reason for you to feel responsible for this."
I looked back at Sarah. "I'm sorry. You were telling me. I'm guessing the second Bobby left, Kane came back, right?" I said.
Sarah nodded. "He was only gone for a minute when Kane knocked on the door." She laughed bitterly, an unpleasant, hollow sound. "He knocked. Can you believe that? Like he was just a normal person. I wouldn't let him in, but he had this guy with him, a really strong guy with these dead eyes. He ripped the door open with his bare hands. It was like a game to him, I think. It was fun for him to scare me. I think you can figure out what happened next."
"It was a lesson," I said. "For Bobby." I had to speak through gritted teeth; the pain was becoming unbearable.
"Yes," she said almost too softly to hear. "Yes, it was a lesson." She looked at me. "Will you take me now?"
"One last thing," said Lucifer. "Did Kane say anything before he...before you passed away?"
She frowned. "I don't know," she said.
"Please, try to remember," he said.
She scrunched her face up in concentration. "Oh," she said. "There was one thing that was weird."
"Weird?" I said.
"I heard him say something to his partner, or whoever that other guy was. He said he wanted to get it over with so they could go back to Arabia."
"Arabia?" I said, surprised.
"Are you sure he said Arabia?" said Lucifer, leaning forward and looking at her intently.
"It sounded like Arabia," she said.
"Could it have been Erebos?" he said.
"That's it," she said, her eyes flashing with recognition. "He said something else, too. Right before, well, you know."
"What did he say?" I said.
"It was the strangest thing," she said. "He leaned real close to me and whispered in my ear. Like he didn't want the other guy to hear. And he said, 'I'm sorry.' Then he killed me. What kind of killer acts that way?" She shook her head. "I'm just so tired. This is no way to be." She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and looked right at me. "Will it hurt?"
I smiled sadly at her. "No. Like falling asleep."
"Will you keep your promise?" she said.
"Promise?"
"Don't tell Bobby. Don't let him know I was ever here. It'll break his heart. And he's had enough wrong things happen to him. He doesn't need this. Do you promise?"
I sighed. I hated this. I didn't like lying. But she was right. It would kill Bobby to know that the love of his life had been trying to talk to him for years. "I promise," I said.
She nodded. "I'm ready."
When it was over, the pain disappeared, but my stomach lurched. I walked out of the room, only to be assailed by the stench of mold and rancid blood. I had to get out of the house. I ran for the front door, down the steps, through the once-tidy front yard and didn't stop until I was leaning against my car, eyes closed, and gasping for breath.
I didn't hear Lucifer's footsteps, but after a few moments I became aware that he was there. I looked to find him leaning against the car right next to me. He was looking contemplatively at Bobby's house.
"It's a kind thing to do," he said.
"It's wrong," I said. "All of this is so wrong. I can't lie to Bobby any more. I just can't. She never should have made me promise that."
"As far as I can tell, no one can actually make you do anything, Niki."
"I've heard that a lot."
"Besides, hasn't he been lying to you? His real name is not Bobby Gage."
I sighed. "I'm still processing that. I just can't wrap my mind around it."
"It may be an untruth," he said, looking up at the darkening sky, "but what good will it do him to know?" He looked at me. "Would you want to know? I mean, if you couldn't see the spirits."
I shook my head. "I don't know."
"Nor do I," he said. "But for him, is it the right thing to tell him?"
"You tell me," I said. "You're supposed to be the angel of justice or something, right?"
"Or something," he said.
"Isn't it a sin to lie about something like this?"
He smiled. "When have you ever worried about sin?"
"You don't know me as well as you think you do," I said, straightening. But after a moment, I couldn't help but smile back at him. "Never," I said. "I've never worried about sin. It's always been more about staying alive and not getting arrested."
"Such is the world these days."
"I guess," I said.
"What now, Niki?" He was looking at me, an unreadable expression on his face.
"I assumed you would want to go back to Erebos now," I said.
"Why would you assume that?"
"I don't know, maybe because we just found out that Kane has been living under your nose for who knows how many centuries. I figured you'd want to check on that."
"Well, I suppose you don't know me as well as you think you do."
I frowned, eying him.
"I'll find Kane," he said, looking back toward the house. "All in good time. I made you a promise. I'm going to help you find your friend." He looked back at me. "We may even get lucky and find Kane along the way."
I snorted. "He's not an easy guy to keep track of," I said.
"Your friend," he said, "or Kane?"
 
I breathed the cold spring air deeply into my lungs and blew it slowly out through my mouth. I tapped the heel of my boot on the asphalt. "I might have a guy that can help us. It's a long shot. I just don't know where else to go."
"Let's talk to him," said Lucifer.
I didn't move. I just looked at him dubiously.
"What is it?" he said.
"He's a cop," I said.
"So?"
"Not just a cop. He's the damn police commissioner now."
"I don't see the point of your worry," said Lucifer.
"I'm just wondering how I'm going to explain why I'm running around with the goddamn devil," I said.
"You haven't met Smithy. He's going to ask."
"I don't think so," said Lucifer.
"And why is that?"
"Because I'm going to tell him he doesn't need to know," said Lucifer. "And he's going to believe it."
"Does that work?"
"Works for you too," he said. "You just haven't figured out how to use it yet."
We got in the car and I started the engine. I looked at Lucifer. "Is that how Sam got us off the Registry?"
"I have no doubt that it is."
"He couldn't go out in public, though. Not without looking like a boogieman."
"That wouldn't stop him from whispering in ears, unseen," said Lucifer. "Or using the telephone. That's what you call them, isn't it?"
I smiled. "Yeah. That's what we call them."
The street was dead quiet as we walked up to the police station. I had called on the way, and Ron told me to meet him at the station. The last commissioner, Eliza Michaels, had kept mainly to City Hall. But Ron was a bit more hands-on than she had been.
"Something's strange," said Lucifer, looking down the darkening street. "Where are all the people?"
"Curfew," I said. "They are arresting anyone caught on the streets after dark."
"Why would they do such a thing?"
I raised an eyebrow. "For a government man, you know very little about the way these guys work."
"You think I am like them?" he said. "You insult me, Niki."
"People are asking questions and they're not getting any answers. There have been riots, demonstrations. The government wants to keep on going like everything's as it used to be. But it's not. There was a war while everyone was asleep, and they woke up to the city blown to shit and their loved ones dead or wounded. They want explanations. But more than that, they want justice. The running conspiracy theory is that we were bombed. Some say Iran, some say China. No one really knows. Not even New Government knows what hit it."
"So where are your rioters?" he said. "Your demonstrators?"
"Dead," I said. "I helped many of them cross over myself."
"Why would leaders kill their own people?" said Lucifer.
I shrugged. "Because the people don't want them as their leaders anymore."
"I see," he said. His eyes flashed as he closed the gap between us. "You are comparing this to Erebos. "
"I wasn't talking about Erebos," I said.
"You were thinking it," he said. "I can help them, Niki. I can make it like it was."
"Nothing can go back as it was," I said. "This city, your city. It doesn't matter. Everything changes. I can't stop it. Sam could. And look where that got him."
Lucifer took my left wrist in his large hand, squeezing so hard I felt the bone creak. His eyes were giddy. In one smooth movement I had the Browning that had been resting at my back at his throat. The movement was too fast for even me to comprehend. I had moved the way I'd seen Sam move. Angels were fast. I guess that included me. I clicked off the safety with my finger. Lucifer released my arm, but I didn't remove the gun.
"That impulse of yours is getting harder and harder to control, Lucifer," I said. His eyes had dulled once more and he raised his arms in surrender.
"You know you can't kill me with that," he said.
"I know," I said. "But it'll hurt you pretty goddamn bad if you ever lay a hand on me again."
"I'm sorry."
I put the gun against my back and tucked it into my belt. "I wasn't kidding," I said. "You have to control that. You're going to hurt someone. And if it's me, I'm pretty sure I could make your life difficult."
He closed his eyes. "I'm sorry, Niki." He smoothed his hair away from his face, and for just a second the motion reminded me of Sam. It was so disconcerting that I had to take a step back. "You may not believe me," he said, "but I am showing a great deal of restraint."
"I believe you," I said. "Show more."
Lucifer worked a muscle in his jaw. After a moment he nodded curtly. "Are you all right?"
"I'm fine," I said. "Just, please, wait in the car. I'll talk to Ron on my own. I won't be but a few minutes."
Lucifer raised an eyebrow. "You want me to wait in the car?"
"Yes," I said. "Please. It'll be easier."
"You do know I'm the king of Hell."
"Well, you can be a royal pain in the ass."
"I've scared you, haven't I?" he said.
"I don't scare that easy," I said. "I just don't want you messing with my friend's head. Plus, I don't want you killing a bunch of cops because you went all Lucifer the second someone pisses you off. You might be able to make them forget, but I'm pretty sure you can't make me forget. It's better if you stay."
"This is madness. I'm going with you. I didn't come all the way from Erebos to sit in your car."
I sighed. "Fine. But stay quiet. Don't mess with anyone unless you have to, and don't hurt anyone. Got it?"
"I haven't hurt anyone yet," he said.
"No," I said. "But you've wanted to." Lucifer set his jaw. He had no reply. "Thank you," I said. "For helping me. I know I'm not an easy person to help. And just for the record, I'm not angry at you. I really would have put a bullet in your brain if you hadn't stopped."
The corner of his mouth twitched in a half-smile. "I know. I like that about you."
"Weird," I said, and started toward the door.
"Do you trust me?" Lucifer said as we walked toward the building. There was a strange intensity in his voice.
"Trust you?" I said. "You just tried to break my arm."
"But I didn't."
"Only because I pulled a gun on you."
"Do you think one day you will trust me?" he said. Shapes shifted in his eyes. "You trusted him. And he's a good deal less loyal than I am."
"Are you talking about Sam?" I said. "Don't ever talk about him that way. You have no right."
"I know," he said, but the intensity didn't dissipate. He was looking at me strangely. "But you knew a different Samael than I did. Just remember that. We mourn completely different people."
"Whatever," I said. "I don't want to talk about him with you. Not yet."
Slipping on my sunglasses, we left the quiet street and walked into the station house.
 



ELEVEN
 
In contrast to the eerie silence outside, the cop shop was full. Voices carried out from behind the high counter, happy voices, joking and laughing.
"Excuse me," I called to the nearest person I saw. He was young and walked over to me with his chest puffed out. He looked at me sternly. Lucifer sat down in one of the chairs and picked up a magazine.
"Don't you know about the curfew, miss?" he said. "You should get home."
"And you should get a babysitter," I said. "What are you, twelve?"
His nostrils flared. "I'm pretty sure you want to walk your pretty ass out of here, lady. Before I throw it in a cell."
Lucifer stood up and walked over to me, but I put a hand on his arm. The cop eyed him warily.
"Just tell Smithy I'm here," I said. "He's expecting me. Niki Slobodian."
"Smithy?" he said. "Ain't no Smithy here---" He swallowed. "Slobodian?" he croaked.
"Frog in your throat?" I said. His eyes had widened and his face had turned pale.
"You're here to see the commissioner?" he said. He suddenly had a clammy gleam to his face.
"We're old friends," I said, smiling sweetly.
The cop cleared his throat. "Sorry. My mistake."
"I don't care about your apology," I said. "Just go get Smithy, or let me in and I'll damn well find him myself."
"Nice to see some things don't change," said a familiar voice. Ron Smithy emerged through a door set next to the front desk. He smiled widely, his mustache twitching. I couldn't help smiling back. "Hey, Niki," he said.
I gave him a hug and he led me through the door, eying Lucifer curiously. Smithy paused next to the sweating rookie. "Broadsky, ain't it?" Ron said.
"Yessir," said the kid.
"Harass my friends again and I'll take that badge. Understood?"
"Absolutely, sir."
We sat down in Ron's office, a large, mahogany desk piled with papers between us.
"Moving up in the world, Smithy," I said. "Nice digs."
"It's bigger than I'm used to, that's for damn sure," said Ron. He opened a window and sat down, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. He put one in his mouth, watching me. His eyes slid to Lucifer. "Who's your friend?" He lit the cigarette with a plastic lighter and inhaled, blowing the smoke toward the window.
"I'm not important," said Lucifer in a low voice. "You don't need to know my name."
Smithy looked at him for a long moment. Then he looked at me and took another drag of his cigarette. "Sorry to hear about Sofi," he said.
I looked at Lucifer, who gave me another half-smile. He thought he was so clever. I turned my attention to Smithy. "You weren't at the funeral."
Smithy nodded. "I know. I thought it would cause problems."
"For you or for me?" I said.
"A cop at an Abby funeral?" said Ron. "Folks at funerals need something to be mad at. I would have started a riot."
"Sofi was never branded an Abby," I said.
"Because I turned a blind eye to her little side business," said Ron.
"Thanks for that," I said genuinely. "And I know you were always looking out for us. It would have been a whole different funeral if you were there. Sasha's old crew showed up."
"I'm sure they would have loved me."
"They're not real keen on politicians," I said.
"Neither am I," he said, blowing smoke through his nostrils. "You know I hate this shit."
"Then why are you doing it?"
He leaned forward, his elbows on the desk. "We all gotta do our part."
"What does that mean?"
"It means," he said, stubbing out the cigarette in an overflowing ashtray, "don't believe what you think you see, Nik. These sonsabitches are going down. And I'm going to be there to watch it happen." He smiled. "But enough about that. You didn't come down here to hear about me. What's going on?"
"Seriously?" I said. "You're not going to tell me what the hell you're up to?"
"Nope," he said. "Puts you in danger. In case this all goes sour."
"Ron, I can help you."
"I know you can, sweetheart. But I won't ask you."
I sighed, looking at him. He always had been a stubborn old bastard. "You remember my partner?" I said.
"Big fella?" he said.
"That's the one," I said. "His name is Bobby Gage. He's missing."
"That's a damn tragedy," said Ron. "I liked him."
"You only met him once," I said.
"Yeah, but anyone that makes a fool of that shithead Hugh Perry deserves a medal in my book. When was the last time you saw him?"
"At the funeral," I said. "He was freaking out. He took off and I haven't seen him since."
"What was he freaking out about?"
I smiled. "I can't tell you."
He shrugged stiffly. "I guess we both have secrets to keep."
"You have no idea."
"What do you want me to do?"
I thought for a moment. "Can you look into a crime that happened a couple years ago?"
"What's the crime?" Ron said, swiveling his chair and turning to the dusty computer. He wiggled the mouse and screen sprang to life.
"You know how to use that thing?" I said.
"Hell yeah I do," he said. "Everything's connected now. Get with the times, Slobodian."
I laughed. "Sorry. I just remember you refusing to use a cell phone."
"Times change," said Ron. "Sometimes you have to learn new things to survive. So what am I looking up here?"
"The murder of Bobby Gage's family," I said.
Ron stared at me. "Jesus. Real name Robert?"
I hesitated. "Yeah," I said. "Robert Gage." I couldn't see Gage as a Paul Watts. It didn't suit him.
Smithy clicked around on the computer, his eyes following whatever he was seeing on the monitor.
Lucifer leaned toward me. "What is he doing?" he said. "What is that box?"
"It's a computer," I said. "It stores information."
"Like a book?" he said.
"Sort of," I said.
"Why doesn't he just use a book?" said Lucifer.
"Your guess was pretty good," Ron said, not looking up from the screen. He didn't even seem to notice Lucifer. "Four years ago last week. Sara Gage and Robert Gage, Jr. were the victims." He frowned. "Kid wasn't even two years old."
"Photos of the crime scene?" I said.
Smithy clicked a few times, then leaned back in his chair. He looked at me. "Goddamn. You don't want to see this shit, Niki."
"I've seen worse," I said. I came around the desk and peered at the screen. It was the same as the murders I'd seen everywhere. Except these hadn't been so clinical. There was blood smeared everywhere, with a broken lamp on one side of the picture, an upturned cabinet on the other. The two bodies had been piled on the bed instead of left where they fell. The smaller body was curled on the larger body's lap. Sara had wrapped her arms around her son before she died. The boy's face was a nightmare made real. I squinted at the screen. I could see Sara's face. Besides being dead, she was unscathed. Why hadn't they smashed her as well? They'd had no problem with the child.
"What was her cause of death?" I said.
Ron clicked through a few pages until he found what he wanted. "Asphyxiation," he said. "Someone put a pillow over her face. Goddamn, Nik. Your partner is the one that found them. Did you know that?"
"Yeah," I said. "That I knew."
"Dunno how a man can find his family like that and not go batshit crazy," said Ron.
"Well, he did go crazy," I said. "For a while. He was institutionalized, I think." Lucifer had come around and was peering over my shoulder. I could feel the heat of him.
"Makes sense," said Smithy. "He's only human." He turned to look at me. "He is human, isn't he?"
I shrugged. "More or less."
"Smithy turned back to the screen. "It was unsolved. They thought Gage did it for a while, but he had an alibi."
"Alibi?" I said.
"Yeah, his buddy said they'd been out for drinks when it happened."
"What was the name of this fine citizen?" I said.
Smithy followed the blurry words with his eyes. "Looks like a Mr. Leland Kane."
"Kane?" said Lucifer.
"His name was Kane?" I said, making my voice calm.
"Yeah," said Smithy. "Guy checked out, so Gage was in the clear." He looked at me again. "That mean something to you?"
"Yeah," I said. "But I don't know what." I looked at Lucifer, who looked as confused as I did. "Ron, can you run a search on Bobby? See if he's popped up in the last few days?"
"Sure thing," he said. "I need another computer for that, though." He got up from his chair and walked out into the station.
"What the hell is going on?" I said, walking back to my chair and plopping down. Lucifer sat next to me. "Why would Kane kill Bobby's family and then give him an alibi? It doesn't make sense. Wouldn't he want Bobby to take the blame?"
Lucifer frowned, deep in thought. After a long moment he looked at me. "There is quite a large psychological element to torture," he said.
"You got a point?" I said.
"Yes," he said.
"What is it?" I said, annoyed.
"What if the point was not for your friend to take the blame? What if the point was torture?"
"Why wouldn't he want Bobby in prison?" I said. "Isn't that the ultimate torture?"
"Torture happens in the mind," said Lucifer. "Physical pain is nothing. Just a leeway to break the spirit. Kane wanted him to suffer. This we know. But what if it went beyond just killing his family? Prison is a place to seek redemption. It's a bit like purgatory. A place to come to terms with the travesties one has endured. Or caused."
"That's not really how most people see it," I said.
"But Kane has lived in Erebos," said Lucifer. "He doesn't want your friend to find redemption. He doesn't want him to heal. He wants him to suffer."
"So giving him an alibi forces him to go out into the world," I said. "Or into the loony bin."
"Kane wanted him to blame himself," said Lucifer. "For the rest of his life."
I took off my sunglasses and looked at Lucifer. "You know an awful lot about torture," I said.
"I'm Lucifer," he said with a shrug.
"I know," I said. "I just keep forgetting...you know. What you do."
"I don't do anything, Niki," he said. "But I am capable of unspeakable things. So are you. You have to understand. Every creature is capable of dark things. Things no one wants to think about. But even more importantly, every single creature in every world -- be it your world, Heaven, Hell -- we're just as easily capable of so much beauty. Incredible beauty. Gorgeous things that will break your heart they're so lovely. Kindnesses and selfless acts. Suffering for another. Art, music, poetry, literature. Love. Every new facet of the good in us more gorgeous than the last." He was looking into me, his eyes seeming to penetrate right into the core of me. "Don't let the darkness overwhelm you, Niki. You're too good for that."
For a second I couldn't look away from him. I forced my eyes away, but I could still feel him looking at me. What was it about these angels that had such an effect on me? I was mourning one, only to be drawn to the other. For a moment I hated myself for even thinking that way. I looked at Lucifer. He hadn't looked away. There was a strange, deep sadness behind his eyes. Behind the dark, shifting orbs. I identified with that sadness. Or maybe I was imagining it.
"Sam wants me to stay away from you," I said softly.
"Then why don't you?" he said.
I frowned. "I don't know. You're helping me find Bobby."
"Is that the only reason?" he said.
"He loved me, Lucifer," I said.
"And you?" he said. "What did you feel?"
"I felt drawn to him," I said. "But it was so fast. We barely knew each other. And then he was gone. If only I'd had more time."
"Then what?" said Lucifer.
I shook my head. "I don't know. I'm not so good at that part. I do beginnings and endings. There's never much of a middle for me."
"You would have tried with him, though," said Lucifer.
"Yes," I said.
"Next time you see Samael," said Lucifer, "ask him about Cassandra. And then ask him again why I'm so dangerous. And when you know, you can look me in the eye and tell me you still want him back."
Lucifer looked away from me and I felt cold for just an instant. He was angry, but I didn't know why. Something had happened between him and Sam. Something to do with Cassandra.
Ron came back into the room, shutting the door behind him. He had that bad news look. It was only exacerbated by his droopy mustache.
"You're not going to like it," he said. "But it solves your mystery."
"You found Bobby?" I said. I swallowed the lump in my throat down. I'd seen that look before. It usually came with I'm sorry for your loss. "Is he dead?" I said, my voice cracking.
Smithy looked surprised. "God no," he said. "He's alive. But..."
"What?" I said. "Spit it out, Smithy."
"He's been arrested," he said.
"Arrested?" I said. "For what?"
"He caused a disturbance," said Smithy. "Downtown. Then he hit the officer that tried to calm him down."
"Shit," I said. "Well, where is he? Is he here?"
"That's the part that's not so good. Considering his history."
"What is it?"
"He's been moved," said Smithy. "To Birch Springs. Same facility he was at before," said Smithy. "I checked."
"Why the hell was he moved there?" I said. "Does that happen often? I mean, it can't have been more than a day or two since he was arrested."
"No," said Smithy. "It doesn't happen. Not ever. It's New Government policy to stick the crazies in with everyone else." He cleared his throat. "Not that Bobby's crazy, mind you. The order came from high up the ladder."
"How high up?" I said.
"There was a judge's order for a psychiatric evaluation," Smithy went on. "And it was apparently decided immediately that he should be moved. I made a call. I know a few guys that were at that station when it went down. They said it was all real goddamn strange. They had to sedate Mr. Gage. When the doc came in they said Gage went berserk. Tried to kill the shrink with his bare hands. But, Nik. This might not mean anything, but I'm getting the creeps over this now. Maybe it's because I've got conspiracies on the brain. Maybe it's a coincidence."
"Tell me," I said softly.
"It's the doc that evaluated him," said Smithy. "The guy Bobby tried to strangle."
"What about him?"
"His name was Doctor Leland Kane."
 



TWELVE
 
"Slow down, you're going to kill someone," said Lucifer.
"What do you care?" I said. "You can't die, right?"
"But the other humans can," he said.
"Dammit, why can't you be the reckless personality when I need you to?" I said. I eased off the gas. "I'm just worried is all."
"I know," said Lucifer, rearranging his long legs. "It's understandable. But getting there five minutes faster isn't going to resolve anything."
"You're so sensible when you're not trying to break my bones."
"Would you rather I spoke comfort to you?"
I eyed him dubiously. "Are you capable of it?"
He thought for a moment. "No," he said finally. "What would Bobby Gage say?"
I looked at Lucifer quickly, then back at the road. "It is what it is, sis," I said, making my voice as deep as I could. "You can't save everyone in the goddamn world."
"That's good advice," said Lucifer, obviously suppressing a smile. "Is that really how he talks?"
"Yeah," I said, smiling myself. "He's just Bobby." I felt my smile fade to a frown. Only he wasn't Bobby. He was a damn stranger named Paul with a revenge agenda. And Paul seemed to be in some pretty damn serious trouble right now. I could feel my gun digging into my back and, even though I doubted it would be effective against Kane if we met up, it made me feel better to be carrying it.
"Why is he doing this?" I said.
"Kane?" said Lucifer.
"Yeah. I mean, I can see why he's messing with Bobby. It's crazy, but I can see the reasoning there. Bobby left him and he's getting back at him. Some people are like that, they just can't let things go. But the killings. All those people, they couldn't have all crossed Kane. They were just people, you know? Families. Why would he kill them? It can't just be random."
"Why?" said Lucifer.
"Why what?"
"Why can't it be random?" said Lucifer. "Chaos presides everywhere. It always has. There cannot always be meaning behind everything."
"I used to think that," I said. "That it was all chaos. But I met the Creator. He promised to reset the balance. There's a goddamn balance to the universe. But then He went away, and nothing changed. It's the same world, the same shit that there always was. If anything, it just seems worse now. How is that possible?" I realized I wasn't just talking. I really wanted to know. "It's like everything that we did, everything we lost, it was all for nothing."
"Niki," said Lucifer gently, "it's not that simple."
"Yes, it is," I said, my voice hard. I was trying to stay calm, to keep driving, but I wanted to scream. I could feel the souls starting to pull at my chest again. It never stopped. There was a sharp tingle behind my eyes. "It's simple. It has to be. There is a god, but He doesn't goddamn care."
"The Creator doesn't think like that," he said. "The balance just means that the things that used to happen, Abbies, Outsiders, they won't just happen any longer. There will be no more wars in your world started by angels. It doesn't mean things will be better. It doesn't mean people won't die, or feel pain or stop doing horrible things." I could feel Lucifer's eyes on me. "It just means that life will go on."
The road began to blur as my eyes teared up. "Dammit!" I said. I slammed my foot into the brake and swerved the car onto the shoulder of the road. I heard horns honking at me, but I could barely see. Cars sped past, shaking my crappy little car with their wind. I opened the door and got out, walking away from the road, not looking, not caring where I went. I just had to get away for a minute. I felt my foot slip on the gravel and I fell hard, sliding down an incline. I laid at the bottom, the breath knocked out of me for a moment. Peachy.
"Niki, are you all right?" Lucifer's voice called.
I finally managed to pull air in my lungs. I panted for a few breaths. "I'm fine, leave me alone," I rasped. I sat up and brushed myself off. My leg was bleeding and I'd ripped my pants. I stood up, ignoring the throbbing where I'd cut myself. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. I could hear Lucifer clambering down the incline towards me. I didn't turn to look at him. A field spread in front of me, unseen from the highway. I could hear the cars speeding along the freeway above, and no one knew that something beautiful was down here. It had miraculously stopped raining and the clouds had cleared somewhat; the sun had just gone behind the trees and a surreal light filled the meadow. Spring wildflowers were getting ready to bloom. I reached down and touched the hard buds, just a hint of vibrant pink visible through the green pod. Life goes on. A hand touched my shoulder and I spun around, pulling away from Lucifer.
"What are you doing?" he said.
"Why are you helping me?" I yelled. I didn't know why I was so upset. I just was. Everything was becoming too much. And the pressure, the pain in my chest was getting worse.
"Because you need help," he said.
I shook my head. "None of it is going to matter. Nothing I can possibly do will matter."
"That's not true," said Lucifer. He took a step toward me, but I took another step back.
"Why is it always angels?" I said, my voice high. "Why Sam? Why you?"
"Why what?" he said frowning.
"I didn't want any of this," I said. "I didn't ask Sam to love me. I didn't want this life. I didn't want to fight, to watch everyone around me die. I just wanted..."
"What?" said Lucifer softly. "What is it that you want, Niki?"
"I just wanted a life," I whispered. "A human life. A normal life."
"You don't get to choose," he said, an edge of bitterness in his voice. "None of us gets to choose. You were born with the soul of God inside you. Your father was one of the most powerful angels in the universe. You don't get to choose to be human, Niki. You never were human. You will never be what you consider normal."
"Why not me?" I said, my voice thick. "Why can't I have friends and family and movie night? Why does it have to be this way?"
"Because you are extraordinary." Lucifer closed the gap and grasped my arms. "You were born beyond human, beyond normal. You have to accept the fact that you cannot be mundane. You have gifts that ordinary people have never dared dream about. And you don't get the family and the children and the job. You get to save the world. You get to walk among the humans and give them peace. You get to see the world as it really is. You're not one of them, Niki. And you never will be. You're so much more."
I couldn't catch my breath. Lucifer's hands were like fire on my arm. "I just want to feel something," I said. "One real thing. All I can feel is emptiness inside me." I shook my head, the tears starting to overflow. "There's nothing there anymore. All I feel is pain and emptiness. And the dead never stop. They are always pulling me. And now Bobby's probably gone crazy. He'll be gone when I see him. He won't be himself. Or he'll be dead. And he was the only one left. My last hope at staying who I am. My last chance to feel just one goddamn thing."
"You're not human, Niki," Lucifer said. His eyes were so close it felt like they were burning into me. "You're one of us now."
"Why do you care?" I said, narrowing my eyes. I pulled my arms from his grasp. "Why are you really helping me? Because you hated Sam for some reason? Is this to get back at him?"
"No," said Lucifer, through gritted teeth. "That's not why."
"Then why?" I screamed.
Lucifer's eyes were dancing and I thought he was going to go crazy again. "Because I'm not him," he said. He reached down and pulled me close and his mouth was on mine. His lips were so hot that I could feel them burning me, but I didn't pull away. It was the first thing that wasn't pain that I had felt in what seemed like an eternity. I kissed him back all the harder, pressing my body against his, putting my hands around his neck and pulling him as hard against my mouth as I could. And then someone screamed.
It was so loud that I had to put my hands over my ears. I looked around frantically for the source of the scream. Lucifer was staring at me. Then I realized it was coming from my head. I took my hands from my ears and took a step away from Lucifer. There was a sudden and deafening silence. I looked up at him.
"What's wrong?" said Lucifer.
I swallowed, wondering if I should keep it to myself. But there had been far too many lies lately. "It's Sam," I said. "He was screaming."
Lucifer was speechless for a moment. He swallowed. "You heard him? Can you always hear him?"
I closed my eyes. "No. Only sometimes." I frowned. "The only other time was when I was in Erebos. He wanted me to leave."
Lucifer looked at me for a long time. He was breathing deeply, as though to steady himself. "Has it occurred to you---"
"That Sam's trying to keep me away from you?" I interrupted. "Of course it has. I'm not an idiot. But the man gave me his soul. I owe him. He's staying because he loved me."
"You keep saying that," said Lucifer.
"What else do you want me to say?" I said weakly.
"You keep saying he loved you," he said, his voice quiet and tense. "But you never say it the other way round."
"What are you talking about?" I said. But I knew. I looked away, toward the meadow. Lucifer touched my face, his hand warm on my skin. But it was more than the warmth that I felt. It was as if there was electricity when he touched me. Not in a painful way, but my insides leaped when he touched me. I closed my eyes for a moment. I didn't want to feel that way about him. I opened them to find him staring at me.
"It's not your fault, Niki," he said.
"He died for me," I said. "How is that not my fault?"
"Are those your words or his?" said Lucifer.
I frowned and took a step back, the connection broken. I shivered as we parted, feeling cold all over. "There's something you should know," I said, wrapping my arms around myself. Why couldn't I be warm all the time like Lucifer? Like Sam had been? Instead I found that I was cold all the time. I heard thunder in the distance. "I don't think Sam's staying because he loved me."
Lucifer frowned. I wanted to go to him. To kiss him again. To never stop. But instead I looked away.
"He wants me to bring him back," I said. I felt hollow again. The passion from only a minute before ebbing away. As I spoke the words aloud, I was admitting them to myself, too. Sam wasn't here for me. At least not in the way he wanted me to think he was.
"Niki, that can never happen," said Lucifer. "It doesn't work. Once in a thousand years it's worked. If he comes back --"
"I know!" I snapped. I turned to look at him. I drew a shaky breath. "I know," I said again, this time softly. "He saved my life," I said. "It's because of him that I'm walking around, and I've got his soul to prove it."
"I know this is hard," he said gently, "but he may be manipulating your guilt. It's not Samael in there, Niki. It's only a very small part of him. The best parts, the real parts of him were unmade by the Creator. And I have to wonder if He had a good reason for doing so."
I shook my head. "Is this what the Creator considers righting the balance?"
I felt him touch me before I even saw him move. He was putting his arms around me and I let him. Every time he touched me I felt the hollowness ease. I let myself lean against him. I closed my eyes. He was insane. I knew he was. At least part of him was. But to be honest, so was I. So was everyone I knew in some way. And with Lucifer, despite his crazy spells, despite common sense that told me this in itself was madness...I had never felt so safe. It was a stupid cliche, but it was true. And he was the goddamn devil, but I didn't care.
"Maybe," Lucifer said, his voice rumbling in his chest against my ear, "you were the Creator's way of righting the balance. Maybe He always meant for you to be the one to set things right."
It started to rain again.
 



THIRTEEN
 
We drove the rest of the way to Birch Springs in silence. It was night by the time we got there. I could feel Lucifer looking at me, but I avoided his eyes.
"Is it wrong?" I said, looking straight ahead through the windshield. I turned off the engine. The parking lot was dotted with vehicles. Probably employees. The rain impaired the view in minutes.
"What?" he said.
I breathed out through my nose. "I don't know. Everything. Sam's in my head, and now you're here making it harder. It's very confusing. I just can't think straight anymore." I glanced at him. "No offense."
"None taken," he said.
"I just need time."
"I have time," he said.
"I know," I said. "Me too."
We got out of the car and started across the parking lot. "Well, no turning back now," I said.
"Indeed," said Lucifer. But I had the feeling he wasn't talking about Bobby.
Birch Springs just looked like a regular hospital, the brick structure rising up into the night sky not unlike the wall that separated Erebos from the Outsiders. There was no razor wire fence or guards. Come to that, there was no gate. And when we walked in, the doors opened easily. No one had to buzz us in or check our identification. As we stood in the glaring fluorescent light, a nursing station ahead of us, Lucifer and I looked at each other.
"That was easier than I thought," I said.
"Disappointed?" he said.
"A little," I said.
We approached the counter. The woman sitting behind it was hunched over some paperwork. Her dyed-red hair was fastened into a bun on the back of her head that jiggled with every stroke of her pen. She wore dark pink scrubs, though they looked pristinely clean and possibly ironed. She seemed to sense us standing there and looked up after a moment. Her face split into an enormously wide smile, her lips painted a garish shade of something between orange and brown. She wore reading glasses that sparkled on the corners with what was supposed to look like jewels. These she slid off and let dangle around her neck from a silver chain.
"Hello there," she said, her voice high and cheerful. "Can I help you with something? I'm afraid visiting hours are over." The smile stayed stuck in place.
"I'm looking for my...associate," I said. "He's gone missing, but I understand he was brought here."
"Lots of people are brought here," she said, still smiling. "We have more beds than the Hilton. But I don't have time to stop what I'm doing every time a small pretty thing in a leather jacket is looking for her boyfriend, now, do I?"
"Excuse me?" I said.
"Come back during visiting hours, dear," she said, a steely edge to her voice.
"Do it," Lucifer murmured in my ear.
"Do what?" I said.
"Make her tell you," he said.
I looked at the woman. She was still smiling, but there was nothing but anger in her eyes. "I'm looking for Robert Gage," I said.
"And I'm looking for the Tooth Fairy," she said. "Let me know if you find her when you come back tomorrow."
"You have to believe she's going to do as you say," Lucifer whispered.
"It doesn't seem right," I said out of the corner of my mouth to Lucifer. "They're people."
"Do you want to find your friend?"
I leveled my gaze at the nurse. I remembered I was wearing sunglasses and took them off. Her eyes widened a bit. Though I hadn't seen her blink an eye when she glanced at Lucifer when he came in. In fact, no one seemed to notice him much. It was as if they knew he was there, but didn't pay much attention to him. I pushed the thought from my head and concentrated on Nurse Ratched.
"What's your name?" I said.
The smile had faded. "Nancy," she said.
"Nancy, I'm looking for my friend. A great big guy named Bobby Gage. Have you seen him?"
"Yes," she said.
"Is he here?"
"Not any more."
I looked at Lucifer, who nodded back to Nancy.
"What do you mean by that, Nancy?" I said.
"We let him go about an hour ago. I didn't realize who he was."
I frowned. "And who was he?"
She smiled a little, though it was muted. "He was an agent. He said he'd been working undercover. Those silly policemen didn't even know."
I sighed and reached into my pocket. "Nancy, did he show you his badge?"
"Of course," she said. "Otherwise I wouldn't have believed him."
"Did it look like this?" I pushed my old badge Sam had given me across the counter. Her eyes lit up.
"You work together?" she said. "Are you undercover, too?"
I clenched my teeth. "Where is he now, Nancy?"
"Well, I have no idea," she said.
"Who brought him in? A doctor?"
"No," she said. "The police brought him. But they had an order from a doctor."
"Doctor Kane?"
"Yes," she said, smiling in recognition. "I don't know him, though. A man came with the police. It was he that had the paperwork for Mr. Gage. I didn't care for him, though."
"Why not?" I said.
"I don't like men who wear hats indoors," she said, shaking her head. "No manners."
"Was it a fedora?" I said, my stomach filling with ice.
"Yes," she said.
"Is he still here?"
"Oh, goodness, no," she said. "I made him leave. Like I said, I didn't care for him."
"That's just peachy, Nancy," I said, the words coming out bitter. "Thanks for your help." I had no idea where Bobby was now. This was a wild goose chase.
"Oh, dear, please don't be angry," Nancy said, visibly upset. I frowned at Lucifer.
"You have to let her go," said Lucifer.
"I really couldn't live with myself if you were upset with me," said Nancy. And before I could react, she reached out and took hold of my hand. The familiar flash of images filled my head. Nancy as a thin, young, fresh-faced student, Nancy looking into a handsome man's eyes, Nancy dejected and alone and sitting alone in a shabby little apartment, a cat in her lap, Nancy slapping a young girl lying in a hospital bed, the girl crying, her arms in leather restraints. Something odd was happening. The images weren't stopping. I saw Nancy with gray in her hair, an older Nancy than the one that stood in front of me, standing at a gravestone, wiping her eyes. And finally, Nancy in a crushed station wagon, her face covered in blood, the life slowly flickering out of her irises, Nancy's spirit looking over Nancy's body, and someone approaching. I knew that someone was me. But the vision changed. I felt a sort of dark pull. Something easing me closer, urging me to go deeper. I pulled my hand away and stepped back, shaken.
"You've been a big help, Nancy," I said, my voice small. "You can go."
The woman blinked and frowned, as if she'd been daydreaming. She looked at me for a moment, but then looked down and started scribbling on her paperwork again. I just stared at her.
"Niki?" said Lucifer. "What happened?"
I looked at him, surprised. I'd forgotten he was there for a moment. "I...don't know," I said.
"What was that?"
"I try not to touch people," I said, feeling lightheaded. "Not on their skin, anyway. Not the living."
"Why?" he said, interested.
"I see things," I said. "Ever since Sam brought me back. He said it was a side effect. I see their memories. I saw Sofi's once. Bobby's too."
"So you saw Nancy's memories?"
"No," I said. "It wasn't like that. It was like I was watching her life. Not through her eyes, but through my own. How is that possible?"
"I told you," said Lucifer. "You have powers you haven't even touched yet."
"No," I said. "I don't want this power." I was shaking my head. I couldn't stop. My voice was rising. "I don't want it."
"Niki, calm down," said Lucifer.
"When I met him, he said he couldn't do it. I asked him if he could see. If he knew when it would happen, but he said no one had such a horrible power."
"Slow down, Niki," said Lucifer. "Who?"
"Sam," I said. I focused on Lucifer.
"What did you see?" he said.
"Death," I said.
"What do you mean?" he said.
I felt dizzy. "When I touch people, I can see their lives. The big moments. But..." I swallowed down the panic that was rising. "Now I can see death, too."
"Oh," he said softly.
"Why would I have such a horrible ability?" I said, my voice hardly a whisper. "I don't want this, Lucifer. I don't want to know. Sam didn't even have to know. Why is this happening?"
"Niki..."
"Everything is death now," I said. "I can feel them all around me, crushing my chest from the inside. I see them, I hear them, I have to help them. And now I have to know. I have to know when everything I touch is going to turn to dust. There's only me. I'm the only one left. Bobby's alive, but for how long? One day I'll touch him too, and I'll know when he's going to die. I can't know. How do I make it stop?"
Lucifer caught me by my elbows as I staggered, but I jumped back.
"Don't touch me," I said, my voice not my own any more. "I don't want to know."
Lucifer held up his hand. "Go ahead," he said. "Touch me."
I shook my head. "No," I said. "I can't."
"Do it," he said.
"I don't want to know!" I said.
Lucifer's other hand shot out and grabbed my wrist and forced my hand into his. I cried out and tried to pull away. He squeezed gently. I took a breath. His skin was so warm. And I didn't see anything. No visions, no death, only him. I looked up into his face.
"I will not die," he said.
"How do you know?" I said.
"I just know," he said. "I will never turn to dust, Niki. You can rely on that. And I will always come when you need me. Not just when it's convenient. Do you understand that? If you call, I will be by your side. No matter what."
I felt my heart slow. I didn't know why the thought of Lucifer being the constant calmed me, but it did.
"This isn't me," I said. "I don't even recognize myself. I'm not weak. I'm not this person."
"It will get easier," he said.
"I don't believe you," I said.
"Are you all right?"
I let go of his hand, suddenly realizing I was still holding it. I took a step back. "I'm fine," I said. "Let's find Bobby's room. In case he left something behind."
"Lead the way," he said.
The halls were deserted except for a few nurses. Lucifer quickly learned the number of Bobby's room, and we found it after getting turned around in the labyrinthine halls a half dozen times. We finally entered the small, sparse room to find someone in it. The bed closest to the door contained a young guy in his twenties who could have passed for a college student with his shaggy hair and patchy beginning of facial hair. He was skinny and his eyes took up half his face when they widened at the sight of us.
"Oh, God," he said, scrambling in the sheets. "No, no, no, no! Not yet, please not yet."
"You know me?" I said.
"I don't want to die," he said, his eyes watering.
I walked over to him. "I'm not here for you," I said firmly. "Calm down."
He froze, staring at me with his wide eyes. "You're not?"
"No," I said. "I'm looking for my friend."
"No one else here," said the guy quickly. "Only me."
"He's gone now," I said. "Did you see him? Big guy? Name's Bobby?"
He nodded quickly. "I saw him," he said. "Quiet. Quiet, quiet, quiet." He reached up to scratch his nose and I could see cutmarks all up and down his arms.
"Did he say where he was going?" I said.
"He didn't say anything." He laughed. "Is he hiding from you? How do you hide from the Reaper? She always finds you. Always, always, always." His hand thrust out and grabbed my hand. Images shot through my head. A man beating a small child with a belt, the child wailing, a smoky house with empty liquor bottles covering a coffee table, a slovenly-looking woman passed out on the couch, the boy a teenager, hunching down in school, the boy, looking closer to the age he was now, hunched in a messy bedroom and cutting at his arm with a razor blade. The boy, looking not any older, lying in a pool of blood on a dirty bathroom floor. And there it was again. A pull. Something that felt dark and quiet that nudged me forward more. I could see more if I wanted to. I could take it all.
I pulled my hand away with a gasp. I looked at Lucifer, who didn't seem to notice anything strange had happened. I could still see the boy dead on the restroom floor, the smell of urine still in my nostrils. Just like that. He was dead. I didn't think it was very far down the road, either. I stared at the guy in the bed for a moment. Then I made up my mind and pulled my sunglasses off. I bent down and looked into his eyes.
"Stop cutting," I said. "You don't want to cut any more. You won't feel bad about yourself anymore. Those people that raised you, you'll remember them like a bad dream. They don't matter. Go to school, get a job, do anything you want. Don't be self-destructive. You don't have to be that person. Got it? Live your life. So few of us have that freedom."
"Okay," he said weakly. "Okay, okay, okay."
"What's your name?" I said.
"Randy."
"Start now, Randy."
He nodded and I stood up. I backed away from him and he blinked. His eyes slid past me, seeming to forget I was there. After a minute, he rolled over and closed his eyes. In seconds he was snoring.
Lucifer was staring at me.
"What?" I said, harsher than I'd meant to.
"Nothing," he said. He smiled his half-smile at me.
"Stop smiling like that," I said. I felt somehow naked. I hadn't meant to do that with Randy. But I couldn't see such a sad life and do nothing. No one with the power to help would have ignored that.
"Sorry," said Lucifer. "You're just..." He shook his head. "You try so hard to be hostile. But I think you're the kindest person I've ever met."
"Whatever," I said. "He just needed someone to tell him he was okay. No one should have to die like that."
"Like what?" he said.
"Lonely," I said.
"Do you think you can change it?" said Lucifer.
"Change what?" I said. I took a step toward the other side of the room and my boot crunched. I looked down and saw something white on the ground. Salt. It surrounded the bed. At least we knew Bobby was really here. I almost laughed. I scooped some up and put it in my jacket pocket. Just in case. Salt came in pretty handy, in my experience.
"His fate. Do you think it took?"
I sighed. "How should I know?"
"Please," he said, touching my arm. "Appease my curiosity." He nodded to the sleeping kid.
"I don't have time for this," I said. But I went anyway and, bracing myself, touched my fingers to the back of his exposed neck. The images came again. I pulled back as soon as I saw his death. I didn't like that dark pull that came afterward. It felt wrong. I could feel Lucifer staring at me when I let go. I couldn't help but smile. "I changed it," I said. "He was at least in his sixties. Heart attack." I looked at Lucifer. "He got married. No kids, but they were...enough for each other." I shook my head. "It worked. It really worked."
Lucifer smiled. "You saved his life."
"That's a change," I said. I looked at Randy's sleeping form. At least something good would come of all this. One life had been extended. Maybe even saved. It wasn't much, but if one person could find happiness, especially someone who had never had it, it was enough. It was a good feeling.
"It's not only death, you know," said Lucifer. I looked at him. "There's so much more. If you could only see it. If you would let yourself see it."
"You're probably right," I said. "But death is the only part I see right now. And I just want to find Bobby." I walked over to his side of the room again. There was nothing here. It looked like he hadn't even been here. Nothing in the nightstand, and it was clean under the bed. I rummaged through the blankets, unmaking the bed. Nothing. I sat down on the mattress and put my face in my hands. I felt the bed move as Lucifer sat next to me.
"I have no idea where to go next," I said. I felt so helpless. I didn't like the feeling one bit. There had been way too much of it lately.
"Maybe we can try his house again," said Lucifer.
"Forget it," I said. "This is pointless. If Bobby Gage wanted to be found, I would have found him by now. His name isn't even Bobby. This has all just been a huge waste of time."
"I think Randy would disagree."
I looked at him, but he wasn't making fun of me. He was being genuine. "Yeah, I guess he would."
"You just need sleep," he said. "You might feel differently tomorrow."
I shook my head. "I can't sleep yet. I have to tend to the dead."
"Now?" he said.
"It hurts pretty bad," I admitted.
"You didn't say anything."
I shrugged. "It's not really my thing to talk about how I feel," I said. "At least not until you came along." I closed my eyes. "You've been gone all day. You should get back to Erebos." I opened my eyes and looked at him. He was looking back at me, his face serious, a frown line between his eyebrows. It wasn't hard to look at him anymore. I didn't see Sam. I just saw Lucifer. "Thank you for everything you've done today, Lucifer. I don't know if I could have gotten through it without you. It's been a really bad couple of months." I laughed a dry, humorless laugh. "A bad life, actually."
"I know," he said.
Without even thinking about it, I reached over and laced my fingers through his. We sat there like that, motionless, for a long time. I was afraid to look at him, but I could feel his eyes on me. After what felt like an eternity, he squeezed my hand.
"I have to go back," he said. "But let me help you with the souls first."
I finally met his eyes. "You don't have to," I said.
"I can't do much," he said. "But you're exhausted. Does it help to have someone with you?"
"Yes," I said without hesitating.
"Then let's go," he said.
"What about Erebos?" I said. "Aren't you worried?"
"It's only been one day," he said.
I nodded. "Okay." I felt the pressure of his fingers on my hand, the warmth of contact. I had always done the things I needed to do on my own. I'd protected my loved ones any way I had to. Maybe it was time to let someone help me. It would take some getting used to, but I realized that I needed it. And despite the danger of Lucifer's other self, I liked being around him. But even stranger was that I didn't want him to leave. He countered my craziness. Maybe I could counter his if it came down to it. I felt a flutter of guilt in my belly. I shouldn't be thinking such things. I had a damn dead boyfriend in my head.
"Ready?" he said.
"Yeah," I said, and I let the pull take us.
 



FOURTEEN
 
A middle-aged couple in a car crash on a mountain road. A man with a kitchen knife sticking out of his abdomen, a woman with a black eye and a bruised face rocking back and forth on her heels nearby. A fire in a factory, five souls staring into the flames, uncomprehending. I took them all. Lucifer and I didn't talk much. We didn't have to. I was here to do a job. But when we were being pulled from place to place, and I took his hand, I knew what it was that gave me comfort. Touching him was the first contact, human or angel, that I'd had in over a month. Since that last kiss I'd shared with Sam, I had barely interacted with anyone living, much less had lasting contact with them. My body seemed to crave it. Even though in my mind I knew that Sam might on some level know everything I was feeling -- and for his brother, no less -- I couldn't help but feel it. It pissed me off because I had no control over it, but I felt it nonetheless.
I knew there was only one stop left. Our feet touched down on snow, tall trees silhouetted against a dark sky. I shivered in the cold. A darkened cabin stood in front of us. As the moon emerged from the clouds I could see it was an old cabin, made of darkened rough-hewn logs. It looked as though it had been forgotten. I heard a creak and saw that the front door had been left open. Even from ten feet away I could smell the blood.
"Oh no," I said.
"He's been here, hasn't he?" said Lucifer.
"Yes. How do I know that?" I said.
"You just do."
We walked toward the house, our shoes crunching in the snow. There were no footprints besides our own. I stopped just short of the steps.
"Niki, I'd like to show you something before you go in there," said Lucifer. I looked at him. His dark eyes glittered in the darkness. My chest ached from the pull. My whole body ached. I wanted very badly to sleep without dreaming.
"What is it?" I said.
Lucifer took my hand and led me away from the house, toward the trees. Snow lay in sparkling drifts, brightening the forest. It was so quiet and there was a thick, rich, clean smell to the air. I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs.
"Do you feel it?" said Lucifer. He was looking out at the landscape.
"I feel cold," I said.
"No," he said, turning his head to look at me. "Try again. Close your eyes."
"Seriously?" I said.
"Yes," said Lucifer. "Close your eyes and tell me what you feel."
I closed my eyes. "I feel stupid. Is that what you mean?"
"Try," he said, an edge of irritation to his voice.
I took a deep breath. "I feel death behind me," I said. "I feel a spirit that's lost."
"What else?" His voice was low and quiet in my ear.
I concentrated. "I feel a storm coming. It's going to snow. I feel..."
"Yes?"
I frowned. "I feel...the trees. Is that possible? I can feel them stretching." I laughed. "This is stupid. I'm going crazy."
"Keep going," Lucifer whispered.
I shook my head. "This isn't possible." But I concentrated again. "There's a little town just over the hill. I can feel the life there. A woman is having a baby. People are happy about that." I felt myself inadvertently smile. "They're celebrating. Children are playing, dancing around. There's no sadness there tonight." I felt my breath catch in my throat. "I-I feel the ground under my feet. It's moving. I can feel it turning. I feel the sun on the other side of the world." I opened my eyes. I realized I was tearing up. I looked at Lucifer. "Oh my God. I can feel everything."
"And death?" said Lucifer, his eyes looming in front of me.
I nodded. "There's death," I said. "Lots of death. So much. But..."
"But what?" he said.
I actually smiled at him. The first real smile in months. "But there's so much life," I said. "Joy and sadness. Birth and death. Everything. Jesus, I can feel it. How is that possible?"
"I told you that you were extraordinary," he said.
"Has it always been this way?" I said. "The world?"
"Always. Since the beginning of time."
"Will I always see it this way?"
"You may forget to look from time to time," said Lucifer. "But it's always there, waiting for you to remember."
"I never knew," I said.
"So few humans do," he said. "You see? Not being human isn't all bad. There are advantages."
"I can see that."
"Are you ready to go in now?" he said.
"Oh," I said. I looked round at the cabin. For a moment I'd completely forgotten the pain in my chest; I hadn't noticed the pull. I felt it now, though it didn't trouble me as much. I looked up at Lucifer's face. He looked ethereal in the moonlight. "Thank you," I said. "You have no idea what you've done for me."
He touched my shoulder, his breath coming out as a cloud in the frigid night air. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but closed it again. He frowned, but he didn't look away. "The pleasure is all mine," he said finally. He seemed to realize his hand was still on my shoulder and he dropped it to his side awkwardly. I wanted to reach out and grab him, pain in my chest or not. But I couldn't. Not like this. Things had become so complicated. I clenched a fist and felt my nails bite into my palm. Was I really so weak that I couldn't control myself?
Not knowing what to say, I stepped away, and headed slowly toward the cabin. I heard the crunch of Lucifer's boots in the snow behind me.
The cabin was grisly, but I was a little better-equipped to handle it. I did gag a little on the warm smell of blood, but I managed to keep the meager contents of my stomach down.
There was only one body here; only one spirit. He was a clean-cut guy in a tee-shirt. He was sitting on the rickety twin bed and staring at his corpse, the head of which had been turned to hamburger. He had a few days' worth of whiskers on his face and his jeans looked fitted and expensive. He was not what I was expecting to find in a rickety cabin in the far north. He looked up at me after a moment.
"I guess it was stupid to run," he said. "No matter where you go, he'll always find you."
I looked at Lucifer, then back to the ghost of a man.
"You knew he was after you?" I said.
He snorted. "Of course I knew. Lots of us know. Doesn't matter. Kane will always find us."
"Do you know why?" I said.
"Of course I know why," the man said. "He wants to kill us. All of us."
"Us?" I said.
He narrowed his empty eyes at me. "Jesus, you don't know anything, do you?"
I frowned and took a step toward him. "Why did Kane want to kill you?"
"Because I'm an Outsider," he said. "I thought Death would be a lot smarter."
 
"How do you know about the Outsiders?" said Lucifer.
The spirit's empty eyes seemed to notice him for the first time. "Oh my God," the ghost said.
I frowned. "What do you see?" I looked at Lucifer.
"Are you stupid?" he said. "That's the devil."
"It would be a very big mistake to speak to her like that again," Lucifer breathed. "Now tell us how you know about the Outsiders."
"Look at my back," said the ghost, gesturing to his body.
I crouched down and pulled the corpse's shirt up. The dead man's smooth skin became bumpy toward the middle of his spine, small ridges punctuated by stony scales the color of a dull copper penny.
"That's it?" I said.
"No," he said. "I can make it rain up. At least I could. Before I died. Shit, man. This sucks."
"But who told you you were an Outsider?" I said. "It's not common knowledge up here."
"When I was a kid, my mom took me to all kinds of doctors. No one knew what was wrong with me. The last one said it was a genetic mutation. Inoperable. But after my mom left the room to let me get dressed he came back. He told me I couldn't tell anyone. Ever. He told me about the Outsiders. There were others, too, he said. I thought he was crazy at first." He looked down at his body. "I didn't know I was adopted." He looked at me. "It wasn't a real adoption, y'know? My parents didn't make enough money or something. Couldn't adopt legally. When I confronted them, they finally told me what happened. Some guy came to their house. Creepy guy. But he said he could get them a baby. Papers too. They didn't even have to pay him."
"Outsider babies," I said. "He was smuggling them out of Erebos."
"What did he look like?" said Lucifer.
"I don't know," said the spirit. "Weird eyes. Looked like an old-timey gangster."
"Fond of fedoras, no doubt," I said, feeling sick.
"Yeah," he said. "Anyway, people found me after that. I guess the doc told them. They were like me. I've kept in contact with some of them ever since."
"And how did you hear about Kane?" I said.
"Everyone knows about Kane," he said.
"I'm guessing none of you have ever seen him," I said.
"No, but everyone knows. Word travels in the Underground."
"How many?" said Lucifer. "How many know?"
"Hard to say," he said. "I only know a couple. But they know a couple, and that couple knows a couple. There's no way to identify each other. At least not all of us."
"And where are the couple that you know?" I said.
"Gone," he said. "Dead. Everyone's dead. I don't know how he knows where to find us, but he's a damn monster. I didn't even see him coming tonight." He looked at his body again. "Shit," he said again. "I didn't want to die. Can't you do something?"
"That's not how it works," I said.
He nodded, looking toward the ceiling. "What happens now?"
"Now you don't have to run any more," I said.
He looked at me. After a moment he nodded again. "I guess that would be good," he said. "I'm so tired, y'know?"
"Yeah," I said. "I know."
After I touched him and he faded away, I looked at Lucifer.
"What the hell is going on?" I said. "He saves the babies and then comes back and murders them?"
Lucifer sat down on the only chair that wasn't covered in blood. He frowned, deep in thought. He was staring at the corpse. "It doesn't make sense," he said.
"Damn right it doesn't make sense," I said. "I told you before that none of this made sense."
Lucifer looked at me like he was remembering he wasn't alone. "Before, Kane was for hire."
"For hire?" I said. "What does that mean?"
"He would do anything. Didn't matter what it was. He would kill his mother if someone paid him enough."
"Did he kill his mother?" I said.
"The point is, Kane is greedy," said Lucifer. "If he's the same person that he was when I threw him in the pit, he doesn't do anything on his own. Someone is paying him. And if I'm right, you can count on this: he is expensive."
"He is?" I said.
"He's the best," said Lucifer. "As far as I know, I'm the only one who ever caught him. And even after the worst kinds of torture, he wouldn't tell me who hired him."
"Oh," I said.
Lucifer sighed. "Yes, I tortured him. He'd murdered hundreds of people. What is that phrase you're so fond of?"
I rolled my eyes, but said it anyway. "Deal with it."
"Yes," said Lucifer. "Deal with it."
"I'm sorry," I said. But Lucifer dismissed my apology with a gesture.
"Niki, I think someone's paying him."
"Paying him?" I said. "To murder Outsiders?"
"And their families," said Lucifer.
"But who would...oh, Jesus. The lords?"
He nodded gravely. "But which one?"
"There could be more than one," I said. "Almost all of them hate Outsiders, from what I've seen."
"Indeed."
"But what good does it do?" I said.
"Good?" he laughed bitterly.
"I mean, it doesn't make sense. What do they get out of it? It doesn't end the fighting, it doesn't gain them traction...why would they fork over the big bucks to kill these people?"
"Does hate ever need reason to survive?" he said. "You don't understand these men."
"They don't care," I said softly, realizing. "They hate them so much they don't care how they die."
"They want to wipe them out," said Lucifer. "Not unlike your New Government. They'll start with the most vulnerable. It won't be long before they move on to the more dangerous ones."
"Over the wall?" I said.
"Over the wall."
"But you don't know for sure," I said. "It might be someone else."
"Niki," he said, "I've ruled Hell for thousands of years. I know these men. I know how they think. I know how they fight. They don't get their hands dirty. They're pathetic." His eyes flashed. "They need to be brought to justice."
"Just wait," I said. "Please. Until we know for sure."
Lucifer stood up. "No waiting," he said. He had that mad look in his eyes again, a dangerous giddiness that should have scared me. But it didn't. I wasn't afraid of him. I knew I should have been terrified. This was a man that could tear me apart without thinking, and he wouldn't even realize he was doing it until it was too late. He walked out the door and I followed, the cold hitting me in the face.
"Stop," I said. There was a strange note to my voice that I didn't recognize. I felt a surge of heat run through my body, but it was gone in an instant. Lucifer turned around. He was smiling his crazy smile.
"You can't stop it, Niki," he said.
I closed the gap between us with three long steps. "You're not doing this," I said. "You don't even know if they're guilty. You'll kill them all. And we don't know how many are innocent. Do you think you can stop once you start?"
"No," he said. "But I'm willing to live with that." He bent down so our faces were almost touching. "It's justice, Niki. Deal with it."
"No," I said. "I will not goddamn deal with it. You're going to listen to me."
"Should I break a bone this time?" he said, his eyes dancing. He reached for my wrist, but without thinking, I backhanded him. I felt something like a hot poker stab through my nerves as my hand made contact with his face. The same sensation I'd had when I hit Eli. His feet rose off the ground and he landed on his back in the snow with a grunt.
I looked at my hand, turning it over in the moonlight. It just looked like a normal hand. Lucifer was staggering to his feet. I made my face stony, so he wouldn't see my shock. He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes still shining with excitement.
"If you think a little slap is going to stop me, you're quite wrong," he said. But he touched his cheekbone with his hand gingerly where I'd hit him.
"I'm sorry I hit you," I said.
"Don't be," he said. "It's nothing compared to what I'm going to do to you."
"You're not this person any more," I said.
"Oh, but I am," he said. "It's the other side of me that's the imposter. You want Lucifer?" He took a step toward me. I didn't move. I still couldn't find it in me to be afraid. It was so strange. A light flickered in Lucifer's eyes. He was moving slowly toward me. "You should run, Nikita. You have no idea how to stop me, do you?"
And then I did know. I felt a smile twitch on my face.
He raised an eyebrow. "Oh you think you do know how to stop me, don't you? Going to hit me again? Because I'm warning you: I'm going to hit you back this time."
"No," I said. "That's not how."
"Now I'm curious," he said.
I moved so quickly it made me dizzy. Angel fast. And in an instant I was in front of him. "I know what makes the other part of you strong," I said. "Strong enough to beat the crazy down again."
"I'm terrified," he said, his voice mocking. I was so close to him I could feel his hot breath, I could feel the heat of his body radiating. "And what is it?"
"Me," I whispered, and before he could say another word I was kissing him. It surprised him and he tried to take a step back, but I held him to me, feeling that odd burning sensation run up and down my arms. He couldn't move. After a moment, I felt his body tense, and then he was kissing me back. He put an arm around my waist pulling me closer and his other hand slid up and entangled his fingers in my hair. The world disappeared. We were the only two people on the face of the earth.
 



FIFTEEN
 
It seemed like an eternity passed. But it was all too short. Lucifer grasped my shoulders and pulled away with a gasp. I could hear his heart beating from where I stood.
"I was going to kill you," he said.
"No you weren't," I said.
"Yes, Niki, I was. You don't understand. I can't stop when I'm like that."
"I know," I said.
"Then what makes you think I wouldn't have killed you?"
"Because I'm stronger than you," I said. "Don't ask me how I know. I just do."
He looked at me for a long time without blinking. Finally he frowned. "I don't doubt that's true, actually. It makes sense." He took my hand. "And my brother? Is he still in your head?"
I opened my mouth to speak and then closed it again. I had forgotten. How could I have forgotten? What kind of person would do that?
"I had to stop you," I said weakly. "You were going to murder innocent people."
"And the only way to stop me was to kiss me?"
"The only way that didn't end with you getting hurt," I said. I jutted out my jaw defiantly and pulled my hand away from his. "I had no choice."
The sadness stayed in his eyes, but he smiled a little. "Really," he said.
"Yes, really," I said. My feet were freezing. I didn't know how long we'd been standing there, but I couldn't feel my toes. I looked away from Lucifer. "We should get back," I said.
"Niki," he said. "Look at me."
I shook my head. "I can't," I said.
"Look at me." I turned slowly and looked up at him. I didn't know why he had such a hold on me. Why he could make me forget about Sam, about Bobby, about everything? It didn't make sense. I hated the loss of control.
"What?" I said.
"He's not always going to be in your head," he said.
"Yes he is," I said, shaking my head. "He said he'd always be there. Until I..." I pursed my lips.
"Until you tell him to leave," said Lucifer.
"I can't do that," I said. "How? How do you ask the man who saved the world for you to leave?"
"You can't live this way," he said.
"You think you're so irresistible that I just can't control myself?" I said.
"I think you're not used to losing control," he said.
I snorted. "That's ridiculous," I said. "I almost unmade the world, remember?"
"Niki," he said, his voice low. I closed my eyes. I couldn't look at him any more. Not with Sam in my head and Bobby missing. I was losing track of my priorities. "He's not going to be in your head forever," he said. "I don't care if you're lying to yourself, but please, don't lie to me." He took my hand again and I instinctively grasped it. My hand tingled the way my skin did every time we touched. I breathed deeply, trying to ignore it.
"Open your eyes, Niki," he said. I did. He was looking right into me in that way he had. I wanted to look away, to run, but something held me there. "Tell me you feel nothing for me, and when this is all over, I'll leave you alone. I won't bother you again. But if you feel something..." He frowned at me. "Good God, Niki. If you feel something you have to tell me."
"I don't have to do anything," I said, but my voice was weak and there was no meaning behind the words.
"The truth. You owe me as much," he said. "Ignore the guilt. Guilt fades in time. Tell me the truth."
"Why is everyone always trying to force me to tell them how I feel?" I said. "That's how I got into this mess. Tell me you love me, Niki, before I save the world. Feelings don't get you anywhere. Why does everyone want me to say how I feel?" There were tears in my eyes and I turned my head. It was starting to snow; big, fat flakes landed on my face and melted down the back of my neck. Lucifer turned my face with a warm hand to look at him.
"Because you wouldn't say a word if we didn't ask you," he said. "The truth. There are no consequences this time. If you don't feel what I think you feel, we just won't try. I'll walk away. Everything will be fine. We'll be cordial. This isn't life and death. Not this time. I'll wait for you, but not if you don't want me to."
I stared at him for a minute. I forced air into my lungs. I felt dizzy. "I..." I cleared my throat. Why was this so hard? "You just tried to kill me, you know."
"I know," he said. "But you still have to tell me."
I sighed. "I'm not good at this." He continued to look at me, his eyes the same black as mine, though I felt strange when I looked into his. They were familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. I felt a lightness in my abdomen. This was stupid. I barely knew this guy. I took a breath. He wanted the truth, I would give him the truth.
"When I look at you, sometimes I forget about everything else," I said. "When you touch me, it feels like...like an electric current. And when you kiss me I feel like the world isn't even there any more. None of the worlds. Like it's just us." I shook my head and looked away. I tried to laugh. "This is stupid. I don't do this. I'm not the kind of person who wants to be in relationships. People die when they like me. Or they change in very bad ways. You don't want anything to do with me. Besides, I barely know you."
He was quiet for a moment. The silence hung in the air. When he finally spoke his voice was quiet. "You know that doesn't matter."
I swallowed and finally looked up at him. There was something different in his eyes. Something had replaced the sadness. A hunger. I could feel his heart beating again.
"Doesn't it?" I said quietly. I was really asking. I wasn't sure of anything any more. This was all so confusing. "Goddammit," I muttered.
"You look in my eyes right now and tell me anything else matters," he said. "Danger, guilt, madness...Look at me and tell me you care about those things. In fact, I dare you to tell me you don't want this." He took my other hand and pulled me closer. I forgot to breathe. "I dare you, Niki," he whispered.
"This is crazy," I said, my voice almost inaudible. "This will never work."
"Do you care?" he said. The heat from his body was warming me. I vaguely felt the scratching in my ribcage that came when I didn't return from the spirits soon enough. It had always been hard to ignore; painful, even. I could barely feel it now. "Do you care enough to not try?"


"No," I said. "But---"
"Stop," he said, cutting me off. "Just tell me when you're ready. Is that something you can deal with?"
"You're not letting that phrase go, are you?" I said. He smiled. "You know this Jekyll and Hyde thing isn't nearly as mysterious as you think it is."
"Mysterious?" he said. "Is that what you think I am?"
"Don't flatter yourself," I said, hiding my smile. "Are you ready to go back?"
"No," he said. "But it's necessary. I have to return to Erebos. You'll have to drive me back to Samael's bar so I can cross over."
I nodded, Sam's name giving me an uncomfortable stab of guilt. "We should go back."
"I know you'll see him tonight," said Lucifer.
"I can't help it if he's in my head." I said.
"He's going to know what happened between us today," he said. "Just prepare yourself. I know you're worried about hurting him, but chances are that the damage has already been done."
"I know," I said quietly. "But I hate it."
"So do I," he said. "You're right, we should go back." I nodded silently. Still holding Lucifer's hands, I let the pull take us back. It had just been one day. A single day. What the hell had gone so wrong? And with a pang of guilt, another thought: What if it wasn't wrong? Because if I was really being truthful with myself, nothing that had happened with Lucifer felt wrong. Taking my guilt about Sam out of the equation, everything about Lucifer and me seemed right.
The drive back to the Deep Blue Sea was heavy with tension. I felt Lucifer glance at me occasionally, but we didn't speak. I had no idea what to say to him. And I was completely exhausted.
In a way, I was angry. Angry that I couldn't control my emotions, angry that he made me feel, angry that I had hurt Sam. Even if it wasn't really Sam and just a piece of his soul. It still looked and sounded like Sam. But these feelings were more powerful than anything I had felt for anyone. Of course my love for Sofi and Sasha was different. I had felt something for Eli and Sam, but never anything close to the sensations I experienced with Lucifer. He was the goddamn devil. Literally. The king of Hell. And he had a seriously evil side. But despite everything, I knew that we did have to try. That it would be worse to walk away. That, in a crazy, morbid way, we were goddamn made for each other. And that thought scared the hell out of me.
"Shit," I said.
"What?" said Lucifer.
"Nothing," I said. "Just thinking out loud."
He was silent for a few minutes, then he turned to me. "I'm deeply sorry we didn't find your friend."
"It's okay," I said, my voice flat. "I guess he didn't want to be found."
"Maybe he's trying to protect you," said Lucifer. "Trying to keep you away from Kane."
"Well that's pointless," I said.
"Why?"
"Because Kane's pissed me off," I said. "And now I'm not just looking for Bobby. If Bobby wants to help me, he'll find me. I'm going after Kane now."
"It won't be easy," said Lucifer.
"Nothing ever is," I said. "And you might be surprised at the things I can do when someone pisses me the hell off."
"I have no doubt of that," said Lucifer, an odd note of pride in his voice. "Perhaps it's not just me who needs to hold the madness in check."
"My crazy gets shit done," I said. "I work better with crazy."
"Maybe that's why I like you," he said.
"You need to go back to Erebos," I said. "Those bastards will use any reason to take it from you. It's really important that you stay calm. Don't kill anyone."
"Can you promise the same?" he said.
I felt the gun digging into my back. "No," I said. "But I won't start a war."
"This time," he said.
"Low blow, Lucifer."
He laughed. "Fine, I'll stay sequestered in my tower. Would that make you happy?"
"If you need help, find Ba'al. He's promised to help. And he's strong."
"He should be. He's a god."
I looked quickly at him, then back to the road. "Seriously?"
"He ruled Erebos before I came," he said. "Long before. He's very old and very powerful. And everyone is afraid of him."
"Even you?"
"He does make me nervous," he admitted. "So you're already ordering me around. Is this what I can expect?"
"Is that a problem?" I said.
"No."
"Good thing," I said.
 
We pulled up to the Deep Blue Sea and I turned off the engine. I stared straight ahead at the bar, the neon sign flashing gaudily, lighting the dashboard with red light.
"I trust you," I said, my voice oddly flat.
"You do?" he said. I felt him looking at me.
"Yeah," I said. "I do. It just hasn't been easy. Not just this. All of it. Sometimes I just feel like I'm going to break into a million pieces. But sometimes it's like I'm unbreakable. It doesn't make sense. I want you to know, though, that I trust you. I know we haven't known each other long enough for me to make that decision. I haven't exactly had the best judgment about people. But something about you makes me think that..." I stopped and looked at him, studying him.
"What is it?" he said gently.
"Nothing is ever really going to be good," I said. "Not with me. Maybe not for you either. But something about you makes me think that things might be okay. I'm not really the trusting type, if you know what I mean. And you're not exactly a candidate for stability."
"I know you must be going somewhere with this," said Lucifer, raising an eyebrow.
"I'm not good at this, I told you," I said.
"You're saying you trust me," said Lucifer.
"I think I might believe in you more than anyone else right now. I know it's not fair to you, with what's going on right now. But you're right. It would be a mistake not to try. The way we are together, it can't be an accident. I know you said the universe is basically chaos, but I have to believe it means something."
"It does mean something, Niki," he said. "We'll see each other very soon. This isn't the end. You need not talk like it is."
I smiled. "It's just that when I confide in someone, it usually ends up being the end. Eli went to Erebos and became a demon. Sam was Unmade. Sasha died. I'm a black spot. Maybe you'll go, and I'll never see you again. Or you'll change your mind. But you helped me today. In more ways than one. It's been so long since I've felt anything but sad." I sighed. "This sounds stupid."
"It's not stupid."
"Just, thank you," I said. "I feel like I got a little bit of myself back today."
"You're welcome," he said. "And it's not the end, Niki. Not even close."
I nodded and looked down. "I'm going to find Kane. I need you to know that. I'm going to find out who hired him."
"He's not going to tell you," Lucifer said.
I looked up at him. "I'm going to find out," I said, my voice hard. "What he's doing, it's evil. But even more evil is that someone paid him so they wouldn't have to do it themselves. I can't let it go on."
Lucifer nodded. "I'll help in every way I can."
"Keep Erebos going. Get the fighting under control. Try not to kill anyone."
"You keep saying that."
"Well, maybe I get the feeling that we're sort of the same, you and me. It's like we balance each other out, our craziness. And if it was me and I was going back to Erebos, I'd probably end up killing someone. Even if I wasn't planning on it. And then I would regret it for a very long time."
"That sounds quite accurate, actually," he said.
"So I'm telling you to try not to do that," I said. "The guilt really can cripple you."
"Indeed it can," he said. "You'll come to me the instant you know something?"
"You can count on it," I said.
We sat there looking at each other for a long time. Finally he spoke in a low, guttural voice. "Niki." I felt a twinge in the back of my skull, followed by a sort of scrabbling that made me want to claw at the inside of my head. I lowered my head into my hands and groaned.
"What is it?" he said.
"Nothing," I said through clenched teeth.
"It's all right," he said, putting a hand on top of my own. "We can continue this later."
I looked up at him. "I can't stop it."
He nodded. "I know. It's not an easy thing."
"How do I do this?" I said. "I don't know how to do this."
"The way everything should be done," he said. "Tell the truth."
"I thought you were supposed to be the prince of lies," I said. He laughed.
"Perhaps once," he said. "A person can change."
I thought of Eli, changing from a gentle, kind man to a bitter demon. Sasha had been a criminal but had died to try to save the world. "I believe that," I said.
We walked into the bar, which was thankfully warm. I walked halfway across the room before I realized it wasn't empty. Someone was sitting at the bar. Someone big.
"Bobby?" I said, my eyes wide with shock.
Gage swiveled around on his stool, a beer in his hand.
"Hey, sis," he said. "What the hell took you so long?"
"Son of a bitch," I said.
 



SIXTEEN
 
"Where in the goddamn hell have you been?" I said.
Gage seemed to register my anger and slid off his stool, still holding his beer.
"Whoa, Niki. Easy." He was backing away from me. He looked bad, but not as bad as the last time I had seen him. His black eye was healing into a sickly brownish color and he had made an effort to sew up his ripped sleeve. "What the hell is the matter with you?"
"I've called you," I said, still advancing. "I've come to your house. I've tracked you all over the state. I even went to that shithole crazyhouse they sent you to."
"You know about that?" he said, forgetting his trepidation for a second.
"Goddammit, Bobby!" I said. "Did it ever occur to you to pick up a phone?"
"Oh," he said. "I think I lost my phone somewhere. Wait a sec, why were you trying to find me? Is everything okay? I figured you needed some time. Didn't want to bug you."
I laughed and it came out half-crazed. "Bug me? I've got a dead guy haunting my brain and telling me you're in a shitload of trouble."
"Really?" he said, his face lighting up with interest. "Who's haunting your noggin?"
"Guess," I said.
"Sam?" he said. "No kidding. Well, I am in a lot of trouble, actually. But it ain't life or death. At least not my death."
I rolled my eyes and sighed. "Sit down, Bobby," I said, nodding to the stool he had just come from.
"Why?" he said.
"Just sit."
"Okay, okay," he said, holding up his hands in surrender. He took a swig of his beer as he sat down, then pushed the empty bottle away from him. Lucifer was behind the bar pouring whiskey into two glasses. He handed one to me and sipped one himself.
"Who are you?" said Gage.
"This is Lucifer," I said.
Gage looked at him for a moment. Then he shrugged. "You're taller than I imagined."
Lucifer raised an eyebrow and looked at me.
"You're Sam's brother, ain't you?" said Gage, not seeming to notice the exchange.
"Yes," said Lucifer.
"And you were helping Niki find me?"
"I was," he said.
"Why?" he said.
"Bobby..." I narrowed my eyes at him.
"She helped me with a situation," said Lucifer smoothly. "So I helped her. Is that a problem?"
Gage snorted and looked at me. "Always with the angels, Slobodian. I don't get it."
"Bobby, you know I'm one of them now," I said.
"Well, not totally. Right?" I looked down into my hands. Gage straightened. "Sis?"
"Niki is no longer human," said Lucifer. "She burned away her humanity when she drank the angelwine. When Samael gave her part of his soul to bring her back, she became half Archangel -- like Samael -- and half Watcher, which she inherited from her father."
"That Pineme guy?" said Gage. "What does that mean exactly? If she ain't human any more...what are you, Nik?"
"I don't know," I said finally. "Apparently Watchers are the most powerful of the angels. So I'm some kind of badass." I tried for a smile, but it faded on my face. Gage was staring at me. "You know what I am now, Bobby," I said.
"What, the Death thing?" said Gage.
"Yeah, the Death thing."
"I didn't know that would stick."
"It stuck," I said. "It's all I do now. Well, that and search the world for your sorry ass."
"We have been looking for you quite thoroughly," said Lucifer. He took a sip of his drink. "Niki was worried."
Gage looked from Lucifer to me. He shrugged. "I don't get why you were looking," he said. "Why would Sam's ghost tell you I'm in trouble?"
"That remains to be seen," said Lucifer, looking at me. I took a long swig of my whiskey.
I looked at Gage, putting my glass gently on the bar. "Bobby, we know who you are," I said, my voice quiet. "I know your real name isn't Bobby Gage."
Gage stared at me for a long time. He swallowed with some effort, the muscles in his throat working. "Oh," he said after a long time. "Shit."
"Bobby, you should have told me," I said. "Or should I call you Paul?"
"Hell no," he said. "I always hated that name. Bobby Gage suits me better."
"I'd have to agree with you there," said Lucifer.
"There a reason you're still here, angel?" Gage said.
"I want him here," I said. "Be nice. He's not very much fun when he's angry."
Lucifer smiled at Gage and raised his glass.
"Well, can I at least get another beer if we're doing this now?" he said. "It's been a damn long night."
"I know the feeling," I said.
Lucifer handed Gage another beer. "Thanks," said Gage, popping the cap on the bar and taking a swig. He looked at me. "How much do you know?"
"I know about Kane," I said. "I know you worked for him a long time ago. I know he killed your wife and your son. And I know you'd do anything to find him and kill him."
"You know a lot," said Gage. He frowned at me. "How do you know all that? Who'd you talk to?"
I looked at Lucifer who shrugged as if to say it was my call. I looked at Gage, who was starting to fix me with a suspicious eye. I couldn't keep it from him any longer. Lucifer had been right back in the car: the truth was the best way to go. Promise or no promise.
"Bobby, I know because I talked to Sarah."
"Sarah my dead wife?"
"Yeah," I said. "She was in your house."
"Jesus," he said, scratching at the formidable beard that had grown on his face. "How long have you known she was there?"
"Since the first time I was in your house," I admitted. "I'm sorry, Bobby. She made me promise not to tell. She thought it would break you if you knew."
Gage smiled. "That sounds like Sarah. She could be tough when she needed to be, though. She was a damn sweet girl. So I guess you sent her over, eh? Being Death and all."
"Yeah," I said. "I had to. And she was ready to go."
"Was she peaceful?" he said.
"Very," I said.
"Good."
"Wait," I said. "You're not pissed?"
Gage shrugged. "Why would I be? It's your job, ain't it?"
"Well, yeah, but I didn't tell you. You should be mad about that."
"Nah. Everyone's got secrets," he said. "You figured out some of mine."
"But my secret was that your dead wife was haunting your house," I said.
"You made a promise," he said. "I get that. You know, it makes sense. I kept feeling these bursts of cold air and sometimes I thought I could hear her voice. Real faint, but it was there. I thought I was just going crazy. Good to know I wasn't."
"I really don't get you sometimes," I said. "That secret's been tearing me up for months."
"No reason why it should," he said. "'Sides, you've told me now. It's fine. Really."
"You are a curious man," I said.
"What about Kane?" said Lucifer. "Did you find him?"
"Couple of times," said Gage. "His sidekick or whatever he was gave me this one time." He pointed at his blackened eye. "Another time he smashed my head into a wall and ripped my coat. I think Kane was just messing with me, though. He'd just pop up and laugh at me. That's why I got arrested. Bastard disappeared when the cops came, then he popped up right when I was talking to them with this stupid smile on his face. I just lost it. Started screaming at him. And then -- get this -- you know what he did?"
"He showed up at the jail as the shrink," I said.
Gage looked disappointed. He took a swig of beer. "Way to take the wind out my sails, sis. Ever hear of dramatic storytelling?"
"Sorry," I said. "He rode with you to Birch Springs, too?"
"Yeah," said Gage. He shook his head. "I was damn lucky I had the foresight to put a concealment casting on that badge. Double lucky that it still worked."
"I would have gotten you out of there," I said.
"Well, I didn't know that at the time, did I?" he said. He looked at Lucifer. "So why's Hell taking such a personal interest in this?" He nodded to me. "Besides the obvious."
Lucifer eyed him drily. "Kane is killing again," he said. "I have been...indisposed the last few years, give or take a century, and I was not aware that he had been...well, alive."
"Abaddon told Lucifer that Kane died in the Pit," I said.
"Well, that's not accurate," said Gage.
"Thank you, Captain Obvious," I said. "Anyway, Kane's been killing Outsiders. All over the world. I keep finding whole families. It's his handiwork."
"Outsiders, huh?" said Gage.
"You know about Outsiders?" said Lucifer.
"I worked for Kane a long damn time," said Gage. "Casting and whatnot. One of the things that didn't fit with that psychopath was that he would smuggle kids out of Hell. He'd take them to families that wanted to adopt them. But he never asked for a single penny from the parents. I never did get that. He never told me much, and his reasons for the kids was no different. My job was to cast on the kids so they could blend in with humans better. You know, like hide little patches of scales, or make their ears or their noses more human-like. The spells didn't last forever, but I was pretty good at what I did. They should have lasted at least to adulthood. By then the kid would be old enough to hide it on his own."
"What else was Kane into?" I said.
"Petty shit," said Gage. "Anything to make a buck. Which was weird because the guy lived like a monk. When I met Sarah, I'd just had enough of being a criminal. And she was just the kind of girl that made me want to be a better man." His mouth turned down like he had tasted something bitter. He tipped his bottle up and finished the last half of his beer in one drink. "He killed my wife, and he killed my son. And I'm going to kill him."
"Niki, I should be going," Lucifer said after a long, tense moment. "I've stayed away as long as I dare to."
I nodded. "I know." He walked out from behind the bar and I met him in the middle of the room, very aware that Gage was watching us with a look of grim amusement on his face. "I'll come see you as soon as I find out anything. Stay calm."
"I'll do my best," he said with mock sincerity.
"I'm serious," I said.
He smiled, but his face turned more serious after a few seconds. "Stay safe," he said. "You're strong, but you don't know yourself yet. Don't do anything foolish."
"Now you sound like your brother," I said.
"Then he must have been right about some things," said Lucifer.
"I'll do my best," I said, matching his sarcasm from before.
Lucifer sighed. "I deserve that. But if you need help, don't hesitate to call." He reached out and took my hand. "I was quite serious about that before. I will always go to you when you need me, Niki. Always. Unless I just absolutely can't. In which case, I'm probably in more trouble than you." He smiled, but I couldn't return it. I didn't want him to go, but I knew he had to.
"Thank you for your help," I said.
"I'll see you soon," he said. He looked at me, holding my eyes for a time. Neither of us spoke for a moment. Then I remembered Bobby, and looked down. Lucifer let go of my hand. I felt the familiar inaudible rip, and I looked up just in time for my head to be clouded with black smoke and Lucifer disappeared in a crack in reality. He disappeared just as the smoke in my head did. And he was gone.
I stood there watching the spot he had disappeared from. Then I looked over at Gage. He was watching me with a grin on his face. I cleared my throat awkwardly.
"What the hell are you looking at?" I said.
"Niki, you're so damn obvious," he said, laughing. "You never want to admit it when you have a thing for some guy. Or, lately, some angel."
I went behind the bar and poured myself another drink. "I don't have things for people," I said, pouring the whiskey in my glass.
"Whatever you say, sis," he said. "I'm in no place to judge."
"You think I should be mourning Sam," I said.
"I think you just lost the last parent you ever had," said Gage. "And if that guy makes you feel better, there ain't nothing wrong with it."
I nodded and took a drink. "Sometimes I wonder how well any of us knew Sam," I said. "And how much of what we thought we knew was just what he wanted us to know."
"He was that way," said Gage. "Had a way of getting what he wanted. That's why I didn't think he was right for you. I never got the feeling he was being straight with me. Or with anyone, really."
"So the fact that he was Death didn't figure into your disapproval at all?" I said.
"Well, maybe a little," he said. "But it's too late for you now."
"Too late?" I said.
"The damage is done, ain't it?" said Gage. "You had to take over for him when he was gone."
"That didn't have anything to do with my relationship with Sam," I said.
"Think what you want, Niki," Gage said. "But it does seem pretty weird that he just happened to hire the only other person in the world that could take over for him. Doesn't it?"
I stared at him. "You don't think I found this place by accident," I said.
"Have you ever known anyone who has?" said Gage.
"No," I said.
"What were you even doing over here? It's nowhere near your place."
I shrugged. "I was taking a walk. Sofi was sick." The mention of Sofi's name made my insides turn hollow again. I hadn't felt that since Lucifer had first touched me, the deep, exhausting sadness. I missed her so much. I pushed the thought away, but the feeling remained. "I just needed some air, all right?" I said testily.
"If you say so," he said. "But it must have been, what? An hour's walk?"
"Something like that. What are you getting at, Gage?" I frowned. "Are you saying you think I didn't come here of my own will? You think Sam was controlling me?"
"Seems possible, don't it?" he said, raising an eyebrow.
"No way," I said. "No."
"How much of that first meeting with Sam do you remember?" he said. I pursed my lips together. The truth was, I barely remembered anything about our actual deal the first time we'd met. I'd always chalked it up to drinking too much whiskey, but I was no lightweight.
"Sam was a good man," I said.
"Yeah," said Gage. "He was. He did a lot of good things. But he had to find ways to get what he wanted. He looked like a damn nightmare when he left this place. You gotta forgive a guy for finding ways to get things done."
"But?"
"I'm just saying, you're putting the guy on a pedestal. You barely knew him. How much time did you actually spend with the guy the whole time you knew him?"
"I don't know," I said. I was being genuine.
"Couldn't have been more than a day," said Gage. "Did he ever spend time with you when it wasn't convenient for him?"
"Now you sound like Lucifer," I said.
"His own brother, you mean?" said Gage. "Come on, Niki. Stop beating yourself up. The guy brought you back to life when he shouldn't have. He might have done good there. Maybe he even loved you in his own way. But that don't mean that you have to stop living your life. Even if you are one of them now. It's been an entire summer, sis. Nearly as long as you knew the guy. It's time to move on. It wasn't your fault. None of it was your fault."
"I can't let him go," I said. "I told you, he's in my head."
"Where he ain't got no right to be," said Gage. "You gotta let him go, sis."
"I know," I said. "How do you know all this?"
"I'm a natural wiseass," he said, smiling. "But seriously. Every time I've made an innocent comment to you, ever since the war, you get all defensive about Sam. It's time to put him to rest, sis. There must be a reason God didn't bring him back."
He looked down, where I'd set a glass of clear liquid in front of him.
"What the hell is this?" he said. "Water? Why are you giving me water?"
"Because you're going to drive to my apartment and crash there," I said. "It's closer than your house." I wrinkled my nose. "And cleaner."
"Oh, you saw that, huh?" he said. "Been a little busy lately."
"The housekeeper definitely hasn't been showing up," I said.
"Everyone's a comedian," he said. "What are you going to be doing?"
"I'm going to sleep here," I said, pointing to the Murphy bed with my thumb.
"Why?"
"It's where Sam's the strongest," I said. "We're going to have a good, long chat tonight."
"Sounds like a good idea," he said. "What's the plan after that?"
"Tomorrow morning, you come back here," I said. "We're going to Erebos."
"Hell City?" he said. "What for?"
"We're going to talk to the Outsiders," I said. "And ask them why the hell Kane saved their kids only to go back and kill them."
 



SEVENTEEN
 
I opened my eyes into darkness. Shapes shifted around me. "Sam?" I said. I could feel him, watching me. "I know you're here." He flickered into view in front of me. "I want to talk."
"No need," he said.
"There is damn well a need," I said. "I've got questions." He raised an eyebrow. "How much have you heard?" I said.
"I'm afraid I stopped paying attention around the time my brother was kissing you," he said.
"What do you want me to say?" I said. "I was so lonely it hurt."
"I told you I was here for you," he said.
"You being here just makes it hurt more," I said, my voice nearly a whisper. "And I'm tired of hurting, Sam. I want to feel something that isn't pain for once. I was finally getting over you when you started popping up again."
"Oh," he said weakly. "I didn't realize."
"I know," I said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean for it to happen that way. With Lucifer, I mean."
"You mean you didn't mean for me to see," he said.
"Sam, tell me how I came to be at the Deep Blue Sea," I said, choosing to ignore the remark. "That first time we met."
He looked at me in confusion for a moment before realization crept into his eyes. "I don't know what you mean," he said.
"I want the truth," I said quietly. "I feel like you only give me half-truths and tell me what I want to hear. Please. Tell me what really happened."
"Haven't you already decided what to believe?" he said.
"Be honest with me. I need to know what this was."
His shoulders sagged and he looked away. "It doesn't lessen the way I felt for you," he said. "I was so desperate to know you."
"Why?" I said.
"You were so beautiful, Niki."
"The truth, Sam. You owe me at least that much."
He breathed in deeply and exhaled. "Because you were the only one who could set me free," he said. He finally looked at me. "You were already Death, Niki. You just didn't know it yet. And I had a way to switch places with you. I didn't expect to love you."
"Switch places?" I said. "How?" I felt cold all over.
"The necromancer," he said. "He swore he knew a way."
"Jesus," I said. "I can't believe this."
"I had to know you," he said, a note of pleading in his voice.
"Did you control my mind the first time we met?" I said, my voice full of ice. "Did you force me to take that first job?"
"I had to convince you, Niki," he said. "I couldn't take any chances. I'm sorry. I don't regret it, though."
"It was all a lie," I said weakly. "You manipulated me."
"No," he said firmly. "I loved you in the end. I died for you."
"You keep saying that," I said. "And now you've gotten your wish. I'm Death now. Are you happy?"
"No," he said. "Not in the slightest."
"All I wanted was a chance to be happy," I said.
He laughed a bitter cough of a laugh. "You were never going to be happy, Niki. Make no mistake, I did manipulate you. But I saved you. Can't you see? I saved you from the monotony of your life. You would still be scrambling for enough money to feed yourself if I didn't come along."
"There wouldn't have been a war," I said.
"Perhaps," he said. "But perhaps not. And had it not been for you, Michael may have won. You never had a chance, Niki. It's not my fault you were born this way. With the essence of the Creator and a Watcher for a father. You'll never be happy."
I thought of Lucifer then. Despite his occasional madness, he made me feel more sane than I had ever felt. Sure of myself. And when he had showed me how to feel the world moving, I had felt something I had never felt before: peace.
"I think maybe I can," I said.
"Niki," Sam said. He shook his head. "I'm sorry, but as long as you are Death, you will never be happy. You must believe me. It can never happen while you are mired in murder and blood and decay."
I narrowed my eyes at him.
"Think what you will of me," he said. "Believe it's anger or jealousy or envy. But you can't be happy."
"Why are you saying this?" I said.
He looked at me for a long moment. "I can help you," he said. "I can take it all away. You'll be free."
"That's crazy," I said. "How?"
"The necromancer."
"Jesus," I said. "Always with that guy. What the hell does any of this have to do with the Necromancer?"
"Niki," said Sam. "Bring me back. I can make it all go away."
"Tell me about Cassandra," I said.
He froze, startled. "He told you about Cassandra?" he said. He pushed his hair back from his face and laughed. "Of course he did."
"What happened?" I said.
"All those years ago, and he still blames me," he said.
"Why does he blame you, Sam?" I said, afraid of what the answer might be.
"Because I killed her," he said.
I felt my eyes widen. "What?"
"That's the way he sees it, anyway." He turned and began pacing. "If you want to know, I'll tell you. I've already lost you, haven't I?" He didn't look up to meet my eyes, just kept pacing.
"You never had me," I said.
"That's a lie," he said. "You were mine. Until my brother came along." He did look at me then. "I don't blame you, Niki. Let me be clear. I know more than anyone that it's harder to be alone when you deal with the dead. You feel isolated, cold. I do not blame you for wanting something alive."
"I'm sorry," I said. "I really am."
"Your apology is not needed," he said. "I'm no longer alive. You're moving on." He continued pacing. "Cassandra was very sick in the end. She died a slow and painful death. I can't remember if it was the plague or influenza or some other disease. But she died. Lucifer went mad. Even madder than usual. He brought her back. He was the first one to do it that way. He gave her a small piece of his soul. He told me about it and we quarreled. I told him it was unnatural. That it was against the Creator's wishes. I was far more rigid back then."
"Ironic," I said.
"I know how it sounds," he said. "I didn't know. I never knew what it was to love someone so much that you would sacrifice a piece of yourself to let them live. I only knew what I was taught. You live, you die, you await judgment."
"What did you do, Sam?" I said.
"I told Grazial," he said weakly. He had paused in his pacing and stood with his back to me. "I told one of the lords what Lucifer had done. I believe you met his brother, Lord Forcas. And he told the other lords. And they killed her."
"You knew they would kill her when you told him?" I said. I couldn't keep the shock out of my voice.
He hesitated. Finally he answered, his voice small. "Yes."
"How could you do that?" I said. "He was your brother."
"You've met my family," he said.
"I thought you were different."
"I didn't used to be," he said. "I've changed."
"That doesn't make it better."
"No," he said. "It doesn't."
"So then Lucifer found the Necromancer," I said. "And brought Cassandra back a second time. But she was feral. Her soul was missing."
Sam turned and stared at me, unblinking.
"Oh," I said. "You didn't know."
"What happened?" he said, his voice barely audible.
"She tried to kill him," I said. "He had to tie her up. And then she escaped and ate a demon woman alive."
"Tell me," he breathed.
"He had to kill her himself."
Sam sat down hard on the ground, or the floor, or whatever it was we were standing on. I took a step toward him and crouched down next to him. "That's why he wouldn't help you," I said. "During the war."
"Yes," he said. "It would seem so."
"Why didn't you tell me? Why all the lies?"
He glanced at me, but looked away. As though he couldn't even stand the sight of me. "I didn't want you to hate me," he said.
"You didn't think tricking me into becoming Death might have put a damper on my feelings towards you?" I said.
"I dropped that plan when the war came around. I could never do that to you."
"Sam," I said. "I am so grateful to you for bringing me back. I will always think of you as a hero for sacrificing yourself to save the world."
"You don't have to say it," he whispered. "You have to let me go."
I bit my lip, tears clouding my eyes. "I'm so sorry. I shouldn't be allowed to ask you. I have no right."
"You have every right," he said. "You won't bring me back, will you?"
"It's dangerous, Sam," I said. "I don't know if I could live with myself if you came back the way Cassandra did. And you would. It doesn't work, Sam. Even with the piece of you inside of me, even if it wouldn't kill me to give it to you, it's not enough. I don't know how I know, but I do. This necromancer, he can't do what he says. It's snake oil. It has only worked once since the beginning of time." I shook my head. "Sam, you would come back wrong. It wouldn't be you."
"You have my soul," he said. " It wouldn't take much. And you have the Deep Blue Sea. That is part of me as well. I wouldn't come back without a soul, Niki. I swear to you. It's impossible. I don't ask anything of you. I don't ask you to love me. You are free to live your life. But do this for me and you will never have to be Death again."
I frowned. "Sam..."
"I brought you back from the dead," he said. "You owe me this, Niki."
"I have to go," I said. "I can't think."
"It wasn't a lie for me, Niki," he said, his voice desperate. "Not in the end."
"You should have told me the truth."
"I know," he said. "Do you hate me?"
I thought about it. "No," I said, surprised. "I think I forgive you."
"Then it's true," he said. "People can change."
"Sometimes, there is no choice," I said. "You bend or you break." I remembered Sofi. With her last words to me, she had begged me not to break. "I choose to bend."
"I'll leave you alone," he said. "I'll go away. But promise me you'll think about it. Bring me back. I can make it all go away."
I looked at him, realization hitting me like a slap to the cheek. I frowned. "I think," I said slowly, "that I don't want it to go away."
"Don't be ridiculous," he said. "No one chooses to be Death."
"You did."
"To escape Michael," he said. "Why would you choose darkness? Decay? It's insanity."
"You never saw it, did you?" I said. "All those centuries, all that time and all you ever saw was death."
"What else is there?"
I thought about it. Lucifer's hands on me, the heat of him radiating like fire in the cold. The earth moving under my feet. The joy of the villagers filling me up from so many miles away. The snow on my face as I finally realized the beauty. I remembered the boy in the asylum, the kid who wouldn't die too young on the floor of a public restroom. Lucifer's hands in mine. His eyes.
I blinked and came back to myself. I looked at Sam, who was waiting for an answer. "You really want to know?" I said.
"Yes," he said.
"Everything."
 



EIGHTEEN
 
I woke up in pitch black. It was still nighttime. I felt an incredible pain in my chest. I gasped. The intensity of the pull made it hard to breathe. I let it take me, if only to rid myself of the pain. Letting go, I felt myself drifting quickly through the void, spinning slightly. My feet touched the earth and I looked around. The sun was rising over a tall wooden wall. I was standing in an open space covered in rain-sodden grass. Tiny houses lined the fence in a square about the size of four city blocks. At the top corner of the fence was the roof of a lookout, and a form was draped there. I squinted and it dawned on me that it was a dead body.
It was completely silent, but for the rumble of thunder in the distance. I saw lightning flash far-off, beyond the hills that rose on the horizon. No birds, no wind, no noises of any kind. Nothing moved in the houses, no curtains twitched, no life of any kind. It was some kind of compound. I followed the pull that was getting more excruciating by the second. I felt as though my chest would open up and my insides would spill out onto the grass. I clenched my teeth and forced myself to breathe.
A house at the far corner of the lot was far bigger than the others. If this was a commune of some sort, it was probably the main house. I was halfway towards it when I smelled the blood. So much blood that it made me dizzy. As I got closer, the smell invaded my mouth and I tasted warm, salty copper. The front door of the house stood slightly ajar. I stopped when I came to it. I could feel them inside. Spirits. So many spirits. I steeled myself for what was to come. Because I was sure it wasn't going to be pretty. I knew this was Kane's doing and I paused, not wanting to see.
But I had to. I put one foot in front of the other until, eventually, reluctantly, I was through the door. I tried not to breathe. The house was warm, the air moist and close. There were bodies everywhere. There was no pattern to them, it looked as though the killer had just left them where they fell. They were scattered like dead flies all over the cozy living room I walked into, blood pooling on wood floors, soaking a plush couch and chairs. I could see into the kitchen, and it was not any better. There wasn't even a path to walk, there were so many. And they were all unrecognizable, their heads crushed like the people hadn't mattered at all. I picked my way through, trying not to step on anyone, making my way to the spirits. There were so many spirits.
I touched a man staring at the scene in horror on his back. He disappeared in a burst of whirlwinds. Another man, his hair silver and cropped close to his head, looked at me with hollow eyes. He was crying silvery tears that ran down his face. I touched his hand, and in seconds he was gone, too. A woman noticed me and turned. She shook her head.
"He found us," she said emptily. "After all we went through to hide, he found us."
"Kane," I said. She nodded slowly. "You're all Outsiders?" I said.
"We were," she said. "Why is he doing this?"
"Someone paid him to," I said.
"Who would do such a thing?" she said. "We've never done anything to anyone."
I didn't have an answer for her. She had lost her life, all her friends, everything. I was supposed to be able to offer her comfort. But I had none to give.
"I'm sorry," I said. "You shouldn't have had to die like this." I touched her outstretched palm and watched her fade.
Only a few were cognizant enough to notice me. The rest just looked. Looked out at their mutilated corpses. It was heartbreaking. One by one I touched them all, sending them over. They would sleep, and in time maybe some of them would find peace. I doubted it, though.
Finally, I was finished. I stepped out onto the sunny porch and sat on the step. My stomach was churning and I tried to breathe as much cool morning air into my lungs as I could.
I didn't hear them, but I could feel them. Two impressions in the world that hadn't been there before; as if they had just morphed out of the ground. I shot up, jumping out of the way just as the biggest boot I had ever seen crashed down right where my head had been. And when I looked up, I was looking at the ugliest demon I had ever seen.
His eyes were narrowed into dark slits. His horns, probably once magnificent, were cracked and sickly-looking. He bandied after me on stumpy legs, his skin rough and rubbery like a rhinoceros. His short, thick arms were as big around as his legs and resembled tree trunks. He smiled, displaying yellowish brown teeth, sharp and crowded together in his mouth. Smoothly, I reached behind my back with one hand and pulled the handgun out that had been at my back. I aimed right between the eyes, flicking the safety off. The beast froze. Slowly I reached my left hand into my jacket pocket and pulled a handful of salt from Bobby's hospital room into my fist. Demons hated salt.
"Enough, Boshta," said a voice. The ugly demon stopped, but didn't take his eyes off me. He growled from deep in his throat. I turned my head to see the owner of the voice. A slight man with pale skin limped toward us, his weight supported by a silver walking stick. He was wearing a fedora, pushed low over his eyes. I felt the bile rise in my throat as he smiled at me genially. He ran an oddly loving hand over the ugly demon's back. I couldn't help but make a face.
"Kane," I said, the taste of his name bitter in my mouth.
"Miss Slobodian," he said. "At last we meet." He took off his hat with a flourish and bowed. Ridges of bone peeked through ginger-colored hair and, as he stood back up, I saw his eyes. One was bright blue and the other was white; not pale, but completely white, as though it didn't even have an iris.
"You're an Outsider," I said.
His polite smile disappeared and he scowled as he returned his hat to his head. "When I was born, there was no such thing," he said. "My father was human, if you must know. And my mother's family was very old and very powerful."
"If they're so powerful, why are you running around the globe for the highest bidder?" I said.
He sniffed. "They're also very dead, and they have been for some time now." He plastered the genial smile back on his face. For a split second I was reminded of Sam, the way he smiled in every situation. "A boy has to make a living somehow."
I straightened my arm, which still aimed a gun at Boshta's sizable skull. "Who hired you, Kane?"
He chuckled. "Please, Miss Slobodian. The demon means nothing to me. You cannot threaten me." But there was a nervous flicker in his good eye.
Boshta made a lunge for my wrist. He was exceptionally quick, given his size. But I was faster. I pulled my hand out of my coat pocket and threw the handful of salt into his face. The skin seemed to dissolve, being replaced by a red foamy substance that bubbled out between his fingers. But still he was moving toward me, grabbing at my gun hand. I reached easily over with my left hand, the hot shooting pain flashing through my hand and up my arm. I gave a twist on his elephantine arm and felt it give a great snap. But I couldn't let go.
Visions winked brightly through my head, each lasting less than a fraction of a second. A demon child in Erebos, being beaten with the flat end of a blade, the child screaming in pain. A woman with demon features, but the hands of a human, cooing to the same child, older now. An adult demon, not much changed from the way Boshta looked now, speaking with Kane. Standing over a ditch with Kane, the crevice filled with dead bodies, crushed beyond recognition. Kane smiling. Kane in a rage. Kane kissing him. And then, as they had been doing lately, the images changed. It was the near-future. Boshta stood at the top of a cliff, looking out at two figures, rising in a shimmering bubble from the bottom. And Boshta, burned black and to the bone, on top of the same cliff, my own face looming terrifyingly over him. And again the dark nudge. The urge to go even deeper. What was it? It scared me, but I squeezed the screaming demon's arm and my fingers fell through the skin, through the bone, and I touched something soft and ethereal, like cool silk. It coiled around my fingers and I had the strange feeling of sickness; the spindly threads somehow feeling black and decayed. I looked down to find my hand inside Boshta's arm as if I were a ghost. With a gasp, I pulled my hand away. Boshta fell to the ground, weeping. His murderous boots, caked in dried blood and gore, kicking at the ground in his pain.
"Well," said Kane. "That was interesting." He limped over to Boshta and whispered in his ear. I heard him make crooning noises as he stroked Boshta's ugly face. The whimpering stopped. Soon the demon's body rose and fell slowly. He was asleep. Kane rose with difficulty.
I felt my heart hammering in my chest. I straightened and looked down at the demon, seconds ago so sure he could overtake me, now crumpled in a heap, arm broken and snoring.
"Don't ever touch my gun," I said.
"You didn't have to do that," he said.
"He was trying to kill me."
Kane looked at the pitiful creature on the ground. "He doesn't know any better, the poor thing."
"What is it with you two?" I said. "You're a couple or something?"
"We have an understanding," said Kane. "He gives me comfort."
"Weird."
"We have business, you and I," Kane said, his voice cold.
"No we don't," I said. "You're a monster."
"I'm an opportunist."
"You deserve to die," I said.
"Samael wasn't allowed to kill," he said, taking off his hat and eying me.
"I'm not Samael," I said. "I haven't made any promises to anyone in Briah. I've never even been there. And I will kill whoever the hell needs killing. And you, my friend, need to die for what you've done."
"Oh, I completely agree with you," he said. He looked at me with his odd eyes. He looked earnest. "And someday someone will figure out a way to do it." I swung the gun at him and squeezed the trigger, but Kane was gone before I even heard the report. He reappeared two feet to the left with a noise like scrabbling insects. I shot again, but the bullet just passed through empty air. Kane materialized again, his arrival like a horde of cockroaches, standing where he had begun. He smiled. "You are fresh from humanity, Miss Slobodian. You don't even know yourself yet. I've been watching you. And just now, I don't know what you saw, or what you did when you had your fingers inside my friend. But whatever it was surprised you just as much as it surprised us."
I glared at him.
"Oh, you can try to shoot me," he said. "And if you shoot me enough times, I may very well die. But, as you can see, I'll be gone before the first bullet exits the chamber. Poof. Thin air. It's terribly unfair, I know. But I must use my strengths, wouldn't you agree?"
I felt my lip curl in distaste.
"Oh, and if you're thinking of calling that boyfriend of yours," he said, "that would also be futile."
"What boyfriend?" I said.
"Boyfriend, lover, whatever you lot are calling it these days. There isn't a thin spot for several hundred miles. It would take Lucifer an awfully long time to get here."
"Lucifer isn't my lover," I said.
"Is he not?" said Kane. "You'll have to forgive me. I did see you from afar...where was that? Oh, yes. Somewhere in Norway, was it? You looked quite cozy with each other outside that cabin."
"You've been spying on me?" I said. A chill went up my spine.
"For quite some time now," he said. "Ever since I learned that the famed Sasha Slobodian had a daughter. You have indeed lived up to your potential, my dear. I must commend you. But I must say." He raised the walking stick and rubbed at it from a handkerchief he took from his pocket. "My interest in you was nothing compared to your predecessor. I was actually concerned for you on several occasions."
"You mean Sam?" I snapped. "What are you talking about?"
"You did know he followed you before you actually met?"
"He told me," I said.
"For years, in fact."
My mouth suddenly felt dry. I licked my lips with a scratchy tongue. "Years?" I said, trying to sound nonchalant. It didn't work. Kane looked up from his polishing and smiled.
"You didn't know," he said. "How awkward."
"Explain," I said, making my voice hard. "Or I will gut your friend like a pig."
He gave an exasperated sigh. "Do you remember the first day you opened that roach trap you called an office? Your little detective agency. You were so puffed up and proud. Your godmother took pictures of you."
"You were there?" I said. "That must have been ten years ago."
"So was Samael," said Kane. "I could feel him."
"You can't know that for sure," I said. But my hands were shaking.
"I know that he was there. I'd stake my life on it. And I adore living."
"Why would he do that?" I said. But I knew. He wanted me to take over. I was his ticket to freedom. He said he knew a dark caster that could switch his curse over to me. "Do you know who his dark caster was?"
"I wouldn't tell you if I did," he said. "There is a limit to my good graces."
"Why are you here?" I spat. "Just to mess with my mind?"
"Of course not," he said. "I want to talk to you."
"About?"
"Mr. Robert Gage, formerly a Mr. Paul Watts. I believe he is a mutual acquaintance of ours."
"Leave him alone," I said, my voice low and dangerous.
"Oh, it was a fun game we've had going for the past few weeks," said Kane. "But he seems to have taken it personally. He's almost got me a few times."
"You killed his goddamn family," I said.
"He left me," he said weakly. I had a sudden glimpse of Kane's fragility. He looked lost, like a child. He remembered himself and narrowed his creepy eyes at me again. "He had to pay for abandoning me. I did him a kindness, though."
"And that would be?"
"I kept him out of prison, didn't I?" he said. The smile was back on again. It was like he could just switch it on. "And there was the wife. I did like that girl. She brought me cookies once. Sweet Sarah we used to call her." The smile faded. "Sweet Sarah."
"You let her keep her face," I said.
He looked at me and switched the smile on again. "Yes," he said brightly.
"You couldn't bring yourself to damage her, could you?" I said. "You loved her."
"Don't be ridiculous," he said, smiling brighter. "It was a gift. For Paul."
"He didn't see it that way," I said. "Why were you at Sofi's funeral?"
"Just a joke," he said. "For him."
"For Bobby?" I said.
"Ah yes. That's what he's going by now."
"I don't think he appreciated the humor."
"Perhaps not," he said. "And yet, I was  amused. But he is so very tenacious." There was a strange note of admiration to his voice. "You have to call him off. Please."
"I will never do anything for you," I said. "You're disgusting."
"Oh dear. I had hoped we'd be friends."
"These people you've been killing had lives," I said. "They had families. They had goddamn souls. And you just took it away...for what? Money?"
"To be fair, I did very little of the actual killing," he said.
"That makes it worse," I said.
"And if I knew the dark caster that Samael was planning on using on you? If I could give you his exact location?"
I glared at him. "I am going to help Bobby Gage figure out a way to get to you," I said. "And then I'm going to hold you down while he kills you."
"He doesn't like blood, you know," he said conspiratorially. "He'll never be able to finish the job."
"That was before," I said. "He'll be fine now."
Kane raised an eyebrow. "Well, that is quite an accomplishment for him. How extraordinary."
"He'll be so pleased that you're impressed," I said.
"There's just one thing," he said. He smiled. "You have to catch me first."
I blinked and Kane simply wasn't there anymore. I searched the air around where he had been standing. I heard the same insectile noise behind me, like a gust of wind. I whirled to find him cradling Boshta in his lap. He smiled at me. "It was lovely meeting you, Miss Slobodian. I'm sure we'll see each other again." And with a whoosh, he and the whimpering demon were gone.
"We'll see each other again," I said aloud. I had seen the vision of Boshta's death. And I had seen his killer. It had been me. A monstrous version of myself, but I couldn't help that. And I knew something else: the cool, silky substance I had touched when my hand was inside Boshta wasn't something anyone could touch.
It was his soul.
 



NINETEEN
 
When Gage walked into the Deep Blue Sea with doughnuts and coffee, I was sitting at the bar sipping whiskey.
"Damn, sis," he said, sitting next to me and pushing the cardboard cup of coffee toward me. "It's six in the morning."
"Nag, nag, nag," I said. I took a careful sip of the coffee and pushed the booze away. The coffee was hot and strong. I took an apple fritter out of the box Gage offered me.
"You haven't been, you know, working tonight, have you?" he said, taking a bite of a jelly-filled. Red liquid squirted out of the other end. I remembered the crushed dead from only an hour or two earlier. Not to mention the foamy red liquid that spurted from Roshta's fingers after I pelted him with salt. I tossed the fritter back in the box.
"Yeah, I've been working," I said. "And guess who showed up?"
"I dunno," he said through a mouthful of doughnut. "Who?"
"Kane."
Gage stopped chewing and stared at me. "No shit?" he said.
"And his demon buddy who has very big boots," I said. I sipped coffee while Gage took it in.
Finally, he swallowed. "What happened?"
"His friend tried to grab my gun," I said.
Gage laughed. "That didn't end well for him, if I know you."
"I broke his arm and threw salt in his face," I said shrugging. "Any sane person would have done the same."
"Where the hell did you get the salt?" he said.
"From your hospital room," I said. "You paranoid bastard."
"What'd you do to Kane?" he said quietly, looking at his coffee cup.
"Nothing," I said. "I tried to shoot him. More than once. But that creepy bastard is fast."
Gage perked up. "No sweat, sis. Don't beat yourself up."
"Besides," I said. "I told him I was saving that honor for you."
He nodded, and fished around for another doughnut. I could tell he was pleased. If Gage had really been out for revenge all these years, he would have been pretty disappointed if I would have just gone out and killed the guy.
"What did he want?" he said.
"To mess with me," I said. "He told me a bunch of stuff about Sam."
"Is that it?"
"No," I said, smiling. "He asked me to get you to back off."
"You're kidding," he said.
"Nope. Said you were too close a few times. You, my friend, are making him nervous."
"Well, now you're just making me blush," he said. He took a bite and washed it down with coffee. "What'd he say about Sam?"
I shook my head. "We don't need to talk about it," I said.
"Niki," he said, "come on. You're beyond that shit, ain't you?"
"Beyond what?"
"That thing you do," he said. "Where you don't talk about stuff and then you explode and go crazy."
"I explode and go crazy anyway," I said.
"Yeah, but when you talk you don't explode about weird shit. Like that time in the waffle house."
"That's not fair," I said. "Sasha had just died."
"You pulled a gun on a waiter for bringing you Canadian bacon."
"That is not bacon," I said. "It's an atrocity."
"Come on, Nik. Spill."
"You're a real pain in the ass," I said. He smiled and waggled his eyebrows. "Fine," I said. "He said Sam had been watching me for a long time."
"You knew that, right?" he said.
"Ten years."
"Oh." Gage frowned. "Damn. That's a special kind of crazy."
"That's not all," I said. "I talked to Sam last night. You know, the part of him haunting my head."
"Yeah?"
I took a long drink of coffee. I wasn't sure I should even tell Gage. But it did feel good to tell someone. I didn't look at him as I spoke. "He used that mind-control thing on me when we met, just like you said. But he told me something else."
"Are you going to keep me in suspense?" Gage said.
I looked at him. "Sam didn't hire me because he thought I was good at what I do. He didn't hire me because he was in love with me either. Bobby, he hired me because he wanted to switch places with me."
"Come again?"
"I guess he had some dark caster who could take the curse off Sam and put it on me. Since I could see the dead and help them cross over, I was the only one that could take his place. He wanted to trick me into becoming Death."
"Jesus, Niki," he said. "What the hell?"
I shrugged. "I don't even know what to think any more."
"You doing okay?" he said.
"It's like everything I knew about him was a lie," I said. "Everything good I thought about him. Everything but him dying to save the world. That was real. And he said he really did fall in love with me..."
"You can't possibly believe that."
"I don't know," I said. I reached for the abandoned whiskey again. Gage pulled it away from me and set it on the other side of him. "You're full of shit."
"What?"
"I love you to death, Nik, but you're a damn train wreck. I saw the way you were looking at blondie. You're crazy about the guy."
I snorted. "No, I'm not."
"Bullshit," he said. "I've seen you with Eli, and I've seen you with Sam. Don't let this Sam shit ruin something that's real. When I met Sarah, I didn't let anything get in the way of being with her. Even if it meant running."
"Didn't work out so well, did it?" I said, immediately regretting my tone.
"Years," he said.
"Years what?" I said.
"I got years with the woman of my dreams," he said. "It was the happiest I've ever been. If anyone has a chance to be that happy...even a fraction of that happy..." He shook his head. "Shit, Slobodian, you gotta take it. Ain't nothing can take that time away from me. It's sad, yeah, when I think about what happened. Makes me tear up whenever I remember what happened. I've got a damn hole in my heart where she used to fill me up. And that kid..." He laughed. "God, he was amazing." Gage wiped at his eyes and looked at me. "Don't be an idiot."
"Sam died for me, Bobby," I said.
"Deal with it," he said.
"What?"
"It's what you would say to me," he said.
I smiled. "Yeah, I probably would."
"So is that it?"
I bit my lip.
"What?" he said.
"He wants me to bring him back," I said.
"Oh, for Christ's sake!"
"There's this necromancer," I said. "In Erebos, I think."
"Necromancer? Do you know what those guys do?"
"I told him I wouldn't do it," I said.
"Well, that's something, I guess," he said.
"He said he could take it away. Being Death. He said he'd take over again if I brought him back. But I told him I didn't want him to take it away."
"What did he say to that?"
I looked down. "He said I owed him. He said he died for me and I owe him."
"You're kidding."
"He's right," I said. "I do owe him. Maybe I should do it."
"Slobodian, how many times are you going to let that guy manipulate you? He's goddamn dead and he's still yanking your chain. I admit, the guy had his good qualities. He helped me when I was down. He brought you back from the dead. He stopped you when you tried to destroy the world."
"Hey!"
"It is what it is," he said. "But goddamnit, Slobodian. The Niki I know has a hell of a lot more backbone than this. You let Lucifer treat you like this?"
"No," I said. "I put a gun to his throat."
"See? Right there. That's the Niki I know. Batshit insane and taking no shit." He slid the pastry box toward me. "Now eat a damn doughnut and let's get going."
"Hang on," I said, taking the fritter back out of the box. "What the hell happened to you? Why are you all beat to shit?"
He shrugged. "Is it important?"
"Yeah, it's important!"
"Just so happens I know a few guys. Casters some of them. A demon that does potions and whatnot."
"And?"
"I was looking for Kane," he said. "I started asking questions. The demon beat the holy hell out of me. I didn't even have time to get a punch in."
"You never were very useful in a fight," I said, through a mouthful of pastry.
"That's cold," he said.
"It is what it is," I said.
"Fair enough," he said. "I'm better now, though. The blood doesn't make me puke. And I did fight off this caster."
"Impressive," I said.
"Not really," he said. "It was a dame."
"You're just a knight in shining armor," I said.
"She was a big dame," he protested. "Anyway, she cheated and used magic. Gave me this." He lifted the hair off his forehead to show me the goose egg I'd seen before. "Not everyone was afraid to talk to me. A couple of guys had seen Kane. I showed up at a couple of his haunts. This bar that was supposed to look like a Speakeasy, a little house he kept over by the railroad tracks, a couple more places. Once I even managed to grab his jacket, but the bastard disappears so fast. He's like a damn cockroach. And that piece of shit he runs around with is one mean son of a bitch. Thought for sure I'd have internal bleeding after the last time I saw him."
"You didn't tell me Kane was an Outsider," I said.
"Never came up," said Gage. "You satisfied now?"
"Mostly," I said.
"Good. Let's go to Hell."
"Let me just grab one thing," I said. I went around the bar and found the leather gloves I'd stashed under the sink. I pulled them on. "Ready," I said.
"Are those really necessary?" said Gage, raising an eyebrow.
"You have no idea how necessary," I said. "Let's go."
 



TWENTY
 
I was nervous about crossing through the Unsung with Gage. I'd never done it alone, and the thought that I might lose him -- or both of us -- in the void was terrifying. But once I set my mind on what I wanted to do, I found it to be easy. I just had to concentrate on breaking through. In moments I felt a tear slowly ripping reality apart. With Gage hugging me awkwardly, I stepped into the hole and into the darkness.
"Close your eyes," I said.
"Why?" he said, his voice higher than usual.
"It just works better," I said. "It's kind of freaky in here."
I focused on Erebos, just outside the city. It was where Sam had taken me the first time. We spun through the void, shapes moving around us in the pitch blackness. I could feel some of them stalking us. But somehow I knew they couldn't touch us. Or maybe didn't dare to. We tore through into Erebos, the gap in reality sealing itself as our feet landed on solid ground.
I stepped back from Gage. "That wasn't so bad," I said.
"You're kidding, right?" he said. "That was the single most terrifying thing I've ever seen. Those things, in the darkness...were they chasing us?"
"I told you to keep your eyes closed," I said.
"What are they?"
"Things that have gotten lost in the Unsung," I said.
"Unsung?"
"The void," I said. "Of course some of them were put there on purpose. That's where my father was."
Gage seemed to realize where we were. He turned around slowly, taking in the sheer blood-red cliffs, the street illuminated by an odd light, the source of which was indiscernible, and the noisy city below. I squinted at the city. It was louder than usual. I could distinctly hear the sound of voices yelling. Lucifer's tower was still standing, the windows shining dimly with light. I had the sudden urge to forget the Outsiders, forget everything but just going back to that tower to see Lucifer. Realizing what I was thinking, I physically flinched. What the hell was wrong with me?
Gage had apparently taken in the sights around him. "So, your dad was in the...Unsung?" he said, saying the last word slowly.
"Yeah," I said, mentally shaking myself out of my ridiculous thoughts. "Pineme."
"Damn," said Gage. "Place like that would drive a person insane. Is he, you know, all there?" He took a step over to the cliffs and ran a large hand over the face of them.
"I don't know really," I said. "I haven't talked to him much."
"You should," he said. "Get to know the guy. Maybe he can help you with things."
"Things?"
"You know, your angel shit."
"Classy," I said.
"I know it's tough," said Gage. "You can pretend all you want, but this is new for you."
"We need to go this way," I said, pointing away from the city. "Toward Sheol."
"You want to make a stop?" he said.
"A stop?"
"You know, go to Sheol and see Sasha. Or whoever."
"Do you want to make a stop?" I said.
"Not really," he said.
"Then let's just do this," I said.
We walked down the road, the echoing of our footsteps the only sounds. Slowly, the light from the well-lit city began to subside, the light source not bothering to illuminate the road this far away. Gage muttered a word and a pink light sprung up from his hand.
"Why's it always pink?" I said.
"My casting?" he said. "I dunno. Always been that way." He saw me looking sideways at him. "Shut up," he said.
"I didn't say a word," I said.
We walked on. Soon the road became gnarled and cracked and we tripped on upturned patches of earth. When it felt familiar, I turned to Gage.
"Can you send your light up higher?" I said. The pink flame in his hand rose several feet and I could just make out the holes and crevices in the cliff face. They were caves that Sasha had said the Outsiders sometimes took shelter in. I looked up higher and saw a silhouette no more than a fleeting shadow at the top of the cliff. I blinked and it was gone.
"Up there," I said. "At the very top. Can you get us up there?"
"You betcha," he said. He swung his satchel around to the front and pulled a gargantuan book out of it. He held it in his hands and opened it. The pages flipped around for what seemed like a long time. Finally they stopped and Gage rested a finger on the shifting symbols from the book. He casted under his breath. I tried not to listen. I tended to bleed out of places that should not be bleeding when I listened to magic. Bobby's eyes went dull as he chanted, the symbols rising up from the pages of the book. There was a crackle that seemed to come from all around us. Then, slowly, a translucent pink film rose up from the ground and encircled us, forming a bubble. I felt the ground shift and looked down to see we were beginning to float off the ground. I laughed, but Gage was deep into his spell. His eyes were glassy as he continued to whisper the words.
I looked up, toward our destination. The world was wavy and rose-colored through the bubble, but I could make out the top of the cliff. There was someone at the top. I saw the shape of the person move. Someone large.
"Oh my god," I said. I remembered the vision I had gotten of Boshta's death. He had been watching two figures rise in a translucent bubble. Flashing through my mind came the other images. Burned bodies, and my own face looking fierce and horrible, with cracks emitting light in my face, like a clay mask on the sun. I knew that light. That light had been inside me before. It was the Creator's power. But that had vanished when I gave it back to the Creator. And what the hell was Boshta doing here? Surely Kane wasn't here. But as I thought about it, somehow I was positive Kane wasn't here. Boshta was alone. I wondered if it had something to do with the woman I had seen in the vision: a woman with a demon's face, but a human's body and hair.
We approached the top of the cliff, my anxiety rising with every inch we gained. I had to send Bobby away. Something bad was going to happen. Something to do with me. My heart was beating in my throat by the time we got to the top. There was no one here. Only empty plains of dry weeds, scratchy and exuding a smelly liquid not unlike skunk spray. No wonder the people of Erebos didn't come here.
Gage had come back to himself. He closed the book and dropped it back into his bag. "What now?" he said, looking out over the desolate landscape.
"You have to get out of here," I said.
"What? Not a chance."
"I'm serious, Bobby. Something bad is going to happen. I had a vision when I touched Boshta."
"Boshta?"
"Kane's muscle," I said. "People are going to die and...and I think it's going to be my fault."
"Then you should go," he said.
"How?" I said. "There's no way down without your magic."
"Then I guess we're stuck together," he said. "Besides, you see any people here?"
"They're here," I said. "I can feel them."
"Yeah, there's something powerful coming from over there," said Gage, pointing to an area that was slightly downhill. He nudged me. "Hey, don't worry. Kane was probably just messing with your head. He used to do that to me sometimes. Back in the day. Once he made me believe I was covered in spiders." He shuddered. "I still scream when I see a spider ever since."
"Pansy," I said, smiling. But I didn't believe him for a second. Maybe Kane had made him hallucinate, but what I had seen was no trick. Something was going to happen. Maybe for the best, maybe not. But now that I was aware of it, I needed to try to keep Bobby safe. I looked almost wistfully toward the city. It was just a conglomeration of dimly-twinkling lights from here. I could see the black tower rising high above the city. Lucifer had enough to deal with. I wasn't going to bother him with this. It might be nothing, while from the sounds of it, the city was rioting. I had no doubt he could handle it, but he didn't need me mucking up his business. I turned to Gage.
"Shall we?" I said.
"Yup," he said. "We sure as hell shall."
Our feet crunched on the dried-out plants as we crossed the plain. Something shimmered in the near horizon. The closer we got, the stronger the feeling of magic got. It was like flint sparking against my skin. I could feel the air buzzing and even smell it; like electricity, only hotter. The air in front of us started to shimmer like asphalt in high summer. After a few more steps, Gage put out his light; he didn't need it any more. The very air seemed to radiate light. And then it was there. A city. Of sorts.
As my eyes adjusted, it looked like a normal city: buildings, streets, people moving about. But as I got accustomed to the light, I realized the buildings were not made of stone or wood. I squinted my eyes as we approached.
"Is it...made of garbage?" Gage said, his voice full of disbelief.
He was right. A low wall around the city appeared to be made of discarded pieces of damaged wood and thin, rusty sheets of metal. Some of the sheets still had business names painted on them. Looking past the wall, I could see the buildings were constructed of the same material, as well as paper wrappings from food, and even cardboard that looked suspiciously like it had come from the world. A vague smell of mildew reached us on a hot, dry breeze. The people I had seen milling about were dressed in dirty tatters. A few froze and faced us when they saw us coming. Larger than the others, the ones that stopped to face us were holding weapons. Soldiers in rags. Slowly, like a gentle breeze, all the people walking about seemed to feel our presence and turned to look at us.
We were to the wall now, and I could see the looks on many faces was the same. It was fear. The larger men with guns even took a step back from me, though their faces showed no trace of what they were feeling. But I could feel their terror. It radiated.
"They're afraid of you," Gage whispered.
"I know," I said.
"Well, can't you, I dunno, turn it off or something?"
I rolled my eyes. "No, Bobby. I can't turn it off."
The people were backing away. The men with guns stayed, but I could somehow tell they were itching to move away, to hide like everyone else. Finally, after staring at us for what seemed a long time, they began to inch back. I heard a child crying somewhere. After a moment the squalling was hushed and I didn't hear anything.
"Maybe it'd be better if I asked them about Kane," said Gage.
I saw a silhouette moving toward us. As it got closer I could see the slow, graceful movements, the long, sweeping skirt. The long hair. And then I saw her face. She was the one I had seen in my vision. The woman consoling Boshta. She didn't smile at us as she had at Boshta. She didn't stop when she saw us; on the contrary, she seemed to be intent on reaching us. I stepped over the low wall to meet her and Gage did the same. When we met she just stared at me, as though she couldn't believe I was there.
"Go," she said.
"What?" I said.
"You have to leave," she said. She looked behind her, as though afraid of being overheard. She leaned in and whispered. "Get out now."
"Well, that ain't very charitable," said Gage.
"Shut up, Gage," I hissed. "What's going on?" I said to the woman. "Who are you?"
"You don't know what you've walked into," she said. "Please. You have to trust me."
"I'm looking for Kane," I said.
"He's not here," she said, her voice rising with panic. "He hasn't been here for a long time. Now go!"
Another figure had emerged from one of the larger dwellings. A squat man was coming toward us, moving easily, as though without fear. The woman gave a squeak when she saw him, like a frightened rodent. "It's too late," she said, her words barely audible.
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The man closed the gap quickly. He smiled at us with slightly yellowed teeth, like those of a lifetime smoker. His face was human, his bulbous nose and wide eyes making him seem almost approachable. For a moment I was confused by the woman's fear. He laid a stony-skinned hand on the woman's shoulder. And then I felt it. A darkness came off of him. Something black and formless that radiated from him, like the darkness in the void. It was an absence of something.
The woman looked at me, defeat in her eyes. "I'm the necromancer's wife."
"You will have to forgive Dorana," said the man. "She has a penchant for the dramatic." He smiled again, but I saw his hand squeeze the shoulder of the woman he called Dorana. She didn't flinch, but I saw pain register in her eyes. He let his hand drop after a few seconds and Dorana quickly took a few steps back. "Don't go anywhere, my dear," the man said without taking his eyes from me. "I would so like you to join us." He arched an eyebrow at me. "You will join me for a drink, won't you? I understand you have some questions."
"Sure," I said slowly. "You're the necromancer?"
He smiled once again, the effect chilling me more each time I saw it. "Let me guess, you thought I would be taller, yes?"
I looked at Gage, who looked as though he was having trouble processing everything. "Sorry," I said, aware that my tone did not sound the least bit sorry. "I've just heard your name pop up so many places lately that I didn't know what to expect."
"Allow me to introduce myself," he said, extending a clawed hand. "My name is Zagan. The necromancer. And you are Nikita Slobodian. Our new Death." I shook his hand and his eyes widened as he grasped my gloved hand with both of his. "Gloves?" he said.
"Trust me," I said with a tight-lipped smile. "It's for your own safety."
"How intriguing."
"And it's Niki."
"Niki?" he said.
"My name. Don't call me Nikita." I pulled my hand away.
"Whatever you say," he said. "Please. Follow me."
"This is weird," Gage whispered, leaning closer to me as we followed the necromancer and his wife across the strange village. It was like an organized garbage dump. "You feel that power coming off that guy?"
"Yeah," I whispered back. "What was it?"
"Dark shit," he said. "Really bad stuff, sis. We've gotta get out of here. Ain't worth our lives to ask a few questions."
"Bobby," I said. "Look up." He did and his eyes squinted at the same thing that had caught my eye the moment we started walking.
"That looks like---"
"A casting?" I said. "I know."
He shook his head. "Ain't no caster did this. Look at it."
It was a dome, essentially, but black and slightly transparent. Oddly it didn't dim the light that permeated the village. But it had a bizarre depth to it, like if I touched it it would absorb me. It went all the way around the town.
"Dark magic?" I said.
"Hell yeah, it's dark," he said. "This didn't come from no book."
"It's very rude to whisper," said Zagan, smiling. He had stopped in front of the structure I saw him come out of earlier. "This is our destination." He gestured at the doorway of the house, which was made of rusted tin and half-burnt wood scraps. I entered and Gage ducked through behind me. There was a large spool that looked like it had once held wire. It was surrounded by four cubes of wood that were meant to be chairs. Stacked against the unstable walls were piles of supplies: guns, burlap-like bags bulging with god-knows-what, and several large barrels with ancient-looking writing painted on the side. Gage and I sat, his knees practically under his chin.
I inspected the table. "Where did you get this?" I said. "It looks like it's from the world."
"Things do tend to fall through the cracks," said Zagan, reaching behind him and pulling out an unlabeled bottle and several cups made of wood. "At least they used to. We don't find much anymore. We used to be able to scavenge and find all manner of things from the world. As you can see, we used a great deal of it. These days, we don't find much of anything. Pity."
"Aw, Christ, cut to the chase, creepy," said Gage, sounding exasperated. Zagan looked at him, surprised. "Is Kane here or not? What's with all the theatrics?"
I narrowed my eyes at the necromancer. "Kane's not here," I said quietly. "His friend is, though. But that's not why you wanted to keep us here, is it?"
Zagan chuckled, the glee reaching his eyes. "Oh, very good," he said, sounding genuinely pleased. "You are so much more fun than Samael. Maybe we should keep you around, yes?"
"Keep me around?" I said. I frowned down at the table. I saw that Zagan had filled five cups with wine. "Why is there an extra cup?" I said.
"Because I am expecting one more," he said. The humor dripped out of his eyes. "Now sit still and wait," he said coldly, an odd note in his voice. Like an echo that couldn't be heard. I tried to move my hand to reach for my gun, but found I was unable to move my arms. Or my fingers for that matter. I locked eyes with Gage, who looked half-crazed.
"Drink your wine," said Zagan calmly. He raised his own to sip demurely. My arms seemed to unlock, but I couldn't reach behind me for my pistol. I couldn't reach into my pocket for the tiny derringer that I wasn't even positive would still fire. I couldn't even take my gloves off. The only direction I could get my hands to go was toward the glass that was sitting in front of me on the makeshift, scavenged table.
"Boshta is here because my beautiful bride took him in as a child. He just keeps coming back, no matter how many times I get rid of him. Like a disease."
"You sold him like an animal," said Dorana quietly.
"It was a good price," said the necromancer, without a scrap of regret.
"This is all going to come crushing down around you, Zagan," said Dorana. She tipped the cup back and drained the wine in one long drink. "You've lost your grip."
The slap was jarring, from the sound alone. I would have flinched, but I couldn't move. "I did not bring you back to tell me I'm not living up to your lofty expectations," he said, his voice low and dangerous.
Dorana seemed unfazed by the strike to her face. "You've been holding that over me for a hundred years, husband. I don't recall ever being given a choice in the matter. Look at yourself. You're holding Death hostage. And not just Death, but the woman you know for a fact that Lucifer is infatuated with. You told me yourself."
"Silence!" Zagan looked at me, and for a moment I saw fear in his eyes. He was unsure of what he was doing. But the coldness had settled back in after a split second. "Lucifer won't be a problem for very much longer," he said, looking right into my eyes.
I tried to speak, I tried to scream, but my mouth wouldn't work properly. I could feel something hot and bright and frightening welling up inside of me. I hadn't been this angry since I had become Death. Even seeing the bodies that Kane had left in his wake, though they had made me murderously enraged, hadn't touched on anything like what I was feeling the beginnings of. I hadn't felt this sort of fury since Sasha was killed and I had unmade the world. I breathed in deeply. I couldn't let myself go like that. Not ever again. I pulled back the anger in my mind. I couldn't hurt any more people, or let them get hurt for me. I looked at Gage. He was staring at me, wide-eyed. He had seen something happen in me. I cast my eyes away from him.
There was a rumble that shook the table. My still-full cup of wine tipped and spilled, sloshing across the rough wood and dripping into the hard dirt floor. It seemed even the air around me was shaking. I looked at Dorana. She shook her head.
"I'm sorry," she said.
The rumbling stopped. I heard the sound of people, as though the Outsiders were emerging from their dwellings. Children shrieked a word over and over. I frowned, trying to listen. It was muffled. But then I heard it. Ba'al, Ba'al, the kids were crying. They sounded happy to see him. I heard men laughing. A woman laughed. And then the curtain was thrown aside and a giant ducked through sideways, tucking his head so his great horns wouldn't catch.
Zagan stood, laughing. He embraced the god, his squat body disappearing as Ba'al hugged him. Ba'al's red eyes fell on me. He shook his head at the necromancer.
"Let her loose," he said, his voice a friendly growl. There was hard menace behind it, though.
"She will be troublesome," said Zagan.
"Let her speak. She has that right." Ba'al crouched down on his haunches to look at me eye-to-eye. "Know this, little Death: everything that happens now is because of you. You broke your promise."
I felt something pop in my head and with a jolt I opened my mouth. My jaw was working now, though I still couldn't move anything else. "What the hell is this?" I said. There was so much to say, to scream, that for lack of saying them all at once, all I could do was open and close my mouth, like a fish out of water. Finally, trying to gather myself together, I formed one coherent thought. "What promise?" I said.
"You said you'd keep him in check," Ba'al said. "You didn't."
"Are you talking about Lucifer?" I said, confused. "What's happened?"
"He's going away," said Ba'al. "Where he can't hurt anyone ever again. You may forgive me in time. But you must understand that I have to keep you here for a little while."
"What have you done?" I said, my voice almost a whisper. But I wasn't afraid. I felt a dark sense of calm.
"He did it to himself," said Ba'al, his lip curling. "He killed three lords tonight."
"Why?" I said through gnashed teeth.
"Why did he kill them?" Ba'al said. "Maybe for the right reasons. But he killed the wrong lords."
"Who hired Kane?" I said. "Who?"
Ba'al smiled as though pleased. "It wasn't me," he said. "I've been helping the Outsiders for a great long while. Can you think of no one on the fringes of acceptance? Someone who would do anything to climb up from a social catastrophe? Like a son born to a human, perhaps?"
"Grazial," I said. He nodded. "Where's Lucifer?"
"On his way to the Pit," said Ba'al. "And you cannot stop it."
"The Pit?" I said. "Jesus, they'll tear him up down there!"
"I think you greatly underestimate your lover's power in Erebos," said Ba'al. "At least when he's not recovering from a bolt of lightning through his heart." Ba'al rubbed his fingers together and I saw threads of purple course from his fingers to his thumb and back, singeing the air with the smell of electricity.
"Don't do this," I said. "You have no idea what I'm capable of."
"Neither do you," he said.
"While we wait," intercepted the wheedling voice of the necromancer, "perhaps we could kill two birds with one stone." Ba'al stared at him, his face inscrutable.
"What's he talking about?" I said.
"There's not enough," said Ba'al, ignoring me. "We can't do it here."
"What the hell is going on?" I said. Ba'al looked at me.
"I made a promise, too," he said. "To an old friend. A promise I intend to keep."
"The tragic story of a man who died for the woman he loved," said Zagan in a mocking tone. "But sadly, it was his brother that she wanted all along."
"Why are you talking about Sam?" I said. "What did you promise him?"
"I was resurrected once," said Ba'al. "Samael brought me back. I always promised him I would do the same."
"He brought you back?" I said, genuinely shocked. "But he said---"
"That you were the only one?" said Ba'al. "Samael was many things -- many great things -- but honest was not one of them. He did what he had to do to get things done. He learned to manipulate people. I never approved, of course, but then, I am able to leave my house without people screaming in terror." He shrugged. "Usually. But Samael was lonely. He did everything he could to surround himself with bright things. Like yourself. Don't hate him. He did not have an easy life."
"Don't do this," I said. "He won't come back the same."
"Who told you that?" said Zagan. "Lucifer?" He snorted derisively. "Cassandra was not my fault. There just wasn't enough."
"Enough what?" I said, appalled.
"Soul," he said.
"Oh, hell," I said. "You're going to take it out of me, aren't you?"
"Niki," said Ba'al, "it was never yours. You were just carrying it. Don't make this difficult. We're trying not to kill you. But bad things could happen if you wriggle."
"No," I said. "This is never going to happen. I will never let you take my soul out of me."
"It won't kill you," said Zagan. He smiled. "Much."
"You'll be fine," said Ba'al. "Don't you want to go back to your old life?"
My old life. The life where I was helpless, much the same way I was restrained now. Only in my old life, it was permanent. Unable to work, paralyzed under bills I couldn't pay, harassed by cops, and treated as a second-class citizen. The only thing that had made that life worth living was Sofi. And Sofi was gone. But this new life, there was a brightness to it. It was dark, yes. There was death, and I saw suffering and blood and cruelty every day. But the entire universe shifted, and I felt it. I could feel the stars burning coldly in the sky. When I was in the world, I could feel the grass turn from brown to green. And there was so much love. My eyes teared with the thought of it. In between the sadness and death, there was an underlying meaning to everything I did. Between the cracks, there was life. I saw the love, raw and bare and hurting. A parent's love for a child, a man's love for his wife, a wife's sobbing for her family. It was love that made it hurt. And it was the same love that made it more beautiful than anything I had ever seen.
"That life isn't mine anymore," I said. "And when this is over, I'm going to find Lucifer. I'm going to search the Pit if I have to. I'm going to rip the throats out of every depraved monster you have in there if it will bring me one step closer to him. And when I find him and bring him back, you're going to wish you'd just walked away. There isn't enough of Sam's soul in me to do this."
"Another pretty speech," said Ba'al. "You really are very good at those."
"We don't need her permission," said Zagan. His eyes were bright. He was practically frothing at the mouth. "We can bring the angel back. Just let me look at her soul. Just a touch will tell me if there's enough."
Ba'al narrowed his red eyes. "Just a touch," he said. "You don't act unless I tell you to. Understood?"
"No," I said. "Don't do this." I could feel the darkness growing larger. I didn't know what it was, but it felt so familiar.
I could hear voices all around us, as though the Outsiders had gathered there, curious. There was whispering, excited and nervous twittering. I looked at Bobby. His eyes were wide with terror. He looked from me to the men and back again.
"I tried, Bobby," I said. I looked to Ba'al. "Send my friend away. Please. Do whatever you want to me, but send Bobby away. I don't want him to see this."
Ba'al studied me for a moment. "Done," he said. He looked to Zagan. "Send the caster out."
The necromancer sighed. "Very well. Dorana, take the human. Human, stand up and go with my wife." Dorana stood and held out her hand to Gage. He took it, his movements robotic. His eyes blazed with anger. "My love," said Zagan. Dorana turned to look at him. "If you try anything, I will end you. This time for good."
She turned away from him, leading Gage out of the hut. I heard the murmurings outside grow louder as they pelted Dorana with questions. Zagan was smiling at me. "This should be fun," he said.
"I could call my father," I said, suddenly remembering. "My real father. You know who he is, don't you?"
"Do you think he would dare enter the void ever again?" said Ba'al. "The Unsung no doubt terrifies him by now."
"Who is her father?" snapped Zagan. "What aren't you telling me?"
"He doesn't know?" I said.
"Calm yourself, necromancer," said Ba'al. "The Watcher will not trouble us."
"Watcher?" said Zagan. He wasn't smiling any longer. "You didn't tell me she had Watcher blood."
"It changes nothing," said Ba'al. With one hand, he pushed the makeshift table as far against the wall as he could. The whole structure shuddered as the wooden spool nudged the rusty tin. He leaned over and lifted me up, my body rigid. I tried to move my fingers, using all my willpower, concentrating on the power I had felt coursing through my limbs before. Nothing happened. My eyes stung with tears. I couldn't even fight. This creepy little man was going to reach inside me and make a monster out of my insides. A monster that looked like Sam. And there was nothing I could do about it.
Ba'al laid me down on the hard ground, kicking the wood blocks we'd been using as chairs out of the way.
"Not to worry, girl," said the necromancer. "You're not going to die. I'm just going to have a little look." The darkness I had felt coming off of him was stronger now. Something shone behind his eyes as he looked at me. He lifted my shirt, exposing my bare stomach. He touched my skin with his rough, scaly hand. His head twitched like he had a tic.
"You need to stop this now," I said. I could feel whatever I had felt inside me welling up. It was growing more intense, and making it harder to breathe. I felt a tingle against my belly, and then I could feel Zagan's fingers inside my body, pushing through the skin like a ghost, his whole arm becoming transparent. A chilling cold spread out from his hand. My teeth started to chatter despite the spell holding me still. My fingers went numb; though when I tried to flex them, I could move the thumb of my left hand. The cold crept out through my body, the iciness something I somehow recognized. And then I remembered. It was death. Not the death as I had been seeing it, but death as I had experienced it. It was a lack of warmth, of heat, of feeling. It was cold and despairing emotions. It was a void of everything. And the necromancer was filling me up with it.
The ballooning power inside of me gave a lurch. I felt a buzz go through my body where his fingers were probing, as though he had grabbed onto a nerved and tugged. I saw Zagan's eyes widen, as though he had been given a zap of static electricity, and he snapped his hand back. He shook his head, looking suddenly concerned. The world flashed white again.
"What?" Zagan said. He looked at Ba'al, then quickly down at me. I knew what the searing power was then. It was the same thing I had unmade the world with. It wasn't as strong as it had been then, but it was there. Zagan's face flashed white, then dark again, then white, like a strobe light was going off in my head. And then the world was washed in white.
"You fool!" Zagan was saying to Ba'al. I had to strain to hear him because there was a rushing in my ears. "Is this the same girl that carried the damn Creator around inside her?"
"It is," said Ba'al, backing away from me. "But she gave the power back."
"Even just the residue of strength like that will stay with her forever," hissed Zagan. "We have to leave. Quickly."
"Don't be stupid," said Ba'al. "How powerful could she be?" But he was backing toward the door, followed by the necromancer.
"Not that way," said Zagan. "Take my hand." Ba'al enveloped the necromancer's hand in his own. "My father taught me this trick," said Zagan. And with a sound like a million scuttling insects, they were gone. I felt my fingers again, flexing them. I put my hands over the place on my abdomen where I had felt Zagan thrust his claws into my body. The power was welling up. I remembered my vision. Of the dead, of the burned, of my face, cracked and glowing white.
"Get out," I tried to scream, to warn the people. They were still gathered outside the structure, I could feel them there. They were unaware. My scream came out as a hoarse whisper. "Get away! I can't stop it!" But the power was squeezing my windpipe, and all my warnings were lost in the air, too quiet for anyone to hear but me. "Bobby, I'm so sorry," I said. I felt the power gushing out of my mouth and nose and ears, choking me, breaking me apart. There was a roar in my ears and the ground under me shook.
And then I burst apart, burning into a million pieces.
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"You're weak," said a voice.
I searched the darkness. "If I'm so weak, why can't you show yourself?" There was no answer, but I felt him there. "Why didn't you tell me, Sam?" I concentrated on the thought of him and he flickered into view.
He wouldn't meet my eyes. "You didn't need to know."
"You will goddamn well look at me when you're spinning lies at me." My voice was quiet but steely. I wasn't hurt by him anymore, but his betrayals still pissed me off. He raised his eyes to me. He was falling apart. His skin was sagging on one side of his face and his suit was coming unraveled at every seam. "Do you even know what you've done?"
"They're all dead," he said. "All of them."
I felt my lip tremble and I had to turn away from him. "I never wanted to hurt anyone," I said. I turned back to him. "I never wanted to hurt you."
"I loved you, you know," he said. "Now I can't even remember what it felt like. What is it like when you're with my brother?" He wasn't being cruel, there was a note of desperation in his voice. Like he really wanted to know.
"Don't go there, Sam. All those people are dead. All of them. You may as well have pulled the trigger. I'm the goddamn gun and you pulled the trigger."
"I know," he said. And there was such sadness in him that I pitied him again. "I know. I did this to you. But please. You have to tell me what it's like."
I hesitated. "He makes me feel alive," I said, realizing it was true as I said it. "Like he's fire, and all I want to do, for the rest of my life, is to be consumed by the flames. I want to burn with him." I shook my head. "God, Sam, I'm sorry. I don't know why I said that."
"This is your dream," he said. "It's your truth. And I did ask." He paused. "I remember that. You were that to me. A bright flame in a sea of gray."
"I'm sorry," I said.
"Don't apologize," he said. "One should never apologize for love. I'm not sorry."
"I don't love Lucifer," I said.
"No?" he said. "The way you describe it sounds a great deal like love."
"I barely know him," I said. Sam smiled sadly.
"Do you really think that matters?" he said.
"I don't know anything any more," I said. I'd been saying that a lot lately. "Sam, you should have told me. About Ba'al. About Zagan. All of it. Are they really all dead?"
"Mostly," he said. "I didn't think anyone would die. I had no idea you would still have part of the Creator inside of you."
"They held me down and that creepy little man forced his hands inside of me," I said. "They violated me, Sam. You get that, don't you? That it wasn't right?"
"I know," said Sam.
"You wouldn't come back right."
"You don't know that," he said. But his voice was weak. Finally he nodded. "You're right. It's not the same as when I brought you back. You had a spirit. An entire soul. And a body, of sorts. I didn't know about Cassandra, I swear to you. I didn't know when I made Ba'al swear."
"You know he won't stop," I said. "I'm going to have to kill him."
Sam heaved a sigh. He straightened and looked at me. "You have to destroy it."
"Destroy what?"
"The bar," he said. "It's where he'll end up eventually. He'll figure out where it is eventually. The necromancer will be able to find it. He'll sense me there. You're the only one that can destroy it. You have to make sure not a single shred of it survives."
"What about you?" I said.
"When the bar goes, so do I."
"How?" I said. "Your soul is inside me, too. Not just the bar."
"This little piece?" he said. He tried for a smile but missed. "It's yours now. I gave it to you. It doesn't belong to me. The only reason I'm able to stay with you is because you allow it. The only bit that was keeping me here was the Deep Blue Sea. And when that goes, I go, too."
"Shit."
"Niki, I'm so sorry. I've been so desperate. Do you remember what it was like? To not be alive? To have no power, no form, no emotions except that sense of wanting."
I nodded. "I remember."
"I don't want to be a monster," he whispered. "I don't want you to have to kill me. I would never do that to you. I just want you to be happy."
"I'm sorry it ended like this," I said. "A part of me thought we were really meant to be."
"There isn't any meant-to-be in life, Niki," he said. "There is only what is, and what is not."
"Chaos," I said.
"In a way, yes. Chaos."
"I don't know how to be, Sam," I said. "I don't know how to do this."
"You're doing well, Niki," he said. "You're a better Death now than I ever was. You see it for what it is. I only ever saw the tragedy of it all. It was never beautiful for me. I wish it had been, but I just couldn't see it."
"What will happen?"
"I will be at peace," he said. "I'll be absorbed into the air and the water and the earth. That's what being unmade is."
"So it's like reincarnation?" I said. "You could be a tree or a bird or a human."
"Perhaps," he said. "I don't really know how it works."
"What happens to your soul?"
"Well, you have most of it," he said. "And it will become yours. The part that is in the Deep Blue Sea will dissipate. I don't know what will happen to it."
"Are you scared?"
He frowned. "No. That's odd, isn't it? I'm relieved."
"But you'll be gone," I said.
"Yes," he said. He smiled then, and I think it was the first genuine smile I'd ever seen on his face. "Isn't it grand? I'll be free."
"Sam," I said, my voice breaking. "I'm so sorry. I wanted to bring you back. But, goddammit. If you came back wrong -- and from what I've learned you probably would -- I can't imagine..." I put a hand over my mouth at the thought. I closed my eyes. He stepped toward me and gently took my hand from my mouth and held it in his own. "Sam, I just can't kill you. I can't kill you like Lucifer had to kill Cassandra."
He put his arms around me. He wasn't warm any more. He wasn't anything. He seemed barely there. "You'll never have to," he said. He kissed my forehead. "Promise me something."
"Anything," I said.
"Live."
"What?"
"Live your life. Be happy. I know you could be happy if you really tried. Don't let your head get in the way."
"I promise," I said.
"Goodbye, Niki."
 
I woke up shaking. As I opened my eyes I gasped for breath, drawing in air, my throat ragged and pulsing with pain. Something was burning, the acrid smell dirty in my throat. I forced the air out again, then drew in breath again. I could tell I was naked. I sat up slowly, trying to cover myself. Smoke hovered over the ground. Someone was coming toward me. Two shapes, one small, one large. Everything was blurry. I blinked hard.
"Niki, you okay?" Large hands shook me. "Are you alive?"
"Obviously," I croaked. My teeth were chattering freely now.
"Jesus, sis, I though you'd bit it for sure that time."
I heard the other shape speak in a low voice. "They're all dead."
"What happened?" I said. But I knew. I felt hot tears trickle down my face. "I did this?" My eyes were focusing better now. I could see Gage's bearded face, the demon-like features of Dorana. And the smoke was clearing, and I saw what had been veiled on the ground.
It was just like my vision. Some of the bodies were still on fire. Some had been scorched down to bone already. The force exploding from inside me had thrown them through the air on all sides, and the ground was scorched with a perfect circle, with a silhouette of my own body burned directly in the center. I scrambled up, seeing it underneath me. "Oh god," I whispered. "No."
There were hundreds. Men, women, children. I had done this. I knew it would happen and I hadn't been strong enough to stop it. I'd been paralyzed by a simple spell. How was that possible? A goddamn spell. I was Death, and I'd let a magician get the better of me. I looked at Dorana.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I tried to stop it. They wouldn't listen to me. They just..." I trailed off. There was no excuse for this. "I did this," I said with finality.
"No," she said, her voice gentler than it had any right to be. "They did this." She offered me her hand, but I shook my head. My gloves had burned off. I staggered to my feet. Gage gave me his coat to cover my nakedness. He had done the same when Sam had brought me back from the dead. I felt something sharp underneath me and pulled out a piece of metal that looked like it had been in an atomic explosion. My gun. I threw it away from me.
"Bobby, how are you alive?"
"Dorana led me away," he said. "She saw something too. She has visions. Like your godmother. She knew this would happen. We got as far as we could without leaving the dome. We hunkered down behind these big boulders over there." He looked up. "Guess the spell goes away when the necromancer does."
"Are they dead?" said Dorana.
I shook my head. "No. They disappeared. How did they disappear? It was like---"
"Kane," she said.
"Yes," I said. "Even the sound was the same."
"There's a simple reason," she said, her voice dry and dead. "Kane is Zagan's father."
"Well, if that ain't perfect, I don't know what is," said Gage sarcastically.
"So," I said, thinking. "The Outsider children...that was Zagan?"
"He asked Kane to take them, yes," said Dorana. "He hasn't always been cruel. But Kane had a price."
"Which was?" said Gage.
"Boshta," she said.
"Boshta?" I said. "What about him?"
"He was dead for a very long time," said Dorana. "Kane would only deliver the children if Zagan swore to bring him back."
"Let me guess," I said. "He came back not quite right."
"He was a beautiful soul," she said. "The creature he became after my husband brought him back is not even a reflection of what he was. He's an animal."
"So if Grazial hired Kane to kill Outsiders," I said. "He'd know just how to find them."
"Like shooting fish in a barrel," said Gage. He looked at me. "Grazial?"
"Eli's dad," I said.
"That's going to be a fun conversation," said Gage.
"I have to go," I said. "I'm sorry, Dorana, it's important."
"What? Sis, you're a mess. And you're naked."
"Lucifer's in trouble," I said. "How much time has passed?"
"Since you detonated?" said Gage. "Maybe ten minutes."
"Good," I said. "Maybe I'll be in time."
"In time for what?" said Gage.
"In time to raise some hell," I said. I felt a mad smile cross my face. "I'm going to save the devil."
"But how?" said Gage. "How will you get there in time?"
"Hellions don't shy away from death," I said. "They don't become spirits. But I can still feel it. I can feel the deaths if I concentrate. I think I can let it pull me."
"Nik, promise me you'll be safe," said Gage. "Don't risk everything for some guy."
I looked at Gage. I swallowed. "It's not just some guy, Bobby. It's Lucifer."
"Exactly," he said. "The crazy bastard king of Hell."
"I kind of like crazy bastards," I said. "He means something to me, Bobby. I don't know what, but I have to save him. You should come with me." I looked at Dorana. "Both of you."
"There are dead that need to be buried here," he said. "Wouldn't be right to just leave them like this. Go. Save the angel. Come back for me later."
"Bobby, I can't just leave you here."
"Yeah you can," he said. "All the time in the world to find Kane. And I guess you killed his head-crushing buddy. So we got that going for us." He smiled.
"I'm sorry, Gage. I didn't mean for this to happen."
"It is what it is," he said. "Not your fault, you know."
"It is my fault," I said. "But I had help. The day I see Ba'al and Zagan again is going to be a bad day for them."
"I thought Death was supposed to be passive," he said. "You know, wait for the folks to die instead of doing the killing yourself."
"Sam was passive," I said. "And look at all the shit he let happen. If there's one thing I've realized, it's that I have the power to make bad things right again." I remembered the boy in the institution. And all the families, the people who had died because Grazial had money and was willing to have them killed to enhance his reputation. "He can't do this," I said. "Not Kane, not Grazial. If anyone wants to spread their evil around on the world, I'm not going to sit back and let it happen. I don't have Michael breathing down my neck, and I don't have rules from Briah to abide by. I do things my way. Always have."
"Always will," said Gage. "Be careful, sis," he said. "You gotta come back and get me out of this place. I'll do a casting and get these bodies buried." He looked behind him as Dorana crouched over one of the bodies. I knew without looking it was Boshta. She stood after a moment and walked over to us. She put a small hand on my shoulder. It was so human it was eerie.
"Go to him," she said. "If one person can be saved tonight, let it be him. My husband won't win. You'll see to it."
"I'll see to it," I said.
"Good," she said. "He will not ruin another life." She spat on the ground. "I hope you will make him pay."
I closed my eyes. I could feel the place where the deaths were concentrated in the city. I could feel it like a hook. But it kept slipping away. Lucifer's face popped up in my mind then. Lucifer hurrying to check on me when I kicked the shutters open in the tower, Lucifer pouring wine, Lucifer taking my hands as we tended to the dead so I wouldn't feel so alone, Lucifer's kiss. Lucifer showing me the way the world moved under my feet. I knew he wasn't in the Pit. Not yet. And then I could feel the pull, bright and white-hot and the pull stronger than anything I'd felt. Like getting tugged by a Mack truck. I gasped at the intensity of it, but I let it take me.
 



TWENTY-THREE
 
This pull was different, not like the languid spinning when I helped the spirits. It was rough and bumpy and terrifying, but I kept Lucifer's image in my head. I half expected the Creator to show up and unravel me on the other side. I felt a bit like I was doing something wrong. But I had to stop them. I couldn't even explain to myself the why of it. I would think about the why later. I just knew he needed my help. I wouldn't leave him.
My feet touched down on an empty street that I recognized as being near Eli's father's house. Grazial and his sons liked to call it Blood House. Charming. I could see blood now. I could smell it, too. The street was sloped, and it dripped down the red stone road and into the gutters. I looked for the source and saw a pile of bodies. I walked up the hill, sidestepping the rivulets of black blood from the three bodies. I recognized them: Forcas, Eblis, and the third lord's name had been Shadim. I wondered what had set Lucifer off. Had they antagonized him? Had he gone off on his own? I told him to find Ba'al if he had troubles, thinking he was an ally. Had he tried to find Ba'al and uncovered the truth?
A streak of black blood led off onto a side street, away from Blood House. So maybe he hadn't uncovered the whole truth. At any rate, there was no angel blood on the street. Angel blood tended to be gold or silver and I didn't see that here. Yet. And I was fairly sure that Lucifer was still technically an angel.
The bodies had been stabbed, I could see that. I looked closer at Forcas's body. It looked as though he had been stabbed once, clean through the heart. One blow and it had been over. It was almost a humane death. Lucifer, in his maddened state, would consider it just.
I could feel Lucifer. The pull led me along the trail of blood. I didn't feel weak and shaky any longer. If anything, oddly, the grisly scene, the caustic smell of demon blood, the feeling of death, had all made me feel stronger. With sure steps, I followed the trail of jet-black blood off the main road.
With each step, the noise grew louder. Cheers, mostly. Some crying. I could hear a woman's keening voice wailing. A chant I couldn't quite make out. There was a mob ahead, there was no mistaking it.
The first person I saw was a female demon. She was standing outside of a house, her hands on her face. She saw me and her eyes got even wider.
"Don't take them," she said. "Please, not yet."
"Don't take who?"
"My sons, they don't know any better," she said. Tears were dripping down the backs of her hands. She shook her head. "I told them not to go. It's wrong. It's so wrong."
"Did you see Lucifer?" I said taking a step toward her.
She nodded quickly. "I'm sorry."
"Why are you sorry?"
The woman stared at me, seeming to shrink even smaller than she was.
"Is he alive?" I snapped. I thought he was, but I couldn't be sure. The pulling inside me told me that he must be. But I hadn't learned to trust myself yet. After all, my insides had also just killed an entire village. I flinched away from the thought.
"I-I don't know," she said. She was terrified. "He wasn't moving. And he had this...this hole right in the middle of him."
"He can't die," I said. "He told me he wasn't going to die."
The woman shook her head. She was quivering.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to scare you." I walked away, leaving her behind. My steps were quick now, the sounds of my boots echoing dully. I could see the crowd now. They were moving slowly, reveling in their act. They were carrying something over their heads. Two things, by the look of it. One looked like a gnarled tree branch from where I stood, and the other was a very large, very unconscious body. Lucifer.
I felt something dark stir inside me, the feeling familiar. The darkness that had always been just below the surface. I had thought only minutes ago that it had been the dregs of the Creator's power, that they were one. But I didn't feel the white light anymore. Not since it had exploded. It was what always tried to push me over the edge when I touched people, the same darkness that had pulled me into Boshta when I had touched his soul. It was part of me, and though it terrified me, I embraced it. Looking at Lucifer, limp and helpless, made me feel strange. I felt a familiar and dangerous calm. I narrowed my eyes at the demons cheering. I could make out their chant now. Cheerfully and enthusiastically they were crying three words over and over: In the Pit! In the Pit! In the Pit! I felt sick, but I pushed down the nausea.
"Stop," I said. My voice was painfully quiet, but carried, and even echoed. A few of the demons closest to me turned around. I was standing in the middle of the street. A dry, hot wind rustled my hair. Their eyes widened and they started to bow, to move away. I stepped forward. One by one the crowd quieted. Until there was only one voice chanting. I could see its owner. It was Eli Cooper. He looked around when he realized he was the only one carrying on. The crowd was parting for me. I walked slowly forward.
The demons holding Lucifer above their heads were dressed as soldiers. I looked at their thick, leather breastplates. A large eye stared back at me, carved meticulously into the leather, a spiral at its center. I recognized it. The same eye was carved into the great doors of Sheol. I looked at one of the soldiers.
"You're Lucifer's guard," I said quietly. He tried to back away from me, but the two objects he and the other soldiers were bearing made it difficult for him to move on his own.
"Put him down," I said through gritted teeth. "And if you leave, I'll kill you myself."
The second object I had seen raised up, the one I had mistaken for a tree branch from far back, was no object. He moved his wizened head to glare at me. Grazial.
"Put him down, too," I said. The darkness swirled faster inside me at the sight of the old demon lord. "And hold him here." The soldiers looked at each other with wide eyes, as if unsure if they should obey. "I'm sure you don't want to piss off Death," I said. "It's too late for Lucifer. You've already dug your own grave. I can make your grave very unpleasant."
"Don't listen to her," Grazial shrieked. "That bitch has no power! She cannot do anything to you."
I walked up to Grazial as he was being lowered to the ground. He wobbled as two guards propped him up on his feet. He was so small. Like an insect.
"You hired Kane," I said, my voice almost a whisper.
He jutted his jaw at me. "You can't prove that."
I smiled then. It felt like madness, to smile then. But it seemed to come naturally. Grazial flinched. "I'm not Lucifer, Grazial," I said. "And this isn't court. I am Death, and I am the only goddamn juror you're going to get." I put a hand on his bare and flaccid chest.
"Niki," I heard Eli say. But the images were coming and I didn't look up. I just stared into Grazial's rheumy eyes as I felt his memories pass through me.
A boy demon so long ago, poking a stick high above the city into the cave openings. I recognized them as the cliffs above Sheol. A demon ceremony, maybe a wedding. A female demon smiled at an older Grazial, but he did not smile back. A flash of the same woman, weeping on a bed as Grazial laughed above her. Grazial killing a man, the large demons around him in a circle cheering him on. He raised his fallen opponent's heart above his head in victory. A son being lowered into Grazial's arms. A secret trip to the world. There was a crack no one knew about, a young demon was telling him. A woman, a human, young and fresh and beautiful. He took her in the night. She was alone. He made her tell him she loved him. I saw Eli as a child then, Grazial introduced himself as his uncle. When Eli went to sleep that night, Grazial would rape his mother again. More sons, so many he couldn't keep track, and still, he visited Eli, his half-breed son. Then a feeling of pride washed over me. Grazial's pride. Eli had somehow come to Erebos. All the cracks had been closed, but Eli had come. Grazial watched him fight his brothers from a high window. It was magnificent. Grazial was sure he had died several times, but always came back. He fought them all. Another scene. A meeting. Grazial was being jeered by the other lords. Another meeting, this one dark and clandestine. Kane was smiling at him. Grazial was giving him a bag filled with money. Kill them all, and they will respect me again, he said. And then I saw us here now. From afar I saw myself standing here, my hand on Grazial's chest. And I knew what I had to do.
I felt the pull, the exquisite, tantalizing darkness, pulling me deeper. I could hear someone screaming. I felt my hand reaching into Grazial's chest, little by little.
"You killed them," I said, my voice gravelly and not sounding like my own.
"No!" he said. He was terrified now. Piss dribbled down his leg.
"Their skulls were smashed. Men, women...babies, Grazial. You killed them. You killed them all. Their spirits wept. They couldn't even speak, their grief was so immense. Have you ever felt a grief like that?" He tried to speak, but only his mouth moved. No sound emerged. I could feel the tears falling from my face, growing cold as they fell down my neck. "They didn't even know why they died," I said. "They didn't know what they were. Most of them thought they were human. They didn't know about your hate for them. They didn't know!" I screamed at him. Visions of the death scenes were shooting through my mind, only these weren't visions. They weren't Grazial's memories. They were mine. But Grazial's eyes widened as I felt them. Tears welled up as I reached farther inside him. I heard someone screaming my name, but it was too late.
"Can you see them?" I whispered. "Do you see what you've done?"
"I can feel it," he gasped. "Stop it. Why am I feeling this? I don't care about them."
"You can feel it because I felt it," I said. "This is what you've done. This is how you're supposed to feel about murdering entire families."
"I'll tell you where Kane is," he breathed, shaking his head. "Just let me live. I'll tell you everything." A vision of Kane in my head then. Leaning close, whispering. Payment. A meeting-place decided on. A kiss on the cheek and then Kane disappeared.
"I don't need you to tell me," I spat. "I'm Death." I grasped at the cool, flickering object that had been wrapping itself around my fingers. It wasn't sickly, as Boshta's had been; it was full and rich and full of life. It writhed in my fist, but I held on, knowing it couldn't move, that it had to obey me. "And this is what happens to people who challenge Death." I pulled, ripping and pulling the silken strands away from his body. It glowed white for a moment after it pulled free, and then disappeared little by little, turning to dust in the air and swirling away in a dozen whirlwinds. Grazial stared at me for what felt like hours. Then his eyes rolled up into his head and he crumpled to the ground.
The street was completely silent. The screaming had stopped. I could feel all the eyes upon me. I pulled Bobby's coat closer to my skin. I turned and found Eli staring at me in disbelief.
"What have you done?" he said. He fell to the ground beside Grazial's body and shook it.
"He's dead, Eli," I said.
He stared blankly at me, sitting in the dirt. There was no blood on Grazial's chest or on my hand. It was as if I had never even touched him. Except for the fact that he was dead.
"He was my father," Eli said. He shook his head, narrowing his eyes as if trying to comprehend.
"He was evil," I said. "Mourn him if you like, but he doesn't deserve it. I saw what he did to your mother."
Eli was in my face in seconds. I didn't back away, I just looked at him. "You have no right, Niki," he hissed. "You have no right to judge him."
"I have every right," I said. "He's a murderer. He hired Kane to kill hundreds of innocent people. And he didn't care."
Eli took a step back, his face full of confusion. "No," he said. "Why would he do that?"
"Because you were an embarrassment," I said. "He was proud of you, but it was not the old way. He had the other halflings like you killed to restore his place among the lords. It was his plan, not yours, Eli. Maybe Lucifer will look past this."
Eli seemed to remember Lucifer then. I saw his body stir. He looked back to me, his face scrunched up in anger, as though he wanted to escalate the argument. I held up a hand.
"I could touch you, too, if you want," I said.
"What happened to you?" he said.
"I talked to God," I said.
"What?"
"Never mind," I said. "Go home. Bury your father. Show up tomorrow with your deepest apology. Maybe Lucifer will let you live."
I looked around. Most of the demons had disappeared, slinking away while I was killing Grazial. I considered whether I should feel remorse for killing the old demon, but decided that I would not. The visions of the murdered families were too fresh in my head. Grazial hadn't been a boy who had wandered into this life. He had been a killer even before all this had begun. And he'd let someone else do the dirty work for him. I just wouldn't feel any guilt whatsoever about his death.
I crouched over Lucifer. The guards had stayed, just as I'd ordered, and they watched me nervously. I ignored them. The hole that had burned through Lucifer's chest seemed to be closing up. It was smaller now than it had been. The skin was knitting itself together, a hard, fresh pink scar forming over the burned meat and organs inside. I could see his chest moving.
I reached out a hand, hesitating. Maybe if I touched him now, I would see his death. I would see his memories. But, gathering my nerve, I placed a hand on his bare stomach. All I felt was hot skin. I breathed a sigh of relief. I touched his stubbled cheek and he moved, groaning slightly. My chest ached, but there was no pull. I didn't understand it. The darkness in my guts, a storm of motion before, had settled, the turbulence subsiding like waves traveling out to sea. As I looked down at his face, I felt calm and languid. His eyelids fluttered.
"Niki," he whispered. He groaned and squeezed his eyes shut again. He put a hand to his chest, feeling the wound gingerly. "I did something bad, Niki. You're going to hate me."
"I don't hate you," I said.
"It's all right," he said, his voice more of a moan. "I deserve it. I'm beyond redemption."
I bent over him. "No one is beyond redemption," I whispered. I kissed him lightly on the lips just before he lost consciousness again. I stood up and looked at the soldiers. "Take him to the tower," I said. "Carefully."
They were very eager to follow my orders.
 



TWENTY-FOUR
 
With Lucifer laid carefully on his bed, resting and healing, I closed the door quietly behind me. The guards were still here. A few of them had sat down in the hall and scrambled to rise when they saw me. I could smell their nervous sweat.
"I want two of you inside the room, two outside. I want the rest of you pacing this hallway and around the bottom of the tower. No one comes in, understood?" They stared at me, eight sets of eyes as wide as a deer in the headlights. "Jesus, just nod if you understand me." They slowly nodded, one by one. "If you keep him safe, I won't hurt you. Maybe he won't hurt you either, though you all deserve it. " I turned to go. "Oh, one more thing," I said, turning back to them. "If Lucifer goes crazy again, you can't let him leave. Do whatever you have to."
I found a frightened demon girl hurrying down the stairs.
"I need some clothes," I said. "Can you help me?"
"Of course," she said, bowing. "Follow me."
She led me back up the stairs to a high room filled with old clothes. Men's, women's, children's. Some jewelry, too, but I passed by the elaborate chest dotted with tiny drawers without so much as a glance. I pulled out a pair of men's trousers that looked about right and a linen shirt like the one Lucifer had been wearing when I brought him to the world.
"Miss," said the girl. Her voice was barely a squeak. "I think you would like this better. You would be beautiful." She pulled out a blue evening gown beaded with what I was sure were pearls. I almost laughed.
"Thanks, but no. I'd rather wear pants."
She bowed out of the room and I put on the clothes. I paused at the dress she had laid out. The fabric was navy and shone like glass. I touched the pearls, smooth under my fingers. In another life, a woman who looked just like me would have died for a chance to wear something so beautiful. I drew my hand back. Beautiful wasn't meant for someone like me. Not for someone who had just murdered an entire village.
I knew they weren't all innocents, but the memory was still fresh and burned when I thought of it. There had been murderers among them. Soldiers who murdered demon families at night, those that knew about it and did nothing, and of course, Boshta. I didn't grieve for him at all. It was all tragic, and I had no right to judge. Eli had been right about that. And yet, I found myself judging anyway. As horrible as the deaths of the Outsiders were, there would be no more random killings in Erebos now. Judging from the blood I saw, Lucifer had killed a goodly portion of the lords, and after the whole city watched me kill Grazial, I was sure that there wouldn't be any more screaming in Erebos tonight. But there had also been Outsider children among the dead...
As I headed out of the tower, I knew the soldiers would guard Lucifer with their lives. And I didn't plan to be away very long.
At the gate above the city, I found Gage waiting for me.
"Figured you'd come here," he said. "What took you so long?"
"Oh, you know, saving the king of Hell from his subjects, killing my ex-boyfriend's dad, and..." I blew on my fingernails, feigning disinterest, "maybe learning where to find Kane."
His eyes widened comically. "No shit?" he said. "Nik, you're a goddamn goddess."
"Don't I know it," I said, smiling. "He won't be there until tomorrow, though. So tonight I need you to do me a little favor."
"Anything," he said. "Name it."
"I need you to hang out in Lucifer's room. Keep an eye on him. And if he tries to leave, cast a spell or ten to keep him there."
"No problem," he said.
 
"I got some great binding spells," he said. "I don't have to feed him soup, do I?"
"Nah, he's got people up the yin-yang in that tower," I said. "All kinds of servants."
"Can he trust any of them?" said Gage.
"Nope, not a one," I said. "That's another reason we need you there."
"What are you going to do?" he said.
"I've got an errand to run," I said. "Plus I have to clean up the souls. Shouldn't take me more than a night. You up for it?"
"Sure thing," he said. "Just lead me to it."
"Where's Dorana?" I said, realizing the woman wasn't with him. "Didn't she come with you."
"Tried to talk her into it," said Gage. "Nice gal. She said she had family somewhere."
"In Erebos?" I said.
"No," he said. "Did you know that people live out there? It wasn't just that one little village. She said there's creatures, scary shit, running around out there. Barbarians, too. Freaked me out just standing here waiting for you."
"It makes sense," I said.
"How so?"
"Hell was here way before Lucifer got here," I said. "Erebos can't be the only place to live."
"Can we get out of the open, though?" said Gage. "I got the heebie-jeebies."
"I'll take you to the tower," I said. "You'll like it there. The food is amazing."
"Perfect," he said. "I'm starving. All that getting kidnapped and then digging the graves of my captors really works up an appetite, y'know?"
I looked up the side of the cliff, where the makeshift village had been. I couldn't go back and change what had happened. And, thinking back, there was no way I could have changed any of it. I couldn't have refused to help Bobby find the guy who murdered his family. I couldn't have ignored the Outsiders, the only lead we had on Kane. And I damn well couldn't control the actions of Ba'al and the necromancer. Nor could I have known that Sam had some crazy resurrection pact going with them. And no one had any idea about what was inside of me.
"You okay?" Gage said. I looked at him. "Wasn't your fault, sis."
I nodded. "I know."
 
I stood at the top of Lucifer's tower, feeling far less unsure of myself than the last time I was here. I looked out over the city. It was so quiet. I saw movement as a soldier circled around the base of the tower. No one screamed, no one cried, there were no shapes moving in the shadows or over the wall. For now, there was peace. I hadn't yet made a decision about whether what I did was right, or what Lucifer did was right. But the silence suggested that maybe it was better than the alternative.
I ripped open reality and stepped into the void. Time to make things right. Even if it hurt.
 
I stepped into the Deep Blue Sea and watched the gap into the Unsung close like a healing wound. The floorboards creaked under my feet as I doubled over with pain. I'd been in Erebos for a long time and the souls had built up. I grabbed a bottle of Jameson from behind the bar, sat down, and threw the cap across the room. I drank deeply from the bottle. After a few swallows, the pain dulled. I could still feel the insistent tug, but it didn't hurt as much. A few more drinks and it didn't hurt at all.
I had been sitting right here the first time I'd laid eyes on Sam. That night seemed like a lifetime ago, but it had been less than a year. Less than a year for my life to change. Less than a year for me to die and come back to life. Less than a year to cease being human and turn into...whatever I was. Less than a year for everyone I ever considered my family to die.
Of course, there was my real father. I knew that I would have to get to know him, and give him a chance. And I would. Just not right now. I wasn't ready to know about him yet. Everything I'd been involved with this whole year had begun and ended at this bar. It seemed only right to accept my place in the world here. I wasn't human anymore. I never would be. I would never be normal -- whatever that was. But it didn't bother me anymore. I had the power to make things right. I could feel every motion in every star, every shift of every plate on the world's surface. I could feel the sun on my face and know how far it had traveled to get there. I could walk between the worlds and I could save people from time to time. Even one person seemed so much more than I had before. This wasn't a life of darkness as I thought before; this was a new beginning.
I took one last long draw off the bottle, then stood up. I tipped the bottle over the bar, watching the amber liquid spread across the polished counter, dripping over the back of the bar. I walked around and pulled out all the bottles of alcohol I could find and lined them up on the bar. I took every liquor bottle off the mirrored wall, and every bottle stashed away in the cabinets underneath. I rifled around under the bar to see if there was something I missed.
I found a familiar duffel bag and pulled it out. It was heavy. I realized it was the duffel I packed when Gage and I walked through the war to save Sofi. Pants, shirts, some underwear. I had no need of clothes right now. I tossed them aside. Underneath, there were guns. I pulled out a Glock, checked the clip, and stuck it in the waistband of the old-fashioned trousers. I held another, hefting it in the palm of my hand. My old pearl-handled Taurus. I put it in my waistband next to the first. I didn't really need a gun for what I planned to do, but these were sentimental. Next to the duffel was a box holding books of matches, their covers plain and white. I grabbed one and put it in my pocket.
I stood up and looked over the bar. There were at least fifty bottles of booze. Would it be enough? I had to make sure every bit was destroyed.
I started opening bottles and upending them, spurting hooch all over the floor, all over the pool table, all over the booths and chairs. The old wooden construction seemed like it would go up with a single match. But I never could figure out the Deep Blue Sea. It was hard to say what it would do. Maybe it was fireproof. I splashed vodka all over the bathroom walls, and rum-soaked the Murphy bed that Sam had created just for the two of us.
There were only a few bottles left. A large bottle of Bacardi, a cheap bottle of Scotch, a couple of plastic bottles of bottom-shelf gin. I lined them on the bar and grabbed the large bottles of gin, scattering the pungent liquid around the door and splashing it all over the walls. I had just finished when there was a noise behind me. A noise like skittering insects, or the claws of rats scrabbling along the floor. I turned, dropping the empty bottles.
"Hello, Niki."
The necromancer was smiling at me. Ba'al towered behind him, red eyes seeming to burn in the semi-darkness.
"Bind her," Ba'al growled.
Zagan took a step toward me, still smiling. He said something under his breath and his head twitched in the odd way he had. He stared at me. I raised an eyebrow at him. The smile fell from his face.
"I said, bind her," Ba'al repeated.
The necromancer muttered again, his head twitching, like a tic going crazy. He froze and stared at me again.
"Is this a show?" I said. "Am I supposed to clap or something?"
"Why isn't it working?" the necromancer hissed at me.
"Oh," I said, smiling. "That might be because this is my goddamn bar, you piece of shit." I pulled the gun out of the front of my pants. "And no magic happens in my bar that I don't want to happen." I hit the safety.
Zagan smiled his slimy smile. "You don't really think a gun can hurt me?" His smile turned to a scowl. "I'm a necromancer, you stupid girl."
"And I'm Death," I said. I squeezed the trigger.
Zagan laughed, but it was short-lived. He looked down at his stomach. Black blood was pouring out of his abdomen. He looked at me quickly. It was my turn to smile. "I told you it was my bar," I said. I squeezed again and again, until the chamber clicked. I dropped the gun and it landed on the alcohol-soaked floor with a clatter. I pulled out the Taurus, the pearl handle smooth in my hand.
Zagan was clutching himself. He was covered in inky blood from the neck down. He looked at Ba'al, who was stepping toward me now. I cocked the Taurus and aimed it at Zagan's head. I squeezed the trigger...and nothing. I looked at the gun. It was jammed. Damn pretty firearms. Give me an ugly gun any day.
I didn't realize I'd been struck until I was flying through the air. There was a great cracking sound as I hit the bar with my back. I fell to the floor feeling like the life had been crushed out of me. I struggled to pull air into my lungs. The side of my head throbbed where Ba'al had backhanded me. I looked up to find him making a beeline for me. He pushed a table out of his way and it went flying, slamming into the wall, making the building shudder. With an excruciating gasp I finally drew breath. Shakily, I stood up.
"I think you've forgotten one thing," I wheezed.
"I've forgotten nothing," he said. "A god keeps his promises. I will bring Samael back. And I don't need you to do it. You wiped out my people, and now I'm going to kill you. Then Samael will take up his mantle again." He was a foot away from me now.
"That's great," I said. "Real pretty speech. But it looks like you lost your ride."
"What?"
"How exactly are you going to bring back Sam when you don't have a necromancer?" I nodded to the spot Zagan had been standing a moment before. Ba'al turned to see the empty air, the only evidence of the necromancer a puddle of black blood.
Ba'al rounded on me. "This is your fault. Everything that happens is your fault."
I leaned against the bar. "You know they're all dead, right? All your little lords. I wonder who the city fears more now. A little god that shoots lightning, or a Death that pulled a demon lord's soul out through his stomach in front of everyone. And one more thing."
Ba'al growled, showing his teeth.
"Lucifer is not dead."
"He will be," said Ba'al. "Erebos is mine."
He raised his hand above his head. I saw the electricity there, coursing through his fingers. There was a rumble, like thunder that was very close, but it kept going on, growing louder, until I felt my eardrums would burst. The walls shook and the floor moved under my feet. The roof was rattling so hard that I thought it would cave in. I backed away from Ba'al.
"Don't do that," I said.
"Are you afraid?" he said tauntingly. "You will be nothing but ash by the time I'm done with you."
"This bar is soaked in alcohol. You let off your lightning and you'll burn up every bit of Samael that's left."
"Burn?" he said, looking around like he was seeing the Deep Blue Sea for the first time. The walls rattled, and a bottle tumbled off the bar, shattering on the floor. "Why would you burn it?"
"Because Sam told me to," I said.
He frowned. "How?" He had his arms raised above his head. I could actually see the ceiling shaking, the boards coming loose from the nails.
"He's in my head," I said steadying my voice. "At least he is now. He'll be gone after I burn this place down. Not enough soul to go around."
"Why would he tell you to burn up his last chance to come back?" he said, raising his voice to be heard over the din he was making. "You lie."
"Nope," I said. "He saw what you did to me. And he decided that he'd rather die than be brought back that way. Also, he has -- what? -- a ninety-nine percent chance of coming back a raging, homicidal monster?"
Ba'al snarled. The sparks were still coursing between his fingers. I could feel the electric current radiating off his body. "It's still a chance. A promise is a promise."
"Sam didn't read the fine print," I said. "He didn't know your little friend was going to violate me and trigger a massive explosion. He didn't know you were going to team up with a band of mercenaries who were killing innocent demons. And he sure as hell didn't know you were going to kill me in the process if you had to. Sam and I are friends, see? And what you're doing? We don't find it acceptable."
"Another speech?" he said. He took a last step toward me. "If this place burns, you burn with it. It would be worth it."
"And you'll burn, too," I said.
"Fire won't kill me. But it might kill you."
I shrugged, trying to look nonchalant. The truth was, he was terrifying. A white current ran between his horns. "I had my friend Bobby put a protection spell on me before I left Erebos. I'm essentially fireproof."
I reached behind me and grasped the first thing I touched, just as a vibration coursed through the bar. With a thunderous explosion, the entire roof seemed to burst apart. A column of light came down on Ba'al and enveloped him, buzzing with electricity. I shielded my eyes. I saw him hold out his hands, as if reveling in the power. I looked at the object I had grabbed from the bar. The giant bottle of rum. Better than nothing.
I was angel-fast, bringing my arm back and throwing the bottle at Ba'al's face with all my strength. I heard it shatter and for an instant there was a blue flare all around him. I heard him cry out in rage, as the column changed. He seemed to vibrate as the tree-trunk sized lightning formed itself into a ball around him. I grabbed another bottle. Scotch. I threw it into the ball of throbbing, burning light. I heard him bellow again, but still the ball of lightning remained.
I looked around. The bar was on fire now. It had fanned out from Ba'al and was quickly spreading: over the pool table, up the walls, across the Murphy bed. I could see the flames emerging from the bathroom, licking the top of the doorway. I looked into the vibrating power that was Ba'al. I saw a massive arm reach out from within the center. He was going to try to do to me what he had done to Lucifer.
"No," I said. And in that instant, I wasn't afraid anymore. I remembered the hole in Lucifer's chest. The fear I'd felt when I'd seen him like that. The raw, all-encompassing relief I'd felt when I'd touched him and hadn't seen his death. I narrowed my eyes. "This is for Lucifer."
I stepped forward until I could feel the electricity against my skin. Every hair on my body rose. I felt the buzzing deep in my chest, occasional sparks hitting me like splattering grease. His hand was reaching toward me. He wasn't going to get a chance to blow a hole through me. I knew then that I was strong. Maybe not as strong as Ba'al, but it was worth the risk. I grasped his arm.
A bleak landscape. Ba'al looked out over Erebos. Only it wasn't Erebos. It was Hell. Before the city, before anything. He was alone. A flash like lightning. Thunder rolling and echoing from the other side of the cliffs. Lightning filled Ba'al's eyes and he knew his power. He was worshiped in the world and he felt it. Another flash. Demons everywhere. They obeyed him. They feared him. They didn't ask him where he came from or what he was. They already knew. He was great. He was a god. Made from nothing and no one. Flash. Servants, ugly demon women who offered themselves to him. He didn't taint himself with them. He was too high above them. Flash. A war. A war like I had never seen. It wasn't like the human wars. It wasn't like Michael's war. It was far worse. Demons crushing demons under spiked, deadly-looking weapons that dripped thick black blood. They filled the valley like insects, crawling over each other, ripping the flesh from their brethren's bodies. Ba'al stood above them all, watching, laughing. It pleased him. Flash. Ba'al was older, softer. Another war. The angels. One angel, really. Lucifer. The others only came to help him, and left afterwards. The demons feared him more than they feared Ba'al. Ba'al didn't hate Lucifer. He had grown bored with the demons, tired of ruling them. Flash. A death. His own death. He had gone into the Pit. He thought he was powerful enough. Something in there was bigger, stronger than Ba'al. Something slimy with teeth. Abaddon pulled him out, but it was too late. To bring him back, Samael gave him a piece of his own soul. Angel inside of him. He felt himself changing. He felt compassion and it filled him with shame. Flash. News of Samael's death. He had given his life to save the wretched world of humans. No better than animals. But there was something nagging at him, a promise he had made in haste. The angel soul made him loyal. Made him want to keep his promise. Flash. Bones. His bones. Burned black and smoking.
And then the pull. It grabbed me from the dark reaches. Vaguely I knew that my arm was burning, that the electricity was singeing the flesh off my bones, but I didn't care. I was touching Ba'al's soul now, and it was the strongest I had ever felt. It wrapped itself around my fingers, my flesh that was vibrating with electricity. And then I pulled with all the power within me. I felt the burning sensation course up my arm, more painful than any electrical current could ever be, and then, he was there, in front of me.
The ball of lightning sizzled out and Ba'al's body fell to the ground, into the flames that encompassed the bar. His spirit looked at me. He mouthed a question: How? But he was already fading away, swirling into the fire like so much ash. And then he was gone.
I gasped as the pain registered. I looked down at my arm. It was black and crackling. Like a stick from a bonfire. I let out a sob, cradling it, careful not to let it touch anything. I knew it would fall off if I touched it. The bar was falling down around me. A white flash caught my eye. I looked down at my fingers, flaking away, and there was a spark. A strange sensation was coursing through my whole body. I felt the muscle expanding. The black charred flesh flaked away and I could see a bubbling just underneath. I recognized the sensation. The same power that had decimated a village, the power that had almost unmade the world. The Creator's power was healing me.
I sensed a movement behind me. My eyes widened. Zagan was standing there. I hadn't heard him return. He was smiling again, but it was even more strange. His face was wet like he'd been crying. He had something in his hands. I realized it was one of the guns I'd seen in his shack.
"Where did you get that?" I said through clenched teeth. The pain was unbearable. I'd seen guns like that used during Michael's war. They turned people to dust.
His voice cracked. "She's gone."
"Who's gone?" I said. I cried out as my arm gave a monstrous throb. I held it out in front of me.
Zagan giggled. "I'm going to kill Death."
"Why are you doing this?" I said. "Sam's not coming back, can't you see?" I struggled to breathe, to stay conscious. I remembered when Sam had brought me back. My flesh being remade on burned bones. The remaking was far more painful than dying. Zagan looked around, seeming to notice the fire for the first time. It didn't faze him.
"She's gone," he repeated. His face crumpled and tears fell down his face. "Dorana is gone and it's all your fault."
"She's not dead," I said.
"I know, you stupid girl. I'm a necromancer! I know when someone is dead. Everyone else is dead. Ba'al is dead. My people are dead. And yet you still didn't manage to kill my father. Soon you'll be dead, and so will I."
"Why?" I said.
"She was my life," he said. He pulled something back on the gun and it clicked. He smiled.
The world went gray as I became lightheaded. I stumbled, catching myself with my foot to keep from falling. My hands might just snap off if I fell. Then the gray dissipated. I frowned, trying to place the feeling, but I dismissed it and focused on Zagan.
"Don't," I said. "Don't do this. After all that's happened. After all you've done, you're still capable of love. There isn't anything more important. You could find her. She loved you once."
"Love," he hissed. "Who knew Death was so sentimental? I had love, and you took it away from me. You."
"You made her leave. You. You treated her badly, you were cruel to her. Only you. She warned you not to touch me. She saw it in a vision, but you didn't listen. It was you who ignored her, who held me down and rifled around inside of me," I said. "No one made you do that. I can forgive you. Maybe she can too. But you have to put the gun down." I sucked in air through my teeth. My arm looked like something from a bad horror flick, bubbling and hissing and writhing.
He smiled. "Everything dies." His finger moved toward the trigger. There was a wet sound like a watermelon on concrete. And then Zagan dropped the gun. I frowned, looking at it lying on the ground, not comprehending. The cuffs of Zagan's pants were on fire. I looked up at him and his mouth went slack; an O of surprise. And then his face fell apart. The top slid off and felt to the floor with a sizzle into the flames. The rest of his body stood there for a moment, before leaning over and falling to the floor with a reverberating thud. And then, seeing the figure behind him, I understood.
Lucifer.
He stood in the flames, his hair wild, panting. He was holding the flaming blade, now dripping with black blood. The hole in his chest was nearly closed, and I could see flickers of white light coming from within. I stepped toward him, still not understanding how he was here, how I was still alive. Lucifer staggered, grasping my shoulder to keep from falling. I held my arm away from my body. The pain was agonizing. The souls would have to wait a little while longer.
"Your arm," he said, his voice hoarse.
"Why are you here?" I said. I stared up at him in shock. "How are you here?"
"I told you," he said. "I'll always come." Then he slid off my shoulder and fell to the floor. I stared at him for a long time. The flames didn't touch me, and they didn't seem to affect him. He had saved my life.
I ripped a hole into the Unsung and, gripping his body with my good arm, I dragged him into the void. Looking back through the rip in reality, I saw a shape in the flames. The figure of a man. He raised his hand to me in a wave. And then he was gone.
"Goodbye, Sam," I whispered. And then the rip was gone and we were spinning through the darkness toward Erebos.
 



TWENTY-FIVE
 
Lucifer had nearly killed one of the guards, and wounded two others. Apparently he kept a sword under his bed like any normal guy. Gage slept through the whole thing. After a few hours, my arm had become a road map of scars. I flexed my fingers. I could still feel the power coursing through me, softening the scar tissue. I would have a normal hand by dawn.
I walked into Lucifer's bedroom to find Gage glaring at Lucifer and Lucifer glaring at me. Lucifer was lying on the bed. He didn't move.
"You froze him, huh?" I said.
"Damn straight," said Gage. "Stupid bastard wouldn't stay in bed. Kept saying he had to get to you. To make sure you were safe." I looked at Lucifer. He responded by continuing to glare at me.
I laughed. "Go get some sleep, Bobby. I'll stay here."
"Did it work?"
I took a breath. "Ba'al is dead. Zagan is dead. Sam is...gone."
"Sorry, Niki."
I shrugged. "Couldn't be helped, I guess. Strange lives we lead."
"The strangest," he said.
I sat down on the gigantic bed, careful not to jostle Lucifer too much. "Go get some sleep, Bobby. Just pick a room. There's about a thousand of them."
"We'll go after Kane after you're all healed up," he said. He grimaced at my arm. "You sure that's going to heal up?"
"Pretty sure. We'll talk in the morning," I said. I stretched my back straight. "I'm just so tired."
He sighed. "Fine. I'll see you in the morning, sis." He stood and kissed me on top of the head. "Damn, you need a bath. You reek like a bonfire gone bad." I laughed. Gage looked at Lucifer. He pointed a finger at him. "You be good to her. You might be some kind of god down here, but you just remember who kept you locked in that bed. Niki's like family to me. I wouldn't take it well if something happened to her."
Lucifer's eyes went to me. He raised an eyebrow. The spell was wearing off. Gage winked at me and then opened the door. "Night, Nik," he said. "Get some rest."
"I will," I said.
When he was gone I looked at Lucifer. The blankets had been pushed down past his wound. A gnarled purple knot of a scar as big as my fist stood out on his chest. I swallowed and looked up at his face. I had the urge to look away. Something hurt in my chest. But I forced myself to just look at him. He wasn't Sam. I didn't know how I could have thought they looked alike. They were completely different. I wanted to run away then. To run and never have to face what I felt. But meeting Lucifer's eyes, the feeling disappeared.
I knew then what it was about him that kept drawing me back, kept forcing me to think about him even when I fought it. I had been running as long as I could remember. Maybe ever since I was born. I ran from New Government, I ran from what I was and what my family was. I ran to provide for Sofi. I ran to help Sam, at first desperate for the money, and later because he desperately needed me. But looking at Lucifer, his eyes burning into mine, I felt something strange; every time we touched, every time we were together, I felt like I didn't have to run. I could finally be still. After all these years, after a lifetime of fear, of anger, of exhaustion, I could be still. It was peace.
"You saved my life," I said. He stared back at me. "I don't know how you knew, but I'm grateful you came. I'd be dead if it weren't for you." I frowned. "I don't know what comes next," I said softly.
His lips trembled, as though he were trying to move them, but they were still frozen by Gage's casting.
"Just let me say this first," I said. "I have to say it now, or I'll never say it. I'm broken that way." He managed to barely nod his head. "I'm not good at this," I continued. "I do great beginnings and tragic endings. It's all the mushy stuff in the middle that gives me trouble." I breathed deeply, trying to figure a way to say what I needed to say. I frowned into my hands. They were black with soot. "Sam's gone," I said. I looked at him. He frowned. "I burned the bar down. You know that, I guess. It was the last of him. Except the part I'm using, anyway. But I think, in the end, he wanted to go. I think it was just hard for him. I broke his heart. I didn't mean to. In the end, I just didn't love him. Not the way he wanted me to. And I couldn't bring myself to do what he wanted me to. He wanted me to bring him back. And I couldn't imagine being responsible for his death a second time. I just couldn't. Maybe I'm getting old, or cynical, or maybe I just don't want to feel sad any more." I laughed, my eyes filling up with tears. "Isn't that funny? Death doesn't want to feel sad." I shook my head. "I tried really hard to love him, you know. Even after everything, all the lies, all the manipulations.
"I don't know how you really feel about me." I looked at him, feeling slightly out of breath. I had never done this before with anyone. I didn't like to expose myself, but I knew that I had to. "Sam's gone now, so if you were just spending time with me to mess with him, you can tell me. I might be angry, but I'll get over it. If you want to walk away, it's okay." I pushed my hair away from my face. "I don't know what this is. I don't even know if it's possible for me not to screw up something good. And I don't know what I feel. If you try to make me say the words...I hope you won't make me do that. It's just that I never thought I'd see anything beautiful again. I never thought I'd see anything that way. My world has always been ugly. But ever since I met you..." I shook my head. I sounded ridiculous. "There's always going to be death. It's sort of my thing. I help the spirits, I set things right. I killed a lot of people in the last twenty-four hours. And most of them, I didn't feel bad about it. I don't know what that makes me. But you make me see the other parts, too. I get this glimpse between the cracks and..." I laughed. "Jesus, the world is just so goddamn beautiful. And it's your fault."
I looked away from him. "That's all I have to say," I said. "We don't ever have to talk about this again." I looked down at my gnarled hand. The scar tissue was thinner, the pink scars looking more like new skin. "If you don't feel the same way, I get it. I wouldn't blame you. I'm a piece of work."
A heavy silence hung in the room. I closed my eyes. I had to get out of the room, away from Lucifer's watching eyes. I stood up woodenly, feeling raw and sore and weak with exhaustion. I turned to go.
"You don't," I heard him rasp. I turned. He was working his throat muscles as if trying to swallow.
"I don't what?" I said.
He closed his eyes, working to take a deep breath. He opened his eyes and locked them onto mine. "You don't owe me," he said. "I told you I would always come. But you don't owe me." He swallowed, flinching. "I came because I wanted to. I heard you say my name and I felt your fear. And I couldn't let you be alone like that."
"Why?" I said. "You had a damn hole in your chest. I don't even know how you're not dead."
"I told you," he said, his voice like gravel. "I'll never leave you."
"How can you make a promise like that?"
"You carried the Creator," he said. "And part of Him never left you. You will never taste death. Which is ironic."
"How did you know about that?" I said. "I didn't even know until yesterday."
"Because," he said, heaving a breath. "Because I carried him, too."
I stared at him. "What?" But I knew it was true. I remembered the sparks of bright white I'd seen come from his wound. The same power that was healing my arm.
"It was long ago," he said. "In the beginning, so to speak."
"He walked the earth before?"
"Oh yes," said Lucifer. "It's His favorite thing to do."
"So He'll probably do it again."
"Probably."
"So when Ba'al put a bolt of lightning through you, when he burned up your heart..."
"It doesn't matter why I'm alive," said Lucifer. "It doesn't matter why you're still alive. All that matters is that we are."
"But I did die," I said. "I burned. From angelwine. If the Creator's power heals, why didn't it bring me back?"
He hesitated, frowning. "It would have," he said finally.
"What?"
"If Sam hadn't brought you back," he said slowly, "if he had waited just a little longer. Carrying the Creator is a gift, a gift that has certain...advantages. It didn't happen right away for you because the power was still dormant. You remember afterwards? How the power seemed to wake up?"
"So if he didn't put his soul into me...what? I'd just come back to life?"
"Essentially."
"It was all for nothing, then?"
"I wouldn't say that," he said.
"Why didn't it explode?" I said. "When my arm got hurt and it was healing me, why didn't the power explode in the bar? Like it did before?"
"Explode?" he said.
"The Outsiders," I said. "The ones that were attacking the city. They're all dead."
"The power is part of you," he said. "It does what you want it to."
"I didn't want to kill all those people."
"Are you sure?" he said. "I wouldn't blame you if you did. They were causing innocent people to die. I haven't heard a single scream outside. You did what I was too weak to let myself do."
I wasn't sure what to think. I had killed all those people. Even if most of them were killers, a needle of guilt worked its way under my skin.
"Niki?" I looked up. "Let it go."
"How can I?" I said.
"Because I'm asking you to." He frowned as he moved his fingers. Painfully slow, he forced his arm towards me. I took his hand with my good one. "Please. It's not your fault." With effort he squeezed my hand.
I nodded. "Okay."
"I never cared about hurting Samael."
I looked at him. "Is that true?"
"I didn't mean for it to happen," he said. "I thought he was gone in the beginning. And you were...my God, Niki, you don't know how truly incredible you are. You made me forget everything. And after I knew Samael was still here, even just part of him..." He swallowed easier now. "It was too late." He took a breath, his chest moving as he did so. The scar had turned from purple to an angry reddish-pink. "It makes me ashamed to say it." He met my eyes again. "I knew Samael was here, I knew he saw." He lowered his voice, whispering. "I just couldn't care."
I could feel my heart beating in my throat. It was hard to breathe. Lucifer moved his leg, frowning as he did so. He was recovering from Bobby Gage quickly.
"Niki, if we do this, you should know that I don't know if I'll ever be able to fully control myself. There will always be a part of me that is willing to go mad. Part of me will never give up the way I used to be.
I looked at him, fighting an insane urge to laugh. "You have no idea what I've done tonight, do you?"
"I killed five lords without even thinking," said Lucifer.
"I blew up a village," I said.
"That wasn't your fault," he said. "You didn't know."
"I killed Grazial."
"Oh?"
"I pulled his soul out of his body in front of everyone." He blinked at me. "I shot the necromancer full of holes and I killed Ba'al."
"Good thing it's not a competition," he said.
"Do you still want me after all that?" I said.
He didn't hesitate. "Yes."
"Then what the hell makes you think a little bit of crazy is going to scare me away?"
His mouth twitched into that odd half-smile he had. His hair had come undone and was tangled with weeds and dirt. He had a spatter of dried blood on his cheek above his unshaven face. And he was the best thing I ever saw.
"Maybe you should run," he said, a glint in his eye.
"Why?" I said.
"Because I've been able to move for a few minutes now."
"What does that---" He wrapped his fingers through mine, and, so fast it took my breath away, he pulled me roughly to him.
"Aren't you afraid to be alone with a madman?" he said. He raised an eyebrow. "We are alone, aren't we?"
I smiled. "Completely."
"No one in your head?"
"Just me," I said.
He smiled. "Good. Then you won't mind if I do this." He was a blur as he flipped me onto my back, pressing himself against me.
"Goddamn angels," I said. But I pulled his face to mine. When our mouths touched, the world disappeared. I didn't think about Sam or Gage or death. There was only us.
"I'm not going to say it," I said, pulling away.
"That's a lie," he said. "You know what this is."
"Shut up," I said. "I'm not saying it."
"You will," he said.
 
"You sure this is the right place?" Gage said for the third time.
"I'm sure," I said. "Just sit still."
"I don't like this place," he said. "Can you hear those voices?"
"No one likes this place," I said. "That's the point. It's Sheol."
We were standing in front of the mossy door, the carved eye just visible. I could hear the cacophony of the whispers of the resting dead just inside. It set my teeth on edge. My mother was in there. Sasha, my adoptive father. Sofi was in there now, too. But I had no desire to enter. We were here for a purpose.
"Your boyfriend really lived here for a while?" Gage said. "I dunno how he could stand it."
I shrugged. "Grief does weird things to you. And stop calling him my boyfriend."
Gage smiled. "That was predictable."
"Shut up."
"You're blushing, Slobodian."
"No I'm not." I narrowed my eyes at him. "Are you serious about this or not?"
Gage sighed. "Hell yeah, I'm serious. Been waiting a long damn time for this. Just trying to lighten the mood. That bastard killed my family and ruined my life. So yes, Niki. I'm serious."
"Sorry," I said.
"It's okay, sis," he said. "It's good to see you happy for a change."
"What makes you think I'm happy?" I said.
"Please. You're goddamn glowing."
"I think we should talk about something else," I said. I flexed my fingers. They were back to normal. So I was some kind of immortal. Definitely not normal, but then, I never was.
"I thought you didn't want me to talk at all," Gage said. "Make up your damn mind."
"Quiet," I said suddenly.
"See?" said Gage.
"You hear that?" I said.
"No."
I held my finger to my lips. There was a rustle in the air. And then I heard it. Insects. I turned toward the noise. I could feel him coming. I held out my hand. There was a vibration, and then a peculiar heat that surrounded my fingers, followed by the barest touch of something that felt silky and cool. I smiled. The feeling got stronger, the vibration more intense. I made a fist and had him before I could even see him. He materialized, coughing and spluttering and gasping with pain. His eyes searched the dark and slimy stairwell wildly, finally alighting on me.
"Hello, Kane," I said. "Did you miss me?"
"No," he gasped. "How did you...this isn't possible!"
"Oh, it is," I said. "And here we all are. You've met my friend Bobby, haven't you?" Gage stepped forward.
"Nice to see you again, dirtbag," said Gage. "Can't just pop away this time, can you?"
Kane looked from Bobby to me. "You can't do this," he said. "It's cruel. Inhuman. That's not you, Niki. I know it isn't."
"Funny you should mention that," I said. I leaned close to him so my lips were centimeters from his ear and whispered. "I'm not human."
"You are," Kane said. His voice had become high and he kept glancing at Gage, who had taken a hunting knife out of his belt and was twirling it in his hand. "The humanity never leaves you. It's part of you."
"How would you know about humanity," Gage said. His face had changed suddenly. I'd seen Gage mad before. But this wasn't anger, this was rage. He took a step toward Kane, closing the distance. "You killed them," he growled. "You showed no mercy. You crushed my son's head in front of her and then you killed her too." Spit was flying out of Gage's mouth with every syllable. I had never seen his eyes this wild. His body was rigid and tense as he reached out a gigantic hand and wrapped his fingers around Kane's throat. With the other hand he took the knife and touched the point on Kane's now-panting abdomen.
"I showed her mercy," hissed Kane, his windpipe being lightly crushed by Bobby's fingers. "I broke her neck. It was a mercy. I wouldn't let Boshta do it. He did the boy, and I'm sorry, but I killed her myself. For you, Paul. It was for you. You made me, I had no choice."
"Everyone has a choice," said Gage. "You should have killed me instead."
"I could never kill you," rasped Kane. "You're like a son to me."
"I ain't your son, you piece of shit."
Kane flinched. Gage put pressure on the knife, but instead of the reaction I expected, Kane laughed.
"You'll never do it," he said. "You never could stand the blood. You can't kill me, Paul. You never will. Strangling will hurt, but you'll really have to put some heart into it to kill me. And you never did have the heart."
"You took my heart, you son of a bitch," Gage said, his voice low and quiet. "Seems only right I should take yours." Kane screamed as Gage thrust the knife, twisting it up. Black blood poured out of Kane, his guts sliding out of the long gash Bobby made. He pulled back, his hand covered in vile black blood. I thought he was done when he dropped the knife. It clattered dully on the stone. But with a scream of his own, Gage reached into Kane's abdomen and thrust his arm in up to his elbow. I felt Kane's body shudder as Gage pulled out his arm with a wet sucking sound, covered in black, his hand grasping an organ about the size of his fist. Kane's heart gave one feeble beat before stopping forever. Gage threw it as hard as he could against the door to Sheol. It thudded to the ground, leaving black blood on the door, dripping down over the eye.
I felt the soul I was holding dissipate under my fingers. Kane's body went limp as he fell from my fingers onto the ground, passing through my hand like I was a ghost. Gage turned away from me, breathing loud and fast.
"Bobby?" I said softly.
He put up a hand and I took a step back. Then Gage leaned over and vomited with a splashing sound. He retched for a long time. And when he was finished, leaning against the slimy wall with his shoulder, he stood there with his back to me, panting. After a while, he held his hand in front of him, looking at the black blood that covered his arm and hand. All the strength seemed to go out of him then. He slid down the wall and put his face between his knees. I saw his body start to shudder.
"Bobby?" I said. I went over and crouched next to him. I put a hand on his shoulder.
He looked up at me. He wasn't crying, he was laughing. I frowned.
He wiped his eyes with the hand that wasn't covered in blood. "Shit, Slobodian. Don't look at me like that. I haven't gone batshit."
"I expected a different reaction," I said.
"Do you know how long I've been thinking about killing that son of a bitch? How many nights I stayed up wishing I wasn't such a lightweight about the blood? How many nightmares I've had where I'm watching him kill my family and I can't fight back?"
"Three?" I said.
"Three hundred thousand!" he laughed. "And now it's over. I did it. I killed the bastard. And nothing I've ever done in my life has ever felt so wrong and so goddamn good at the same time." He stopped laughing and looked at me. Tears welled up in his eyes. "I can finally let her go, Nik. I can let her rest. I can let Robbie rest. It's over." His eyes went wide and he shuddered. This time it wasn't from laughter. "Oh, Jesus. It's finally over." The sobs wracked his body and I caught him as he leaned against me. "It's finally over," he said again, his body shaking with relief and sorrow and everything in between.
"It's okay, Bobby," I said. "You did real good. It's over."
When he was finished, he sat up, wiping his face. He looked at me, embarrassed. "Sorry about that, sis. Got a little overwhelmed." He looked at Kane's body. "What should we do with him?"
I looked at the corpse. It was starting to stink already. I thought of all the families dead at the hands of Kane, for the money. Because Lord Grazial wanted power. Because Boshta came back broken.
"Leave him there," I said.
"Really?" said Gage.
"This was his regular meeting-place," I said. "Leave him here, to be seen by everyone who ever worked with him."
"Damn, you're a cold woman," he said.
"I didn't rip his heart out," I said. Gage glared at me. "Too soon?" I said.
We started up the stairs, careful where we stepped. The mold had grown thicker and more disgusting than the last time I had been here. This was where Sam had first kissed me, just after I had seen my mother, just after I had met Lucifer at his craziest. The memory didn't make me miss Sam. It just made me feel sad.
"You okay, sis?" Gage said, looking at me with concern.
"I will be," I said.
"You know," said Gage, "I'm unemployed now."
"No, you're not," I said.
"How do you figure?"
"You work for Death," I said. "I'm sure I can figure something for you to do."
Gage shook his head. "I dunno about that. Think I might have lost my taste for this stuff. No offense or anything. I think you'd be a great boss. You already boss me around."
I smacked him on the chest.
"Careful!" he said. "I'll slip on these things and break my neck."
"So you're looking for honest work?" I said.
"Yeah. Seems that way. Weird, huh?"
"I can see it," I said.
"Yeah? Think I can make an honest living after all these years?"
"Bobby, how would you feel about running an apartment building?"
"Come again," he said, looking at me sideways.
"Remember Olivia Bradley?"
"Rocker chick? Married to the devil?" He smiled. "You know what I mean."
"Yeah," I said. "She bought my apartment building. And then she gave it to me."
Gage stopped on the stairs and looked at me. "Why?"
I shrugged. "She said she wanted to do something nice for me. Did you know she was dating Lou Craig?"
He raised an eyebrow. "Damn. Lucky guy. She's a peach. Probably loaded by now, too."
"So, what do you say?" I said.
"About what?"
"Dammit, Gage. Do you want to manage the building? You can keep all the rent money."
"Set my own hours?"
"Well, I imagine the plumbing problems won't work around your schedule. But for the most part, yeah."
He shrugged and we started back up the stairs. "Worth a try," said Gage. "What could possibly go wrong?"
"You really haven't learned anything in this lifetime, have you?" I said, stepping carefully over an especially slippery clump of mold.
"You're gonna need a new bar," he said. "Death's gotta drink somewhere."
"You've got a point," I said. "But maybe we could just find one we like and, you know, pay for our drinks."
"Now who's crazy?" Gage said. Looking at me seriously, Gage cleared his throat. "Thank you," he said. "For everything."
"What are friends for, if not to help each other act out our revenge fantasies?"
"I mean it, Niki. I'm trying to thank you."
"Bobby?"
"Yeah?"
"You ever disappear again and I will kill you."
"I believe you," he said. "Buy you a drink?"
"Sounds peachy."
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